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Chapter 1


Fires of Past and Present



Alex awoke to the crackle of flame.

The fire’s warmth tickled his face as his small form snuggled beneath a thick blanket. The scent of venison roasting and cookies baking reached his nostrils, inviting him to wake up.

“Hm?” The young boy raised his head, squinting at the fireplace. It warmed the room, burning brightly behind an iron screen that kept sparking embers at bay.

“Well, someone finally woke up,” a man’s deep voice came from near Alex’s bed.

He startled at the familiar words, quickly turning to find a man sitting nearby.

He was lean and tall—Alex hoped he’d match his height when he was grown—corded muscle hardened from years of splitting wood and hauling kegs defined his arms. His light brown eyes shone with mischief, and he wore his chestnut brown hair cropped close to his scalp.

Calloused hands played with tiny building blocks, showing them to the babbling bundle sitting on his lap. Selina was a toddler, rambling on in a singsong voice as she reached for the blocks her father held, sharing them with him and doing what she loved best, putting them together in unique ways.

But her large green eyes weren’t always on the blocks. Much of the time they were fixed on the fire, absorbed in the dancing flame.

“What’s wrong, Alex? You’re going to start drooling soon,” Mr. Roth laughed.

It dawned on the boy that he’d been staring at his father and baby sister with his mouth hanging open. “I was yawning, that’s all,” he said, trying to recover.

“Uhuh.” Mr. Roth grinned knowingly.

Something about that smile disturbed young Alex.

A feeling that something was off crept down his spine. Something wasn’t right. Apprehension stirred in the back of his mind, like he’d forgotten something incredibly important.

It was unsettling…

Alex frowned. How old was he again? For some reason, he couldn’t quite remember. Maybe he was still really sleepy.

“Well, I guess it wasn’t too thrilling of a tale, eh?” His father nodded toward something near his pillow. “I think you had a few minutes with it before you were fast asleep. You looked like some of the regulars in the alehouse when it’s long past midnight.”

“Hm?” Alex looked at the object his father was grinning at; a story book he’d borrowed from the school’s library—filled with illustrations—about a wise wizard who’d used his tricks and spells to defeat a hungry ogress.

He’d been quite enjoying the book. “I like this one!” he insisted, snatching it up. “It’s really good!”

“Uhuh.” Mr. Roth chuckled. “If it’s that good, then I’d love to see how quick the bad ones put you to sleep.”

“Oh, don’t make fun of him so much,” a warm voice—with all the promise of spring and summer—drifted from the kitchen.

A spike of yearning struck Alex’s heart at the same moment the apprehension returned. He looked toward the kitchen where a smiling woman was coming toward them.

His mother had been—no, why was he thinking of her in the past tense? His mom winked at him. She was usually a cheery soul, one who was quick with a song and even quicker with her smile. Her auburn hair was caught up in a loose braid that bounced as she walked, and her green eyes shone with amusement.

In one oven mitt covered hand, she held a tray filled with cookies, producing a delightful scent which drifted through the air. They smelled absolutely delicious.

So why was that wonderful aroma painful?

What was going on?

“Alex had a busy day today, Sean, and he needed that nap.” She placed the tray on the nearby dining table. “I’m sure that book is thrilling if he says it is.”

“It is,” Alex said, glad to be defended. “It’s the best one I’ve read in a year!”

“I thought the best one you read in a year was the one about that frog?” Mr. Roth wondered aloud, scratching the stubble on his chin. His gaze had fallen on the cookies with undisguised greed.

“Well, that one was good, but this one’s a lot better!” Alex insisted, also eyeing the cookies.

“Uh-uh,” Mrs. Roth said without looking at either of them. “Supper first, then dessert.”

“Right, best check on the roast then,” Mr. Roth said, barely hiding his disappointment. He picked up Selina. “Would you take her for a bit, honey?”

“I might not let her go.” Mrs. Roth took the cooing toddler with a dreamy smile. “Since when did I get such a cutie pie?”

“I’m right here, you know,” Alex said, tucking the book under his arm.

“I remember a young man saying, ‘I’m not cute, I’m cool!’ no more than three days ago.” Mrs. Roth rocked Selina in her arms. “I wonder who that young man was?”

“Hah!” Mr. Roth chuckled as he headed into the kitchen. “And you say I should stop making fun of him?”

Left alone with his mother and little sister, Alex stared up at them. Again, that apprehension coiled around him… leaving him feeling like he was looking at something that shouldn’t be.

“Your teacher said you did very well on your last arithmetic test, Alex.” Mrs. Roth looked at her son, her eyes twinkling. “She was very proud of you, and so am I. And I believe good boys deserve rewards.”

She looked at the cookies meaningfully and whispered, “Don’t let your father hear you.”

Alex’s face lit up. He wasted no time in tip-toeing to the tray and choosing the biggest cookie in the pile to stuff into his mouth. It tasted the way he imagined food from one of the heavens would.

Crumbs and all were long gone by the time his father returned with a pan heaping with slabs of roasted venison and root vegetables, drenched in steaming gravy. He placed it on the table beside the cookies and—luckily—didn’t seem to notice that the biggest one was missing.

“I heard you and Mum talking about your test,” he said, taking a seat at the head of the table. “Well done, Son. With the mind you have for numbers, you could handle the books for a business. Maybe work for a magistrate. Maybe even be a magistrate yourself one day… Just don’t be a tax collector, I’d never live it down.”

“Oh please, Alex will take over the alehouse one day,” his mother said warmly, putting Selina in a highchair beside her own seat. “Won’t you, Alex?”

The little boy avoided her gaze, looking instead at the book he was holding. On the cover, the bearded wizard faced down the giant ogress.

He looked so brave.

So magnificent.

“Actually…” Alex murmured. “I want to be a wizard.”

Silence filled the room.

“It’d be grand!” Alex started talking fast. “I’d be able to do magic to help the people around Alric! I could keep the countryside safe from monsters, plus I could help you with the alehouse. Wouldn’t it be nice to have all the cooking and cleaning done with spells instead of by hand?”

More silence.

Again, that apprehension ran through him.

“Well… wouldn’t that be a mighty fine thing?” Mr. Roth chuckled. “Imagine that, a wizard in the family?”

“That’d certainly be the most important thing my family’s ever done.” His mother laughed. “And it’s cute. You’d be dealing with fairies, and pixies, and the like.”

“Aye, and turning people you don’t like into newts.”

“And turning frogs into princesses and princes!”

“Mum! Dad!” Alex complained. “It’s more serious than that! It’s not just cuteness and fairies! It’s very important work!”

“We know.” Mrs. Roth smiled. Something about her smile was… odd. “But whatever you choose, we’re proud of you.”

“You’re going to be a big, important man someday.” Mr. Roth put Selina in Alex’s arms. When did he take her out of her highchair?

Why was it so warm?

“Be well, Alex,” Mr. Roth said.

The crackle of flame roared through the alehouse.

Alex whirled on the fireplace and screamed.

Flame poured from it, spraying through the room. Fire, like hungry demons, engulfed the alehouse, filling the air with thick smoke. The sweet scent of cookies and their last meal together, was replaced by the acrid stench of smoke and ash.

“Mum! Dad! We’ve got to leave!” Alex screamed.

Selina’s eyes were wide as she both screamed and giggled at the scene around them.

“Mum!” Alex screamed. “Dad!”

The flame was everywhere. Smoke had smothered everything. He could no longer see his parents or his home.

There was only the crackle of flame.

The crackle of flame.

The crackle of fla⁠—

Someone was gripping his shoulder.
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Alex woke up with Thundar shaking him.

“Alex! Alex!” the minotaur hissed. “Alex, you’re having a nightmare! Wake up, ground yourself, man. The mania field’s getting inside your head!”

Alex awoke to the mania field rampaging through him: fear, longing, anger, and loss screaming in his head.

“What th—Thundar?” he muttered, trying to ground himself. His mind shifted to the present, marking the feeling of his clothing against his body, the sight of Thundar’s snout before him and…

…fire crackling?

He shot up, wondering where he was.

And then it came to him.

He was still in the maze of Cretalikon with Thundar and the mercenaries he’d hired. They were trying to escape to the material world. The crackling he’d heard wasn’t coming from a fireplace in an alehouse, but from burning walls around them, and the flaming sky above.

Alex shook his head, trying to erase the last traces of his dream.

Meeting the Traveller’s spirit—something he could hardly believe happened—must have triggered the dream. It had seemed so real, even though he had no memory of those specific events ever happening when he was small.

Initially, the dream felt strange and comforting, real, yet in reality, he hadn’t left the maze, he hadn’t been with his family.

“I’m fine now.” Alex clapped Thundar on the shoulder, forcing himself to his feet. Nearby, the aeld staff was emitting waves of concern while Claygon’s was reaching through their link.

“Father… are you well?” he asked, his body still partly encased in iron.

At the golem’s feet lay the dead body of Celsus, shrouded in a blanket coated in frost. Alex had conjured a pair of ice elementals to freeze the warrior’s body just before he’d nodded off.

It wouldn’t do to have him succumb to decay before they even got him back home.

“Yeah, I’m well,” Alex said. “How’s everyone else?”

“We’re good.” Thundar stretched. “The nap did me some major good.”

The mercenaries were breaking camp. Ezerak was shouldering a heavy pack, while Guntile gathered her gear.

Ripp was already scouting the path up ahead and…

“Where’s Kyembe?” Alex asked.

Guntile nodded toward the top of a wall. “He should be down any second.”

Alex followed her eyes to the closest wall, spotting the Spirit Killer descending the burning stone with the agility of a spider. His blade was back on his hip and his skin was unmarred, free from burns.

He seemed no worse for wear when he dropped the last dozen feet, landing silently on the stone tiles. “I have news, but it comes with a dreaded question: is it the bad news you wish to hear first, or the worst?”

Alex grimaced. “Let’s start with the bad news and work our way up to the worst.”

“Alright, then the battle in Jaretha shows no sign of ending soon.” The Spirit Killer was moving quickly, grabbing his pack from the centre of camp. “In one way, this is good. Our allies are not dead, which is always a good thing. Of course, that also means our hope of reinforcement from them is somewhat thin. We will have to rely on ourselves for our escape.”

“Alright, that’s not so bad. What about the worst news?”

“The worst news colours things.” Kyembe cleared his throat. “While we rested, many with less sense than mobility sought to escape by flying out of the maze—which of course ended in death—but also caused the labyrinth to shift as though in some frenzied dance.”

“Oh…” Alex’s blood chilled. “So the maze is shifting faster than we thought?”

“Yes, many of the pathways we originally used have already twisted and changed,” Kyembe said. “Sooner than later, we will find ourselves lost in unfamiliar passageways.”

“Then we’d better get a move on.” Alex looked at the others. “Alright, everyone, let’s make for the portal. I’ll use Planar Doorway to try and keep us moving as fast as possible. I want us out of here before we end up lost. We’re almost home, so let’s not fumble on the way out.”

As Alex shouldered his pack, the images of his family returned to him.

A dull ache settled in his chest. Even though he’d met the Traveller, he knew the chances of him meeting his own parents before he passed on was low.

And while he wanted that meeting, he didn't want it yet.

Perhaps one day.

But not yet.

Taking up his staff, Alex prepared to cast Planar Doorway.
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“Forward!” Kaz-Mowang’s voice boomed through the maze. “Hannar-Cim awaits us! She will not escape me again!”

With a crack of his wings, the greater demon marched toward the spot where that unique energy she’d used to fight him had come from.

His long tongue flicked across his lips.

Around him, a demon army marched as one.

Their footsteps were thunder.

Though, not the only source of thunder in the realm.


Chapter 2


Teleportation Tactics



In the distance, Baelin and his cabal still battled abyssal knights, greater demons, and their servants, sounding like an earthquake and a tornado brawling in a test of wills.

While a typhoon did the commentary of the struggle.

The loudest explosions—without a doubt the loudest sounds—that Alex had ever heard crashed in the offing, shaking the walls around them, lighting the sky like a dozen suns had sparked to life.

At times, it fell into a depth of darkness so endless, that all light disappeared from it as though an infinite void had swallowed it whole. Alex kept his eyes ahead and his Planar Doorways flowing.

Within him, Hannah’s gift burned, fuelling his teleportation spells as he took his team through the labyrinth’s winding halls. Planar Doorway—a spell he’d just learned—was as easy for him as his forceball spell.

In some ways, even easier.

Each time he spoke the incantation, the Mark would rise, trying to drown his mind in failures, but the Traveller’s power rose up against it like divine protection driving away a devil.

Her magic helped so much in constructing the spell array, that he had little to do.

In a way, it gave him a taste of what it must be like to be a regular wizard—one not limited and obstructed by the Fool’s Mark in a constant struggle to cast a spell. Yet, it was still there in the background, always trying to interfere.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t always be so. Hopefully, one day, he’d be able to wield powerful magic as naturally as breathing.

But today wasn’t that day.

Today?

They had a hell to escape.

Alex teleported his companions through the maze, hopping hundreds of feet along the long, winding corridors. The journey was tense, and they stayed quiet for the most part, while all around, they heard demons making their own way deeper into the labyrinth. Many were also quiet, simply looking out for themselves.

Others?

The mania had hold of them.

Grisly sounds of demons ripping and tearing each other’s flesh weren’t uncommon.

“Sounds awful,” Thundar whispered, noting the screams of something suffering nearby. “I almost feel bad for ’em.”

“Don’t,” Ezerak said, his curved sword drawn and held before him. “We know they would do the same to us without a drop of mercy.”

“With smiles on their faces,” Kyembe added darkly.

“Agreed,” Alex said, glancing at the Spirit Killer. He felt his power beginning to ebb. “Alright, let’s walk for a while. I need to recover.”

“That was a lot of hops,” Thundar said. “A lot more than when we were leaving Kaz-Mowang’s place.”

Alex threw him a meaningful look. ‘We’ll talk later,’ he mouthed.

The minotaur gave him a nod before turning his attention to the path ahead. In the distance, Ripp was scouting the corridors. “Hey, Ripp, we on the right path?”

Peeking around a corner, the swiftling’s expression was dark as he zipped back to the party. “Well, it sorta looks like it, but the paths are changin’ almost faster than my heart’s beatin’. And believe me, that’s real fast.”

“Then we shall need our bearings once more.” Kyembe sheathed his sword. “Wait here.”

With a running leap, he jumped to the wall, gripping the stone surface as though it was a secure ladder, scaling it at speed. Soon, the Spirit Killer was at the top, peering over.

Nodding to himself, he clambered back down, landing on the balls of his feet as quiet as a cat. “It seems we must take a left, then another left, then a right through the next corridors. That will take us to paths that look familiar, at least they do for now.”

“You sure?” Guntile asked.

“As sure as I am that Kaz-Mowang is a filthy bastard’s son,” he said simply.

“Good enough for me,” Alex said. “Lead the way, Ripp.”

They started up again, moving at a brisk pace. Claygon’s thunderous footfalls echoed down the corridor as Alex’s attention fell on the Spirit Killer. “How is it that you don’t burn, Kyembe? I don’t feel any fire magic protection spells on you.”

In reply, the mercenary grinned, holding up his hand with the ring that shot hellfire. “I am used to far greater fires, my friend, and my mother hails from the dark elves far in the northlands where they live beneath the earth. They dwell in the burning light of under-suns. The heat from even this flame is nothing to them.”

“Under-suns?” Alex asked. “What’re those?”

“From the stories, they are much as they sound: small suns beneath the crust of the earth. Or something similar. I have not seen them myself yet, though one day I would like to.”

“They sound like an incredible sight,” Alex said.

“The world holds many such wonders.” Kyembe ran his hand along the burning wall. “As do the outer planes.”

“That they do,” Thundar grumbled. “I’d just like to see more amazing sights when something’s not trying to kill us for a change.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice.” Alex smiled, thinking about the Traveller’s book in his satchel.

In it, she’d written about all the incredible sights she’d seen—both strange and wonderful—on dozens of worlds that she’d visited. Her experiences almost came alive on those pages, calling him to explore the wonders of the universe and the mysteries that lay on far away worlds much like his own, one day.

He vowed that some day, when he mastered her power, he would do just that. Of course, there were the remaining mysteries surrounding Thameland, and the Ravener and Uldar to be solved before he could.

His thoughts returned to his immediate future and plans he needed to make.

‘I’m going to have to get good enough with this power to either transport myself across the sea in one jump, or learn to cast a full teleportation spell,’ he thought. ‘If I’m going to explore both Thameland and the Irtyshenan Empire, I need to be able to teleport. Things won’t work out if I have to rely on Baelin to be my teleportation-gondola.’

Still, there were other things he could work on, both in his own life and… for someone he owed a lot to.

‘Hannah is probably gaining divinity through faith,’ he thought. ‘And the stronger she gets, the more of a chance she has of permanently travelling back from the afterworld as a minor deity. And hells, I’ve heard of gods and goddesses who’re a lot less deserving of worship than she is. She needs more worshippers. But how…’

As his mind worked on the problem, Ripp shouted from ahead, “Hey, back you bastards! Back!”

The swiftling was looking around a corner.

Alex touched Claygon, teleporting them beside the swiftling; his face screwed up in an absolute image of wrath.

Around the corner, a pack of mortals—wealthy ones judging by their damaged silken clothing—were stalking toward Ripp with weapons in hand and mania gleaming in their eyes. Symbols of Ezaliel adorned torn garments, their expressions as fierce as a starving dog’s.

They froze in place when the hulking wizard and his towering golem appeared beside the swiftling.

“What’re you doing?” Alex’s voice boomed, his eyes cooly scanning the threat before them.

As he’d assumed earlier, most were of the patrician class and were accompanied by their personal guards. Warriors of broad shoulders and vicious-looking blades ringed them, shielding their masters against threats from all sides.

They watched Alex fearfully.

“We’re hungry!” a skinny man cried from the midst of Kaz-Mowang’s desperate guests. His arrogant tone and bejewelled robes of silk and fur, gave Alex the impression that he was the leader… or someone who thought of himself as their leader. “We won’t trouble you as long as you share any food you have with us!”

In moments, the rest of Alex’s companions were beside him, Ripp, and Claygon. The demeanour of the cultists—or whoever they were—abruptly changed. They didn’t seem as menacing. Their eyes shone with anxiety, hunger, and mania.

But the mania was what pushed them on.

“Food please, now,” the man said, though his tone was more demanding than requesting. “Share with us, then you’ll be on your way and we’ll be on ours. No trouble. No problems.” He nodded toward a bearded man near him, one sheathed in mana. “Algernon here is a battle mage. Even with that golem, a fight against us would be costly, I sugges⁠—”

Alex began casting before the man had even finished his sentence.

He was trying something inspired by the Traveller.

And if a fight was going to happen? It paid to strike first.

The spell array for Planar Doorway completed before the attackers knew what happened. Alex jumped through a whirling tunnel in space across the planes, materialising behind the battle mage and clapping a hand over his mouth.

He cast Planar Doorway again even as he channelled flight magic from the aeld staff. The battle mage struggled in his grip, but Alex held firm, completing the spell.

Teleportation magic built, reaching out for the battle mage as well. His will rose, pushing outward to banish the spell, but the Traveller’s power flared in Alex’s core, wrapping itself around the mage, holding him tight like the coils of a massive serpent.

His will broke beneath the magic and the mage was yanked through the Planar Doorway with Alex gripping him like an iron manacle.

They materialised in midair, just below the top of the maze walls.

Alex held on, twisted his body, and launched the battle mage through the air like a ball, sending him soaring high above the maze.

With a choked cry, he shot through the air, spinning end over end, causing the sky to vanish as the labyrinth folded on itself with a shudder and snatched the terrified wizard up, carrying him well away from where he just was.

Alex glared down at the cultists… or what was left of the cultists.

As soon as he’d grabbed the mage, his companions were on them, hitting them hard before they could retaliate. Most were now dead, and the living were in full flight, running down the passageway.

With a grim smile, he slowly floated down to join his party. “Well done.”

“I’m through with bullshit,” Ripp grunted. “I’m glad we jumped them first.”

“Yeah…” Thundar was staring at the sky. “Neat trick with that teleportation. I thought it was really hard to take someone with you against their will using Planar Doorway.”

“Normally it is.” Alex winked at his friend. “But I think I’ve got a bit of a… knack for travelling, let’s say. And on that note, I think my mana’s recovered enough to keep us going. Everyone, grab on.”

The young wizard teleported his companions through the passages using a number of Planar Doorway spells. Each time they teleported, their surroundings grew more familiar.

And then…

Thundar sniffed the air as they appeared at a junction. “I smell something rotting.” He sniffed again. “And monkey fur.”

“Then we’re almost out,” Alex sounded relieved.

“Hold now.” Kyembe raised his hand, cocking his head and pointed-ear toward the nearest wall. His eyes narrowed as he listened intently. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Guntile asked.

“It sounds like a group,” the Spirit Killer mused. “Like an army on the move… but what is strange is that they are trying to move with the stealth of sneak thieves, but there are too many of them to make such a silent approach with success, at least to my ears.”

Alex frowned, listening, and soon hearing what Kyembe had: that of scores of feet creeping through the maze in relative quiet. It sounded like there were a lot of them.

“Let’s not stay to find out who they are,” he suggested. “Grab on.”

Again, he cast Planar Doorway, bringing them through the winding pathways of the maze, ever closer to the portal. The sound of the army grew louder and closer.

“Yeah, they’re definitely coming our way,” Ripp said darkly, drawing his blades.

“Be ready for a fight just in case,” Alex warned. “But let’s try and make it to the portal, I’d rather not start boxing an army if we don’t have to.”

They kept going, at last reaching the crossroads.

Alex was about to cast Planar Doorway again when⁠—

“Father… watch out!”

An arrow cut the air, clattering on Claygon’s stone torso as he stepped between it and Alex.

A horde of demons poured into the portal’s crossroads.

Kaz-Mowang was in the lead, his footsteps grinding stone beneath them, his eyes filled with hungry wrath.

He levelled his gaze on the group. “Where is Hannar-Ci—Wait… I know you! The Troupe of the Gargoyle!”

The demon raised his trident.


Chapter 3


Aggressive Recruitment



Abroad grin—revealing row upon row of demonic fangs—spread across Kaz-Mowang’s face, malice gleamed in his eyes like a cruel child who’d just received a new toy to break.

But beneath that smile? An incalculable ageless rage simmered.

“Well, well, what treachery is this?” he snarled.

Alex’s eyes were fixed on the portal, measuring distance, tuning out Kaz-Mowang’s arrogant voice.

“Tell me, is Hannar-Cim with you now? Or is she hiding elsewhere?” The bull-headed demon glanced around. “Or maybe⁠—”

“Everyone, grab on!” Alex shouted.

His companions reached for him.

Kaz-Mowang’s expression dropped.

And his trident’s tines flared with golden lightning. Bolts of power danced between the prongs.

Before Alex could utter the second syllable of his incantation, lightning tore toward them with a hungry crackle, raising the hairs on their bodies.

Claygon moved, jumping between them and the bolt.

Iron still covered him.

“No! Claygon! Get⁠—”

The lightning bolt struck, arcing through his iron coating, current racing through Claygon’s stone form. Alex felt havoc rage through the golem’s mana pathways as shock waves streaked through their link.

Lightning flashed—using the iron like a node—hungry magic curved outward, rushing through their companions.

And in that moment, searing pain was all Alex knew.

His body stiffened, turned completely rigid, and every muscle locked. Heat burned him to the core and his saliva steamed, his hair sparked, rising straight up.

Beside him, choking noises escaped Thundar’s throat and Ezerak’s growls were anguished…

…but the others were unharmed.

Ripp, Guntile, and Kyembe had jumped clear before the lightning hit, and were coming for Kaz-Mowang. Ripp’s knives were out as he surged forward, Kyembe’s ring built power, and Guntile’s hand blurred into her bag, whipping a flurry of stones at the looming monster blocking their escape.

His self-satisfied grin turned to a scowl as the stones found their target, detonating like pops of thunder exploding against his hide. The greater demon stumbled back, and as the lightning sputtered, Alex, Thundar, and Ezerak’s limp bodies dropped to the ground.

Claygon struggled to free himself, and havoc still raged through his mana pathways, he shuddered like a wind-caught leaf. Alex’s mana twitched and twisted. Something in the trident’s lightning attacked mana, completely disrupting it.

Kyembe snarled, poised to unleash the power of hellfire, but Kaz-Mowang’s voice suddenly boomed, “Wait!”

His hoof pounded the ground beneath him. “I meant you no harm, mortals, I was simply getting your attention. You would be corpses if I actually wanted you dead. Let’s talk, shall we?”

His army ringed the portal as he spoke, forming a wall that promised death.

He then tapped his trident against the ground rhythmically. Demonic warriors abruptly stepped through the portal and into the world beyond.

“There now, they’ll be waiting to welcome the first of you to go through your little portal,” he said, his voice disturbingly cheery. “Now no one will flee my glorious presence too… soon. We have business to attend to! Much to discuss!”

Celpahophon, Kaz-Mowang’s enormous, fly-headed archivist, buzzed up beside his master and took out a quill—something that looked suspiciously like a human bone with a sharpened tip—and an inkwell of red liquid from the folds of his pig-like body.

Gleefully, he captured his master’s every word.

“The only thing we want to talk about is you and your goons moving aside,” Guntile snorted, holding her stones high. “Before we kill you.”

Her words were strong, but a note of fear lay in her voice. The half-orcs’ eyes were scanning the massive army ringing the portal—standing between them and freedom—and Alex knew she had come to the same conclusion he had—they were in trouble.

Breaking through the demon army would be tough on such open ground—his team would be surrounded in a heartbeat since more monsters waited beyond the portal. Ezerak, him, and Thundar were still suffering the effects of the lightning strike, and Claygon still fought to recover, his frustration bleeding through their link. The aeld staff’s mana was shuddering and sparking frantically.

Things were grim.

And from the smug look on Kaz-Mowang’s face, he knew it too. “Let’s not be too hasty with the killing. After all, I have no interest in killing you.” His grin widened. “I only want information.”

He looked at Claygon holding Celsus’ body. “Even a drooling fool could see that you came to my residence for more than mere entertainment.” Clouds of steam puffed from his nostrils. “Did Zonon-In bring you here for her own purposes? What are you, assassins? Thieves?”

His eyes narrowed as he took their measure. “You know, another guest spoke of an invasion, but I was more focused on my guests and house staff getting to safety, were they referring to you, mortals?”

He nodded toward the explosions in distant Jaretha. “Hmmm, it can’t be a coincidence that an attack on the city coincided with you attacking my household, can it? But I don’t feel Hannar-Cim there… and her energy…”

His eyes fell on Alex who was struggling to get to his feet. “…Is coming from you! Are you her agent? Is this her doing? Tell me, where is she, and where are Zonon-In and Yantrahpretaye?”

“Dead,” Alex growled. “By our hands. We already killed two greater demons who were as mighty as you. You might want to think about that.”

“Yeah, and we could make it a third,” Thundar grunted.

Ezerak’s tattoos rippled.

Guntile’s grip tightened on her stones.

Kyembe’s ring flickered.

Claygon pounded his foot on the ground, shaking the earth.

“Peace! Peace, I say!” Kaz-Mowang held up a hand, his voice jovial. “First off, do not presume that they were as ‘mighty’ as me.”

“They did not approach Kaz-Mowang’s glory!” Celpahophon cried. “Don’t be insulting, their power paled compared to my master’s. It was far weaker than his. Neither could ever match his wisdom, or his glory!”

“That is true… currently.” Kyembe shrugged. “After all, corpses are not known for wisdom, power, or glory. I would question your standard for such things, fly.”

Alex snickered.

The archivist gurgled.

“You all have spark.” Kaz-Mowang grinned in delight. “Which is why I don’t want you dead. I want you working for me.”

“Wait, what now?” Alex said.

“It’s only common sense: common sense most demons forget. But, I was mortal once. I know the value of good servants. Good mercenaries. Good soldiers.” He waved a hand at the iron coating Claygon’s form. “I 19ecognize Yantrahpretaye’s work all over that golem, so I have no doubt you fought him, and since you are alive, I can assume he is truly dead. He was not one to retreat and… oh! Oh my! That’s Zonon-In’s war-spear isn’t it? She had complained about ‘wretched’—her word not mine—mortals who stole it from her! Was that you?”

“In the flesh,” Alex said, feeling his mana calm.

‘Keep him talking,’ he thought. ‘Form a plan.’

“Well, well, well! Even more impressive!” Kaz-Mowang threw his head back and booming laughter rolled through the maze. “Even more reason that I have to have you. You’re competent. You’re entertaining. You know how to flatter. Only an idiot would rather turn you into corpses than have you at his side. I pay very well, and I will ensure your lives in the material world are filled with glory.”

He waved his hand through the air as though showing off a prize. “I’ll make sure you have jewels as big as your heads. You’ll have palaces the size of mortal cities. Pleasures of the flesh, fine foods from across your world and other such wonders.”

“Sounds good. Too good to be true.” Alex’s cynicism was plain, though he kept his eyes off the portal.

‘Claygon, can you move properly?’ he thought.

‘I am… regaining… control,’ the golem said through their link, giving off waves of anger and frustration. ‘I am sorry… I didn’t protect you.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Alex thought. ‘We’ll get him. I’ll keep him talking.’

“Trust me, you saw my home,” Kaz-Mowang said. “You see the loyalty of my servants and how well I treat them.”

“What of the mortals in your cages?” Kyembe challenged him, his frown deep and his voice hard with wrath. “Do you treat them well?”

The demon waved his hand dismissively as though there was nothing of importance to talk about. “Those are slaves. That’s different. You would be treasured servants. Come now, work for me, tell me where Hannar-Cim is hiding and what you sought from my palace. I won’t be angry. I promise. Just⁠—”

He spread his leathery wings. “—come work under me.”

Alex shifted in place, relaxing his shoulders. “I don’t know about that. I think any mortal or demon in their right mind would be pretty mad at us right now. More likely you’re going to make us tell you where Hannar-Cim is, then you know… put us through some kind of circuit of death and torment and shove us in a cage screaming and⁠—”

“You made your point!” Kaz-Mowang boomed. “Simple enough, we could make a pact. One that says I will not harm you. Come now, you are obviously a wizard of some skill. You know how binding pact magic can be! What do you say?”

Alex felt his mana finally settle and stabilise. He was ready to fight.

‘I am ready… Father…’ Claygon said through their link.

The aeld staff gave off a wave of spite and desire for vengeance so strong that Alex beamed with pride inside.

Ezerak’s tattoos had stopped shuddering and Thundar was gripping his weapon with conviction.

The Thameish wizard’s mercenaries looked at him over their shoulders, waiting for instructions—any signal to attack.

Alex caught Kyembe’s eye, and his nod to the Spirit Killer was barely perceptible.

Those sharp crimson eyes hardened.

The half-dark elf turned back to Kaz-Mowang, his shoulders going slack.

Around the demon, his army bristled with a mix of hunger, anticipation, and disappointment. The outcome they wanted was clear. Peaceful solutions were not on their minds.

Celpahophon gurgled. “You would be wise to take my master’s offer! His glory knows no bounds and in the shade of such glory, you can only prosper! Come! Become a part of his chronicle!” His voice bubbled with something akin to worship. “You will not regret it.”

“Do you truly mean this?” Kyembe asked, taking a hesitant step forward. His eyes shone, he rubbed his hands together greedily. “You shall make us wealthy beyond our wildest dreams?”

“Kyembe?” Alex whirled on the mercenary, his voice shocked. “What are you doing? We have a deal!”

“Indeed, and how much are you paying me again?” The Spirit Killer looked at him pointedly. “Enough to face down an entire army? I think ‘wealth beyond our wildest dreams’ is a little more enticing. Come now, join me. We need not die for foolishness.”

Alex looked at him carefully. Not long ago such words would have meant the man’s end. But—even though his body language wasn’t easy to read—he’d found trust in the mercenary; he had half-burned himself to death to save him from Yantrahpretaye, hadn’t he?

That tended to do a lot for one’s trust in another.

However, Kaz-Mowang didn’t need to know that.

Alex scowled at the lean man as though in disgust. The others were catching on to the ruse, shifting uncomfortably, while their eyes measured the enemy ranks for weaknesses.

The young wizard himself prepared to call on the Traveller’s power.

“You know, Kyembe,” Alex growled. “You can be a real bastard.”

“You would be wise to listen to your subordinate,” Celpahophon suggested. “Do not throw your life away over nothing.”

“I…” Alex made a show of looking at his companions with a mask of emotional agony, as though he was being torn apart by internal turmoil.

Kaz-Mowang’s smile positively dripped glee.

Meanwhile, Kyembe’s ring—facing away from the demons—was starting to glow. Eldritch power poured into it. Burns crept up his arm.

Alex tensed.

“I do have one question,” Kyembe slowly turned back to the demon. “How would⁠—”

He cut his own sentence off.

His ring hand snapped up.

White hellfire blazed brighter than before, and even more burns seared his arm from the extra power pouring into the ring. Even from his distance, heat washed over Alex, he slammed his eyes shut, tears running freely as he spoke the incantation for Planar Doorway.

The white beam screamed from Kyembe’s ring with a crackle of bursting bone, arcing straight for Kaz-Mowang’s sneering face.

His wings snapped out—he shot away—claws grabbing the fawning archivist.

“Master?” Celpahophon shrieked, the greater demon’s powerful hand gripped him as they ascended. “What’re you—No! No please! I must record your glory—Aaaaargh!”

His adored master threw the screaming, fly-headed demon in the path of the beam streaking toward him. Blinding light flashed and the archivist erupted in a cloud of ash. Hungry hellfire ran wild, seeking the ranks of Kaz-Mowang’s army, turning row upon row of pazuzites into boiling metal and ash.

But the fly-headed demon’s ‘sacrifice’ had given his master what he’d sought, the chance to escape the hellfire blazing below.

Kyembe cursed.

“Oh shit!” Thundar lifted his mace. “We’re in for it now.”

Above them, Kaz-Mowang’s wings beat the air, but his expression hadn’t changed. Even with his archivist’s death, he exuded utter confidence, levelling his trident at his enemies.

“Fall on them with all the wrath of Jaretha!” he roared. “But do not kill them: I want them alive.” His eyes lit up. “You will work for me, mortals, even if you have to lose a limb or two before you realise it! Attack, my minions!”

And the final battle to escape Cretalikon began.


Chapter 4


A Shining Finger



“Clear a path to the portal!” Alex shouted to his companions, touching Claygon on his shoulder as his feet lifted from the stones. “Disrupt their ranks and don’t get surrounded!”

“Right, boss!” Ripp acted first.

In a blur of flashing steel and death, the swiftling rushed across the portal’s crossroads, slipping between pazuzites and tiashivas, his knives slashing at their legs. Demons howled as the blades slit both hamstrings and heel tendons like butter, bringing monsters down by the number. They collapsed on anything near, crushing their smaller fellows under their bulk.

The other team members were quick to follow.

Alex finished the incantation for Planar Doorway, and grabbing Claygon, covered them in flight magic then teleported across the battlefield, appearing above the clutch of demons blocking the portal.

Claygon’s fire-beams rained death, blasting their ranks apart.

Guntile whipped detonating stones, and wherever they landed, something died, while Ezerak’s monsters flowed from his tattoos—and by his command—leapt on the demon army with zeal.

His horde was far reduced from its original numbers, but enough remained to attack the enemy with the viciousness of double their number.

Kyembe—healing his burning arm—charged into the battle beside Thundar. The minotaur’s illusionary duplicates fanned out, three images entered the demons’ ranks, confusing and harassing them while they swung their weapons at air. The real Thundar answered with a very real mace, breaking heads and pulping demons, smashing them to the ground in heaps.

The Spirit Killer moved forward with his sword-staff, sweeping the blade wide, clearing a path of ruin through the fiends.

In seconds, they were met with terrible violence.

But violence was in their very essence, they responded quickly.

As one, they charged Alex and his companions, hellbent on maiming and capturing them as their master commanded.

Higher ranked demons called on deadly magics, and so, it was these who Alex targeted.

Claygon showered any demon gathering mana with flame and Alex raised his staff, ready to conjure summoned servants when a bolt of energy sent shockwaves through him.

The Traveller’s power raged as he called on summoning magic. His connection to any plane he reached out to was now stronger than it had ever been. He summoned swarms of elemental beetles to hound the magic users with little effort. His face lit up. ‘I think I could get used to this.’

His summons overran the demons, pincers finding every soft bit on their bodies, crawling into mouths and ears, sending them into frenzied attacks on their own bodies. Alex summoned with an ease he’d never known before, calling on a half dozen air elementals. Lightning raked demonic hides, the creatures fell, spasming.

Next, he called on a pack of flicker dogs, they appeared in heartbeats.

Within seconds, he’d conjured hordes of monsters, flooding the battlefield with them. Without the Traveller’s power, he’d still be summoning, but her gift had changed that and now he’d quickly given his team an edge. The feeling of using his staff’s summoning magic so effortlessly was incredible, he never thought it could happen as long as he was Marked by Uldar.

Alex watched his teammates and the tide of summoned monsters come together, devastating the enemy. The summons harassed, ran interference, and kept Kaz-Mowang’s army off-balance, while Thundar and the mercenaries went in for the kill; slashing, shocking, and pummeling fiends with weapons and terrible magics.

Guntile was inflicting a massive amount of damage, blurring hands kept pelting a hail of stones at Kaz-Mowang’s servants, thinning their numbers, ensuring attempts to capture their team were pipe dreams.

Each barrage blew monsters to bits by the dozens.

The battle was going well, but a troubling thought nicked at the young wizard’s mind as he cast haste magic on himself.

Alex scanned the chaos of battle unfolding below him.

Where was Kaz-Mowang? The enormous demon was nowhere to be found after he’d taken to the air and given his command to capture them. Where’d he go? He just seemed to disappea⁠—

Shadows shifted, warning Alex.

‘Claygon! Dive to your left!’ he thought, while uttering the words for Planar Doorway.

In a blink he was gone, teleporting some twenty feet above as golden lightning shot through the space where he and Claygon had been.

The whoosh of wind on leathery wings followed, and Alex spun away as Kaz-Mowang swept by.

“Stop playing hard to get,” the bull-headed demon grinned. “I am bringing you home with me. There’s no stopping it. You’re only going to end up hurting yourselves, and make me dock your first pay for killing so many of my other valuable minions.”

Emphasising his point, he lunged, trident crackling with golden lightning, striking in a blurring attack. The young wizard reeled, darting from the trident’s reach with haste-enhanced reflexes.

He held up his staff, conjuring air elementals in flashes of summoning magic. The creatures appeared around him, forming a shield as Kaz-Mowang’s trident swept through their bodies, sending them hurtling back to their home planes.

Alex was grateful for the precious inches his monsters had bought him, barely missing the demon’s mana-disrupting lightning as it crackled along the trident’s prongs.

“Alright, enough dancing, Mr. Jester.” Kaz-Mowang’s grin deepened.

A fountain of power preceded a wave of absolute darkness spraying from his hand in a cone. Alex nearly weaved clear of its path, but the hungry energies clipped him and overwhelming fatigue struck, draining energy from his muscles, replacing it with a feeling of listlessness.

He felt like his very life force had been siphoned away.

Kaz-Mowang’s eyes lit up with newfound power.

“Ahhh, your life force is strong. With just a hint of life enforcement,” the greater demon snorted in satisfaction, licking his bovine lips. “Deliciou—Argh!”

Burns raked his flank as Claygon strafed him with two fire-beams, but his innate magical resistance buffered most of the damage.

“Oooo, I like you!” He laughed, touching his side. “You’re feisty and strong.”

“And you greater demons… talk too much!” Claygon’s voice box roared as he unleashed another blast of flame, but this time, Kaz-Mowang was ready, sweeping aside the beam with the crackling energy of his trident. All flames winked out.

Alex swallowed.

He’d summoned enough monsters to fight the horde of demons, but they were never the greatest threat, it had always been Kaz-Mowang.

‘We’ve got to stop him before he does as much damage as he’s capable of.’

His trident flared as if he’d heard Alex’s thoughts. “You’re the leader, so it’s only right that you should be captured first.”

Golden electricity played about the weapon’s prongs.

Using haste magic, Alex sped through the incantation for Planar Doorway, teleporting out of lightning range. Thunder boomed around them, splitting the air as he appeared high above Kaz-Mowang’s head, burning pain raked his back though he was covered in greater force armour.

Below, the greater demon looked up at him placidly, extending his claws while bone spikes sprouted from his palm. Suddenly, they streaked toward Alex in volleys.

The young wizard spun, diving away, dodging the onslaught.

“I can feel Hannar-Cim’s energy from you, jester,” Kaz-Mowang’s confidence was suffocating. “Your teleportation tricks won’t⁠—”

An explosion stopped his words, and the bull-headed demon’s bellow stung Alex’s ear drums. Guntile’s stones had detonated on the enormous demon’s flank, charring a wide swath of flesh.

“Now, you stop that.” He levelled his palm at her.

She snarled, raising another handful of stones. “Make me, you cow-headed worm!”

Kaz-Mowang snorted. Bone spears shot from his hand, aiming right for her.

Guntile tensed, ready to spring away.

But she bumped into a tiashiva that had escaped the fray against Alex’s other companions. Bleeding from a dozen cuts, it tried to tackle the swift mercenary.

She leapt aside, but the movement made her stumble.

A bone spear came down.

There was a ripping noise.

And Guntile howled.

Alex’s jaw dropped as the world seemed to slow down. One of Kaz-Mowang’s spears hit her with such force that it cleaved her forearm clean away, bringing her to her knees. Her other arm reached for the fountaining wound, her face a mix of pain and disbelief. Alex looked on in horror as her hand—still gripping the stones, met the ground.

She saw it too late to spring aside, and the rocks cracked, beginning to glow.

With an act of pure will, she tore the pouch from her waist and hurled it at Kaz-Mowang, giving him the middle finger as the bag soared toward him.

The rocks at her feet exploded.

Guntile vanished in a flash of light and flame, taking every demon close by with her. The concussion knocked Ripp from his feet, he rolled and bounced back up in a somersault.

“Guntile!” he shouted, his voice pained.

But her final act was not yet complete.

The pouch flew true, sailing at the demon, flaring with mana and a pulsing glow.

Kaz-Mowang’s eyes grew wide, he tried to sweep it aside with his trident.

But he was too late.

The explosion was like a miniature sun being born.

Light, flame, and thunder ripped the air, drowning even Kaz-Mowang’s agonised cry. The greater demon was ejected by the blast, bouncing off the stone, wounded, but not yet dead. A deep burn gaped in his chest, and the skin had peeled away revealing charred muscle beneath. He almost smelled like an inviting beef roast, but his rotten nature eclipsed any pleasantness. He was hurt and yet…

He laughed.

And kept laughing as he leapt to his feet. “Blast it! I lost one, but if you others have the same spunk as she did! Hah! I’m going to have the best soldiers when I take over new territory in Jaretha!”

Alex’s jaw hardened.

One of his companions just died, and this piece of trash was laughing?

Kaz-Mowang kept laughing as he raised his trident. “Alright, no more mana for you.”

He levelled the weapon at Ezerak as he fought, leading his minions through the demon horde. Some of his painted monsters had fallen, but the area around the portal was almost cleared.

His jewelled sword slashed tiashivas, until Kaz-Mowang’s lightning tore into him through the ranks of the demon’s own army. The bolt struck Ezerak’s back, and the former king went down, groaning in agony, his body shuddering.

Three fire-beams struck from above. Claygon strafed the fiends, blasting their ranks with lines of flame, then he turned the blaze on Kaz-Mowang. Flame bathed the demon’s wounds as he gritted his teeth while the golem’s magic seared his already scorched hide.

His attention turned to Claygon, and he levelled his trident, then suddenly startled. A scowl took his face, frowning at a half dozen shallow wounds—compliments of Ripp—crisscrossing his legs as the swiftling sped around his hooves, slashing him from all sides.

Kaz-Mowang snorted with amusement. “I’ll be with you in a moment.”

He turned his attention back to Claygon. Alex raised his staff, poised to conjure monsters between his golem and that disrupting electricity, but Ripp changed course.

With a running leap, he catapulted onto Kaz-Mowang, sinking his daggers into the greater demon’s wounds like he was carving a roast.

Kaz-Mowang only had time to flinch once as Ripp scaled his torso, leaping up and planting himself on the greater demon’s shoulder. With a wave of his staff, Alex poured his haste magic into the little mercenary; the blurring swiftling became a flash of light.

Hooked knives sliced the most vulnerable spots on the demon’s face—cheeks, lips, nostrils, and eyelids as he barely managed to shut them—black blood poured from a web of wounds.

The greater demon grabbed at Ripp, but the swiftling slipped away, dancing along Kaz-Mowang’s massive shoulders, cutting the demon at will. Wounds sprang up. Tongue. Neck. Jawline. Ear. All dealt with precision.

Even as the greater demon whipped his head around, taking to the sky, rolling end over end, trying to escape his tormentor, Ripp held on, slashing at the demon from every angle.

Alex raised his staff and conjured a swarm of air elementals around the struggling demonic giant to harass him further and support Ripp. He quickly took in the battlefield.

Claygon was in front of the portal, sweeping his war-spear in great arcs. Demons came at him, but he chopped them down like dry grass.

Thundar battled his way to Claygon’s side—surrounded by illusionary duplicates—and laying into the enemy with force magic and mace.

Kyembe was fierce. Cutting a path of ruin through the horde, he’d made his way to Ezerak’s side. A swift sweep of his sword-staff—trailing hellfire—had blown pazuzites apart as they were taking hold of the former king and raising him above their heads for Kaz-Mowang. The Spirit Killer caught him before he hit the ground.

Now he fought back the hordes that moved to capture them, protecting Ezerak while he recovered. Dozens of cuts marked Kyembe as the enemy surged at him, surrounding them.

Alex’s eyes narrowed, falling on the Spirit Killer’s ring hand.

Kaz-Mowang had absorbed Claygon’s fire-beams without worry.

But he’d sacrificed his archivist to make sure he avoided Kyembe’s hellfire.

With a plan forming in his mind, Alex conjured a squad of air elementals to support Ripp, then shot toward Kyembe.

Calling on the power within him, he focused his mind.

Kaz-Mowang was going to wish he’d never hunted them.


Chapter 5


Taking the Bull by His Horns



“Kyembe!” Alex called, floating above the Spirit Killer.

“Ah, my friend! You are just in time for what is not my last stand!” The warrior stabbed a blazing sword through a tiashiva, blowing it to bits.

Alex raised his staff, conjuring a wave of hell-boars to keep the demons back, giving his ally some breathing room. They appeared instantly, rolling over the enemy, trampling as many as they could before they were cut down by pazuzites.

But the precious moments they’d given Alex, served him well.

“I have a plan. If I buy you some time, could you charge up your ring?” Alex asked Kyembe. “I mean the big charge, like the one you used on his archivist.”

“I was just considering that.” He glared up at Kaz-Mowang as he skewered another tiashiva like an overripe fruit. “What is your plan?”

Alex nodded to a spot between Claygon and the Spirit Killer. “Charge your ring and aim it right there when I tell you.”

Kyembe glanced at Claygon, then gave Alex a grin dripping with malicious glee. “Simply say the word, my friend.”

The young wizard nodded, conjuring another horde of monsters. By now, he could feel the staff’s energies beginning to wane, but he wouldn’t need them for much longer.

As hellhounds and taraneas joined with Ezerak’s remaining painted monsters, they rampaged through the enemy, buying Kyembe precious seconds.

Alex flew up, hovering over his golem. ‘Claygon,’ he called through their link. ‘Prepare a blast of fire.’

‘Yes… Father…’ the golem answered, punting a tiashiva across the battlefield.

Alex turned his attention back to Kaz-Mowang.

Overhead, the greater demon still struggled with Ripp as air elementals zapped his flanks with lightning bolts. The swiftling sped around his shoulders, using his daggers like spikes while rolling away from Kaz-Mowang’s trident and outstretched claws.

Alex flew toward them, planning to take advantage of Ripp’s distraction… when a huge mana shift fanned out.

Abruptly, the greater demon lit up like a burning pine tree, encased wholly in golden lightning.

Ripp screamed as bolts of electricity ran through him.

“Ripp!” Alex cried, sending air elementals forward.

But the enormous demon swept them away with a volley of sharpened spurs from his palm. He plucked Ripp from his shoulder as though he was simply removing a burr from his cloak.

“Here’s a lesson for you, jester. As your little friend can feel, my trident isn’t the source of my power.” The bull-headed demon was all confidence. “It merely conducts. The power is all mine, and I can release it as I please, which is unfortunate for your friend here.”

Fixing his eyes on Alex, he spread his jaws…

…and clamped down on Ripp’s thigh.

Bone crunched, and the stunned mercenary howled, blood running down his leg, pooling on the stone below.

“Let him go!” Alex shouted, conjuring more elementals, sending them at the demon. “Leave him be!”

Kaz-Mowang simply nodded. A voice spoke in Alex’s mind. “As you wish.”

He shook Ripp about like a dog with a toy, then flung him away with a toss of his head.

“No!” Alex shouted, shooting toward Ripp, waving his staff and conjuring another cluster of air elementals below the plummeting swiftling.

“Get him!” he shouted in a tongue of air elementals. “Catch hi⁠—!”

A pazuzite reacted, launching itself between the air elementals and Ripp.

Golden lighting shot straight at Alex, preventing him from helping his companion.

“Calm yourself.” Kaz-Mowang snorted, rolling his eyes. “Remember, I’m trying to capture you, not kill you. What happened with your orc friend was unfortunate, as most accidents are.” His eyes were focused on the swiftling cradled under the pazuzite’s arm.

Ripp was in rough shape, his leg hung down, mangled with the thigh bone shattered.

His complexion paled as his lifeblood ran free.

Without aid, he’d have minutes at most.

“Stop fighting!” Kaz-Mowang roared. “I’ll see to it that your friend is given the proper healing he needs if you throw down your weapons and come back with me. Now. If not, my servant will tear open his wound further and he’ll be dead in heartbeats. Come now, I’m trying to be reasonable!”

“Reasonable, this,” Thundar’s voice boomed.

The minotaur leapt at the pazuzite hovering a half dozen feet above the battle, his mace swinging.

The creature whirled, an arm raised to defend itself.

…but it never saw the force bolt the real Thundar fired through a copy of himself.

The minotaur’s image shattered, as the bolt drove through the pazuzite’s skull. Ripp slipped from limp hands, and the air elementals were there, catching him on cushions of wind.

The mercenary was safe, but bleeding heavily.

Alex needed to be quick.

“Kyembe, now!” he cried.

“You need not even ask.” The Spirit Killer’s power blazed, his ring shining on his hand.

Alex flew right for Kaz-Mowang, sending instructions to Claygon. ‘Charge your fire-beams buddy, we’ll need your power. Aim for the spot in front of the portal!’

‘Yes… Father!’ The golem’s excitement bled through their link, and the young wizard felt his power gathering.

Now it was Alex’s turn.

Kaz-Mowang—bleeding from dozens of wounds on his face—smirked down at him with a relaxed slouch to his shoulders. It was as though he was sure he was in complete control, yet Alex saw his gaze flick to Kyembe and noticed slight tension in his shoulders and trunk.

He was preparing to dodge the hellfire.

But Alex had other plans for him.

“Hey, why the hell would you think we’d work for you if you’d throw away your own subordinate to keep yourself alive?” he called, drawing on his staff’s ebbing energies to conjure a flight of air elementals around him.

“Because you have sense.” Kaz-Mowang casually raised the trident, golden lightning playing along its prongs. His other hand was levelled at the Thameish wizard, and barbs were already springing up from his palm. “Of course I would prioritise my life over my servants’, what emperor wouldn’t? But you’re competent enough not to need to worry about that, no? I’m sure you wouldn’t have let yourself be caught by hellfire so easily. You’re so… dodgy, after all! Case in point!”

The demon fired a lightning spear, the young wizard’s skin tingled as he rolled past it. With a wide grin spreading over his bloody face, Kaz-Mowang unleashed a torrent of bone spikes, trying to lead him as the young wizard ducked and rolled through the air.

Alex’s hair sparked, lightning crackled around him, missing him by breaths. Spikes whizzed by his head, the aeld staff pulsed in fear as one narrowly missed setting it ablaze.

The young wizard’s heart thundered in his chest. Kaz-Mowang’s life draining magic was hitting him hard, fatigue was building, threatening to force him from the fight. His lungs burned.

His muscles were weakening, but he pushed on, getting closer to the bull-headed fiend.

Moving ever closer.

Forcing Kaz-Mowang to take his eyes off of Kyembe. His bloodied ears twitched, flaring nostrils blowing black tinged puffs of air.

Alex appraised him from up close. ‘He’s waiting for me to teleport,’ the young wizard thought. ‘He wants me to teleport, then he plans on blasting me where I appear. But I’ve got a surprise for him.’

Tucking and rolling past another volley, Alex reached into his satchel.

Using the last of his staff’s magic, he grabbed a piece of waybread from the bag, then cast invisibility on himself and muttered the incantation for Call Through Ice.

Pain shot through his side; the Mark’s interference rose, breaking his concentration for an instant when a bone spike scraped along his torso.

Though what he’d planned to do was done.

The staff pulsed.

The Traveller’s power pulsed.

And the bread vanished in the same instant he did.

“Aha!” Kaz-Mowang grinned, feeling the Traveller’s power. “Nice try, my new jester!”

Convinced that Alex had teleported through the planes, the bull-headed fiend raised his trident, spun around and lashed his lightning at…

…a piece of bread that appeared behind him.

“Wha—?” the surprised demon muttered.

And Alex appeared—he’d already been whispering the incantation for Planar Doorway—and his hand touched his enemy’s back. The Traveller’s power rose, pushing through the Mark’s interference, joining with his spell array and iron will.

Energy flooded out, meeting Kaz-Mowang’s natural resistance to magic and ancient will of steel. For a terrible moment Alex found himself in a contest within a mind that might have been older than his entire kingdom.

His training, determination, and distaste for the monster clashed against the ageless willpower of a thing that had watched realms turn to dust. And his will was wanting. He could feel Kaz-Mowang beginning to shake off his magic, and Alex clenched his teeth, pouring more mana into the struggle.

Then Hannah’s power was with him, pushing against Kaz-Mowang’s with a vengeance that Alex could only describe as personal. With a torrent of energy like a bursting dam, it shattered both the demon’s will and his resistance to magic, flashing out to wrap around the massive form.

And then, wizard and demon vanished.

They tumbled through space between space, Alex felt Kaz-Mowang’s power gathering. The young man’s hair prickled on his scalp. Lightning was coming.

‘Come on,’ Alex’s mind screamed. ‘Come on!’

He appeared a breath before the demon, landing right beside the portal.

“Now!” he shouted, rocketing into the sky.

An instant later, Kaz-Mowang appeared where Alex had been. Golden lightning erupted all over the demon’s skin, as confusion marked his bloody face.

“Wait… how…” he murmured.

Then his world turned to flame.

Claygon’s three fire-beams struck his side, washing over him in a wave. Burning. Robbing the monster of sight.

He tried waving the golem’s flame away with his trident, but suddenly stiffened, realising he was between Claygon and Kyembe.

And as the fire rays lashed into him from one side, a deadly beam of hellfire streaked from the other.

Its crackle was hungry, striking the hulking demon’s flank, burrowing into his flesh. Pinned between Claygon’s fire magic and Kyembe’s hellfire, the arrogant greater demon could do nothing but scream, once.

Fire magic and hellfire wove together, roiling with a life of its own. Demons around their master burst into flame. Stone beneath his feet melted, bubbling like lava, his trident wilted like a flower hit by the first frost, metal dripping like candle wax.

Even from his distance, high above, Alex felt like he was choking.

For an instant, his mind flashed back to the alehouse.

Watching it burn, struggling in Mr. Lu’s grip, desperately fighting to get to his parents.

But this was not the same fire.

This fire had reduced an enormous demon—a slaver and tormentor of mortals from across the planes—to a column of ash. His army gaped as the ash blew away on the wind, leaving nothing of their master but hoofprints in the molten rock.

“That’s right!” Thundar roared, holding up a broken tiashiva beside a victorious Claygon. “Your great master is dead! If you don’t want any of this—” he gestured to the golem and Kyembe, “—then get the hells gone, before we get real nasty!”

The demons looked around, unsure.

They briefly watched the cloud of ash that was once their ‘invincible’ master drift away. Then they looked at their dead, lying in mounds around Thundar, Claygon, and Kyembe. Lastly, their eyes fell on the dozens of summoned monsters and Ezerak’s painted beasts hungrily watching them.

As they hesitated, the former king rose, his jaw clenching.

Someone cleared their throat.

All eyes turned to Kyembe, his ring still blazed, his face lit up. The Spirit Killer grinned, the light of barely restrained hellfire reflecting across his white teeth and crimson eyes.

“Boo,” was all he said.

It was more than enough.

The mania field flooded into the fiends’ minds, and they fled as one, screaming back into the depths of the maze.

And so passed Kaz-Mowang, greater demon, and one of the most powerful of Ezaliel’s many servants.

There would be a turf war over the ruins of Jaretha in the coming days.

A certain bull-headed demon would not be participating in it.


Chapter 6


The Last Rabbit in Hiding



“Hold on, Ripp, just hold on.” Alex called on Mana-to-Life, applying pressure to the leg wound as the swiftling’s lips moved silently.

The wee mercenary had lost a lot of blood. His teeth were chattering, and his small frame shook as though chilled to the bone, his head had lolled to one side, resting against Thundar’s hand.

Alex’s Mana-to-Life spell poured life energy into him, encouraging his body to heal. While the young wizard knelt beside Ripp’s right side, Kyembe was on his left, his hand—sheathed in golden light—pouring healing magic into the mercenary.

Claygon watched, concern running through his link with Alex. “Will he be alright?” the golem asked, his voice now that of a frightened child. It was the tenth time he’d asked that question.

“I… I still don’t know,” Alex whispered, watching a cold sweat bead on the swiftling’s brow. “The break’s a bad one. His thigh bone was mostly shattered. Honestly, he should already be dead.”

He nodded to the Spirit Killer, his eyes fixed on the golden light around his hand. “Truthfully, if Kyembe wasn’t here, I think he’d already be in the afterworld.”

“My healing magics have some power to them. They slough burns, knit flesh, and can replenish blood.” The Spirit Killer shook his head. “But they cannot mend bones.”

“They’re helping right now,” Alex’s voice was low. “The right divinity should be able to do the rest. We just need to keep him alive.”

“Oi, don’t go killing me off yet…” Ripp groaned, shuddering against the pain in his leg. His voice was weak. “Or, maybe you should do just that… I feel like that great big cow tore my body in two… No offence.”

“None taken!” Thundar cried. “Just glad you’re alive!”

“Oh, thank the Traveller,” Alex said. “Thank the Traveller, I honestly thought you’d had it.”

“Aye, that was about as bad as any wound I’ve ever taken.” Ripp’s complexion was still pale, but no longer grey. “Probably by about twice over.”

“You are made of stern stuff to survive the demon’s bite for so long, friend.” Kyembe nodded, moving his hand away from the wound. “There is iron in your blood and bones. Perhaps even steel.”

“Well, thanks for that.” Ripp winced, his teeth still chattering, “I’m sorry to tell ya this, boss, but I don’t think I can walk.”

“Oh no, after what you did?” Alex waved over some air elementals. “You’re being carried.”

“I appreciate it,” Ripp grunted. “As long as they’ll be carrying me out of this hellscape and not into the afterworld.”

“Yeah, I second that.” Thundar took in the field littered with death. “I can honestly say I’ve had enough of Cretalikon to last me more than a lifetime. This place sucks!”

As the minotaur looked over the fallen demons, he watched Ezerak striding through the mounds of dead fiends. The former king was none too respectful of the mangled bodies, notably kicking some out of the way as he made his way back to his companions. His face was grim.

“This is all I could find of Guntile,” he said quietly, holding a scrap of fabric. It was a piece of the half-orc’s sack she carried her magical stones in. “It’s too bad. She deserved better.”

“Yeah, she did,” Alex agreed.

“She died well, though,” Thundar said. “Went out giving the finger to her killer. That’s not a bad way to go at all.”

“I would not know about all that.” Kyembe sighed. “Death on the battlefield is glorified a bit too much, in my mind. I would rather die in bed, preferably with a lover at my side.”

“You know what?” Thundar paused. “That’s pretty good, too. I like the way you think.”

“I do as well, though I must admit, I am somewhat biased.” The Spirit Killer gave the minotaur a grim smile before turning his attention back to the scrap of cloth in Ezerak’s hand. “Still… she had her vengeance and scored the first true wound on Kaz-Mowang. That is indeed glorious.”

“No, no, I like the other way better,” Alex said. “You know, all comfy in bed. Anyway, we can debate it some more later. Let’s get out of here before something else shows up.”
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The companions got ready to leave the demon realm, planning for those waiting on the other side of the portal. Alex summoned a flock of aervespertillos and a few swarms of elemental beetles, sending the bat-like creatures through the portal first, instructing them to unleash their sonic shrieks the instant they passed through. The elemental beetles followed soon after, attacking demons, cultists, or any other unfriendly monster waiting in ambush. Claygon was the third to go through the portal, he was the cleanup crew. He stomped to the portal and vanished.

Alex and likely more than one other member of his team, waited with their breath held.

Minutes passed, the golem’s head poked through the swirling portal. “All the… demons are dead,” he announced.

“Good, now let’s go home,”

With a collective sigh of relief, the companions stepped into the portal, moving through planes, soon reentering the material world. Rain was falling, the scent of wet earth and blood reached Alex’s nose as he emerged from Cretalikon.

All around him an ancient forest, thick with trees that must have been half a thousand feet in height, stood. Broad, ancient trunks towered like Jaretha’s titans, their sweeping canopies caught the rain on rounded leaves, quieting the downpour that soaked the bloodied dell below.

The portal floated within a clearing, filled with mangled tiashiva and pazuzite corpses. Steam drifted from many on the fire-blackened earth. Above, Alex’s beetle swarms, the aervespertillos, and Claygon hovered like clouds.

The golem watched the bat-like monsters, emitting waves of curiosity through his and Alex’s link. Rain pinged the iron covering much of his body. “We have… made it… Father…”

“Yes, yes we have, buddy.”

Alex took a deep breath of cool, damp air as his companions returned to the material world.

Thundar sighed, relieved to be back.

Kyembe’s stretch was long and unhindered, like a lioness after running down her prey.

Ezerak cracked his shoulders. Most of his tattoos were greyed now, but colour was returning to some. Celsus floated beside him, his body supported by air and ice elementals.

And Ripp, cradled by air elementals, simply took a deep, trembling breath of fresh air. “Makes you appreciate being alive, times like these do.”

“Yeah,” Alex agreed, adjusting the Traveller’s sword hanging from his back. “Yeah, they sure do.”

The mercenaries had given the weapon little more than a glance of curiosity, though Alex could tell that Guntile had wanted to ask him about it. But she hadn’t, she’d remained professional to the end. He owed her and Celsus a debt, more of a debt than gold could ever repay.

They had numbered eight when they entered the Hells.

With Celsus and Guntile dead, only six returned. Both died protecting the party from the enemy and had given their killers one last shot before falling in battle. Alex silently asked the Traveller to look out for them as he turned to the portal and spoke a single word.

It shuddered—its energies rippling—then the tear in reality slammed shut with finality. There would be no demons following them into the material world.

With the growing fatigue that often comes from relief, the companions moved through the woods, passing an invisible ward that Baelin had conjured to keep demons from escaping into the forest.

Evidence of its grisly work lay strewn on the ground at the ward’s border. The blackened corpses of some sort of hells-dwelling residents, struck down when they touched it.

Passing by with only a quick glance, Alex led his party through another one of Baelin’s wards, this one hidden in a clearing. Within it, a camp waited, well-stocked with food, supplies, firewood, waterproof tents, and even a covered firepit that Baelin had constructed with a single spell.

The encampment would have been comfortable enough for a party of at least twenty adventurers.

For six who’d made it through the Hells alive? It was utter luxury.

“So now we wait for your friend to arrive?” Ezerak asked.

“Yeah, that’s the plan. Go ahead and pick any tent you want.” Alex chose one for himself, setting his satchel on a bench near the tent flap, and dropping into a comfortable seat beside it, allowing himself to simply enjoy the drizzle that seeped through the dome of Baelin’s ward. “He should be here soon. I don’t see him taking too much longer.”

“And what are we to do if he does not rendezvous with us?” Kyembe put his pack near another tent and drew his sword, taking a soft cloth from his bag. He methodically wiped the blade. “I do not recognise this forest.”

Alex gave him a wry smile. With all he’d learned in the last while, he doubted any of them would have recognised the forest.

‘We’re probably on another world somewhere,’ he thought. ‘Whirling around some distant sun… I’ll have to ask Baelin when he gets here.’

“I can tell you this,” Alex said. “Baelin will be along. It’s not a matter of if he’ll be here. It’s a matter of when.”
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Chancellor Baelin rained fire down on the ruins of Jaretha.

His incantation had conjured a swarm of enormous meteors, each aflame, plunging to the ground at tremendous speed. Where they struck, the earth split, cracks spider webbing through the stone.

Anaxadar had called a firestorm that showered a downpour of endless flame on the remains of the city. Cra brought a deadly tempest, with winds far more powerful than any mortal storm. The hurricane stole the air from demon lungs and shredded flesh, stone, and even steel with countless pieces of shrapnel. Sanii’s tiny constructs filled the air with whirling beams of red light, each capable of burning through tungsten.

And Magun-Obu had shaken the land as his hands reached to the sky, birthing a half dozen volcanoes from the earth of Jaretha. He snapped his fingers and one by one, each erupted, spewing lava on Ezaliel’s allies. Those few abyssal knights remaining in the ruins of Jeretha, vanished in a blink with the dregs of their armies in tow. Earth boiled, and the fierce winds carried lava across the land.

Only Magun-Obu’s obsidian tower was untouched by the deluge.

Hopefully, soon, all that would be left to do would be to salt the earth… That’s once they smoked the final rabbit from its burrow.

Baelin scanned the fiery spectacle raging below, searching for Ezaliel.

“It has been three days, Ezaliel.” The chancellor was clearly annoyed. “Your cowardice has turned this encounter from justice, to amusement, to futility and now, into the hell-realm of tedium. You know as well as I that we will find you—you cannot escape. You are running out of allies.”

He laughed. “Even if I let you go, your demon lord’s wrath will fall upon you. Stop wasting my time. You are done, now show yourself.”

Baelin’s goat-like eyes watched the inferno below as he reached out with his mana senses. There was no sign of Ezaliel, and the ancient archwizard suspected he was hiding in the spaces between spaces.

He felt the air for any sign of dimensional magics, but—so far—he hadn’t detected any. It would only be a matter of ti⁠—

Baelin paused, feeling a slight pull on his mind.

He glanced down, noting Magun-Obu subtly pointing his staff at smouldering ruins in the distance. There, the debris of Kaz-Mowang’s palace lay. Earlier, Baelin had felt his portal to the material world close deep within the maze, and only Thundar and Alex knew the word to close it.

With his students gone, he and his cabal had no reason to hold back. The greater demon’s palace was now rubble atop more rubble that was once Jaretha. Magun-Obu seemed to be indicating that something was hiding there. Baelin reached out with his senses, feeling for hidden rabbits in the spaces between spaces.

He smiled. A bolt of satisfaction struck the ancient wizard, lighting up his eyes like a child whose long-anticipated treat is finally before them.

“Found you,” Baelin whispered.


Chapter 7


The Light of Darukesh



Baelin reached out, grasping the air before him and speaking words of power.

His mana spread, moving around the ruins of Kaz-Mowang’s palace, probing points in space—points that an abyssal knight could hide between. It grabbed something that tried to escape, wriggling like a fish caught in a net, but his magics held it in place and pulled.

Ezaliel was drawn from what seemed to be no more than empty air. The abyssal knight struggled, thrashing with his flaying beams. The faces trapped in his crystalline facets screamed in agony and terror.

But for all of Ezaliel’s struggles, Baelin’s magic did not flinch.

The demon was exhausted, his strength spent, he had no hope of escaping the wizard’s grip, yet he still resisted. Was it pride, arrogance, delusion, utter conviction that he could never lose, or all four? Whatever it was had kept him from conceding to the very end.

And Baelin could almost respect him for that.

Almost.

“Well, here we are, Ezaliel.” The chancellor glowered. His cabal appeared, flanking him on both sides, and watching the doomed abyssal knight dispassionately. “Well now, it seems power has strived against power, and yours was found wanting. Your threats were hollow. Your allies are dead. And all of your servants are either destroyed or have fled.”

He gestured to Jaretha. “Keep in mind that all of this destruction? It was your fault. From the moment you stuck your nose into my world, my school, and my domain, your life was forfeit.”

Ezaliel made a noise dripping with hatred, and unfortunately for the demon… a hint of fear.

The sound was like a soothing balm to the wizard. “You have only yourself to blame for your current circumstances.”

“Leave me be.” Ezaliel hissed. “You have made your point. I am defeated.”

“Ezaliel,” Baelin said. “Come now, this is merely the beginning of your judgement day. After all that you have wrought upon my school, I am nowhere near finished making my point yet.”

Sound reverberated in the air in a sonic assault, particles vibrating as one, reaching a frequency high enough to rupture mortal ears and flesh.

As for Ezaliel?

Glass hummed as though a wet finger ran along the rim of a fine crystal glass.

Then came a crack.

One that spread.

Spread until the abyssal knight was shrieking, parts of his crystalline form fractured, raining down on his burning city in shards.

“That was merely my opening salvo for one as remorseless as you.” Baelin flexed his hand, calling a vial of ink-black liquid to him. “So, now that I have your full attention, sonic destruction is too clean for the likes of you. Perhaps we should engage in something more… exotic. Tell me, are you familiar with the Hungry Light of Darukesh?”

Ezaliel shrieks kept him from forming intelligible words.

“I do not think he can give you an answer right now,” Magun-Obu said.

“Astute observation.” Baelin held up the bottle. “Perhaps I’ll tell him a story then. Once, there was a very powerful and now very dead archwizard. She sought to study the great void between stars. The deepest, darkest reaches of space. And do you know what she found? Light: lonely light completely divorced from any other. Light that was tinged by madness. Hungry light.”

He moved the bottle toward Ezaliel, who was now still. “Of course, she brought it back with her to her world. A grave mistake, you see, for light is not an easy thing to trap, and in her haste, she had not researched the proper containment for it. As a result, she was reduced to a soulless husk after it consumed her essence. Now the odd thing is that it can normally only feed on souls through their reflection, which it does by entering a reflective surface instead of bouncing off like most light would. It seeps inside the reflection, establishes a link with its victim’s soul and simply consumes it. I understand the process is quite painful.”

Baelin’s gaze took in Ezaliel, his nostrils flaring. “I do wonder, however, what would happen were the light to find its way into a crystalline creature? One abundant in reflections and a world of places for light to pass through and focus itself? …Would you like to find out?”

With a single word, he conjured a ward of darkness around Ezaliel, himself, and his cabal. As one, the five archwizards sheathed themselves in invisibility, leaving no chance for them to cast any reflection.

Then Baelin unstoppered the bottle and the dark ward lit up like high noon. A stream of light spilled out, darting through the air then pausing, hovering around Ezaliel in eerie silence.

Its radiance flared with yearning, shooting forward, entering Ezaliel’s crystalline surface without a single ripple. The abyssal knight’s shattered body clinked like broken crystal, then a scream erupted from him that seemed like it would never end.

The Hungry Light of Darukesh raged, reflecting endlessly within his internal facets. The soul devouring light feasted on his essence and—with each pass through his internal facets—another twisted face vanished from the crystalline surface.

His cries weakened. His mana dimmed.

The abyssal knight’s power flickered like a dying candle, and with barely a sound, Ezaliel was no more.

Baelin uttered a command, awakening the vial’s magics. They drew the hungry light back in as the demon crumbled to sand. It returned to its prison, the stopper closed the bottle’s mouth, sealing it shut.

The ward of darkness fled, leaving the ruin of the abyssal knight to join the ruins of his once glorious city. It was poetic, in a sense, though Baelin would have savoured the moment more if a gnawing annoyance wasn’t growing in his gut.

“Why do they always run?” He sniffed, banishing the vial back to its extraplanar vault. “Why? It only delays the inevitable and wastes everyone’s time.”

“It’s only natural to try and preserve your own life, Baelin, even in the face of unstoppable odds,” Magun-Obu materialised in the air at his side, looking over the rubble that was once Jaretha. “What a terrible waste.” He shook his head sadly. “Such fine architecture is completely unrecognisable. It truly is a cosmic shame. I feel like some barbarian who crushed a priceless relic just because he found it disagreeable.”

“Tens of thousands dead and you worry about stone and steel.” Cra materialised, licking her lips as she eyed the body of a fallen demonic titan. “These priorities of yours are why you struggle to speak to your son, old friend.”

Magun-Obu shot her a glare. “I do not want to hear that from you. Baelin, perhaps. But not you.”

“Come now, I have had many young apprentices. In Gergorix’s kingdom alone I was worshipped!”

“And it fell, didn’t it? As do many of your apprentices,” Magun-Obu fired back.

“Details, detai—Hey!” Cra suddenly cried. “I saw that first!” She pointed at the broken titan corpse.

Near it, their enormous dragon cabal mate had appeared. Anaxadar’s jaws parted, ready to take a bite of titan flank. “You did not call this meal, Cra, and as they say, the faster falcon gets the dove!”

“Falcon? You are a slippery serpent who by sheer treachery, took my feast while I was occupied.”

Anaxadar paused. “…Then the faster serpent gets the mouse?”

Baelin burst out laughing. “He got you there, Cra.”

The ancient witch was ready to protest when Sanii spoke. The Wizard of Steel’s mini constructs returned to her in a cloud of grey. “I suggest we move this to Magun-Obu’s tower. There is no reason to debrief here when comfort awaits you organics.”

“How very kind of you to say that,” Baelin said. “Shall we ‘retire’ before we part ways?”
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The clink of platinum goblets echoed through the lounge.

Together, the five ancient archwizards toasted their victory, though Sanii’s cup was—in fact—empty.

“To victory and the destruction of enemies!” Anaxadar boomed, now back to his human form.

“To victory and the destruction of enemies!” the others echoed before collapsing on floating couches covered in silk and stuffed with phoenix feathers.

Baelin stretched, enjoying the symphony of joints popping all over his body. “I really do have to thank you for your support. Were I alone, I likely could not have contained Ezaliel and his allies so easily.”

“That is what a cabal is for.” Magun-Obu sat ramrod straight, cross-legged on his couch. Baelin could barely resist the urge to laugh.

“It is what we always do. This is not the most difficult task we have undertaken to this point.” Sanii reclined on her couch, though the position was just for show.

“Speaking of that, now that our business is done—” Anaxadar drained the goblet and placed it on a side table floating near him. “What will each of you do now?”

“Well, I am still feeling a little… frisky.” Cra sucked back her wine. The ancient woman’s throat wriggled unnaturally as she gulped it down. “There is a phantom king on an astral plane who has been making a nuisance of himself conquering other astral domains. He’s very quick to anger so I’ve been thinking that visiting him would make for a very fun fight. You’re all welcome to join me.”

“As interesting as that sounds, I will have to pass,” Anaxadar said. “Three days is long for an emperor to be away from his throne, even by dragon reckoning. I must go back to ensure that my plans are progressing.”

“As for me, there is a contract I’ve entered into with a pantheon of water that I am close to being late in fulfilling,” Magun-Obu said. “Perhaps… I should stop by and see my son on the way there.”

Baelin gave him a nod of encouragement. “The team that went into the palace of Kaz-Mowang is no doubt waiting for me. As soon as we are done here, I must go and connect with them.”

“Riven’nam’s empire grows rapidly,” Sanii reported. “Its borders are approaching worlds I have interests in, which means it’s time for me to pay them a visit.”

“Ah, fair enough. I should really check in on my apprentice to see how he’s progressing. It’s been a while since I looked in on him. He must be quite old now and is likely running out of time,” Cra said, looking at her longtime companions. “But as usual, this has been fun, and we should do it again… and soon.”

“Agreed. But we have always said the same during the last three hundred and forty-two times we have met,” Sanii said, a note of melancholy in her synthetic voice. “We never make time to get together.”

“Indeed, we really should be less busy at our age.” Baelin sighed. “But at least you four will be seeing me quite a bit, individually, over the next year. I do have this favour to repay.”

“That is a silver lining. You have been too distant, old goat.” Magun-Obu smiled. “When we depart, I will inquire from my sources about Ezaliel’s master. Knowing his personality, he would probably thank us for pruning a weak subject, but one never knows.”

“Fair enough.” Baelin finished his wine. “Then until we meet again, my old friends. Farewell, until then.”
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The camp, fortunately, was mostly as Baelin had left it. His wards had not been pierced, and no weather systems had sent uprooted trees tumbling onto his work.

Even better, he found the camp now occupied.

Alex was sitting by the fire, roasting wild game, from the smell of it. Ezerak and Thundar were splitting wood on the other side of the camp, while Kyembe tended a very injured looking Ripp. Claygon stood guard at the camp’s edge…

Baelin frowned.

Celsus and Guntile were nowhere to be seen, and Claygon was coated in iron, marring much of the golem’s body.

For a heartbeat, tension spiked when the group spied him coming through the brush—he saw most hands quickly reach for weapons—before they recognised him.

Their relief was audible.

“You made it!” Alex said cheerily. “I thought we might be here for a week.”

“No, the quarry proved both stubborn and elusive, but we brought it down before it could waste that much of our time,” Baelin said, a note of satisfaction in his voice. “Now, then, tell me… were you all successful?”

“We absolutely were,” Alex said.

“Brilliant! Then let us return to the Whetstone Tavern. I do believe payments are in order before we part ways.”

“Aye, and I’d like to be taken to a priest. One with powerful divinities.”

“You deserve that and more, Ripp,” Alex said emphatically. “Then once that’s all done, you and I have a lot to discuss, Baelin. A lot to discuss. But first⁠—”

Alex looked at Kyembe, Ripp, and Ezerak. “Let’s get you back to the tavern and get you paid.”

“Ah yes. The word payment.” Kyembe smiled. “No matter how many times it is said, I never tire of hearing it.”


Chapter 8


Those that Fought and Drank Together



“Listen, I don’t know how else to say this except to simply say it. You have my eternal gratitude.” Alex lifted three heavy sacks of jewels. “If it weren’t for you three, we’d all be dead in Cretalikon. But the skills, power, and fearlessness you brought to the mission, let us succeed, and that’s a fact.”

“It’s a shame Guntile and Celsus aren’t here to hear you say that,” Ezerak grunted, a touch of emotion in his voice. “They would have appreciated it.”

“In truth, we all fought well, but without their sacrifices, I doubt we would have escaped in one piece.” Kyembe sighed, melancholy touching his eyes. The Spirit Killer took a long swig from a wineskin, then poured some onto the soil at his feet to toast Celsus and Guntile.

“Aye.” Ripp nodded. “Celsus just wouldn’t fall would he? And Guntile’s exploding gift to that demon was nothing short of inspired.” He laughed. “I can still see her middle finger sticking straight up at old Kaz. It’s too bad I didn’t get to know the two of ’em better.”

“Yes… they were good companions,” Claygon said sadly.

“Maybe someday we’ll get that chance in the afterworld,” Thundar added. “I’ll make sure to look ’em up when I get there.”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Two more waiting for us to find them.” He looked toward the rising sun, his expression was grim. “Two more.”

The companions—who days before—had quested to Jaretha, were now gathered near the peak of a mountain in some vast range that Alex had never seen or heard of before. Squat houses, in a large dwarven town rested on its slopes, with chimneys spitting black smoke into the sky. Atop the mountain, the Whetstone Tavern stood, now wearing the appearance of a building that had been crafted by dwarven hands from a single slab of stone long ago.

Laughter and song drifted from its shuttered windows, and Alex wondered just where its patrons had come from. Perhaps many were visitors from planets spread among the sea of stars. Since he now knew there were other worlds in the universe filled with life, it wouldn’t surprise him if travellers who passed through the tavern’s doors came from among the stars.

The possibility seemed so obvious now, he wondered why the idea hadn’t taken root in his mind before. Maybe, there was magic connected to the tavern that helped such questions slip from a curious mind.

Whether or not that should bother him, Alex didn’t know, but it was something to consider later. For now, he would relish the first breaths of a morning among companions forged by blood and coin, far away from demon realms,

“You know, I’m starting to think it might be time to get out of the life,” Ripp said, lightly flexing his now healed leg as though checking to make sure it was still there, and in one piece. “Lots of close calls on this job, someday one o’ them’s gonna be too close. If it wasn’t for Baelin, I don’t think I’d be ever walking proper again. If at all.”

The chancellor, before bringing them to Whetstone, had teleported Ripp to a temple in Generasi where a hefty donation to their coffers had encouraged the high priest to realise that the swiftling’s soul ‘deserved divine attention.’

One powerful miracle later, Ripp’s leg was as good as new.

Alex was cynical about the priest’s motivation.

But what he thought really didn’t matter. Ripp was walking, and that was good enough.

“I have given that notion some thought as well. Maybe leave the mercenary life behind,” Ezerak rumbled. “I don’t want to think about what would have happened if Kaz-Mowang had captured us. The idea of being a demon’s trained pet holds no appeal.”

“He certainly would not have been kind,” Kyembe said grimly. “I have heard the promises of demons before. Their whispers are sweet, but their true promise is but scorpion’s venom. Our time with him would have left scars and of course, death.”

“Well, that didn’t happen.” Alex offered a bag of gems to Ripp, Kyembe, and Ezerak. “Instead, you’re alive, and here getting your well-deserved pay.”

“And that is what matters.” Kyembe accepted the payment, a frown growing on his brow. “Have you made a mistake… I believe this feels heavier than it should.”

“I divided Guntile and Celsus’ payment among the three of you,” Alex said. “You deserve it.”

“Well, you won’t catch me arguing with that.” Ripp happily took his pay. “I’m going to toast the two of them and get as drunk as a… well, as a drunk. Then I’m going to sleep for a week. After that, I’ll figure out what to do with the rest.”

“As for me, I plan on living like a king for a while,” Ezerak rumbled. “I confess, I miss my old life at times, and this will give me back that life for a time.” He hefted the bag. “What about you, Kyembe?”

The Spirit Killer was considering the bag of gems, a troubled look marking his face.

‘Don’t tell me it’s not enough,’ Alex wondered, until the Spirit Killer answered the former king.

“It does not feel right to me. To take all of this. Did Guntile and Celsus have family? Celsus’ body should be laid to rest in his homeland and his gems should go to his family. We had… no body to retrieve in Guntile’s case, but her family should take in death what she earned in life.”

Guilt flashed across Ripp’s face.

Ezerak nodded at the Spirit Killer with respect, then shook his head. “As far as I know, they had no family. Guntile never had children and her clan is long dead. Her father and mother too. She was the last of her line. As for Celsus, he had no children either, and he left his people because he hated them. I could never get the full story from him, but what bits he did tell were dark enough to steal all joy from the heart. No, he has no homeland that he would want to return to. Perhaps I’ll see him cremated and spread his ashes across the realms I walk. He travelled in life, so it’s fitting that he should also travel in death.”

Kyembe pondered this. “A fine solution, my friend. Then, I shall take these gems and have a drink in their memory.”

“Fair enough, and I think I’ll get started on that.” Ezerak extended a large hand to Alex. “Go with honour, Commander.”

“You too.” Alex shook the former king’s hand. A part of him had wanted to ask just how he’d become a former monarch, but there hadn’t been time. “And listen, working with you was an honour. If we meet again, I’d like to hear the story of how you became a former king, if you wouldn’t mind telling it. Thanks, for your help, Ezerak, and I’d hire you again in a heartbeat. All three of you.”

“And I would take you up on that, Alex,” Ezerak said.

The young wizard raised an eyebrow. “I think that’s the first time I’ve heard you use my first name.”

Ezerak nodded. “The job is done, and we are parting ways, so you are no longer my commander. Now we are peers, until you are my commander again.” He eyed the sack in his hand, then looked at Alex, Ripp, Kyembe, and Thundar. “Or until I am yours. Someday, I will go and reclaim my kingdom. When that day comes, I will need strong arms and quick minds, if you’re interested.”

The Spirit Killer smiled. “Well, my arm is strong, my mind is quicker than that of a snail with rheumatism, and my purse, unfortunately, is often light, so I might take you up on that.”

“I wouldn’t mind helping out either, Ezerak.” Alex clasped the man’s forearm firmly. “When we meet again.”

“When we meet again.” The former king patted the young wizard on the shoulder, turning and striding up the mountain toward the Whetstone Tavern.

There was grace in his stride.

“I should make my departure as well,” Kyembe said, his rich tone filling the morning air. He tossed his bag of gems from hand to hand. “These, I must decide what to do with.” He gave the tavern a wry smile. “While I was staying at Whetstone, I discovered something curious. Did you know it always returns to the exact place it found you? In my case, that is not so convenient, as I have not forgotten that an entire army wants my head, spine, or heart.”

The Spirit Killer frowned. “Perhaps all three, it is hard to keep track of all the threats in your wake when you are trying to put distance between you and them.”

Thundar burst out laughing. “I guess that makes sense. They all just kinda blend together. You ever notice that all those greater demons kinda sound similar?”

Kyembe raised an eyebrow. “Do you mean arrogant, enraged when thwarted, violent, and dripping in false promises? Why no, I never did notice.” He chuckled.

“Hah! I thought I was the only one who’d noticed.” Alex smiled… but his smile soon faded. “Listen, man, I owe you an apology.”

Kyembe cocked his head at him. “Whatever for?” The half-dark elf lifted the sack of gems, shaking it. “Once I am in a position to collect these from wherever I stow them, you will have made me rich… for a time, at least. Wealth never seems to stay with me. But my point remains: there is nothing to apologise for.”

Alex shifted his feet. “Look, I gotta admit, I didn’t trust you completely when we first met. There were enemies after me, and I thought you might have been a plant or something.”

“A tree, at least?”

“Eh?”

“You said I looked as a plant does, so I would hope to be a tree. There is some majesty in that. A yam might be insulting.”

“No!” Alex said. “Not a literal plant⁠—”

“Oh, I am aware.” Kyembe smiled broadly, his red eyes twinkling. “I stumbled into your path—supposedly a man in need—and one perfectly equipped for your expedition. And—” His smile faded, “—the features of my mother… it would not be the first time someone has assumed they mean I have ties to the demonic.”

Alex looked at him sheepishly. “Yeah, but I was wrong… You saved me from being ripped in two by that iron demon. You fought hard for us against Kaz-Mowang, and you didn’t stab me in the back. You nearly died, man, I feel like shit for ever thinking you were a traitor.”

Kyembe spread his arms, shrugging easily. “Did you attack me or try to cast me away? Did you not bother to come to my aid? Did you deny me my rightful share of gems?”

“Uh, no,” Alex admitted.

“Then your suspicions were those of the mind, and they did not taint your actions. My master, Archwizard K’mark, once told me that one cannot control their thoughts completely. The control lies in how those thoughts are used. I believe the lesson he was teaching me was to cure me of some impulsiveness—which failed utterly, by the way—but they are wise words, all the same.”

He chuckled. “I prattle like an elder sitting by a fire, but all of that was to say I take no offence. We slew demons together, we spit in the teeth of tyrants, and we returned to drink in our camp. My only regret is that we do not have time to get good and properly drunk. An after-battle celebration is not complete unless one wakes up in a ditch or someone’s bed.”

“Hah! Good point,” Thundar laughed. “We’ll have to catch up next time.”

“If our paths cross once more, I will hold you all to that.” Kyembe grinned. “Now, I shall seek out Ezerak and find out if he is up for some good and proper drinking.”

“Good idea, and I wish I could join you,” Alex chuckled. “What about… you being on the run? You need any help with that?”

“Oh, bah!” Kyembe waved a hand. “I have escaped guards’ clumsy pawing up until now, and my trail will have long grown cold. I can see my way out of their empire. Though…” His expression turned thoughtful. “I might ask one favour of you.”

“Depends on what it is…” Alex said. “As long as you’re not asking for my soul, I’d be pretty inclined to say yes.”

“It is for your soul.” Kyembe’s face turned grim. “You were right not to trust me.” Silence fell over the mountaintop—before being shattered by the Spirit Killer’s roaring laughter. “Hah! You should have seen your faces! Oh, that will bring laughter to me in cold times for many nights!”

“You almost gave me a heart attack,” Ripp breathed out.

“I… was shocked…” Claygon admitted.

“As you were meant to be! But no, the favour is something far simpler.” Kyembe dug a pair of gems out of the sack, then held the rest toward Alex. “Could you hold onto these for me?”

The Thameish wizard looked at him in surprise. “What, why?”

“Because—as you know—I am on the run back in my world. It is better to travel light. These two gems will be enough to keep me while I flee, but not enough to be an endless tragedy if they were lost. One day, when my position is less compromised, I will come for the rest.”

“I… are you sure?” Alex took the bag. “We might never see each other again.”

“Oh, please, we promised to drink together.” Kyembe clapped the young wizard on the shoulder. “Such oaths are not easily broken between folk of honour. You will find me, or I will find you.”

Alex clapped Kyembe on the shoulder in return. “You take care, man. I really will take you up on that drink. And I’ll hand you the rest of your share when you’re ready for it.”

“You had better.” A twinkle entered the Spirit Killer’s crimson eyes. He extended his fist toward Alex. “Or by the stars, I will be disappointed. So, until we drink together again!” Kyembe’s voice held laughter. “That goes for you too!” He looked at Claygon.

The golem gave a grunt of surprise. “I… cannot imbibe liquids.”

“That changes nothing!”

With fist bumps to Ripp, Claygon, and Thundar, he followed Ezerak up the mountain.

Alex watched the knife-lean swordsman ascend the path with smooth, confident steps. His form shrank into the distance until it was a shadow standing before the door of Whetstone.

That tiny form gave a final wave.

In the distance, Alex caught the glint of his ring in the light of the morning sun.

At last, Kyembe slipped through the door of the tavern.

“Odd thing he said,” Ripp wondered out loud. “He said that Whetstone dumps you back into your own world. Think he’s talking metaphorically, or is he one of those Many Orbs Believers or whatever?”

Alex froze, giving Thundar a startled look.

His mind started racing, thinking on how fast he could run up the mountain and find out exactly what Kyembe knew.

But when he looked back to the summit…

…the Whetstone Tavern was gone.

Leaving no trace on the mountaintop.


Chapter 9


Spreading Word of the Traveller



“Well, it does not get more private than this, now does it?” Baelin said, trodding through the mountain pass. His voice echoed across rock peaks rising on both sides of the valley, each like stone hands reaching for blue skies.

The air was cold and unnaturally quiet, and not a speck of life could be found. Neither animal, insect, or plant.

Even toadstools and lichens were absent.

The stillness made Alex feel like he and Baelin were the only living things in the entire world.

“These are called the Dead Peaks.” The chancellor pointed to the stone peaks. “There was a fairly active dwarven empire here once… but the slow degradation caused by time and a magical phenomenon stripped them of life long ago. Ultimately, they will recover, but it will take many centuries for that to happen. In all likelihood, right now, we are the only forms of life in the entire range.”

“Is this place dangerous?” Alex asked, watching the barren rock uncertainly.

“Oh my no, not with the magical protections I cast upon us after we said our goodbyes to Thundar, Claygon, and Ripp.” The Archwizard smiled. “Without those protections though, even a brief stroll would prove quite fatal. In any case, you asked for utter privacy, and I felt the need for natural skies above me after the grimness of Ezaliel’s realm, and in this secluded place, we can have both.”

“That’s a good way to do it…” The younger wizard kicked a stone, an awkward feeling churned in his belly. “So… there’s a lot I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Wonderful,” Baelin said, his eyes shining with barely contained fascination. “I take it that you discovered new information about the ever elusive Hannar-Cim?”

“I’ll say.” Alex pointed to the sword on his back, then felt around in his satchel for Hannah’s phone. “First, I have a question for you.”

“Of course. Just ask away.” The chancellor cocked his head.

“Where are we, really? Which world are we in?” The young wizard’s eyes searched the heavens, seeking unseen constellations in the blue beyond the clouds. He wondered if they’d be completely alien to the stars he grew up under. “And by where are we, I mean what world?”

Baelin paused, staring at him for a long moment. “Before I answer you, what brings about this question?”

Alex took the Traveller’s book from his bag. “Hannar—I mean, Hannah’s artefact was like a key, it let me unlock the words in her book. She’s actually from another world, Baelin. One I’ve never heard of. She’s also travelled to many others. And her name is actually Hannah Kim, not Hannar-Cim, like that demon Burn-Saw called her.”

The chancellor was silent for a long moment, his eyes burning with an intensity that kept Alex’s attention riveted to his face. As the heartbeats passed, he started to wonder if with one wave of a hand, Baelin was planning on wiping all knowledge of other worlds from his mind as easily as dirt from a cloak.

“So you know, then,” the ancient archwizard said solemnly. “Then let me welcome you to a very exclusive club, Alex. There are not many in our world who know the true nature of the stars above. Many have suspicions, but they are difficult to confirm. Only by the most powerful of teleportation magics can one traverse the stars, though a few clever souls have crafted and piloted vessels that have done so. For now, at least, these things remain secret and inaccessible to the majority of beings.”

Relief spread over Alex. He was hoping that Baelin wouldn’t deny it, but he’d also expected him to do so.

“I ask,” the chancellor continued, “that you keep this information to yourself, though.”

“Why, out of curiosity?” Alex said. “I’m not exactly planning on screaming it from every rooftop, but why the secrecy?”

“For a number of reasons.” Baelin looked ahead, his goat-like eyes falling on the stone valley stretching into the distance. “Our world is on a path, at the moment, that would eventually bring it to the stars. Yet, while the gulf of space appears vast, you would be surprised how small it can be in fact. There are resources in other worlds, the likes of which you could only dream of, Alex. At the same time, there are dangers up there that make Ezaliel appear no more threatening than the average housecat.”

He sucked his teeth in displeasure. “The gulf of stars is something for a Proper Wizard to engage with. One who has truly come into their own power—earning their way to it by way of study, experimentation, and combat—one ready for the responsibilities that come with such exploration. They would know how to coexist with other archwizards, whether by keeping out of their way, or working in mutual collaboration. They would know what resources to harvest, and what would be best left alone. They would also know what they should avoid at all costs.”

“I think I get it.” Alex watched the sky. “If you tell every wizard that there’s an entire universe of resources to explore, there’d be a mad scramble to find a way to get up there and get their hands on some. I could see a bunch of dumbasses tramping around up there and taking everything in sight, or waking up something even more powerful than Ezaliel that could follow them back to our world.”

“Precisely,” Baelin said. “One day, I must remember to tell you the story of the Light of Darukesh, which is a perfect example of what you just said. I… do wonder, though… You seem to be taking it well.”

“Taking what well?”

“The news that our entire world is nothing more than a mote of dust in a vastly—perhaps infinite—titanic sea. Even archwizards have reacted poorly to the change in perspective.”

Alex gave Baelin a long look. “You know, I grew up in a kingdom where I was told that once every hundred years an apocalypse happens. It’s supposed to be so dire, so life-ending, that only five Heroes chosen by our god can stop it. I honestly believe that type of conflict is about as central to our culture as you can get. But then, I stepped through a portal into the Rhinean Empire one day. And do you know what I saw?”

“What did you see?”

“No one cared.” The Thameish wizard laughed bitterly. “In the port of Mausarr, people were more concerned about the price of fish balls than what was going on in Thameland. In Generasi, they cared even less. I mean sure, there’s collection plates and hang-wringing for some… but most folk in the city only started seeing the Ravener’s attack as a big deal when they could benefit from it. Then, the more I learned about the planes, about magical events in other kingdoms and history, I realised that… how can I put this…”

He struggled to find the right words. “Everyone’s got their own issues and lives. They have things in their heads that are life and death to them, but probably wouldn’t mean much to me. What’s a world-ending event to Thameland, is nothing to Generasi. At the same time, when Ezaliel invaded the city, people in Thameland didn’t care. They had their own Ravener to fight. So, it comes down to perspective, and with those things in mind, learning that there’s more in the universe than just us, isn’t such a big adjustment. My realm’s just a part of the world, and now our world is just a part of the cosmos. That fact doesn’t make what I worry about less important to me.”

Baelin smiled fondly at the young man. “Spoken like a Proper Wizard, indeed! Ah, my heart brims with pride. That is a proper way to handle such matters. When the mountaineer finds out that the tallest mountain they have summited is nothing more than a hill, they do not despair, they take pride in what they have done and prepare for the next summit.”

“I’d just teleport to the top of the mountain.”

“Practical, yet boring, Alex. Practical, yet boring”

“Fair enough, but boring isn’t so bad.”

“In some cases, no.” Baelin looked at him intently. “You and I must finish our discussion about not speaking to others concerning what you’ve learned, but for now, my curiosity about the Traveller grows.”

“Yeah, and let me tell you what’s not boring: finding out that the Traveller knew most of what we know about the dungeon cores. And she and the Fool of her time—a warrior named Kelda—figured out why my Mark is the only one that inhibits actions, while the other Heroes get free power. They had a theory as to why, at least.”

“Truly?” Baelin took a deep breath in anticipation. “Tell me everything.”

And so Alex launched into the story: how he and his companions had made their way to Kaz-Mowang’s palace, his encounter with the foul archivist, and their ‘rescue’ of the Traveller’s artefact. He went into as much detail as he could about the phone—recounting some of Hannah’s journey from her world—as Baelin stared at the device, completely fascinated.

“You know, one of my cabal members has shown me objects that were somewhat similar, though much larger.” Baelin ran his hand down his beard-braids. “Fascinating. And it functions by the Traveller’s power?”

“Yeah, watch this.” Alex said, channelling his energies into the device. Teleportation magic coursed through it, bringing the hidden ‘paintings’ to life. Baelin watched over his shoulder as Alex guided him through the different functions.

“For instance, this thing can store ‘paintings’ on it. Here, let me show you that image from the initial display.” He went through images of Katalonia stored on the device. Her friends, Val and Chris, were in different poses, and Alex pointed out Hannah standing in front of tons of landmarks.

He also discovered earlier images of what he assumed was her old world. Both he and Baelin went through them in fascination, wondering at buildings of steel and glass, reaching far into the sky. The roads were wide and looked like they’d been painted with black paint for some curious reason. They seemed to be almost as wide as Generasi’s, perhaps even wider in some cases—with strange, magical wagons of painted metal sitting atop them and no beasts of burden to pull them anywhere in sight.

Other images included ships with no sails, flying constructs crafted of steel, and strangely costumed individuals performing all sorts of fantastical feats.

One image in particular caught their attention. In it a towering woman held a steel and glass building—at least twice the size of Noarc’s Tower—high above her head, seemingly unaided.

“Absolutely fascinating,” Baelin mused. “They must have incredibly high ambient mana to produce so many magical devices of such size.”

“Actually, the book said that this ‘Earth’ has less ambient mana than Katalonia,” Alex said. “I have no idea if it has less than our world.”

“Hmmm, then perhaps some very advanced engineering is the answer.” The chancellor licked his lips. “Such things are more the purview of a member of my cabal. I have not delved into such matters myself. Not yet, at least. The arcane mysteries of the universe always held more interest to me.”

“Yeah, me too,” Alex agreed. “But it’s mind-boggling, isn’t it? And wait, there’s even more!”

He showed Baelin the artefact’s translation function. “This translates tons of languages, and she made the device do that all by herself. Honestly, Hannah was a damn genius. She took hold of the power that transported her between worlds and—somehow—learned how to cultivate it into her own strength. All she had to work with were dregs and leftovers, but she managed to both grow and master it, and turned it into a completely spellcraft-free form of teleportation magic. I don’t even know if you can call it mana. It’s similar, but still different. I’d think it was divinity, but I can’t use divinity, so it’s got to be something else.”

“Perhaps she had a natural affinity or something of that sort,” the ancient wizard theorised. “We do not know every law in the universe, nor its many mysteries.”

“Yeah, and even taking all that into account, she took this mysterious power and made it bend to her. And that’s not all, she actually made up her own language. She said that she used a lot of language magic to do it, but I’d give her skills lots of credit, I don’t think that’s something just anybody could do.”

“Indeed, it sounds like she had ingenuity. You and she likely would have gotten along very well.”

Alex coughed awkwardly. “Well… about that… actually—wait I’m getting ahead of myself. Here, let me show you the book.”

He turned pages, demonstrating the translation function.

“And that solves the mystery of why no one in my cabal could decipher the language. It only existed in Hannah Kim’s mind and book. Hah, very clever. Very clever indeed. But one thing confuses me.”

He pointed to the sword strapped to Alex’s back. “Where did that come from?”

“Oh, there’s a ritual in the back of the book here.” Alex flipped pages, finding the passage at the end. “It was written… just before she died.” A dull ache grew in his chest. “She really went to hell and back to try and fix Thameland. As a matter of fact, she spent most of her life on it.”

He explained how a shard of her memories was stored in the sword’s silicon pommel. Baelin’s eyes stayed on the blade, watching it longingly. “Ah, good, that means we have more than just the journal she left behind. A shard of memory can be a very telling thing. So, what did it tell you?”

“Honestly? I took a look at it in camp. It told me a bit about the church and Kelda, but nothing more than I already knew. Nothing that I hadn’t gotten straight from Hannah,” Alex explained.

“Ah yes.” Baelin nodded. “Some shards of memory mimic a person in life—Wait… what do you mean, already knew? You phrased that as though you had spoken with her before you accessed the shard of memory.”

“Yeah, and I don’t mean figuratively.” Alex stopped walking to face Baelin. “I’m going to ask you a direct question. You once told me that there’s no way to bring people back from the dead properly. Is that really true?”


Chapter 10


The Gestation of Divinity



Tension lined the chancellor’s face. “Why?”

“Can you answer me first?” Alex held firm. “You didn’t tell me that there are other worlds out there—for reasons I agree with—so I wouldn’t put it past you to outright lie about the possibility of bringing people back from the dead for the same reasons.”

“A fair assumption to make. Someone else might be cross that you would imply that they are a liar, but it is true that I would indeed alter my telling of a truth, if it served the right purpose… that said.” He gave Alex a stern look. “I would rather know your reasoning for asking me this question before I answer. Forgive me, but I have had students ask me such things in the past. The questions were seemingly innocent. The results? Less so.”

“Well, it’s because…” Alex took a deep breath. “It was only for a moment. Just briefly… but I summoned Hannah back from the afterworld.”

“You what?” Baelin stared down at Alex, his eyes blazing. “Alex, have you been dabbling in the more wretched aspects of necromancy? Is this some misguided play at lichdom in the future?”

“What? No, no!” Alex shook his head. “I performed the ritual she left, and she just appeared out of the blue along with this sword!”

“I beg your pardon?” Baelin frowned. “Let me see this ritual.”

Alex passed the chancellor both the book and the translation device, and watched as Baelin combed through the ritual with the eye of a jeweller examining a suspicious gem.

His body was utterly still, almost stone-like, as he examined the ceremony.

“Something is wrong.” Baelin looked at Alex incredulously. “There is no mechanism here for summoning… anything, let alone the dead. What did you do?”

“Well, here’s the thing, Baelin. Before I did the ritual, I was praying to Hannah for guidance, and I felt the power in me respond to my prayers⁠—”

The goat beastman took in a sharp breath.

“And after that, her spirit appeared to me.”

Baelin took a step back, and—for the first time—Alex saw the chancellor look truly astonished. “Alex… what are you telling me?”

“My theory?” The young wizard took a deep breath. “We—and by ‘we,’ I mean the people of Alric—are creating a deity. It seems like the Traveller’s becoming a goddess.”

“What?” the archwizard hissed. “That… that is very unlikely.”

“Why?” Alex asked.

“Faith is a source of power, and faith can be power in and of itself,” Baelin said. “It can spawn deities with enough belief in a single concept, religion, or philosophy, but the amount of faith needed is astronomical! Otherwise, every single tribal totem would spawn a deity! Unless…”

Baelin frowned. “You said that Hannah Kim was your patron saint?”

“Yes, for all of Alric,” Alex said. “We pray to her. Almost every town prays to a saint from the past, except for the youngest and smallest villages. Merzhin will probably have a town that prays to him eventually. Anyway, the Traveller was our patron saint.”

“And has been for centuries,” Baelin mused. “But that should not… Tell me more, Alex.”

“Well, Hannah said that she’s been trying to use her power to leave the afterworld for a long time now,” the young wizard explained. “So her soul still holds her teleportation power. In life, she used both magic and divinity.”

“Right, and those who wield divinity in life are more likely to develop their own… but still, the chances are low. Hmmm… you said that she was attempting to leave the afterworld by way of using her teleportation power?”

“That’s right, but it hadn’t worked up until I called her in Cretalikon with that ritual.” Alex tapped the pommel of the sword on his back. “She told me that she felt the connection grow stronger recently and that the ritual was like a beacon.”

“I see.” Baelin’s frown was deepening. His eyes darted left to right as though he was reading unseen texts scrolling through the air. “That means her power served to create a path between this world and the afterworld.”

“According to her book, her power used to let her travel anywhere,” Alex supplied. “Or at least anywhere she tried to go to. She went to lots of different worlds, Baelin, and she used it to travel across planes as easily as I step out of my front door. This power does not mess around.”

“Right, so let us assume it was strong enough to leave some sort of connection between her and the world of the living… but there must be something more here…” The chancellor began to pace back and forth, his hands clasped behind his back. “Now, you said that your power responded to your prayers to her, correct?”

“Yeah, and it kinda felt like something was watching me too,” Alex said. “As a matter of fact, Hannah said she could hear my prayers in the afterworld.”

“Oh by all the heavens and hells in the universe… it’s a conduit!” Baelin exclaimed, his voice carrying over the mountains.

“What? What do you mean?” the young wizard asked. “Wait… wait, I think I get it! It’s a pathway! Teleportation magic creates a bridge across space, which forms a connection over the planes or tremendous distances. So her teleportation power… some of it’s still in the world of the living.” He looked up sharply. “As a matter of fact, a massive amount of it is right beside Alric!”

“The Cave of the Traveller, yes!” Baelin was nodding, his pacing growing more excited. “A nexus of the Traveller’s power lies just outside the greatest centre of her faith. This would require experimentation, but I can hypothesise that people’s faith in her was likely channelled through the cave, directly across the planes and into her soul. She’s been directly absorbing faith for centuries.”

“Just drinking up all that good stuff and funnelling it right into her soul,” Alex murmured, nodding along. “And she has a lot of experience managing bits of power that touch her soul.”

“Yeeeeessss…” Baelin’s eyes were shining. “But one thing remains unclear… why did this ritual work now if she had been trying to forge a connection across the world of the living and that of the dead for centuries. It might have been that she amassed enough divine energy to make the journey, but it seems coincidental.”

“I… think I can answer that,” the young wizard said, running a hand through his hair. “When a phenomenon changes, you look at what surrounding variables might have changed in a correlated manner, right?”

“Of course, it helps generate hypotheses, even if they are later proven incorrect.”

“Well… after we found out that Uldar likely knew what’s been going on with the dungeon cores,” Alex sighed. “This is a bit private, but I stopped praying to him. And honestly, my prayers to him had been waning for a while.”

“As they should,” Baelin scoffed. “You are growing into quite a Proper Wizard. You are a man with power. Your faith is not something that parasitic deities deserve.”

Heat rose in Alex’s chest. “I’d agree with you for certain gods, like Oreca and Uldar—because they’re bastards⁠—”

Something deep within Alex—something that had been nurtured by eighteen years of education from the church—curdled at speaking of Uldar with such open disrespect. Another part of him relished it. “But I think other deities deserve worship. Like the Traveller. Hannah really went to hell and back for my kingdom, and her power has helped me personally.”

“…I see.” Baelin’s eyes narrowed. “So you mean to say that you stopped praying to Uldar and began praying to her directly?”

“Yeah, and Theresa has too.”

“And you have a great mass of her power focusing your faith as it is channelled to her soul, though it resides in the afterworld. Alex, I believe your prayers and faith are helping to feed her on her ascension to divinity. You are—effectively—gestating a new god.”

“Yeah, I was thinking that too, but it sounds pretty damn stunning when it’s said out loud. Anyway, that’s why I wanted to know if it’s possible to bring people back from the dead, properly. I was wondering if this was something unique.”

“I see…” Baelin nodded. “I apologise for thinking the question might have been nefarious. But I have been down this path with students before, unfortunately. To answer your question, I will tell you the truth of it… To my knowledge and understanding, it is indeed impossible to bring back individuals from the dead properly. That said—as this conversation has made clear—I do not know all possibilities within the universe. And this? This was unforeseen. So, now what will you do?”

“Hm? What do you mean?”

“Understand that if you continue channelling your faith into Hannah’s soul, she will continue her transformation into divinity. Will you support that? I would warn you… no, I will not warn you against it. I’ve made no secret of my feelings toward deities and my own biases speak for themselves, so I should not push them upon you, if you are aware of what you are doing. And besides, I personally know of certain demigods that are… not kind, but friendly to me.”

“Thanks for that, Baelin. And honestly? I’m going to see what I can do to help her get out of the afterworld. She deserves it for all she did for me, for Thameland, and if half of the things in that journal of hers is true, for all of that too.” Alex rose to his full height. “But now that we’ve got all that established, let me tell you what she told me.”

Alex relayed the conversation with Hannah, telling Baelin about Kelda’s attempts to get rid of the Fool’s Mark, about the secret church, and everything else he remembered.

The chancellor’s frown deepened with every word. “In a way, it’s a shame that she did not know the exact location of Kelda’s lair, nor where this secret arm of the church hides. Perhaps the Heroes might know something of the latter.”

“I hope so,” Alex said. “I’m going to ask Cedric and the others if they know anything as soon as I see them. I’m also going to tell them about Hannah. She deserves for others to know that someone was—and is—actually trying to look out for us and that she can hear us.”

“Perhaps that might create more worshippers for her,” Baelin pointed out.

“If that’s the case? All the better,” Alex said. “I’m not thinking about going around shoving her down people’s throats, but she’s done a lot for me. Just like you’ve done a lot for me, Baelin. I sing your praises, so why wouldn’t I sing hers? And if my singing your praises results in more wizards going to Generasi? Great. If my singing her praises results in her growing stronger and people getting divine protection from a goddess, that honestly seems pretty damn cool? Yeah, that’s alright too.”

“As I said, it is your own affair,” Baelin said. “And speaking of your affairs, investigation must be done into both Kelda’s lair and this church… Unfortunately, I likely will not be able to get too involved with this. I owe my cabal members a favour, and that repayment will take up much of my time for a good period in the near future. Which leaves me with little room for activities outside of the expedition and my duties as chancellor. The timing is poor, sadly, but I will enjoy seeing them more. We hardly get together these days, and almost never for anything truly as much fun as that battle in Jaretha.”

He sighed wistfully. “Treasure this time you have with your friends, Alex, for as you grow older, you will see them less. Cherish what you have now.”

Alex wondered how causing an apocalypse was ‘truly fun,’ but decided not to mention it. Perhaps wisely.

“So, while I am occupied, what will you do? Investigate the church?” Baelin asked.

“No.” Alex tapped his chest. “Not quite yet. The Traveller granted me more of her power, and judging from her journal, if I learn to master it, I’ll be able to teleport like she and Kelda did: completely without spellcraft. I’ll also need to power up my staff and learn some new spells to protect myself. Once I get Hannah’s power figured out, I’ll be able to travel between Thameland, Generasi and anywhere else I need to be in an instant.”

“A fair plan.”

“I uh…” Alex scratched the side of his head. “I also need to put more time into my businesses. The trip to Cretalikon was, uh, expensive.”

“Hah!” Baelin laughed. “Then you must rebuild your coffers.”

“Yeah, and besides…” Alex smirked. “McHarris built himself a little castle from abusing his employees. I’m going to be a very good boss instead. And with that? I’ll build an empire.”

“You will never let go of that baker’s abuse, will you?”

“Of course not, I plan on rubbing my success in his face one day. He’s gonna know that I beat him at his own game without being shitty, like him.”

“Spoken like a Proper Wizard.”

“Or a Proper Baker.”

“Why not both?”

“Hehe, I guess there’s nothing stopping one from being the other.”


Chapter 11


Moving up in the World



After what felt like months, Alex Roth stepped onto the streets of Generasi. The noise and bustle of the city exploded, bringing back memories of Jaretha’s chaos. Powerful demons had ruled there, Ezaliel had once attacked Generasi, Burn-Saw had wanted Alex dead, Kaz-Mowang fought to the death to enslave him and his companions. Those attacks were still fresh in his mind and he almost expected another one… but reason told him that another demon attack was unlikely.

Not from the former inhabitants of the ruins of Jaretha, in any case.

Kaz-Mowang, Burn-Saw, Yantrahpretaye, Zonon-In and even their mighty leader, Ezaliel, were all dead and wouldn’t be attacking anyone in the mortal world in this lifetime.

Some of Kaz-Mowang’s subordinates still lived, but they would, without a doubt, be busy picking over the ruins of their fallen master’s empire and fighting for scraps for leadership.

Alex took a deep breath, shouldering the sword on his back and touching Hannah’s precious artefact in his satchel. “We’re home,” he whispered, stepping into the crowd. “And I need a good, long rest.”

There would be much to do soon: catching up on classes he’d missed—which thankfully would be easy—making the preparations he’d told Baelin about, hunting for both Kelda’s lair, and the secret wing of the church of Uldar.

But right now?

He’d earned the right to relax a little.

With a spring in his step, he made his way through the busy boulevards and toward home. It felt good walking through the crowds without that jester’s costume on. Getting lots of attention because of Claygon and the minor fame they’d earned from the Games of Roal, was something he’d gotten used to, and drawing that type of attention was one thing, but having folk stare at him because of a wretched costume that was way too close to his secret, was quite another.

If he had his way, he’d never wear anything like it again.

With this happy thought, he strolled down his street, eager to get home and into bed. Claygon would likely be waiting for him… unless he’d gone to campus to see Selina.

It was the middle of the day, which meant that—if Claygon wasn’t home—then the only person there would be Troy, who was experimenting with some new recipes Alex had given him.

The young wizard would have been happy to see his family right away—he had a lot to tell them after all—but a little time to himself was also good.

“I’ve had enough excitement for one day,” Alex said, climbing the steps to the bakery’s front porch and pulling the door handle. “Troy, where are you? I’m back, is Claygon here?”

Alex reached out with his mind but didn’t feel his golem’s presence as he walked through the eating area. Maybe he was with Selena, after all.

“Welcome back, boss!” Troy’s voice came from the kitchen. A moment later, the baker’s assistant poked his head out from the back, his apron covered in flour and bits of dough. “I only saw him for a minute, then he went off to the campus.”

“Alright.” Alex started for the stairs. “Then I’m going for a bit of a nap. It’s been a rough few days.”

“Right, boss, I’ll keep going through those recipes. I should have butter bread and hot almondine pastries waiting for you if you wake up in the next hour or two.”

“Oh that sounds like heaven!” Alex said enthusiastically, making his way up the stairs.

“Oh! Before you go, though, there was someone that stopped by looking for you.”

For a wild moment, Alex imagined a horde of angry demons casually asking Troy where his boss was. He shook away the delusion. “Was it Toraka?”

“No, a woman by the name of Lucia.” Troy wiped his hands on his apron. “She said you’d know her?”

Alex stopped cold.

His mind went back to the morning he, Ripp, Claygon, and Thundar were heading out of Generasi, on their way to Cretalikon. He remembered seeing a woman that looked a lot like Lucia strolling down the streets of the city.

Was that her? If it was, she’d seemed so different. Lucia—the sky-gondola driver—was always dour, closed off, definitely no barrel of laughs, and looked like she was dragging herself along life’s bumpy road. The woman he’d seen almost seemed radiant.

Alex shook himself, realising that Troy was waiting for him to answer. “Uh, yeah, I know her. What’d she want?”

“She said that she wanted to meet with you as soon as you could make it, and that you could find her at the Royal Griffon. She’s staying there for the rest of the week, apparently. You’ve got some rich friends, boss.”

“Wait, what, rich?” Alex blinked. “Lucia?”

“Yeah, the Royal Griffon’s one of the best hotels in the district. Pretty much the only people who can afford to stay there are rich merchants, and nobles visiting the city.”

Alex blinked again. “And you said her name was Lucia?”

“Yes, boss, she gave me her name as clear as the sunrise.”

“And she’s staying in a fancy hotel?

“That’s what she said. She was dressed real nice too—Wait, is she a scammer or something? Or someone coming to curse our business? You look like you’ve seen a ghost, if you don’t mind me saying.”

“No, quite the opposite,” Alex muttered, heading back to the front door. Sleep would have to wait, he had to know what was going on. “This’ll be the second person I’ve seen who’s ‘come back from the dead’ in the last week. Now, where is this hotel?”
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The Royal Griffon was less ‘hotel’ and more palace.

It was immense, taking up half a block of space in a district where land was at a premium. White stucco walls were capped by a red tile roof and trimmed with paint in shades of royal purple and gold. Evenly spaced towers rose several stories high, each bearing a purple banner with a golden griffon emblazoned across it.

The vast structure thrummed with magic, and Alex noted tiny, summoned elementals, and nearly invisible constructs darting over it like busy bees in a hive, cleaning every inch of it. The building was immaculate, completely free of road dust.

Wonderful aromas of fine foods and even finer wines drifted through open windows and a giant pair of doors wide enough to admit a wagon capable of seating eight comfortably, or even a sizable group of Grimlochs. As Alex gawked, four of the hotel’s well dressed guests came through the doorway, wearing the finest silks dyed in colours affordable only to the very wealthy.

Before he’d started his partnership with Toraka, he couldn’t have afforded to even look at this place for too long, let alone stay here. Not without touching his and Selina’s inheritance, at least.

‘So how in the name of burning Jaretha can Lucia afford to stay here for a single night, never mind a whole week?’ he wondered. ‘Did the sky-gondola company give her the world’s greatest parting wage? Unless…’

Alex’s grip tightened on his staff.

Maybe it wasn’t Lucia staying here. Maybe it was a mana vampire—who’d assumed her form—that he and Troy had seen. Or maybe a shapeshifting Ravener-spawn, trying to get at him through someone he knew.

“No, that doesn’t make sense,” he muttered to himself as he entered the hotel lobby. “If a shapeshifter was after me, then why would it pick Lucia? Why not Khalik? Or Isolde?”

He took in the lobby at a glance, noting marble columns, statuary, and a fountain spraying… was that wine!

“For one thing, Khalik and Isolde could actually afford this place,” he muttered, heading for the front counter, and passing curious staff members and guests. He took them in as he walked by, noting their body language and ticks.

So far, no one seemed to be hiding anything. No one wore the sinister air of an assassin. No one was looking at him with anything above mild curiosity, the same curiosity that a man dressed in a crisp uniform in the hotel’s colours displayed when Alex stopped in front of his desk.

“Good day, sir,” the older man said, his accent very posh, well cultivated and—if Alex was hearing correctly—slightly fake. “Might I help you?”

“Well, I think so,” Alex said, growing more bewildered. “My name is Alex Roth and I’m here to see a guest of yours named Lucia.” His eyes narrowed slightly, remembering that he didn’t know her last name. “Is someone by that name staying here?”

“Ah yes, Miss Lucia.” The desk clerk nodded, his eyes falling on an open book of names in front of him on the desk. “She informed us that we should expect your visit. Someone will take you up to her suite, Mr. Roth.”

“O-okay, then,” Alex said awkwardly.

Soon, the young wizard was being escorted to a floating stone pad that conveyed him and a porter to the third floor of the hotel. The young woman led him to a room in one of the towers—not on the topmost floor—but high enough to provide an incredible view of the district.

The porter knocked once. “Miss Lucia? Mr. Alex Roth to see you.”

“Come in,” said a warm voice, one that sent shock running down Alex’s spine.

That was definitely Lucia’s voice—calling on the Mark confirmed it—but the tone? The tone sounded like it belonged to a completely different woman. His grip tightened on the staff.

The door swung open silently.

And there, standing before him, was Lucia the sky gondolier.

Her transformation was startling.

Alex had to fight doing an obvious double take.

Her figure was fuller, for one—she looked healthier, like she’d been eating regularly, and spending time taking care of herself. She was wearing a bright yellow top, a calf-length blue sarong skirt, and jewel studded sandals. Lucia’s formerly dead eyes sparkled with an amused, mischievous energy, and the coy smile on her once dead-looking mouth, spoke volumes.

She appeared healthy, confident, and energetic as she approached him with an outstretched hand. It was like she’d changed in both body and personality, which started alarm bells screaming in his head.

Alex took a step back, focusing on her body language for any sign of threat. A sense of… calm drifted from his staff. His eyes shifted to its glowing blooms. There was no distrust or fear coming from them, only curiosity.

The young wizard tried to keep all the skepticism he’d been feeling from his face, instead, his smile appeared surprised and easy.

“Lucia… hello.”

“Hello to you too,” she said with the same warm tone as earlier, gesturing for him to enter her suite. “Come in, have a seat.”

While the young wizard walked in, she took a coin purse and removed a hefty five gold pieces for the porter. The young woman’s face lit up, smiling broadly and bowing to Lucia. “Generous as always, Miss Lucia. Will you be needing anything else?”

“I’ll ring if I do.”

“Of course, enjoy your visit.” The woman bowed one final time, shutting the door behind her.

Alex was looking around the sitting room. It screamed wealth, with intricately carved furniture, silken fabrics, and handwoven carpets filling a space that was definitely much showier than even his new home.

“So, first things first, I am not a mana vampire.” Lucia laughed, sinking into plump cushions on one of two couches. “So you can sit down, I won’t bite.”

Alex flinched inside but maintained a relaxed expression.

“You’ll have to forgive me, but for a minute, I did think that you might be a shapeshifter,” he said, taking a seat on the couch across from her. “Because uh, you seem… different.”

“Different from this, right?” her voice immediately went flat, losing all animation. Her smile died and her eyes took on that dead fish gaze she was known for. Shoulders slumped. Posture wilted. In breaths, Lucia—the half-dead, overworked sky gondolier—was back.

The transformation was so startling, Alex scarcely believed it. “Yeah, not to be rude, but that’s almost the Lucia I remember.” He took in the room again. “Your fortunes must have changed. Like a lot.”

“Yes, yes they have.” She sat up again, her face softening. “And I have you and your friend Khalik to thank for that, as well as your other friends, Thundar, Isolde, Theresa, your golem…”

She lowered her head. “I have a lot to thank you for, Alex.”

“I… we only gave you like thirty gold for ferrying us to the Barrens,” Alex said, confused. “I don’t think that really counts as being a lot to thank me for.”

“No, you don’t understand, your help didn’t stop there, even if you don’t know it.” Lucia's eyes shone. “You helped me again and again… well, you helped me help myself.”

Alex combed through his memories, looking for any evidence that he’d helped her in the past year. Nothing came to mind. He hadn’t seen her since that fateful mana vampire night.

His suspicion grew. What was she talking about? Was she making things up? Maybe it really was a shapeshifter and⁠—

Lucia shifted on the couch, the action moved the neckline of her top. There. There was the scar, still reaching to the top of her chest. Unconsciously, she adjusted her clothing, hiding it again.

It didn’t seem she’d noticed him looking at the old wound.

“It’ll be clear to you after I tell you what happened over the past year,” Lucia said. “Would you like a drink? It’s a bit of a story. And when I’m finished? I’d like to make you an offer.”

“Oh?” Alex cocked his head. “What sort of offer?”

“A business offer.”


Chapter 12


Lucia's Story



“The coin you and your friend, Khalik, gave me was the most I’d had in a long time.” Lucia sipped a cup of coffee that smelled of something a little stronger. “Back then, I managed to avoid debt, but I could never save much either.”

“Yeah, with how much it costs to live in this city? I’m not surprised.” Alex sipped a cup of tea, loaded with heaps of sugar.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Lucia growled, her eyes growing dead. “When you’re just making ends meet, expenses compound. Food is relatively cheap in Generasi, but rent isn’t. Not even for a tiny box of a room in a rooming house.”

A bitter expression took her face. “With a landlady that… well, let’s not go there. We’d be here all day⁠—”

“She was a bully?”

“Yes!” Lucia said emphatically.

“Trust me, I know the type.”

“Yes, well, she was awful, but the rent she charged was even worse. And because the rent was so high, you don’t eat as often as you should. Because of that, you get sick easier. And that means medicine, which is more coin… you get my point. I didn’t get into debt, but my savings could have fit in the palm of my hand. Until⁠—”

She traced the cup’s rim with a single finger, “—you gave me that coin.”

“Yeah, but…” Alex looked around the room again. “All this is worth a lot more than thirty gold.”

“That coin was just the beginning.” Lucia sighed dreamily, looking lost in memories. “When I got home, I thought about all the things I could do with that much coin: proper meals, maybe a better place to live for a bit… but…” She shook her head. “That would have been only temporary. I even thought about leaving the city, but no matter where I went, thirty gold would be gone like dust in the wind. So I decided to hold on to it until I figured out what to do.”

She looked at Alex. “And then one day, I saw you with your golem. Claygon, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“And that inspired me. You took a mana vampire into the university. And a little later, you had a fully operational war-golem. I might be a dropout, but I took enough alchemy classes to guess what you’d done. You did drain that mana vampire for your golem, right? After you pumped it full of raw energy from the mana vents?”

Alex cleared his throat. “Well, no point in trying to be coy, cuz… y’know… you were right there. Yeah, that’s what I did.”

She snapped her fingers. “I knew it! And I found that inspiring.”

Alex blinked. “Lots of people would have found it horrifying, I think… Well, maybe less than I thought.” He remembered Baelin’s endless laughter at what he’d done to the mana vampire.

“Others might find it horrifying, but I found it inspiring. You took a terrible situation and turned it into gold. So, I decided to try and do the same. I had that seed money, and never wanted to be poor again.”

Alex nodded. “I can understand that. Boy can I ever understand that. So… then what’d you do with your coin? Invest it? Start funding a business? Thirty gold isn’t much to do that with.”

“I know.” She smiled wickedly. “And that’s why I gambled with it. On you.”

Silence fell. “What? Gambled on me? How?”

“Well, I was sitting on that coin for a good few months…” Lucia said. “And then imagine my surprise when I found out that some people—some people who defeated a mana vampire in their first year, and who also put down a monster incursion in the countryside—were going to enter the Games of Roal.”

“Oh… oh! Oooooooh!” Alex sat up straight. “You bet on us?”

“With every coin you gave me. It seemed poetic.” She chuckled, taking a long triumphant sip of her coffee. “There were lots of good teams in the Games last year. I didn’t usually pay much attention to them before, but when I heard that some students I’d taken to the Barrens one interesting night would be in them, things changed.”

Her eyes brimmed with malicious glee. “And you know what? They were almost all first years. The odds were against you for most of your events, despite the mana vampire and the incident in the countryside, but I’d seen just what you did to that mana vampire. So, I took those thirty gold coins and put everything on Khalik in the Duel by Proxy, and when he won, I won!”

Lucia’s smile grew wider. “And then I took what I’d won and put it on you in your Duel by Proxy. And I won. I bet on your big shark friend in the Great Water Hunt. And won again. I didn’t bet on you in the Great Land Hunt, though. I didn’t bet on anybody in that event.”

Alex looked at her in surprise. “Yeah, we lost that one… lucky you didn’t bet. But why didn’t you?”

“Because I’d ferried Wolud Ranier a couple of times before,” she said. “One time, he and his friends were going back to campus after a night of drinking in town. On the way back, one of them said he’d lost his coin purse somewhere between the tavern and my boat. Ranier had me turn the boat around so he could go back and look for it. He actually found it in under five minutes. I don’t know how he did it, but that gave me enough doubt not to place the bet.”

“Good read,” Alex said, a little impressed. It seemed that Lucia had fairly good judgement.

“I was lucky,” Lucia admitted. “But I did put everything on your friends for the Grand Melee and I won again.”

Alex winced. “Did… did you bet on us in the Grand Battle?”

Lucia paused, almost in embarrassment. “No.”

“Damn good call, but why didn’t you bet on us?”

“I was there for your fight with Tyris Goldtooth. Vesuvius is a monster, and I knew she’d be looking for you. The other teams also saw you as a threat, and if they ganged up… I didn’t know if you had it in you to beat them back then. So I didn’t bet.”

“That’s a relief!” Alex clapped. “You’ve got damned good judgement.”

“Maybe. I think it was more luck. I made a lot of money and got out. Haven’t gambled since. Your thirty gold coin grew a couple of extra zeros behind it in a few days. But that still wouldn’t have gone far in Generasi. So I left. Quit my job and went to the Rhinean Empire where funds go further. A lot further.”

Alex couldn’t help but admire her initiative, he was impressed. “Then you turned what you already had into a fortune, right?”

“Not at first. I took about a month to myself. Ate well, stayed in nice inns, went to beaches… I’d been living like a corpse. I needed to live again. After that, though? It was time to start making money. And that’s when you inspired me again.”

“How?”

“You and your friends faced those demons on Oreca’s Fall like some warriors out of legend. Everyone in the tournament did. So I decided to start facing my demons too. I was good at alchemy before the incident at the university and vowed I’d never touch it again. But what happens if we let our demons stop our lives? And—Sorry, this is the first time I’m telling this story, do you mind?”

“No, not at all, this is crazy, keep going!” Alex said.

Lucia winced. “You know, I spent every year in that gondola wishing that everyone around me would just shut up. Now I’m the one that won’t shut up. Life is strange. Anyway, it took me a bit, but I managed to get a good alchemy set together and pushed through my fear enough to make some of the more simple potions I knew from school, once I got the rust off. And then I travelled, offering my services to places in the Empire that didn’t have access to an alchemist; the very rural areas. I worked cheap and built my reputation, once word got around, I charged more.”

She looked up at a painting of a caravel on rough seas hanging above a fireplace. “I hired assistants, and we increased production, but I really hit it when I started working with your people, the Thameish folk living in the Empire. They needed services, and they had coin to spend. There were plenty of other merchants around, but not that many alchemists. And that’s when I realised something else. Lots of the Thameish wanted goods from Generasi… and I knew a little something about getting people and products from one place to the other. I’d already set up shipping for my own goods, so it was simple to create a merchant lane right from Generasi to the Thameish in the northern part of the Rhinean Empire.”

Lucia spread her hands. “And boom, business just exploded. I’ve added another zero to my fortune, and in a year or two, I hope to add another one.”

“That’s… that’s great!” Alex was excited for her. “I’m so happy you managed to turn your life around. Seriously, I mean… you just… transformed yourself. That’s pretty incredible!”

She laughed, surprising him. Even with her transformation, it still felt strange seeing her laugh. “Thank you, I think it’s incredible too. But I discovered one thing about myself: I like making coin more than I like making potions.”

“Fair enough, coin spends better… and uh, tends to be less volatile.”

“Depends on how you spend it,” she said, leaning forward. “Which brings me to why I wanted to meet with you. In a nutshell, you built a golem out of a mana vampire in your first year. Anyone with half a brain can see that you’re going to be a brilliant alchemist. Are you planning to go into business? I heard you work for Shale in some high position now, and you bought that old bakery and started turning it around. You’ve obviously been making some money, are you thinking about crafting magical items for the market?”

Alex couldn’t fight the smile that bloomed on his face. “You could… say that.”

“Good. Well, I want to work with you to bring them to people,” she said simply. “I talked with your employee, Troy. He seemed very happy working for you, so I think you’d be good to work with. The arrangement would be simple: you make whatever you want and sell it, or let me sell it. In return, I become your exclusive shipping company. I’ve already purchased a caravel and I’m alchemically treating it to cut through the water as fast as anything.”

“Lowering friction?”

“Right. I also have routes, employees, and guards that go right from the Thameish area in the Rhinean Empire, down to Port Mausarr. I have one warehouse, and I’m working on another. Business is growing, and I think my network would help you. In return for exclusivity, I’d lower my price. By a lot.”

“It almost sounds too good to be true.”

“I brought contracts as proof to confirm everything I told you, and I came back to Generasi on my ship. My staff are in other rooms here in the hotel. We’ll give you more proof than you’ll know what to do with.”

“Right… so you want me to make stuff, and you would bring it to buyers?”

“To people outside of Generasi. There’s an entire world out there that would benefit from alchemical items. It’s very rare that people can get their hands on things of that sort. In places with low ambient mana, you need a powerful wizard. But what if we bring what people want directly to their homes?”

“It sounds like you’re talking about building an empire.” Alex leaned forward.

“Yes. Yes, I am,” she said with growing excitement. “There are a few other merchant houses that ship Generasian products, but very few have a connection with an alchemist as proficient as you. If we do this, we could make a killing.”

“A lot of killings.” Alex stroked his chin, giving her proposal deep thought.

A part of him realised that—in some ways—what she was offering wouldn’t be necessary once he mastered the Traveller’s power. He could simply teleport his goods wherever he wanted.

But, on closer consideration, there was more value here than it appeared on the surface.

A plan began to form in his mind.

He could already hear stacks of gold clinking together.


Chapter 13


The Seeds of an Empire



There was a limit to the number of things one could do on their own.

Alex—being a summoner—probably knew this better than most. Being able to conjure a small army of minions had completely changed things for him. In times of peace, he had ready assistants and workers to help with tasks at home.

In battle, he could erase a numerical disadvantage with a few spells, and overwhelm enemies with a tide of bodies.

Baelin’s Art of the Wizard in Combat course always emphasised the importance of cooperation, teamwork, and group dynamics. Even the ancient wizard himself had called on his own cabal when he wanted to besiege Jaretha, and he was the most powerful being Alex had ever known.

Numbers helped, in most situations.

And numbers were what Lucia was really offering.

In one year, she’d already built up staff and the beginnings of a successful business operation. She had a network ready to go, and that was valuable. Even if Alex could teleport his magical items anywhere he wanted to, he still couldn’t be in multiple places at once.

Having staff to organise shipping and travelling, find more potential buyers, and run different branches of a business, would be just prime. Even having a single staff member, Troy, had been a big help to him.

With what Lucia was offering?

He could grow faster than he’d expected to.

His own alchemy, Shale’s support, Hannah’s power, and Lucia’s network would be massive in combination. Then there was Lucia herself. While she’d told him her story, he’d carefully watched her body language, analysing her mannerisms for common signs of deceit.

He’d found none.

She’d come to him honestly and—if her story was completely true—she’d revealed one of her major resources that she hadn’t mentioned in her pitch: herself.

Without putting her greatest asset—her own abilities—into words, Alex saw them. Lucia had shown drive, good judgement, risk assessment, and analysis throughout her journey, all key traits for both a wizard and a merchant. They were also qualities that were—sadly—rarer than they should be in far too many people.

Allowing someone with those qualities to just walk away? That would mean he wasn’t much of a Proper Wizard, Proper Baker, or Proper Businessman if he was to let that happen.

Then there were other avenues to consider as well.

“Lucia…” he said, making certain mental calculations. “If. If we did this. What would you say to me enhancing your business?”

She pursed her lips. “Go on.”

Alex leaned over the low table between them, placing his hands on it. “You have a lot of resources, staff, and a network that’s growing. That’s fine. But other merchant empires have these things, right?”

“Right.”

“But what if… your workforce was enhanced by something that never tires, never grows bored, and never sleeps?”

Her eyebrows rose. “Are you talking about golems?”

“I am absolutely talking about golems.” Alex grinned. “Not every golem has to be an expensive, unstoppable war-machine. They can be made human-sized, or any size, for that matter. You can make small messenger golems; you’re an alchemist, you know that. What if some of your warehouses had golem labourers to support your shipping staff with certain things, like lifting and carrying? What if your merchant caravans and ships had powerful guardian constructs to drive off bandits and monsters? What if you had messenger constructs to communicate across long distances?”

“That sounds like every merchant’s dream.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Alex chuckled, his eyes shining. “We could up efficiency while giving your—no, our—workers time to themselves. We’d have ultimate productivity while not killing our workforce.”

“Hmmmm.” Lucia drummed her fingernails on her knees. “That almost sounds too good to be true. Golems are incredibly expensive. Even small ones. Hiring labourers would be much cheaper.”

“On the surface? Absolutely.” Alex rubbed his hands together. “But that’s the thing about a golem, they never tire, they can be extremely flexible… and one of them could do the work of more than one labourer. One single golem—even one that’s, say, only six or seven feet tall—could do the work of five times as many of the strongest men. Add the fact that a golem never needs to eat or sleep, and you have an infinite productivity machine. Then, there’s the fact that a well-designed golem can do more than one job, to take into account.”

Alex began counting on his fingers. “A versatile golem can work as a labourer, guard a caravan or a warehouse, it can help tinkers repair equipment, it can help with setting sails and holding rigging… There’s few limits to what a well-designed golem can do, as long as there’s at least one sapient being around to direct it. And then! There’s the advertising that naturally comes along with them.”

Lucia’s eyes shone. “Yes… yes… who wouldn’t want to use a shipping company that owns an immortal force of workers, guardians, and labourers.”

“Exactly. Even with one or two golems per ship or caravan, that still beats the competition’s none.”

“Hmmm… hmmmm…” Lucia looked off in the distance as though she was thinking over what he’d just said. “It’s a very attractive idea. But I see two problems.”

“Well, let’s see if I can’t give you two solutions.”

She smiled at that, then raised a single finger. “First, there’s the initial cost. We’ll need at least ten to twenty golems to begin with, and while I have done well for myself, I haven’t done that well.”

“Simplicity in itself.” Alex spread his hands. “I can ‘sell’ them to you on credit, at a very attractive rate of interest. You get the golems with a relatively small upfront cost—if you’re currently buying ships, you should be able to afford a fairly small expense—then you settle the full cost on a payment plan. I can offer you… let’s say two at no charge in return for a small percentage of the company. Nothing too big, maybe say… twenty percent or something like that.”

Alex’s mind sparked at the idea of future profits. Crafting a small force of golems would be expensive at first, even with a few ideas he had in mind to keep costs lower, but in return for a share of a growing mercantile enterprise?

It would be more than worth it.

“Hmmmm, that seems reasonable,” Lucia said. “Twenty percent isn’t a controlling interest, and you would be contracted exclusively with us for your shipping needs, unless you handle any through your own magic. But that takes me to the second issue.

“Oversight. Who will command these golems? If we let just anyone do it, they could cause them to rampage if they made a mistake. We could be taking a big chance.”

“Not if the golems are programmed properly,” Alex said. “I could make it so that all golems only accept orders from those registered to do so, like you, me, and a limited number of trusted officers. Every golem would be connected to me, so I could shut them down from a distance.”

“How far of a distance? You’ll be mostly in Generasi or elsewhere.”

“And I’m also learning teleportation,” Alex countered. “If a golem starts rampaging, it’ll be programmed so I feel it through the connection—” He recalled Claygon communicating with him across the great distance of maze-scape between the gate in Cretalikon, and the heart of Jaretha, “—then shut it down remotely. I could probably design the golems to connect with you as well, so you also have the ability to shut them down from a distance if need be. Your staff can then take care of things until I arrive to determine the cause of the malfunction. In time, we could also entrust a few trusted managers with that level of control. They’d have to have mana, of course.”

He kept his body language open, honest, and enthusiastic; every inflection, tone, and expression was designed to set Lucia at ease. “I think it could work well.”

“And golems would draw more attention to our business, which would encourage more customers to pick us for their shipping needs.” Lucia’s eyes were alight with possibilities. “I’m liking this… I think it’ll be big.”

“It’ll be a new path for business.” Alex grinned. “One forged by joining alchemy, a little thing called ‘crazy spending,’ and enterprise.” The young wizard was already thinking of more ways to lower both costs, and the amount of time it would take to craft the golems.

“It’s sounding very lucrative.” Lucia grinned back. “But I’ll need some time to think about it.”

“Yeah, that’s fair, and I want to consult certain people too…” He paused. “Do you have anything I can take with me? Nothing proprietary, but documents that prove your business’ financial position, and value up to this point?”

“Absolutely, I’ve made copies for you to take with you.” Lucia made her way to an open door in the suite. “I’ll get them for you. I’ll be in the city for another week. I’ll be looking at some other avenues for expansion.”

“Good, I’ll get back to you before then. I’ve got some people to talk to.”
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“I don’t know if a shipping network would be needed, Alex, even if it were supported by golems.” Toraka frowned, flipping the pages of his proposal.

They were in her office, the afternoon sun streamed through a tall window as she looked over the proposal he’d quickly put together from Lucia’s documents.

“Everyone needs shipping, Toraka.” Alex leaned back in his chair. “We have products, and we need to get those products to others.”

“But our products are specialty items.” Toraka looked at him over the pages. “They’re only bought by the very wealthy. And the very wealthy can afford to send a ship to collect their brand new golem when it’s completed.”

“Sure they can,” Alex said. “But that means they need to send a ship and servants to collect the golem. That takes resources. Depending on distance, sending a ship to collect a golem could tie up their own resources. Imagine if we could deliver their golems right to their front door? It’d make things a lot easier for a client. It would also give our business a farther reach.”

“Maybe, but then we’d need to assume responsibility for golems lost in transit,” Toraka mused. “And sometimes, we just pay to have the golems teleported if the client pays enough.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed at that. “So… let’s say you had someone on staff that could teleport. That’d save on costs, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes… it would… why?” She peered at him. “Wizards who’ve chosen to work as teleporters make too much coin in freelance, and besides, we’d use them too infrequently to justify the expense.”

“But what if I could teleport?” Alex asked. “You could pay me less than you would some freelancer.”

Toraka paused. “You’re not anywhere near fifth-tier spells yet, are you?”

“Third-tier isn’t that far off,” Alex said. “And I’m very, very good at short range teleportation and summoning spells. You could say that I—” He couldn’t resist, “—have a gift for it.”

“Hmmm, well in that case,” Toraka said easily. “If you manage to figure out teleportation, then yes, you could handle the rush deliveries… actually… hold on now.”

She took another look at Alex’s proposal. “You know what, there’s something you missed.”

“What’s that?” The young wizard glanced at the papers.

“Raw materials,” she said. “Sure it might not make much sense to employ an exclusive shipping company for my golems, but for transporting raw materials… that might make a lot of sense. Here.”

She opened her desk drawer, pulling out a map of the Prinean Sea and surrounding territories. There were red markings on certain areas of Generasi, and in the countries north and south of the sea.

“These areas are the sources for most of our raw materials.” Shale pointed. “Stone, iron, wood, and more come from several quarries, mines, and logging operations here, here, here and here, for example.” She pointed to the different areas. “Now, here’s the thing. Raw materials from Generasi cost more, but because of the shorter distance, they also have low transportation costs. Raw materials from elsewhere are a lot cheaper, but also mean greater costs for shipping.”

Alex bit his upper lip. “But if those shipping costs were lowered… say because of an exclusive contract with a shipping company…”

Toraka smiled. “You’re learning. For your business, it makes sense. For mine? You had it backwards. It’s not the final product that I’d use your friend’s service for, it’s for raw materials. But that said, I want to see how she works with you first. If she proves herself in the next six months or so, then I’ll meet with her directly. I have some shipping contracts that are coming to an end soon.”

“I don’t think you’ll regret signing with her.” Alex rubbed his hands together. “And now⁠—”

‘Father… are you home?’ Claygon’s voice startled Alex as it suddenly came through their link. ‘I’m bringing our friends… home. They want… to see you.’

‘Tell them I’ll be right there,’ Alex thought.

He looked at Shale. “Can we pick this up when we work on the golem tonight? I need to catch up with some friends. A lot of things are changing, and…” Alex glanced at the proposal again. “… I think they’ll be changing for them too.”


Chapter 14


Seeds of an Imperial Court



“You were inside the demon?” Theresa choked, her hand squeezing Alex’s so hard that it actually hurt.

“By the Sapphire Sea.” Prince Khalik almost spat out his drink.

“Alex, that is insanity,” Isolde gaped.

“In retrospect, but it worked, and results were all that mattered then.” Alex continued regaling his friends with stories of Jaretha. “If it weren’t for Claygon, Thundar, Ripp, and the other mercenaries, I would have been dead like five times over. Desperate measures were needed after a while.”

“I’ll say.” Thundar threw back a shot of whiskey. “At one point, this demon filled the hall with fire, it was like the whole place was a furnace, I thought I was a goner for sure.” He reached for a glass of water. “We have Celsus to thank for us still being here. I swear, I’m gonna keep praying for my ancestors to guide him to the afterworld. Him and Guntile both. For at least a year.”

“Oh, no, Guntile died too?” Selina asked sadly. “She sounded cool.”

“Yeah, she was,” Alex said. “But I’ll get to all of that. There’s a lot that happened.”

“It has… been eventful,” Claygon agreed.

“That is had, buddy, that it has.” Taking a deep breath, he continued the story.

Alex’s cabal, along with Claygon, Theresa, and Selina, had gathered in the bakery’s apartment. The early evening reunion was intense. So far, they’d shared moments of laughter, tears, relief, and a lot of joy.

Later, there’d be mounds of food to look forward to, and the drinks would keep flowing.

But for now?

Alex needed to catch his friends up on certain developments.

He continued his tale, recounting how they’d escaped from Jaretha, the apocalypse Baelin and his cabal had unleashed on Ezaliel’s domain, then he slowed right down when it came time to tell them about the Traveller.

Alex glanced at Selina, remembering what he’d promised Baelin. He wasn’t supposed to tell anyone except his cabal and closest friends what he’d discovered about there being other worlds in the universe. Except, that shouldn’t apply to Selina, he knew he could trust her completely. She’d never told anyone about Uldar’s Mark, so why would she tell anyone about this, especially if she knew she wasn’t supposed to.

“The Traveller’s from another world,” he blurted out.

Jaws dropped and eyes grew wide.

The word “what?” seemed to echo through the room.

“She’s from another world?” Selina repeated, glancing out a nearby window.

“The Traveller… a more fitting name than I thought.” Khalik nodded.

“The theory is correct!” Isolde cried. “By the elements!”

“Yeah, but Baelin says we can’t tell anyone that. And you can’t tell anyone about this next part either,” Alex continued.

Theresa nearly fell from her chair when he revealed that the Traveller had returned to the world of the living, and how she’d blessed him with both power, and knowledge. Prince Khalik spilled his drink on his shirt. Isolde choked on hers.

Selina’s eyes were very, very wide. “If she can come back from the dead—” she started, her voice thrumming with excitement.

“No… I’m sorry, Selina,” Alex said, pain in his eyes when he looked at her. “It doesn’t work like that. The reason the Traveller was able to come back was because of her power, and because of our prayers to her. Both needed to come together. She can’t bring others back either, not as far as I know. I’m sorry.”

Anguish gripped Selina’s face. Then, as quickly as it appeared, it was gone. Her jaw hardened and she nodded without saying another word.

Alex reached over and took her hand.

His sister tensed, looking like she would pull it away, then she sighed, relaxing her hand in his. Her brother squeezed it, while Theresa squeezed his other hand, and he continued with the last parts of his story.

He finished to the sound of breathing, overlaying utter silence. No one spoke.

Thundar was nodding knowingly.

Then Alex broke the stillness.

“And when I got home, that’s when Lucia, the sky gondolier, came out of nowhere with a lot of coin from betting on us in the Games of Roal. She’s rich now,” Alex announced dramatically.

“What?” Thundar cried. “No, you’re lying.”

“Truly?” Khalik stared at the minotaur. “That is what you react to? Not the demigoddess returning from death, but to the sky gondolier getting rich?”

“Well, I was kinda there for the ‘returning from death’ part, I didn’t know about Lucia’s coin multiplying like a bunch of ants in spring!” Thundar shouted. “I could’ve bet on us, ugh! I could be rich now!”

“What she did… while impressive… was an incredible risk,” Isolde said primly. “Any factor shifting slightly could have ruined our chances of victory and cast her right back into pauperdom. Gambling is a bad habit. Though I am shocked she made that much from gambling on our successes. She is rich, you say?”

“Yeah, but she didn’t get there through gambling alone. Gambling gave her seed money. This is why you shouldn’t gamble, Selina,” Alex said.

“Alex, all that you have said so far has been a ringing endorsement of gambling,” Khalik pointed out.

Alex waved him off dismissively, watching his sister’s reaction. It was muted, her face was still tinged with disappointment. He’d have to talk with her later.

He went on to explain everything else that he and Lucia had talked about, he also told them about his conversation with Toraka Shale.

“Well, that’s pretty much everything,” Alex finished. “It’s been a crazy few days.”

“I can see that.” Isolde shook her head. “I must truly grow my power. Some of what you went through in Jaretha… would have been the end of me.”

“So, the church’s secrets, as well as Hannah and Kelda’s legacy lie before us. And you have new power that needs mastering,” Khalik said.

“Yes,” Alex said. “With what lies ahead? We have concrete information now, so it’s time to build up our strength and knowledge. We have some direction, thanks to Hannah, but maybe going after the church or trying to go to the Irtyshenan Empire right away, might be too soon.”

“Indeed. We have to build on our foundation… your teleportation will be most useful,” Khalik thumbed his beard. “I’ll seek spells to compliment it. So, what do we do now, do we simply work with the expedition for the time being?”

“Not quite.” Alex looked at Thundar. “I’m going to talk to the Heroes next time I see them and bring them up to speed about what we know. For now, we have to keep gathering strength. In the meanwhile… Thundar, how would you like to make a lot of coin?”

The minotaur blinked. “What kinda question is that? Coin can be exchanged for goods and services, and I love me some goods and services.”

“Perfect.” Alex rubbed his hands together. “I’ll be needing some help. I’ve got to focus on building this power for a while, so I probably won’t have a lot of time to go to Thameland regularly to get dungeon cores for new projects at Shale’s. Which got me wondering if maybe you’d be interested in going to get them with Claygon, and maybe Ripp and—” He looked at Theresa, “—you, honey.”

“Go on.” Theresa looked at him closely.

“You, Thundar, and Claygon—if you want, buddy—can get a share of my profits from any golems that you provide the dungeon core substance for. To put it bluntly, I’m getting rich, and you all should be rich too.”

“I do not hear you offering to make me rich.” Khalik glowered.

“Nor me.” Isolde folded her arms across her chest.

Alex gave his two richest friends an icy look. “Listen. Listen. The last thing you two need is more coin.”

“This is discrimination.” Isolde shook her head, a mocking look in her blue eyes.

“So sue me.” Alex fired back. “Aaaaanyway, Thundar, Claygon, and Theresa: I’d go with you sometimes, but if I can’t be there, I’d like to leave getting the cores up to you. If you need coin to hire extra hunters, just let me know. So, what do you say?”

“Well, I’ve been taking hunting contracts here in Generasi.” Theresa shrugged. “So this would basically be the same thing, except I’d be helping Thameland, it pays better, and I’d be helping my partner’s business.”

“Yeah, it’d be good training too,” Thundar agreed. “Without Claygon, I’d say we wouldn’t have the muscle for it, but with the big guy?” He nodded at the golem. “We’d have a solid chance if we fight smart. What do you think?”

“I… would like to help… destroy Thameland’s enemies…” Claygon said. “Raiding dungeons would be good practise…” There was a clang as he tapped the iron still covering him. “I was not able to stop… Yantrahpretaye… I need… more skill…”

“That’s a good attitude. And don’t worry, buddy, I’ll be getting all that iron off of you soon,” Alex said.

“No.”

“Wait, what?”

“Do not take… all of it off…” Claygon said. “I want to leave some… as a reminder… of what happened…”

Alex scratched his chin, peering at the metal. “Well, if that’s what you want. I’ll at least take some of it off so that it looks better. I’ll treat it too. I don’t think you’ll be looking your best with a bunch of rusty iron attached to you.”

“Thank you… Father…”

“No problem, buddy, no problem…” The young wizard peered at the golem, already mentally planning which parts of the iron to cut away and which parts to leave for the sake of aesthetics.

“I’d like to be rich too,” Selina said quietly.

Alex watched her face carefully. “Why?”

“Why not?” The young girl looked at her brother like he’d asked the most ridiculous question ever uttered by mortal lips. “I’m not rich like Isolde and Khalik.”

“You’re also eleven.”

“Almost twelve.”

“If I’m rich, so are you, Selina. You’re my little sister.”

Her jaw tightened.

“I tell you what, if you come up with an idea—that’s not dangerous—to make yourself some coin, and you really want to do it and it won’t interfere with school, then I’ll help you all I can. Deal?”

“Deal.” Selina brightened, squeezing his hand.

Theresa squeezed his other hand and winked at Selina.

Alex turned back to his friends.

“Listen. I think Lucia’s onto something. With a proper network and proper products? Dungeon core substance?” He looked out an open window, gesturing to the city beyond. “Give me a hundred years and I’ll own half the city.”

He grinned at Thundar and Theresa. “You two will own the other half.”

“This is ambitious, Alex,” his partner said. “And it’s going to be a lot on you.”

“And I have to do it,” the Thameish wizard said. “Listen, we’re going up against the church next, and I’m not stupid… most of the time, that is. The more we look into the church, the more it’s likely they’ll start looking into us. Into me. I told you about that spy that came to the encampment. I don’t think he’ll be the last, and all it’ll take for my secret to get out is for some ordained priest to walk past me with a holy symbol in his pocket.”

He held up one finger. “One second, and I’m gone, it’s all gone. The best way to counter that? Coin and power.” Alex nodded to Khalik. “Let’s say it was you that was marked, and priests wanted you, do you think Generasi is going to send a prince off like a common criminal?”

“It would be war with Tekezash.” Khalik nodded approvingly. “But, if you are an indispensable cog in Generasi’s economic machine, they would be reluctant to send you anywhere.”

“Exactly,” Alex said. “So we’re back to gathering wealth and building power. That sound good?”

Isolde sighed. “A part of me will miss the trips to the Hells.”

“Is that because you’ll see Cedric less?” Selina asked innocently.

The young noblewoman turned as red as Cedric’s hair. “I… training… it is important to keep one’s skills up!”

“And the thing about that is, we’re still going to be training with the Heroes,” Thundar assured her. “Don’t worry, you’ll still get to spend time with your big hunk of man meat.”

“I hate you. I hate you. I hate you all. You sicken me!” Isolde cried.

“Just give up, Isolde,” Theresa said. “You know they have you cornered.”

“Hmph!”

“Alright,” Alex said. “I’ll tell Lucia we have a deal for a trial period. It’s time to make some golems and some more deals. And… lots of coin.”

“Hmmmmm, coin…” Khalik’s eyes shone. “You know what occurs to me?”

“What’s that?” Alex asked.

“We did quite well for ourselves in the last Games of Roal,” Khalik mused. “How well would we do this time? Prize money? Fame? Perhaps the right bets placed by others who are not competing… but who are also our friends?”

Alex brightened. “Now there’s an idea I can get behind. There’s one hell of an idea, Khalik.”


Chapter 15


Searching for Inner Power



Alex wondered where the days had gone. A week ago, he was in the Hells fighting demons, rescuing the Traveller’s artefact, and meeting her in person. It was a lot to think about. Now, he was back to his life in Generasi with an evolving plate of things to do.

It was odd seeing the new Lucia; knowing how much she’d transformed from the sullen sky gondolier she’d been a short year before, to an open, confident, entrepreneur who wanted to partner with him.

He’d hired a local shipbuilder for an afternoon to give Lucia’s ship a thorough inspection before signing anything and he was thrilled when the shipwright gave her caravel a ringing endorsement. With that out of the way, he and Lucia had spent the rest of the afternoon discussing details of their plans, and after she’d agreed to the trial run that Alex wanted, she’d returned to her headquarters in the Rhinean empire, and he returned to his work at Shale’s, his tasks with the expedition, preparing the bakery for its grand opening and, of course, school.

Classes were… actually a nice break from everything he’d been through recently. At the university, some of his fellow students were moaning and looking ready to claw their own faces off as exams loomed on the horizon. The workload was high, with no sign of decreasing. The more advanced the coursework, the more work the professors piled on.

Professor Jules was taking particular pleasure in designing a project so devilish that Hobb would have been proud.

“Your assignment is to craft a wand,” she had said during a lab one day. “And while this has been a group project in previous years, it will be a solo project this year.”

Groans of misery rippled through the entire lab, to which Professor Jules had only rolled her eyes. “Don’t complain,” she’d said, not hiding her glee. “If you’ve been studying and reviewing your labs—as I have heavily instructed you to—then you should be fine. Now, your wand will have to produce the following effects⁠—”

She’d then gone through a list of things the wand was expected to do, as well as a boatload of things the wand should not be able to do. Crafting the wand would require a lot of precise engineering, and dependent on a student’s fondness for minute detail. Most softly muttered about how Jules was inclined toward torturing her students, and about being driven mad by the woman…

Not Alex.

He’d already crafted a staff, so this wand assignment should be child’s play. He was actually looking forward to it, and expecting to have it finished in a night or two. Then he’d have two magic tools: his staff, and the wand to give to a cabal mate… or possibly someone else.

His magic lore and summoning courses were painless as well, and he was always prepared for class since it didn’t take him long to read the material. Summoning? Well, because he had such a knack for it, he loved that class. The Traveller’s power was stronger than ever—and the edge it gave him had grown. But now, he also felt a connection to Hannah whenever he walked into his summoning class.

That magic was almost as natural to him as breathing—despite the Mark. A handful of classmates kept up with him, though he was squarely one of the top three students in the entire class, even in the practical part of the course. Something else to thank the Traveller for.

The Mark had made studying magic lore so simple that at times he was tempted to skip the rest of those lectures. If he didn’t show up in person, he’d only miss the odd fact the professor quoted that wasn’t in the textbook. But since he could speed read and process information so well when he used the Mark, a few minutes going through supplementary papers in the library would easily fill any gaps, and even give him information that wasn’t in the class materials.

Of course, an alternative would have been to ask a classmate to trade notes. Most would have gladly given him their lecture notes in exchange for his.

But he couldn’t skip. His sense of responsibility kept him going to class. The professors spent a lot of time preparing proper lectures, and if Selina saw him skipping class, she’d think it was a good idea, and also, it wasn’t like he needed the extra time. These days, classwork was the least time consuming thing in his life.

A lot of it was spent expanding the bakery’s business plan, working with Shale, the expedition, or practising the power that was a part of him.

This evening was dedicated to the latter.

Night found Alex on the roof of his home, floating cross-legged in midair under the power of a flight spell. Many of his practise sessions found him there, and this night was no different.

For the moment, he was alone: Selina was asleep; Brutus and Theresa were out on a hunt with Thundar and Claygon, and the neighbourhood was quiet. An excellent night for the exploration of unknown powers.

In one hand, Alex clutched the Traveller’s artefact, feeling her power flow through its inner workings. Its energy would serve as a beacon as he began exploring her legacy.

“Here goes nothing.” He took a deep breath, falling into his meditation techniques.

He disengaged his mind from his surroundings, counting his breaths as he slowly drew in cool, night air, then exhaled. Alex noted the feeling of his clothing against his skin. The pulse of mana through his pool. The scent of newly sprouted herbs in the rooftop potion garden. The sounds of activity coming from Shale’s Workshop across the road.

There were no thoughts in his mind. He simply became an observer in a sea of sensation, letting the world and all his tiny judgements fall away. His mind stilled, and there was peace.

For a time, he stayed in that state, letting the sensations wash over him.

Then he directed his attention, diving inward, searching for Hannah’s power within him.

It was tricky, what he was trying to do, since he only truly felt the Traveller’s power when he cast teleportation and summoning spells. Lately, though, when he prayed to Hannah, he felt a spark of her energy in his chest… but he had no idea of how to actively find it.

He examined his body and soul—where the power seemed to reside—seeking out the teleportation power. He felt his heart beating. He felt himself breathing. He felt his mana coursing through his mana pool and pathways.

Yet, he couldn’t feel what he was seeking—the Traveller’s power within himself.

He slowly moved his senses through his body again, searching for the energy, yet finding nothing.

“Alright, time for the next step…” Closing his eyes, he whispered a prayer to the Traveller: “Please, guide me to your power.”

There was a spark within his chest as the power coursed through his being. Instantly, he reached for it, trying to grasp the energy… only for it to vanish before he could touch it.

He reached again, unsurprised that a power based on transporting someone from one place to another in an instant was difficult to grasp. Again and again he tried, but there was no map to guide him on how, or where to begin, and Hannah hadn’t had the time or chance to explain even the beginnings of how her power worked.

Kelda had used the Mark to master Hannah’s power, mastering it even faster than Hannah had been able to, but she’d also had one on one instruction from the Traveller herself. A definite advantage. For Alex? It was like trying to learn how to fly when he’d never had wings before.

He didn’t even know how to find those ‘wings’ in this case.

At least he could cheat.

After a lot of wasted time fumbling around within himself, he called on the Mark, expecting lots of images of what he’d done right.

The images were sparse. The power would flare when he said a prayer to the Traveller. And then nothing. “Shit, I hardly did anything right.” Alex opened his eyes. “Alright, let me try something different.”

This time, he attempted moving his mana in the direction of his power, while praying to the Traveller. He tried to connect the mana to the power. Yet again, the power proved elusive.

He called on the Mark once more, looking for guidance. Again, no images came to aid him.

“What’s going on?” Alex wondered out loud. “The power comes to me when I cast the right spells, but I can’t seem to grasp it. Why⁠—”

He paused.

The power sparked, reacting, but he wasn’t praying.

Curious, Alex uncrossed his legs and floated downstairs into his apartment. Silently gliding down the hall, he felt the power within growing in intensity.

He stopped, pausing down the hall from Selina’s room, cocking his ear toward her door. From within came the quiet whisper of a young girl in prayer. He smiled. She must have been praying to the Traveller when the power reacted in his chest.

Alex wasn’t going to stay and listen to his sister’s private prayers, so he began floating back upstairs to return to his rooftop perch.

With power sparking from his sister’s prayers, he kept searching long after those sparks faded.

“Huh,” he murmured much later, trying to apply his mana manipulation techniques to the power directly. For a breath, he did touch something, but it slipped away.

Still, he wasn’t discouraged. “It’s a start… I’m starting to find a wing.”

Calling on the Mark, it began showing him images of what he’d done right. Each time he tried using mana manipulation techniques on the power directly, the Mark showed him an image of that attempt.

He was finally on the right road. Though something still troubled him.

“There’s something missing,” Alex frowned. “I’m not doing something quite right. Maybe I need to modify the technique, this isn’t mana, after all.”

He glanced at the position of the moon, yawning. “Well, I’ve taken a step forward. And that’s good for one night.”

Lowering his head, he uttered another prayer to the Traveller, letting her energy flare inside him. He hoped his faith would empower her as she had empowered him.

He hadn’t found the power he was seeking that evening, but he’d taken a few steps forward.
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The divine servant had spoken in the First Apostle’s mind, granting him revelation of threats on the horizon, and knowledge that servants of Uldar would be coming to their aid.

He had meditated on it for a time, but now he must call on Izas.

He would need the Third Apostle’s faith.
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“May my faith be your succour,” Third Apostle Izas prayed. “May my life be your nectar. May my soul serve you in this life and the next. In Uldar’s name, I pray.”

The elderly man lifted his head from his clasped hands, letting himself fall out of his trance. With a deep breath, he allowed his senses to turn outward once more, bathing himself in the incense and quiet wind chimes within the chapel of Uldar.

He pushed himself to his feet and it was only then that he noticed a strange change in the room’s shadows.

“Eldin, have you been here long?” he asked, turning to find the squat, powerfully built priest kneeling just within the doorway.

“I arrived after your hymn had begun, Third Apostle,” Eldin said. “I did not see fit to disturb your prayers.”

“Thank you for respecting my sacred time with Uldar.” Izas lowered his head. “How might this humble servant of our god help you?”

“The First Apostle has called for you,” Eldin said. “He wishes to speak to you urgently.”
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As Eldin closed the door in the First Apostle’s sanctum, Izas was left in the dark. Ahead, he could feel the presence of the most holy member of his church within his alcove.

Yet he could not see him in the dark.

“Third Apostle Izas,” came the First Apostle’s voice. “What are you willing to give to Uldar?”

“Everything,” the Third Apostle said without hesitation. “He fought and sacrificed for us; it is our duty to do so in turn.”

“You are utterly convicted in this?”

“Yes.”

“Swear it on your faith.”

“I swear it on my faith.”

“Swear it on your name.”

“I swear on my name.”

“Swear it on your soul.”

“I swear it on my soul.”

“Swear it on the life of our god.”

Izas startled, looking around the black alcove in shock. “First Apostle! That is blasphemy!”

“It is not,” the First Apostle’s voice was stern. “If you are true of heart and soul, then Uldar will have nothing to fear. There will be no falsehoods in your oath and thus no blasphemy. Unless you doubt your faith.”

“I do not doubt my faith. I…” the Third Apostle muttered. “I swear it on the life of our god.”

Silence followed.

“Good,” the First Apostle said. “You were gifted the Third Truth upon gaining your position. The truth that the cycle must continue. Now… you are ready for the Second Truth.”

“But that is only given to you and the Second Apostle.”

“Normally, yes,” the First Apostle said. “But these are abnormal times. And I have received a revelation from a divine servant.”


Chapter 16


The Parable of Worship



“What sort of revelation, First Apostle?” Izas asked, unable to hide the thrill within his soul. He had not imagined that—today—he would grow closer to his god.

What wondrous secrets would be placed upon his shoulders?

What holy knowledge would be poured into his mind?

“There are covert enemies that we must seek out,” the First Apostle said. “And to do this, we must work with servants of Uldar that bear a foul guise. You remember well the Parable of Cullen, do you not?”

“Yes, of course,” the Third Apostle said.

“Recite it for me. I enjoy hearing Uldar’s servants speak on our god’s holy works.”

Izas lowered his head, drawing upon deeply seated memories from lessons he’d had as a boy. “Cullen was walking home from the nearby pond, for he fished for his suppers. He was a fine fisherman, but the fisherman must depend on the fish and—on that day—the fish did not bite. And so he walked home empty handed and hungry.”

He looked up, imagining a forest path in his mind with Cullen the fisherman walking down it in dejection. “And at the nearby crossroads, he came upon a foul man. The man had few teeth. He was dirty. He smelled. And his habits were that of a vermin. And this man asked for aid.”

Izas imagined the foul man with his hands out, grinning through blackened stumps. “Most had turned the man away, but Cullen knew that one must help another Thameishman. For we are all Uldar’s children. Except this man tried Cullen’s patience. He went home with Cullen and insulted his dwelling. He leered at his wife and ignored his children. He made a mess at the table. Altogether, he was a deeply unpleasant guest.”

Izas imagined the beggar defiling the fisherman’s home. “But Cullen met his foulness with the quiet patience of one who waits for fish to bite. He assured his wife that the man might appear foul, but had done no harm, for he had noticed the good the man had done. For while he made a mess, he cleaned his dishes. While insulting the dwelling, he pointed out flaws in its construction that might have led its roof to collapse in winter. While he ignored the children, he also did not curse them and collected their plates. And so Cullen knew he was a good man.”

He took a breath. “That night the moon rose high, and bandits came to Cullen’s dwelling. But—as the fisherman climbed out of bed to find his spear—a light arose from the cottage. And who did stride out to meet the bandits? The beggar, transformed into who he really was. Uldar himself.”

Izas smiled like a young child. “And with terrible anger, our god smote the bandits and rewarded Cullen for his hospitality by pronouncing that he would find as many fish in his pond as he needed every day until the day of his death. And from this we know that fair and holy things can take on foul guises, and not to be seduced by empty beauty.”

“I do love that story.” The First Apostle’s voice was warm. “And now you will be tested by the moral of that parable.”

“Many of our number come from pasts most would find foul,” Izas said. “I am ready for any servant of Uldar.”

“Not these, I think.” The First Apostle’s tone was grave. “In dire times of the past, we have been called to work with servants of Uldar who wear forms that even we would find foul: the forms of our greatest enemies.”

Izas thought carefully. “Do you mean that these servants wear the forms of Ravener-spawn?”

“I do,” the First Apostle said grimly. “And the time for such dire circumstances will come upon us soon, I fear.”

“What sort of circumstances?” Izas asked. “Is it the foreigners? Have their experiments triggered something disastrous?”

“I do not know,” the First Apostle said. “The enemy remains cloaked. But our lord’s servants will guide us to them.”

Izas’ fists closed on his robe. “What must I do?”

“First, you are to send some of our agents to a place called the Cave of the Traveller. They are to inspect it and all goings on there. The Saint of that time came under our suspicion in the past, and it is time to investigate her sanctum. We must see if she plotted against us. You will also send a team to Greymoor, one without priests among them for now. They are to observe the actions of these foreigners and determine if they have become a threat.”

“Yes, First Apostle,” Izas pledged. “I will craft these teams myself. What can I tell them?”

“To trust that Uldar’s servants wear foul forms. That is all I can say, for now, until another revelation comes,” the First Apostle pronounced. “Within the coming seasons, the servants will appear before us. Soon, you will meet them, and they will guide you to our enemies.”

“Yes, I understand, First Apostle.” Izas bowed his head. “I will be ready for our god’s servants, no matter their forms. I will begin building the teams. They will seek out the Cave of the Traveller as you have instructed, and we will again see if our enemies gather in Greymoor.”
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Drestra’s laughter boomed over the moors of Greymoor.

Alex froze in horror, wondering if the pressures from the Hells had caught up with him and he’d cracked. Slowly, he turned, catching the confused and stunned expressions of Cedric, Isolde, Claygon, Hart, and Theresa. They were looking at the spot where Thundar was teaching the Sage a new illusionary spell.

The minotaur was chuckling as the Hero of Uldar bent at the waist, laughing so hard that tears were dripping from her draconic eyes. Thundar’s face straddled the line between amused and completely bewildered.

“What the hell did he say to her?” Alex murmured.

“I’ve never seen ’er laugh like that,” Cedric added, watching Drestra as though he’d seen a ghost.

“Her laughing like a maniac is actually more freaky than when she turned into a dragon,” Hart agreed, taking a large step away from the Sage and the minotaur as though they were chaos bombs ready to detonate.

“We’ve got to find out what he said.” Theresa watched, her expression amused.

As Drestra stood, supporting herself on Thundar’s arm, something struck Alex like a thunderbolt. He exchanged a look with the huntress, whose eyes had grown wide with her own realisation. She glanced at him.

“We’ve got to talk later,” he mouthed, a sly look on his face.

“Right, then, back t’practise, I suppose,” the Chosen said. “Now that we’ve gone an’ shaved a dozen years off m’life.”

“All our lives,” Isolde said, turning her attention back to Cedric, while squinting against the sunlight framing him.

It was a rare sunny morning in Greymoor a few weeks after Alex had returned from Cretalikon. At last, the Heroes were there to exchange information and train their skills at the Generasians’ Research Castle. The place was a bustle of activity.

Spring had begun in Thameland, with winter’s chill making way for the wet, damp weather heralding the return of life. Icicles thawed on nearby trees, dripping onto mounds of snow shrinking on the moors, melting into the sea of mud that the realm became with the coming of spring.

With winter’s end, the research expedition had entered a new stage of activity. There would be more teams sent out to harvest dungeon cores, more fortifications and defences built across Greymoor, and more research into new applications for dungeon core substance.

Time was ticking on Alex’s monopoly on dungeon core development, and he planned to take advantage of it before others gained access. A rush was coming, even if it would only be from the nobles of Thameland, and those tied to the expedition coming to stake their claims.

It was a rush he planned to beat.

“Looks like we’ll be gettin’ a bit of a break.” Cedric looked on as a band of heavily armed warriors left to survey the moors for the season. From a distance, Alex could see the tiny form of Ripp among them.

The swiftling had healed well from his injuries and was back to his alert self.

Alex would have to speak to him soon.

“Wit’ all o’ yous headin’ out in big groups now, there’s gonna be lots o’ dungeons smashed before we gets t’step in.” Cedric nodded approvingly. “We was talkin’ about it an’ we think the best thing for us t’do would be t’start goin’ for the biggest, nastiest dungeons. Old ones with lotsa monsters n’strong cores.”

“Yup,” Hart agreed, swinging his sword over his head. The man was even faster than when Alex last saw him. He could imagine the Champion of Uldar in a fight against Ezerak, Ripp, and Kyembe at the same time, but he couldn’t begin to guess who would win. One thing he knew for sure was that it’d be a contest for the ages. “We’ll knock out the toughest and leave the easier ones for you. You get more core stuff, we’re not as worked to the bone, and dungeons still get dead.”

“Yes.” Drestra stretched her arms, her fingers flexing like claws. “We’ll tear them to pieces, even if they come after us with everything they have. It’ll also free us for…” She gave the others a meaningful look, her voice dropping low, “other tasks.”

“Yeah.” Alex glanced at the column of surveyors. “Yeah, and speaking of that.” He caught the Heroes’ eyes. “We should chat a bit. Catch up, since there’s lots to talk about. We could go out for a bit of a walk into the moors, someplace quiet.”

The Heroes caught his meaning.

“Aye, wouldn’t mind a nice wee walk through the mud. Spring air always gets m’soul happy.”

“Mine too,” Alex said, touching his chest. “And I think that what we have to talk about will make your soul even happier. Either that, or drive you to the afterworld.”
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“I feel like m’brain’s about t’ melt outta m’ears.” Cedric leaned against a tree, squinting up at Alex in disbelief. “Secret church⁠—”

“Not so loud.” Hart’s large eyes were scanning the surrounding hills.

Alex and his friends had taken a walk deep into the moors with the Heroes, far from the Research Castle’s survey teams and fortifications.

“How can y’be so calm?” The Chosen’s voice dropped to a hiss. “Y’hear what he just tol’ us? Secret church… makin’ a bloody goddess… strange powers… places of ascension… people comin’ back from th’dead, it’s mind-blastin’.”

“I’m not calm,” Hart grunted. “But I’m professional.”

“We’re going to need ‘professional.’” Drestra’s crackling voice laughed behind her veil. “Because this feels like it just got much trickier. It also explains some things. When the witches went to war against the church, they’d sometimes hit us quietly and vanish into the night. If they have an entire secret arm…”

“…Then that would make sense,” Thundar added.

“An’ ya’ sure we should b’lookin’ for the place where Uldar ascended?” Cedric asked Alex. “That’s where this secret church’ll be?”

“Maybe,” the young wizard said. “I do know that it’ll be easier to find Uldar’s realm if we find the place where he left the world from. I can’t look for it as easily as you can.”

“Aye, easily’s a bit relative there, wouldn’t ya say?” Cedric said. “It’s still gonna be hard for us… though we’ll definitely do it. We have to.”

“And I want to.” Anger turned Drestra’s voice hard. “If we have the chance to find the head of the snake and cut it off, we should.”

“But we might be fighting a god,” Hart grunted. “If Uldar’s behind this whole thing—and it kinda feels like he is—then he won’t be too happy with us. Kinda weird he hasn’t already shown up to smite us like he smote those bandits in that fisherman story.”

“Well, better we don’t give him the chance to,” Theresa said. “And we’ll just need to find him when Baelin’s around.”

“Wait, the old goat’s not about?” Cedric asked.

“He’ll be tied up with his cabal for months,” Alex said.

“Well, damn, this jus’ keeps gettin’ better an’ better, don’t it?” The Chosen shook his head. “Well, I gotta say, I wouldn’t mind rippin’ a piece outta anyone who set all this up. There’s lots they’ve gotta pay for. Even if it’s Uldar.”

“I agree,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “This has to stop, and I don’t care if our deity’s in front of us or behind us.”

The Sage and Chosen nodded at each other, looking at the third member of the Heroes.

The Champion didn’t say a word. The towering warrior had paused, deep in thought. Then he looked at Alex.

“You said that the Traveller’s becoming a goddess?” he asked him.

“Ya. The reasons are hypothetical and complicated, but it seems that’s what’s happening.”

“She’s the one that blessed you and she’s the one that fought against all this garbage three hundred years ago.”

His words were less a question and more of a statement, but Alex answered anyway, “Yes.”

“Good.” The Champion stood a little taller, his gaze meeting Alex’s. “You think she’s taking new worshippers?”


Chapter 17


Those That are Silent and Those That are Not



Silence spread over the surrounding hills, broken on occasion by distant birdsong, and a brisk spring wind cutting across Greymoor’s muddy terrain.

“What’re y’serious?” Cedric looked at the Champion like his shoulders had suddenly sprung twelve heads.

“Yeah. There’s probably very few things in my life that I’ve been more serious about,” the Champion grunted.

Hope bloomed in Alex’s chest. “Hells ya, she’s taking new worshippers! All along she’s been Alric’s patron saint, but that didn’t stop her from fighting for all of Thameland… and a lot of other people too. I don’t think she’d say no to your prayers, Hart.”

“Good. Because she’s going to get ’em.” Hart settled his cloak on his shoulders. “She got a holy symbol or something I need?”

Cedric stared hard at him. “You’re gonna start worshippin’ a goddess y’just heard of?”

“Hell yeah. I worshipped a god that didn’t do a thing for me and probably made the war we’re fighting in. So why not?” Hart pointed to Alex. “This one says his goddess hands out blessings and tries to fight that god. Let me put it this way, Cedric.” Hart looked down at the Chosen. “If there’s two women at a bar, and one of them ignores and curses you no matter what you do, while the other’s been buying rounds of drinks for the bar? You would go for the second one, right? I’m thinking the same thing applies to deities.”

“I…” Drestra paused. “That… makes some sense.”

“He jus’ said worshippin’ deities is the same as pickin’ up people at a bloody bar!” Cedric said.

“Yeah, but he’s kinda making sense,” Thundar said.

“You would say that.” Isolde rolled her eyes. “Then again, there is some reason in what he says, even if I do not approve of his example.”

“I’m certainly not going to argue with you!” Alex laughed. “Hannah would definitely buy drinks for everyone in a bar. Highly recommend. Would worship again.”

“Badass, consider me a convert. You said that worshipping her would grow her strength, right? Better to be powering her up than letting my prayers go nowhere. Or to bloody Uldar.”

“I can’t see myself doing the same,” Drestra said. “Not now. Maybe in time.”

“Aye, s’too much. I might’ve stopped prayin’ t’Uldar, but that don’t mean I’m gonna start prayin’ to the next goddess I hear about. Still, s’good knowin’ someone’s lookin’ out for us.”

“Yes,” Drestra agreed. “That’s comforting. Maybe we’ll get some actual divine guidance while we’re looking for this secret church. And speaking of that…” She frowned, looking around the moors. “We might want to be careful. If they moved against Hannah like you said, then they’ll probably start moving against us.”

“I was just about to bring that up.” Alex glanced skyward, keeping his voice low, remembering flocks of otherwise innocent birds that blue annis hags called to spy on Greymoor. “If you start poking around and asking questions, then I bet you they’re going to start poking right back. We’ll have to be a little more subtle with our conversations.” He looked toward the hills. “Maybe it’s time we start taking precautions, like moving anything important we need to talk about into the Research Castle.”

“We could use the room we tutor Cedric and Drestra in,” Isolde suggested. “It is quiet and separate from most other rooms in the castle. We’d be safe from prying eyes and ears should anyone unwelcome steal their way into Greymoor.”

“Good idea,” Alex said. “We’ll keep our important conversations indoors and secret, but we’ll still practise outdoors. That sound reasonable?”

“Aye, sounds fair t’me,” Cedric said quietly. “Searchin’ for a bloody secret church’ll be hard enough as it is, we don’t need t’be announcin’ it, ‘like, hey, guess what everyone? The three of us are searchin’ for a secret bloody church!’”

“They might find out anyway,” Drestra warned. “We will have to see if Merzhin knows anything.” She looked to the north. “If he’ll talk to us.”

“What do you mean?” Theresa asked.

“He never really got along well with the rest of us,” Hart said. “And us disappearing to train with you every few weeks hasn’t been helping. Guy’s been getting even stranger… Especially since we made friends with all of you.” Hart looked at Alex and his companions. “Hopefully, he’s made some friends too.”
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“And let your light guide us when we are in the dark. Walk with us when we are alone. May our bonds be strong and may our enemies’ bonds shatter,” Merzhin pronounced, channelling his god’s divine power.

The last dungeon chamber shook around him, dust raining from the cavernous ceiling in the face of Uldar’s power. Ravener-spawn—that had just been springing on the Generasian and Thameish forces with abandon—stopped their attacks.

Chitterers lost reason, clawing at the air, their own bodies, and their fellows.

“Let the weight of the path alone fall upon your heads,” Merzhin’s voice boomed.

The monsters screeched.

“And let the weight of your loneliness seal your fate. In Uldar’s name, I pray.”

Merzhin’s divinity froze Ravener-spawn as still as statues, every muscle tensing like strings pulled too tight. The creatures remained in place, shuddering, choking, mumbling, until one by one, they imploded.

Carey stared at the sight from the midst of the column while every last monster collapsed on itself, melting into crumpled bits of flesh. With a single prayer, Uldar’s enemy was eliminated.

It was an awesome display of Merzhin’s power.

Of Uldar’s might.

Of the god of Thameland’s divine majesty.

And yet, she felt nothing.

It was as though she wasn’t present, like she was far away, watching the battle through a distant lens. As Vesuvius roared and bathed the dungeon core in flame, she watched the orb of darkness shatter then burn to dust.

‘It’s my faith that’s burning,’ thought as cheers of victory erupted around her. ‘With every passing day it’s crumbling, and the only thing I’m left with is dust and ash.’

Her voice was hollow as she raised it in her own cry of ‘victory,’ shouting her anger at the Ravener, and all the lies she’d been told. In her mind, a private prayer began, asking that whoever was responsible for those lies would be given justice.

But she stopped.

After all, who was actually listening?

“And now I shall lead us in a prayer of victory,” Merzhin called, his body outlined in white light. The Saint spread his hands, calling the Thameish knights and priests to service. “We will give thanks to Uldar for our triumph and beseech him for many more.”

Like children called to sermon, the Thameish gathered around him while the Generasians respectfully moved aside, preparing to get to work harvesting dungeon core remains and monster parts.

Watcher Hill called them to order as Tyris patted Vesuvius’ shell and joined the other expedition members as they began their work. For a long while Carey looked between the two groups, then edged closer to the Thameish in their prayer.

She bowed her head.

She repeated the words, but could not close her eyes, and could not force her heart into those words.

Merzhin’s eyes fell on her as he led the prayer.

And they did not leave her for a long time.
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“Are you troubled?” the Saint’s voice asked from behind her.

Carey looked up from the chitterer organs she was collecting. Merzhin was near, his face a mask of concern. Holy light still bled from him, illuminating the cavern in a ten foot circle around his slight form.

“I am a tad troubled.” She sighed, placing a spleen in a jar. “The Ravener-spawn are an unnerving lot, after all.”

“They are plague in both the world and in our thoughts,” he said, nodding sagely. Something about his expression grated on her nerves. “I understand finding them unholy.”

‘How unholy can they be if only those who worship Uldar can control them?’ Carey wondered, biting back the words.

She turned back to her work. “It would be ever so helpful of our god if he would show himself and destroy these foul creatures, as he did when the Ravener first attacked. Many lives would be spared.” Carey gave the Saint a pointed look. “One sometimes wonders why he doesn’t.”

Her voice held more heat than she’d intended.

She looked away, hoping that Merzhin would leave. Instead, she heard the slender young man approaching with gentle steps. His holy light grew stronger as he knelt beside her, reaching for a chitterer’s crushed organ.

Carey was about to snap at him but caught herself. He was simply trying to help, after all, and—up until recently—she had been so much like him. Instead of snapping, she caught his hand with hers. “I wouldn’t touch that, not without gloves.”

Merzhin stared at the hand touching his and kept looking at his hand after she let go.

It took her clearing her throat to get his attention. She held out a pair of gloves. “Here, have my spares. They should be of a similar size.”

“Oh… I don’t need them,” he said, seeming to finally come out of his shock. “My divinity cloaks and protects me from contamination.”

“But you could contaminate the samples, so if you would be ever so kind, put on the gloves and follow my instructions. I’ll tell you what to pick up,” she said, forcing some softness into her voice.

Merzhin stared at the gloves, then finally took them. Carey and the Saint gathered chitterer organs quietly, with Merzhin following her instructions dutifully.

As he learned the work, she needed to direct him less and less until the point came where they both could work in silence. For a time, they simply knelt by each other, collecting Ravener-spawn parts and listening to the sounds of the expedition around them.

Carey found her thoughts finally calming.

Until Merzhin suddenly spoke.

“Many have asked why Uldar does not return,” he said quietly, almost apologetically. “But I have learned that Uldar’s mysteries strengthen faith in him, which strengthens him. And that in turn, strengthens us.”

Carey fought a pulse of outrage. “And what if we are in need of him here and now?”

“We are his shepherds; the inheritors of his earthly kingdom,” Merzhin answered. “And it is the shepherd’s duty to protect the flock from the wolf.”

Her anger grew. “And is it the shepherd’s duty to protect the flock from another farmer’s hounds?” She could not say what she was actually thinking, that the hounds might belong to the very farmer in question, though she so very much wanted to.

Badly.

“Yes. The hounds are the Ravener-spawn, and the other farmer is the Ravener. We must protect the flock either way.”

“And what if the hounds belong to the sheep farmer himself?” She couldn’t bite it back any longer. “What then?”

He looked at her in surprise.

“If the sheep farmer doesn’t come and shoot the hounds with a crossbow, even after they kill the sheep and the shepherds, then he’s protecting the beasts, isn’t he?” She frowned. “It’s basically the same result.”

Merzhin looked at her for a long time, then sighed. “It is understandable, your anger. I have heard many cry out against our circumstances. To them, I always say the same: Uldar watches. He protects us. He grants us Heroes and divinity to save us. He is wielding the crossbow, Carey, just in ways we cannot understand.”

She looked into his eyes—so filled with earnest sincerity—and in that moment, she could not find it in herself to be angry with him. In the end, he was only using the tools he’d been given… the same tools she’d used, until recently.

The same tools that—if she was honest—she dreadfully missed.

In that moment, his eyes went wide. “Carey… I… if I misspoke…” Something like panic filled his voice.

It took a tear wetting the ground before her for her to realise that she’d started crying.

Her lips tightened, forming a flat line. “I… excuse me.” She collected the sample bottles and stood. “I should really get these to our forcedisks.”

Before he could say anything else, she walked away.
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Merzhin watched Carey as she rejoined the Generasians, his heart aching. Even in his short life, he had seen others in her exact state. Questioning, lost, their faith shaking in the face of life’s cruelty.

He hated that.

‘The world should be kinder,’ he thought, and stood, his holy light shining across the bodies of dead Ravener-spawn. ‘There should be no Ravener. No monsters to plague us. Anyone would search for something to blame in times like these… and not everyone has faith as strong as mine.’

He looked up to the dungeon’s ceiling. ‘I still feel your embrace, Uldar, even in your silence. I pray to you that your lost shepherd—Carey London—regains her faith. I pray that you bless her, for the world is lonely enough without you. And after all⁠—’

Merzhin’s eyes fell on Carey’s back again. “Everyone deserves the blessing of a kind deity,” he whispered.
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Carey turned over on the low bunk in her tent, trying to force herself to sleep.

Every night for as long as she could remember, she had prayed to Uldar. But now the words did nothing for her.

And it was wreaking havoc on her ability to sleep.

“St. Avelyn of Wrexiff,” she whispered, trying to guide her prayers elsewhere. “I ask that you bless me and heal my soul. I ask that you protect me and my family…”

She paused.

St. Avelyn was a servant of Uldar but even prayers to him felt hollow.

Then she recalled something, a conversation with Alex in the castle, just before the invisible, petrifying Ravener-spawn had attacked the encampment.

He’d talked of praying to his hometown’s patron saint… one that the holy books only called the Traveller. Alex had spoken so fondly of her.

“Well, it’s worth a try,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “Traveller. Patron Saint of Alric. I pray to you. I ask that you bless me and heal my soul. I ask that you protect me and my family in these dark times. And for all our days.”

She paused.

Somehow… somehow the words felt significant, like they had weight. Maybe it was her memory of Alex’s enthusiasm. Maybe it was something else.

But for a moment, after her prayer was done?

She felt warm.

And that warmth carried her to sleep.
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Alex nearly caught hold of the Traveller’s power within his soul.

He’d been struggling with it for half the night when it suddenly flared with new life. It startled him, and by the time he reached for it, it had slipped away.

But, at least, he’d touched it.

Only for a moment, but it was a start.

And it felt stronger… even warmer.

He smiled to himself. “I wonder if Hart was praying.”


Chapter 18


A Demonstration of Growth



The end of second-year loomed like a titanic hell beast, and the cabal prepared for battle.

It was a late spring day—uncharacteristically brisk and cloudy in Generasi—which found them in the stadium along with scores of other students all bent on a single task: preparing for their practical exams.

All around, the stadium floor was filled with wizards both young and old—from first year to graduate school—all slinging magics at practise dummies, summoned monsters that served as moving targets, and even each other. The battlemages in particular were a rowdy lot, challenging one another to endless mock duels where they unleashed absolute hell.

They knocked one another around, blasted each other to the ground, even drawing blood with spells designed to destroy an enemy.

And if anyone was watching Alex’s cabal, they could have easily mistaken them for battlemages.

Exceedingly confident battlemages.

Alex was proud of himself and his mates. He was sure they’d all do well in the upcoming exams. After all, they found magic lore interesting, but not difficult, credits for the Art of the Wizard in Combat and the research expedition were pretty well assured.

All they had to focus on were the exams for their individual courses.

And they would be ready.

Alex floated in midair, hands raised as though he was conducting an ancient ritual. Before him, the ground shimmered in a circle as his lips moved, pronouncing a powerful summoning incantation. The Traveller’s power flared in his chest, reaching across the planes to touch the celestial realms. He felt Hannah’s energies grasp a being while it guided him through the Mark’s interference.

The spell array completed.

The magic circuit fired.

And the being was pulled toward the material world.

The shimmering circle twisted as space collapsed on itself, and something materialised within its confines. Towering and muscular, the celestial appeared bending on one knee, his sword poised before him like a knight making an oath to their king. He was humanoid in shape, with the head of a hound—a hound engeli, as they were informally called.

With ancient eyes, he looked up at Alex. “This marks the seventh time you have summoned me this hour. What is your command? Do you have hidden motives?” His tone was confused and suspicious.

“There is no command, as I said the last six times,” Alex said lightly. “Just trust me, it’s as I told you earlier: I’m just practising and—after I’m done—there’s a bottle of blessed wine waiting for you. Think of it as the start of a relationship.”

Those ancient, hound-like eyes continued to stare at him with misgivings. “Understood. As you will, summoner.”

Alex waved a hand, dismissing the celestial back to his home plane, then he prepared to cast the third-tier summoning spell, Summon Hound Engeli, again. He paused for a moment, reaching inside for the Traveller’s magic, but it had faded when he’d completed the spell. Week by week, her power had been growing, and he’d felt closer to seizing it with each day he practiced.

And even though he hadn’t been able to take hold of it yet, the growing power was already giving him benefits. Summoning spells were becoming easier and faster, promising to be helpful for his upcoming summoning practical.

Mangal’s final test seemed deceptively simple at first, considering it was for a third year summoning course:

“Much of what we have learned together has focused on theory, to prepare you for Binding Contract and Relational Contract summoning,” the professor had said during one of her evening classes in the summoning tower. “So remember, it is important to make sure your practical skills remain sharp. As such, during the exam, you will be expected to conjure the most powerful being that you can safely summon through a Subjugation type summoning spell. Then, you’ll have to communicate with it in its native tongue and negotiate with it as though you wish to make a pact for service. Then, you must have your summoned being complete a list of tasks that I will reveal to you at exam time. You will also be required to communicate precisely how it must go about these duties.”

She gestured to her lips. “You will be graded based on the power and type of summoned monster, your pronunciation when communicating with it, and your skills in negotiating. Keep this in mind, I would advise that you consider conjuring a creature you have conjured in the past, from a plane that has a language you are comfortable communicating in. Pushing your limits is good, but conjuring an unfamiliar, powerful monster only to fail in communicating with it will dreadfully impact your grade.”

At the time, Alex had paid strict attention to her words—his Wizard’s Hands taking them down to the letter—and he’d been planning on playing it safe by conjuring a hell-boar, a creature he’d summoned many times before.

But, as the Traveller’s power grew inside of him, so did his ambition.

And how would Professor Mangal react if he reached and mastered a fourth-tier summoning spell by the time her exam came along?

He aimed to find out, and so he’d spent day after day summoning the same hound engeli to build his skills. He wanted to break through to fourth tier and conjure a three-tailed celestial fox—which was in the same family of celestials as hound engelis—for the exam.

But if he failed to get to fourth-tier in time?

Well, he would still have a powerful third-tier summoned monster to go through the exam with, and practising as much as he was wouldn’t be a waste since it would help him reach one of his future summoning goals.

And looking around, it was clear he wasn’t the only cabal member practising for not only a practical exam, but future trials as well.

Thunder boomed as Isolde channelled a potent fourth-tier lightning spell. She raised her hands—the incantation tumbling from her lips—a deadly cloud coalesced before her, spitting lightning in all directions, thunder rumbled above.

The energy around her was charged, like a miniature thunderstorm that flew by her command, and shot lightning bolts by her will.

On its own, it was an impressive bit of spellcraft, but Isolde was using other means to make it more lethal. Retrieving a wand of water creation—gifted to her by Alex from his alchemy project for Professor Jules—she spoke another incantation and raised one hand high into the air. A driving wall of wind arose, circling on itself in an endless stream.

A quick flick of her wrist, and water sprayed from the wand, droplets filling the wind until a sizable rainstorm formed.

“Strike,” was all she said.

There came a deafening crack and a blinding flash. Lightning shot from the roiling thunderstorm, striking the churning water and wind. Electricity arced between droplets, bringing an electric wall to life, making the hair on Alex’s arms stand from a distance away.

The display of power and ingenuity was impressive, yet Isolde only shook her head in displeasure, then dismissed the wall and thundercloud.

“Drestra is faster with her elemental tornadoes,” she muttered. “So I must be faster too. This is good enough for the exam, but not for me.”

As she raised her hands to spellcast again, an eagle’s sharp cry penetrated the air. Najyah circled high above with wings spread, her piercing gaze tracking Prince Khalik below, his eyes closed in concentration.

The prince’s exam involved transforming sand into another mineral and then back again.

But Khalik had mastered that weeks ago.

Now, he was learning to flourish with it.

With a quick word of power, he thrust his hand out, shooting a column of sand from his palm that would have knocked a charging warrior over with its sheer force. Alex felt Khalik’s mana shift, and the column changed course, fountaining from Najyah’s chest instead of the prince’s palm, raining down, blasting the arena floor with grit.

Khalik focused again, calling another spell, his mana reached into the column of sand as his familiar hovered in place. Like a sculptor, he turned the sand to stone, shaping the falling grit at his will.

The earth mage created something solid with the sand, bearing broad shoulders, bulky arms, and a barrel-like chest.

“Oh for the elements’ sake!” Isolde cried as she realised what he was doing.

Khalik simply grinned as he finished his spell, then—with a swipe of his hand—cut the column.

On the arena floor, a mound of grit surrounded the sand he’d changed into stone, and with impeccable timing, he’d then used to craft a statue.

A statue of himself—shirtless, flexing, and posing—a wide smile on its face. The details were a little crude, but without doubt, it was an amazing display of timing and precision.

“And now the arena has been beautified!” The prince put his hands on his hips, laughing uproariously.

“You do realise, Khalik, that stone will revert back to sand?” Isolde asked, shaking her head. “It will crumble away just as all displays of arrogance should!”

“That means it is too beautiful for this world.” The prince’s eyes twinkled. “And so it must fade just like a passing sun shower. Would you like a statue as well?”

Isolde scoffed, unamused.

However, a cheer came from the stands in a familiar voice: “Do not listen to her! It looks wonderful, my mighty oak blossom!” Sinope called, the dryad cupping her hands around her mouth as she cheered her partner.

Khalik watched her, his smile broad and his bow to her theatrical… Alex noticed something briefly pass over his face. A quick flash of what seemed to be discomfort, subtle enough that he’d only caught it because of his practiced reading of people’s body language.

Was there trouble with them?

If anything, it seemed they’d grown closer since he’d returned from the Hells; they seemed to be together more than ever now.

So what was going on?

Maybe—

“Yes! Finally!” Thundar shouted with pure excitement, drawing Alex’s attention.

The minotaur stood near a practice dummy surrounded by illusionary duplicates. They all circled Thundar, each looked… different. They still resembled the commanding young minotaur, though each bore an indistinct, shadowy aspect around their edges.

In a way, they looked less realistic than before.

But it wasn’t how they looked, but what they were doing that was causing Thundar to celebrate.

On the ground beside their hooves, lay a line of Najyah’s feathers that Thundar’s duplicates had taken turns trying to pick up. They’d been at it for more than an hour, the feathers kept slipping through illusionary fingers.

Now, one of them grasped an eagle feather between his fingertips.

“Yeees!” Thundar cried. “Do you see this? Do you all see this? The shadow substance… it’s working!”

The minotaur’s practical exam in illusion magic involved the infusion of shadow substance into illusionary images, giving them the beginnings of solid form. It was a gateway to some of the deadliest magics available to an illusionist. Their illusions would feel real to the touch, bear weight to a certain extent… and even wound a wizard’s enemies, as long as the opponent believed the illusions were real.

The idea of Thundar being able to conjure a small battalion of copies like those—though they paled in comparison to the real minotaur—made Alex shudder. There was no way he’d want to face an army of Thundars on any battlefield, especially wielding powers of illusion like that.

And judging by the looks coming from nearby students, neither would they.

Battlemages in proximity to the cabal mates had actually paused their own practise to watch what they were doing, noting their skill and creativity in spellcraft. Alex recognised faces from last year’s Games of Roal. Some weren’t looking too comfortable, maybe imagining their ambitions for this year’s Games flying away.

‘Well, go fight for your life against an apocalyptic orb of death and armies of demons, and you’d probably be as good as we are,’ he thought, letting his feet touch the stone.

He applauded his cabal members. “Well done, everybody. I think we’ve earned ourselves a break.”

Alex gestured to Claygon who’d been standing nearby. “And I have a little present for all of you. But, in return? You get to be my lab rats.”


Chapter 19


Planning for a Return to the Games



“Lab rats? That sounds terribly ominous.” Isolde’s frown confirmed her misgivings.

“There is… nothing to worry about,” Claygon said, his footsteps thundering across the arena floor. “It will… be a treat for you… Probably.”

“Ah, the probably word. Enough to arouse suspicion, but just vague enough to inspire fear!” Khalik said, turning to Isolde and Thundar. “Let us get away before Alex dissects us, shall we?”

“Vivisects,” Isolde said.

“Pardon?”

“He will probably dissect us while we are still alive, therefore the correct term would be vivisection,” she said.

“You know, I don’t think I care much either way,” Thundar said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Oh for the sake of the Traveller,” Alex said, feeling a small pulse of power as he invoked her name. “I’m not that crazy! It’s food! I’m giving you food!”

“Is the food poisoned?” Khalik asked.

“Bah! Just sit down before I actually vivisect the three of you!” Alex snorted, walking to the stands and flopping down. He shook his head at his grinning friends. “I swear, you’re all so abusive.”

“Oh you give as good as you get, so no complaining now!” Thundar waved a hand dismissively as he sat beside Alex.

Isolde joined them, followed by Khalik. Sinope scooted down from a bench above and settled beside her ‘mighty oak blossom’. The dryad leaned into his shoulder, and he smiled down at her, kissing her forehead, all signs of that fleeting expression now gone.

If she’d noticed it, she didn’t say, her eyes left Khalik to fall on Claygon. “I still can’t believe how much he’s changed,” she said, remarking on his new appearance.

“It marks… the battles we fought,” Claygon’s voice boomed, this time taking on the melodious tones of a female vocalist. “I am… proud of it.”

Even in the grey light of the day, Claygon’s new look caught the eye.

For the better part of a week after they’d gotten out of Cretalikon, Alex and Claygon had spent hours in the basement lab, working on the iron covering the golem’s body.

Using heat, a magnetiser, a rust wand, a bottle of acid, and a good measure of time, patience, and Mark-driven skill, Alex had cut most of the metal away, keeping the scraps for future projects. Once he’d removed the bulk of it, he’d taken to working on what was left on Claygon, moulding the iron surface, sculpting and inserting it into the filigree he and Selina had carved into the golem’s body.

When he was through, the young wizard had treated the iron with an alchemical polish, giving it a nice sheen and protecting it from rusting. The results were glorious. Claygon’s white marble contrasted with the iron now shining between the mural-like carvings across his body.

As far as Alex was concerned, he’d always been a work of art, but now his shine drew even more attention, highlighting his imposing form.

Though at this particular moment, shining metal and white marble weren’t what drew everyone’s attention as Claygon approached them. What they were focused on was the basket sitting in the palm of one of his enormous lower hands.

“What is in the basket?” Isolde asked.

“Lunch.” Alex grinned. “Lunch, my little lab rat.”

She gave him a withering look.

“You know, it says something that the contents of that basket are more frightening than our upcoming exams,” Khalik said.

“Hey!” Alex said. “I feed you all well.”

“Yes, but the term ‘lab rat’ is more than a little frightening and suspicious.” The prince chuckled, then pursed his lips in thought. “You know, all jokes aside, exams do not feel as terrifying as they used to. At this time last year, I remember considering making a deal with the gods to guarantee my success, but now? Things do not seem so dire.”

“Oddly enough—and I am aware that such a thing sounds strange coming from me—but they do not worry me nearly as much, either.” Isolde frowned, deep in thought. “Yet, the work’s intensity only rises.”

“Yeah, but compared to… y’know… having a different perspective? It makes you think about how circumstances can change perspective. I mean, we’ve fought cultists, Ravener-spawn, even actual demons for a while now. Maybe next to all that? Exams might feel kinda easy, wouldn’t they?” Alex suggested.

“Speak for yourself, exams still scare the hell out of me,” Thundar scoffed.

“Well, these might help you feel better.” Alex opened the basket, revealing an entire buffet of baked goods.

It was a good thing he’d invested in a very big basket.

Spread out on a crisp linen lining, lay seemingly endless rows of plump breads, cream filled eclairs, fruit tarts, a few dozen meat tarts, and individual layered cakes. A warming disk tucked in a corner of the basket kept the breads toasty like they’d just come out of the oven, and the rest of the goodies were kept fresh with a disk bakers used for cooling.

The disks were expensive and necessary, but—thanks to Thundar, Theresa, and Claygon sourcing dungeon core substance—Alex had enough coin coming in from Toraka, with even more coming once she completed the sale of the first golem they’d crafted for the market.

A number of serious buyers had met with her, drooling over the unique golem, and the prestige of owning the first one. She’d actually rubbed her hands together with glee while telling Alex about the potential bidding war that was brewing.

He wasn’t exactly a fan of war, but any war with ‘bidding’ in front of it was fine by him. Especially when the bidding was on his goods.

“These look incredible,” Sinope said, veritably drooling. “Khalik, you need to make fun of Alex less, he brings us ambrosia.”

“Do not say that. Such words will immediately go to his head and we will have to avoid him for days.” Khalik chuckled, taking a pair of eclairs and passing one to Sinope. “So, when you said that we are lab rats…”

“You are officially the testers for the Roth Family Bakery’s first creations,” Alex said with delight. He’d modelled the bakery’s name on how his parents had named the alehouse, and Theresa’s parents had named their inn. Carrying on the tradition gave him a really good feeling. “We plan on selling these at our grand opening, so I’m canvassing for opinions.”

“Ahhhh, now this is some lab rat shit I can get behind.” Thundar grinned, taking a large butter tart and hunk of warm butter bread.

“Indeed, far more preferable to vivisection.” Isolde took a fruit tart.

She was about to take the first bite when Najyah came screeching from the sky, her beak spread wide in protest. The enormous eagle landed beside Alex, glaring at him with cold, offended eyes, feathers puffed up like she was totally put out.

“Hold on, girl,” he said, taking a small meat tart from the basket. “Don’t act like that, I didn’t forget you!” He put the tart down in front of her, snatching his hand away and stepping back. “Alright everyone, eat up. And that goes for all of you! I want to hear your honest opinions. Trust me, don’t worry about offending me. I don’t want any of you being nice but insincere, because that doesn’t really help, it only makes business tougher later.”

Glancing at one another, his friends inhaled the delicious aromas wafting into their nostrils, and bit down in unison.

Alex clenched his jaw. Though he was confident in his baking skills, and more than a year with the Mark growing those skills had helped turn him into a veritable master chef, he was still nervous.

These baked goods were special, and he wondered how they’d be received.

He held his breath.

“These are so good they should be criminal,” Khalik said almost dreamily. “My friend, you will make me fat, and then Sinope will leave me, and I will have you exe—” He froze, remembering he was in public. “I will execute you. With my fists.”

“I would never leave you, my mighty oak blossom.” Sionope patted Khalik’s side. “Besides, you are beautiful now, but you would be cute were you fat.” She smiled at Alex. “These are amazing, by the way.”

Again, that look crossed Khalik’s face, then fled in a heartbeat.

“Yeah, I agree with Khalik and Sinope,” Thundar echoed, licking his fingers. “That was damn good. You keep topping yourself, man. Makes me wish my folks back home cooked like you.”

“Indeed, this tart is absolutely delightful,” Isolde said. “Although, as Thundar said, such things are expected from you. You are an excellent baker.”

“Well, I am, but I didn’t make these.” Alex grinned. “Troy did.”

His cabal members looked astonished.

A chuckle rumbled from Claygon’s voice box. “I will tell Troy… of their reaction… He will be… amused.”

Alex looked at his golem with pride. The big guy was starting to have more social interactions with people outside of his little family, making Alex pleased and proud. It was healthy for his mind.

“Wait, Troy made these?” Thundar looked at his pastry and the others in the basket in shock. “These are great! And he’s talented as hell!”

“He sure is,” Alex said, tapping his right shoulder. “I used a little help to teach him and worked on a bunch of new recipes to share with him.”

“They will serve you well in your bakery.” Isolde nodded. “Having competent staff is crucial to one’s success in many things. Only the elements know how much Hogarth and Svenia have helped me over the course of my university career. Even now, they are off taking care of affairs for me in the city. Good staff are worth their weight in diamonds.”

“On that, we agree,” Alex said. “And hopefully I’ll pick up some more people if the grand opening goes well. I’ll need someone for the Games of Roal.”

Isolde raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

Alex rubbed his hands together. “I’m planning on setting up a stall at the Games, selling baked goods under my bakery’s banner. Think of it as a way to make some side-coin, and get lots of advertising. Selina’s been helping me design the booth.”

“Smart thinking,” Khalik said. “Are you certain that you will get a booth? Space seemed to be at a premium.”

“Baelin’s putting in a good word for me,” Alex said. “And apparently the fact that we helped so much against those demons last year is working in my favour. So, I should be able to get one, no problem.”

“Very good,” Khalik said, reaching for another eclair. He threw a nervous look at his waistline. “Speaking of the Games, has everyone given thought to what events they’ll compete in? I know for sure I'll be returning to the Duel by Proxy with Najyah, though I do wonder if the competition will be… light. We are much stronger than last year, after all.”

“There’s always Kybas to worry about,” Thundar pointed out. “He gave you a big run for your coin last year.”

“Ahhhh, but you fail to take one important thing into account!” Khalik wagged his finger at Thundar. “Harmless is now much too big for the light-weight division. I think he will be in the middleweight division by now. Stronger monsters there, but Kybas is a good strategist and Harmless has been looking very healthy, let us say. I would be lying if I said I was sad that he is now too big to fight Najyah.”

He smiled at his familiar, who was too busy feasting on pie to pay him any mind.

“I am hoping to enter… the Duel by Proxy again…” Claygon said. “I am stronger… and I can think… so I would love showing my skills… now that I can experience it.”

“And I’m more than willing to let you show off.” Alex grinned, patting Claygon’s leg. “You’re going to kick so much ass. We all will. I hear Grimloch’s doing the Great Water Hunt again, and I’d like to do the Great Land Hunt. Ranier’s going to be too advanced to compete again, but his strategy gave me an idea.”

“I guess we’re doing the Grand Melee again,” Thundar said. “Since we won once, makes sense to have a second go around.”

“We would be foolish not to enter,” Khalik agreed.

“And of course, there is the Grand Battle,” Isolde said. “I have mastered fourth-tier spells, and the likelihood of me being able to compete again is slim. So, this year shall be my final hurrah.”

“And what a hurrah it’ll be,” Alex said slyly, glancing around. He leaned forward, his voice dropping low, “Our friend, Lucia, gave me an idea, so I’m getting a little help from Kybas. How would you all like to make a little extra coin on the side. Through ways that are most definitely within the rules.”

He paused.

“…Technically.”

Thundar was the first to lean forward.


Chapter 20


When Enemies are Unaware



“So competitors aren’t allowed to bet, right?” Alex’s eyes were locked on his companions, noting their rapt attention.

“Indeed, it is against the rules,” Isolde said.

“Betting?” Sinope asked, cocking her head to the side. “You mean gambling? How is it against the rules?”

“Competitors cannot—legally—bet on events in which they are participating,” Isolde explained. “For example, I could have bet on the Duel by Proxy last year—not that I would—though I was competing in the Grand Battle. But, if I were to bet on the Grand Battle, I would have been disqualified if my actions were discovered.”

“Why is that?” Sinope asked. “It seems reasonable to put coin on yourself: battle without risk is no battle at all.”

“Ah, there are some who say that such activities are against the spirit of sportsmanship,” Khalik said, smiling. “Of course, those opinions are usually held by folk most likely to make mountains of coin from sport, while keeping their teams, gladiators, and competitors poor, but surely their positions have no relevance to their opinions.”

Sinope smiled. “Of course not.”

“Of course not,” Khalik echoed with a wink. “In this case, there is some historical precedent for disallowing bets. There was one notorious year where disaster struck because a large number of competitors had the brilliant idea of betting on their opponents in various events. Then, they would lose the event on purpose and win a large pool of coin. Apparently, what they were doing was ridiculously obvious, with competitors stumbling over themselves—sometimes literally—to lose fast and decisively. They lacked all subtlety…” The prince laughed, shaking his head. “So, it’s no surprise that a ban on competitors betting on their own events was instituted, starting in the following year. These days, such an offence sees one disqualified and banned from future Games for three years.”

“Exactly, exactly.” Alex smiled. “Unless somebody has a friend hold their coin and place bets for them.”

“Oh, come on, the Watchers would have definitely thought of that, wouldn’t they?” Thundar asked.

“Oh, they did, but it’s very hard to police,” Alex said. “Usually people get caught because one person decides to keep all the coin, so the others get mad and turn their friend into the Watchers. Another way is if a strange or obvious pattern shows up in the betting.”

The young man shrugged. “No one can stop a friend from betting on their friend’s success, but let’s say Isolde bets on someone beating me and Claygon in the Duel by Proxy and then we lose, in spite of being last year’s champions. And then that happens in another event. And another. People would start asking questions.”

“But if I bet on you winning your event, it’s just one friend getting involved with another friend’s events. It’s part of the fun!” Thundar suggested.

“You got it.” Alex tapped the side of his nose. “Which is why—the other day—I went to say hi to Kybas.”

“And Kybas is someone we trust, yet he will not be competing in any of our team events.” Khalik smiled broadly.

“Exactly. And he was very enthusiastic about ‘borrowing’ some coin from his friends, and then passing that ‘borrowed’ coin back to said friends after the bets turn out to be winners,” Alex said excitedly. “I’m not one to gamble, but we’re strong, we’re going to try our hardest to win our events, right? So, why not get a little extra reward for us?”

“Because gambling is a foul habit that leads to addiction and ruin,” Isolde said.

“Not if you just do it once.” Thundar rubbed his chin. “I’ve been putting away the coin Alex’s been paying us for dungeon core hunting. I’m not the kinda guy that’s gonna waste all his winnings in ten minutes, and then go back to the betting pool looking for more.”

“My grandfather says that gamblers do not gamble for the coin, they do it for the thrill. That is where the deadliness of addiction lies,” Isolde warned.

“Look, I get enough thrills fighting for my life every other week against demons and monsters.” Thundar shrugged. “Don’t think I’m gonna need more from the betting grounds, Isolde.”

“Yeah, it’s just going to be for a bit of a financial windfall, and then we’re done,” Alex said. “Okay, well maybe a big financial windfall.”

“That is what they all say,” Isolde sniffed. “Count me out.”

Alex shrugged, looking at the others. “Are all of you in?”

“Yes,” Khalik, Sinope, and Thundar said in unison.

Isolde made a noise of disgust. “Then I hope we all lose.”

“You are not embracing team spirit.” Khalik rolled his eyes. “So what will Kybas get out of this?”

Alex held up two fingers. “Two things. First, we give him a small cut of our winnings, and a commission whether we win or lose. Second, we take his money and bet it for him. Then we’re all good to go.”

“Sounds like a win-win situation to me.” Thundar rubbed his hands together. “I come to Generasi and meet two rich friends, then the third one gets rich too. Looks like now it’s my turn to shine.”

“Exactly, exactly,” Alex said. “Between this and the bakery’s grand opening, things are looking prosperous.”

“Right, about that… Alex, you’re not really hard up for the coin, right?” Thundar asked. “From the bakery or the Games? I mean, Claygon, Brutus, Theresa, and me have been getting you dungeon core substance. Ain’t that more than enough coin for you? Is it because you still need to make back all you spent on the Hells trip?”

“Actually, I’ve made almost all of that back, and when Toraka lines up more buyers for our golems? I’ll have a ton of gold to throw around, but I’ll still need every coin I can get my hands on to do what I promised for Lucia’s shipping company. Funds going in now will get me a lot more later.”

“Alright, so I could see that justifying betting…” The minotaur scratched his head. “But why open the bakery? I mean, you’re gonna make a hell of a lot more making alchemical shit than you’re ever gonna make slinging bread and pastries, even if they are super tasty.”

“Oh that?” Alex grinned, his eyes shining with malice. “Part of that is about the principle of the matter.”

“And what principle would that be?” Isolde groaned.

“Hehehe, listen. Every night that I work on the bakery, I go to bed, pray to the Traveller, lie down, and then you know what I do? I imagine the look on McHarris’ face when I build myself an empire that could buy his little shop a hundred times over. No, a thousand times over. And I’ll do it with the skills he prides himself on having.”

“McHarri—Oh, I think I remember this man,” Sinope said. “He was your old boss from your home country, wasn’t he?”

“Exactly, and I’m going to destroy him at his own game.” Alex chuckled darkly, imagining his former boss writhing in defeat.

Isolde frowned. “Alex, you do realise that this man is likely in the Rhinean Empire, praying to Uldar that his bakery still stands at the end of the war. He will not even know that you are doing any of this.”

“Until I show him one day!” Alex’s laughter erupted, attracting attention from students nearby. “I’ll be able to teleport, Isolde. I can drag him across land and sea to show him what I’ve done. And then he’ll know real despair!”

“But will he even care? By the elements, Alex, this feels at least slightly unhinged.”

“Theresa and Selina told me that too. But what’s a little unhinging in the face of some good old, delicious vengeance. You got your revenge on Derek, you should understand.”

She blushed slightly. “True, I can well understand obsessing over such thoughts, even if they do lack rationality. And in the end, running a successful business will benefit you. It just seems… well, it does not seem to be a fair contest, does it? This man is a simple baker, completely unaware that you—a wizard—are plotting to shake him to his very foundation.”

“That’s the best part, isn’t it?” Alex drew himself up to his full height. He puffed out his chest and tried to mimic Baelin’s deep, ancient voice, “After all, ‘A Proper Wizard can gain great advantage if their enemies are not even aware that they are there.’”
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The tower rose on a lonely hill within the moors.

Below it, dozens of wizards, engineers, and labourers gathered, swarming over the muck like bees building their hive. It was late evening, folk were tired. Many wished to go home. Many bellies rumbled. But the outpost, while close to completion, needed one final push to finish it.

And so they were completing the work in the dying light of day, while guards watched the hills around them. Watchers and mercenaries—including Ripp—paced the hillsides, alert for any movement from the surrounding grounds.

They remembered spying birds well, and turned suspicious eyes toward birds above. No one could forget the tale of the blue annis hags watching them in secret for months. Now every animal was suspect if they lingered too long.

Ripp focused on a herd of deer in the distance, chomping on new shoots springing from wet earth. The herds had appeared in droves this spring, wary of the Generasians, but drawn by the lack of other predators, as most had been driven away by the survey teams last year.

An absence of carnivores, along with an abundance of new, green growth had brought several herds in force, and the expedition team were treated to nature’s display of fawns, does, and bucks feasting after a cold, sparse winter.

But deer were not the only creatures drawn in.

Their presence had brought other things.

Ripp had been watching the herd for hours as they drifted along the moors, and he’d noted a tension among their number that seemed to cover all of them. They moved quickly, often glancing over their shoulders, grazing only briefly before checking the surrounding terrain.

Their skittish behaviour set the swiftling on guard, so he’d warned the other mercenaries. In his day, he’d hunted enough deer to recognise how the animals acted when a predator was on their trail.

“Come on, show yourself, ya sneaky bastard,” Ripp muttered, his sharp eyes scanning the hills. If it was merely a beast, then there was little to worry about. If it was a wild monster or Ravener-spawn, though…

Suddenly, he caught eyes flashing in the early evening light, and a buck raised his head.

The deer stilled.

There came an explosion of movement.

The herd was running now, panic spreading, spurring them into motion. Guards gathered around Ripp, workers paused, watching the commotion.

The source soon became apparent.

Eyes were revealed first, gleaming in the evening light. Then lean, loping forms. Then shining teeth.

Wolves had come to Greymoor, chasing herds that were there looking for an easy feast. And now the ‘safe’ terrain proved to be the preys’ undoing. As panicked deer sprinted away, their hooves sank into Greymoor’s thick mud, slowing their escape.

But wolf paws were broad, letting them glide over snow, ice or—indeed—mud. As the herd sought to flee, fighting through muck, an old doe struggled, growing exhausted.

She stumbled once.

The wolves closed in.

She stumbled twice.

And then the wolves were on her. The kill was mercifully short, as far as wolves went, and Ripp sighed in relief as the pack circled their meal. It wasn’t a very big pack—perhaps no more than seven—and they were lean, likely from the hard winter.

“Well, all’s well that ends well,” a mercenary said from nearby. “Circle of life and all that.”

“Aye,” Ripp agreed, turning away. “Let them eat.”

The lupine creatures were too busy pulling their kill away from the outpost—some already tearing at it—to pay the guards much heed. They seemed no more than natural predators, having gotten lucky.

Yet, as the expedition’s attention turned from them, some of the wolves’ number looked up, eyes aglow in the failing light. To a casual observer, it looked like they were making sure the mortals were not going to challenge them for their food.

A few of the pack turned their gaze away from the outpost, noting the next one perched on a hilltop no more than a mile away. And beyond that, another. And another.

They did not watch the outposts for long though, instead, their muzzles returned to their kill, gorging their lean bodies on steaming meat. Hours passed as they feasted as any wolf would, long after those raising the tower had gone, and the night patrols had begun making their way through Greymoor.

Watchers—flying above the hills—inspected the pack as they flew by. The wolves flinched, drawing away as wolves would.

And with that, the Generasians moved on.

At last, the lupine beasts were alone.

They looked at each other, something passing between them.

Then the creatures turned, bounding over the moors. For miles, they loped through muck and spring growth until they reached the borders of Greymoor. From there, they sprang into the forest, racing deep into the woods, drawing farther away from the wizards’ prying eyes.

At last, they arrived where the canopy was so thick, there was little light below. Their pace slowed, trotting between tree trunks until they reached a clearing.

In that clearing sat a boulder smoothed by time, seeming as though it had been there since Uldar walked Thameish soil. The beasts dropped to their haunches at the base of the boulder, forming a perfect half circle, watching the rock…

…And it began to shimmer.

A squat, solid form emerged. The priest, Eldin, stepped into the night air, standing atop the boulder, and looking down upon the pack.

“Speak,” he said. “Tell me what you have seen.”

And the wolves’ forms began to shimmer.


Chapter 21


Canine Operatives



Solid canine forms rippled like a pond’s surface on a windswept day. Wolven bodies yielded their shape. Snouts collapsed. Long fur flattened, twisting together, weaving into dark cloth.

Hair of varied textures and colours appeared on mortal forms.

Where seven grey wolves once sat on lean haunches—seven mortals now kneeled before the stone, heads bowed in deference to the imposing priest.

The woman in the centre of the half circle slowly looked up, grey eyes meeting the clear ones of her commander. “Their defences strengthen, Holy Eldin. At present, it appears they are erecting a network of towers and increasing their patrols, Commander. We were still able to blend with the native environment by assuming the bodies of wolves, but by doing so, we killed and consumed raw flesh.” She did not flinch at the confession.

“Your sacrifices will be rewarded,” Eldin clasped his hands before him. “Did you hear anything else? It has been weeks since we arrived.”

“The Generasians are cautious,” the spies’ leader said grimly. “It will be difficult to avoid being noticed forever, and their forces rarely leave Greymoor by road.” She drew a line across the soil. “It is not often that their expeditions leave the castle by travelling overland. They mostly use the fae roads and underground tunnels. So, what little we overhear of their conversations has not revealed much. They seem to have escalated their hunts for samples and have been returning to their base with more dungeon core remains and monster parts lately.”

“I see.” Eldin’s head lowered, deep in thought. “Have you seen any signs of hostility? Any mustering of forces for an attack on us?”

The spy leader shook her head. “None, Holy Commander. They turn inward, tending their own affairs and planning raids on dungeons. That seems to be all they are doing, but these wizards also appear adept at hiding their activities. We cannot know the full extent of their will for now.”

“Then we must gather more information while we can… but change our strategy.” Eldin squinted at the tree canopy. A small animal scurried through the branches, unseen. He heard movement, but could not find it. “If we cannot learn their motivations here, then we must learn them from elsewhere. We will start observing the teams that hunt dungeons.”

He looked back down, pointing to two spies farthest to the right. “You will go north to our Third Encampment. Tell Silan to send an agent to join the Heroes’ party. They have been growing closer to these Generasians, and may have heard something, even if they do not realise its import. I wish for our agent to stay with the Heroes’ party even when the Holy Chosen, Holy Champion, and Holy Sage are here in Greymoor. Perhaps the Holy Saint, when alone, will be able to shed light on the mysteries before us.”

“Yes, Holy Commander.” The two spies bowed their heads.

“As for the rest of you.” Eldin’s clear eyes fixed on the other agents. “I want your focus firmly on the Heroes and their activities when they are in Greymoor. Note who they interact with in this expedition and how.”

“Yes, Holy Commander,” the spies said, taking holy tonics from pouches on their belts. As one, they drank, closing their eyes while divinity cloaked them.

Just as Uldar had taken forms that were not his own, the holy tonic warped the spies’ own bodies, changing them once more. It was not a wolf’s shape that took them this time. Instead, foreheads rippled, antlers sprang from transforming skulls. Fingers and toes fused, forming hooves. Smooth coats of tawny fur covered them.

When the spies’ transformation was complete, seven deer stood before the commanding priest looking down upon them. Gracefully, their long necks inclined toward him, then they bounded from the clearing. Five trotted toward Greymoor, and two turned north, making for the Third Encampment.

As their hoofbeats faded, Eldin stood on his rock, reflecting for a time. He turned to silent prayer.

‘Give me guidance, holy father. Clear my eyes so that I may see your enemies, as you cleared them so I might see my foes for so many years,’ he thought.

Silence answered though he listened closely, hearing only the rustle of trees around him. Suddenly, the wind picked up, and the forest’s whispers grew to a creaking groan as though the woods were speaking.

After a minute or two, the wind died.

And Eldin knew Uldar had spoken.

It was his god’s way of speaking, using the subtle sounds of nature, and the groaning of his land.

“By your will,” he whispered, closing his eyes, and letting his favourite miracle fall over his body.

His form shifted, sinking into the rock, becoming one with the cold, hard, unyielding stone. It gave him comfort, as it always had, and always would.

Soon, the stone reached his shoulders.

Then his neck.

Then it covered the crown of his head, and he became one with it. Eldin let himself glide through the earth below, adjusting his form each time he encountered pockets of minerals and various elements in the soil.

The priest knew it would be a long time before he could rest.

His own tasks awaited first.
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All around the stone, the forest was silent, save for the wind. The breeze brushed the canopy, making the forest whisper. At times, the gentle breeze would gust, changing those whispers to a creaking groan, sounding like the entire wood was speaking in one strong voice.

After a time, the breeze would naturally die away, leaving only familiar forest sounds in their wake. Above the clearing, there came a sound from the canopy, like a small animal moving through the branches, unseen.

At least, that’s what it seemed like, at first.

If one knew the old ways of the woods—the oldest ways—they might have known that there was something different about the noise. It was far too rhythmic to be the random scampering of a squirrel or chipmunk, though the sound tried to disguise itself as such.

If one knew the old ways, they might have realised—if their mind wasn’t distracted by other things—that there was an odd undertone to the sound. Metallic… like the chiming of bells.

And if one who knew the old ways had listened just long enough, they might have noticed something else. That there were strangely few animals about, like they were hiding from some unseen predator.

Those things might have been enough to allow one to pierce the auditory illusion.

There was no squirrel, chipmunk, or other small animal in the canopy above the clearing. Instead, a short figure sat astride a branch. Mistletoe, bloodred holly, and more Sigmus plants were braided throughout his snow-white beard and scarlet clothing. A satchel—bursting with shining golden scrolls—hung from his side.

He had an otherworldly cast to his skin, like frostbite mingled with blueberry stains. His faded grey eyes were alive with mirth.

“Well, well,” said the fae known as the Guide, who some called the Stalker. “Isn’t this a curious feast that’s cooking.”
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The end of Alex’s second year came before he knew it.

Exams had come and gone, leaving behind new hopes and shattered dreams for the students of Generasi. Most importantly, though, it meant the beginning of the summer break for exhausted scholars, both student and professor alike.

Of course, for one student named Alex Roth, there was little rest.

This morning found him on the roof, as was his habit lately, trying to control the Traveller’s power. He felt it even more now—a warmth hidden deep in his chest—in a way that he hadn’t been able to feel when he’d first returned from Cretalikon. Though it remained distant, like a candle flickering across the room on a cold winter’s night.

He reached for that warmth, concentrating, wanting to hold it.

He dove deep within, using a new modified mana manipulation technique that he’d developed to help latch on to the Traveller’s magic within his soul.

The Mark had saved him months of work modifying the technique, which gave him a tool to better attack the problem of trying to grasp the elusive power. Yet, it still kept slipping away. Whenever he reached for it, that slippery flame simply faded away.

Alex sighed. “You’re not going to make this easy for me, are you?”

Of course, the power didn’t answer, staying out of reach, remaining a quiet warmth in his chest and soul.

Perhaps if he made it flare, he might get a better hold on it.

Raising his hands, he began chanting an incantation, one he’d recently taught himself. The power bloomed in his soul, seizing the spell and helping him despite the Mark’s interference. The barrage of failures the Mark loved inflicting felt almost trivial against the warm, kind presence of the Traveller’s power, as it grew warmer and warmer while the spell reached across the planes, touching a now familiar presence.

“Come on, come to me,” he whispered, speaking a name in a celestial tongue.

A being rushed to him, drawn across the planes by the spell and the Traveller’s power.

The air in the summoning circle wavered, then abruptly tore apart, pealing like a ringing bell, announcing a graceful creature of red and gold. It was long and lean, with sleek fur covering its body, and sapphire eyes bright with ancient wisdom and mischief. It licked its long snout, stretching on black paws, three tails waving behind a vulpine body.

A three-tailed celestial fox stood before him. The very first creature Alex had called forth using a fourth-tier summoning spell.

His smile spread wide, welcoming the beautiful creature, recalling Professor Mangal’s face when he’d summoned it in her lab. There had been at least a full five seconds where she’d only stared at the fox in shock before recovering her wits enough to tell him to proceed.

He’d then communicated with the engeli—as he had many times in the Cells before the summoning exam—switching between five dialects of celestial tongues to show mastery of the language.

Mangal then handed him an instruction sheet, and being very specific—he’d explained the task he wanted his new vulpine friend to perform: find several marbles hidden throughout the chamber and arrange them in a specific pattern in the centre of the room. The professor had seemed like she was trying to stay neutral by keeping all emotion off her face, but in the end, she’d lost the battle and broke into a delighted grin that stayed with her for the rest of the exam.

Alex received top marks on his summoning practical, giving him a new summons, and a clean sweep of his final exams. A grand way to end second year.

And thankfully, he wasn’t alone.

His friends had crushed their practical and theory-based exams, appearing among the top five students in every one of their classes.

Thundar, in particular, had claimed the top spot in his illusion class. An achievement he’d seemed almost embarrassed about.

“Jeez, look at that,” he’d scratched his head, squinting at the board. “Hardly feel like I deserve it. I could have sworn I’d do a lot worse… maybe even fail.”

“Thundar…” Isolde had said sadly. “There will come a day when you stop underestimating your own intelligence, proficiency as a scholar, and your skill in the wizardly arts. And on that day, every tree in the world will wither, the ocean will turn yellow, and the sun will explode.”

The minotaur had snorted. “Now I’m gonna have to prove you wrong, and you’re gonna be responsible for the sun exploding.”

Alex looked up at the blue sky, noting the morning sun climbing over the horizon. So far, it hadn’t exploded and thankfully, it looked like it was going to be a beautiful, sunny day.

Which was a very good thing, since today was a most important day.

“Alex?” the celestial fox asked, cocking her head to one side. “Are you summoning me for practise again?”

“Yes,” Alex said. “You don’t have to do anything at all.”

“Those are the best summonings,” she said in a warm voice, stretching her body and laying down in the circle. As she was about to close her eyes, she glanced at him curiously. “Did something good happen? I sense warm feelings coming from you.”

“Well, it’s a big day today, after all—” he began.

He heard the front doorbell ring, which meant Troy was announcing his arrival before letting himself in with his key.

The young wizard took a deep breath.

Despite how easy his exams had been, a greater test was about to begin.

For today?

Today was the grand opening of the Roth Family Bakery.


Chapter 22


The Grand Opening



Aloud gasp reached Alex from downstairs, sending him into action. He waved a hand, dismissing the celestial fox, and used a flight spell to shoot toward the sound.

In the bakery’s dining area, he found Troy and his wife rooted in place, looking like some monster had leapt from the shadows and now loomed over them in the early morning light. Claygon stood in the centre of the room, towering above them like an old oak, his head swivelling toward Alex. “Good morning… Father.”

“Well, hello to you too…” the young wizard murmured in surprise, taking in the room.

Overnight, the dining area had transformed.

Every chair and table was ready for customers—each freshly polished, shining in the early morning light pouring through the bakery’s windows. The floor sparkled from a fresh scrubbing, and display cases below the counter gleamed, free of dust and fingerprints.

Alex looked up at Claygon. “Did you do all this last night?”

“I was… excited… for the day,” the golem said. “And… I have no need for sleep, so it was… easy. The outdoor eating area is also ready for diners.”

The young wizard took a look out the front windows, where the chairs and tables they’d stacked beside the door last night were now in front of the bakery, waiting for customers who preferred a meal outdoors while enjoying what promised to be a lovely sunny day.

“By the Traveller, Claygon, thank you.” He floated up to his golem, patting him on the shoulder.

“Yeah, you have my thanks too.” Troy wiped a finger along a tabletop. “You really saved us a lot of time this morning by taking care of everything like you did.”

“What cost me nothing would have… left you tired, and cost you time… it is nothing,” Claygon said, his voice its usual rumbling self.

“Well, you’ll still get gratitude from me,” Lorraine––Troy’s wife—said. “We’ll be able to get the stoves and ovens roaring and our cooking started a lot faster with all those extra chores out of the way.”

“Yeah. Just the thing we need for today. And how are you two feeling?” Alex asked the couple.

Troy blew out a breath of air, his cheeks puffing up. “Well, to be honest, I feel a little wild around the edges, boss. If you told me at the start of the year that I’d be standing in this bakery—not a sliver of vermin around—with proper ingredients waiting in the kitchen and a spring in my step, I would have laughed at you while wondering if you were a madman. It feels like I’m in a dream that I’m afraid is gonna end. Gods, for nights now I’ve been having nightmares about something going wrong.”

“And that’s why I’m here to help out on your big day.” Lorraine squeezed Troy’s arm. “You’ll all be fine. I tell you true, I haven’t seen Troy this happy and confident since Beerensteyn Senior was still with us, may the gods see him rest in the afterworld.”

“Oh, Lorraine, you don’t have to say that much,” Troy said, blushing. “How about you, boss, how’re you feeling this morning?”

“Steady as a rock, of course,” Alex said, raising a hand to make his point.

The hand was shaking like a trembling leaf in a windstorm.

“Oh boy.” Troy flinched, then burst out laughing when he saw Alex’s smile.

The young wizard’s hand abruptly stopped shaking. “You know, I am nervous, no question about it, but I know we can do this. Beerensteyn Junior did a lot of damage to this place’s reputation, so I don’t expect we’re going to get everyone in the city at our front door today, but all I’m looking for is a start; just that little seed to get word out.”

“Yeah, that’s healthy,” Troy said. “And—Oh, morning!”

The baker was looking up the stairs when Alex heard wood creak. Theresa, Selina, and Brutus were on their way down, gawking at the inviting-looking eating area.

“I… morning, Troy, Lorraine… We were coming to help set things up, but—” Theresa stared at the room while Brutus bounded down the last few steps and began sniffing the floor. “—looks like all our work is done.”

“I had time… do not worry,” Claygon said.

“Awwww, thank you, Claygon. You’re the best.” Selina ran up to the golem, wrapping her arms around one of his stone legs.

“Yeah, he really is.” Alex floated over to Theresa, greeting her with a morning kiss. “Thanks for volunteering to help out today. You too, Selina.”

“I wouldn’t miss this for anything.” His sister grinned. “A lot of my friends said they’d be coming, and I want to show off the Roth Family Bakery.”

Alex burst out laughing. “You really are my sister.” He looked at his family with pride, hardly believing what was happening. It was strange, but he almost felt more nervous than he had in Cretalikon fighting demons, or even negotiating with Toraka.

The stakes were lower today. Even if he failed to sell a single loaf of bread, his income was secure and there wasn’t any threat of him being torn limb from limb by raging monsters.

And yet, in some ways, this was more important, more personal.

And that was enough for him to give the bakery his all and see it succeed.

“Alright, everyone, now that we’re all here, I just wanted to say something before we got started. Thank you. Thank you for helping out today and for all the time you’ve been pitching in these last few months. The clean up, the baking, the recipe testing… all of that is going to bear fruit today. I know it will. All we need is one final push.” Alex squared his shoulders. “And I believe we can do it. If anyone has any questions or needs help, just come to me and I’ll try and solve anything that comes up. So, roll call time: does everyone know what they’re doing? Troy?”

“Aye, aye, boss. I’ll be in the back keeping the goodies flowing.” Troy saluted Alex as though he was his captain.

“Perfect. Lorraine?” Alex turned to Troy’s wife.

“I’ll be Troy’s helper in the kitchen for the day—earning the pay that you insisted I take—and I’ll also take orders at the counter, bring food to tables, and do anything else that needs doing.”

“Perfect. And listen, Lorraine, I know you offered to be here because you wanted to help Troy, but I’m not the kind of man who’s going to take advantage of that. Simple rule: you work for me, then you deserve to get paid. Unless you’re family. I’m more than willing to take advantage of family.” He grinned at Theresa, Selina, and Claygon, chuckling as the two young women rolled their eyes. “What about you, Selina?”

“I—” Selina started.

“Where’s your salute?”

“I’ll salute you alright.” She shook her fist at him.

“Alright, alright!” Alex chuckled.

“I’ll be outside offering people free samples,” she said.

“I’ll be doing the same,” Theresa said.

“As… will I…” Claygon echoed.

“Good, and I will be holding down the counter and serving customers,” Alex said. “Then, since we all know our roles.” He saluted everyone as though he was in the Thameish army. “Alright, folks. It’s time. Theresa? Selina? Get some breakfast, and then, it’s showtime. May the Traveller guide us and bring us good fortune on this special day. Let’s go.”

Together, the employees and family of the Roth Family Bakery sprang into action.

Troy, Lorraine, and Alex headed into the kitchen, fetching supplies they kept cool in a preservation chamber, and got to baking. The kitchen was soon a storm of flour, Wizard’s Hands, butter, and flame, as they transformed dough, cream, custard, meat, and fruit, into a variety of warm, succulent breads, pastries, and pies.

These were the recipes that Alex’s friends had given thumbs up to, approving them for a hungry and curious public.

As Alex worked alongside Troy, he rarely had to call on the Mark for help. The experienced baker could stand on his own, and since Lorraine knew him so well, she usually anticipated what he needed before he could even ask for it. Everything was moving along fine. Alex knew things would be in good hands with the couple staffing the ovens.

Troy paused for a moment, watching as Alex juggled five dishes at a time, mixing sugar and cream in one bowl, while Wizard’s Hands added yeast to warm water, whipped custard in another bowl, ground dried and candied fruit, and put baking sheets in one of the ovens.

The older man shook his head. “You know, sometimes I forget that you’re actually as young as you are. The way you move around a kitchen… it seems like you’ve been baking twice as long as you’ve been alive.”

Alex—using the Mark even now to streamline his baking process—winked at Troy. “Let’s just say I know how to compact a lot of life experience into a small amount of time. Living in the moment, and all that.”

“If you say so, boss.” Troy carried cookies to the display cases for Lorraine and him to put on silver trays.

Soon, Brutus came bounding back downstairs, licking stray bits of food from his chops, while a well-fed Theresa and Selina followed close behind. They were dressed and ready to hand out samples to passersby.

“Remember, these aren’t for you,” Alex warned his little sister, watching her closely. “So control yourself.”

Selina smiled sweetly. “Is it really me you should be watching, big brother?” she asked innocently.

“What’re you talking abou—Theresa!” he gasped, catching his girlfriend stuffing a cookie in her mouth. “Come on, we haven’t even started yet.”

“That’s for that crack about exploiting family,” she said around her partially chewed cookie, then swallowed and stuck her tongue out at him. “I’m getting paid one way or another.”

“Ugh, what did I do to deserve such a treacherous… little sister?” He heard a suspicious crunch, whirling as a walnut tart disappeared into Selina’s mouth. “What the hells?”

“I’m getting paid too!” She grinned, showing off a mouth full of mashed up tart.

“Ugggggh,” he groaned, handing four trays of baked goods to Claygon.

“Do not worry, Father… I won’t eat your stock,” he said.

“Yeah, see!” Alex gestured to his golem. “Now this is a proper family mem—Wait, Claygon, you can’t eat.”

“And even if I could, I wouldn’t take even a morsel off these trays…” The golem’s voice sounded like a heroic young knight’s.

“Aha, and you—Theresa and Selina—that’s why Claygon is my favouri⁠—”

“Probably.”

“Eh?”

“I… probably wouldn’t eat any of your stock… Father.” The golem’s voice shifted to that of a mischievous little boy.

“Traitors!” Alex cried, throwing his hands up. “Traitors, all of you! Out! Out!”

He ushered the laughing Theresa, Selina, and Claygon through the front door, holding it open as Brutus loped after them. “And stop eating my stock!”

Shaking his head, he closed the door and took a final look around the dining area. Lots of food was on display. Tables and chairs were ready. Free samples were outside, and Troy and Lorraine were cooking up a delicious smelling storm.

“Alright, here goes nothing.”

Alex walked to the sign in the window, slowly flipping it so the “open” side faced the street. Outside, ‘Grand Opening’ signs displaying the menu and prices stood near the door.

He’d use the Mark—along with Selina’s creative talents—to create signs that were inviting and bore images of steaming goodies at competitive prices. Too high, and passersby would have laughed in his face. Too low, and most would wonder if something was wrong with the food, especially with the unsavoury reputation the bakery had when Beerensteyn Junior owned it. Doing anything that man had done would have been the perfect way to kill a brand new food business in one day.

The prices Alex offered were a little lower than his competitors, which he could afford since his general costs were lower. His ingredients were premium, making for the finest treats. Everyone received a discount on opening day, which built a sense of exclusivity and excitement designed to bring customers through the door.

“Hopefully, that’ll be enough,” he whispered as he stepped behind the counter.

Outside, he could already hear the bustle of people heading for work, looking for a quick bite of breakfast. Selina and Claygon’s muffled voices came through the morning air, inviting potential guests to come sample their wares.

From where the pair were standing, Alex couldn’t quite see them through the windows, so he really had no idea if their bait was hooking any fish. “Come on, come on,” he muttered.

And he waited.

And he waited.

Every minute seemed like an hour as he stood behind the counter, listening to Troy and Lorraine bustle about the kitchen, while city sounds seeped in from outside. The street grew louder as more folk left their homes for their day’s work… Yet still, no one stepped through the door.

He began to worry.

“Come on, Beerensteyn isn’t here anymore,” he whispered. “Give it a try… don’t let the old reputation keep you⁠—”

Before he could finish, the front door chimed.

His heart leapt.

“Good morning and welcome to the Roth Family Bakery!” he called, using a customer service voice he’d perfected through use of the Mark over weeks of experimenting. “What can I⁠—”

He paused.

“—oh, it’s you.”


Chapter 23


The First Customers and the Wells that Dry



“Yup, it’s meeeeeee.” Grimloch’s singsong voice didn’t quite match the grin that exposed row upon row of sparkling, deadly, white teeth. The sharkman’s smile was practically fixed, never reaching those doll-like black eyes, giving his face an almost sinister look. “I’m here to eat all your food.” He growled.

“Oh, by the Traveller, no,” Alex whispered as though the Ravener itself had walked through the door.

“Grimloch!” a familiar voice cried from behind the sharkman. Nua-Oge poked her head from behind her brother. “Morning, Alex! Forgive my brother, I’m going to try to control him.”

“Try,” Grimloch supplied.

“And succeed!” she snapped. “Our friend is having a big day today, don’t ruin it for him!”

“I’m not ruining anything. I’m being all his customers. The free samples were good. I’m here for the rest.”

“Oh by Ek-u-Dari, stop it!” Nua-Oge demanded. “Alex, these are my friends.”

She introduced four students Alex had never met before, and he greeted them with his best customer service smile.

One of the young women looked him up and down appreciatively. “Nua-Oge said you were a big man and you ran a bakery, so I imagined someone very different… I didn’t think you were this kind of big.”

“Well, I’d love to say I got these muscles from my baked goods.” He smiled professionally, glancing at the window to see if Theresa was listening. She had very good ears. “But that’d be a lie. And I don’t need lies to sell you the best bread and pastries in the city. Come in, welcome to the Roth Family Bakery, can I take your orders?”

Grimloch, Nua-Oge, and her friends gathered around the counter like goldfish when food’s being dropped in their pond. Of course, he was smart enough not to make that comparison out loud, so he simply kept that thought to himself, serving everyone with friendly, courteous, professionalism.

The big sharkman ordered nearly every one of Alex’s meat pies, and would have grabbed the rest if Nua-Oge hadn’t stopped him. As for the others, they decided on a mixture of meat pies for breakfast, and various pastries for dessert.

After all their orders were placed, Alex touched the aeld staff leaning against the back wall and conjured an army of Wizard’s Hands that swarmed the dishes in the display cases and delivered the feast to his guests’ table.

“Smells good,” Grimloch grunted. “Better taste good too.”

“Grimloch!” Nua-Oge shook her head, handing Alex a small stack of coins. “You’re terrible! Mind your manners!”

“No.”

“Guh!”

As brother and sister walked to their table, Alex stared at the coins in his palm. They weren’t a lot, compared to the fortune he was making with Toraka Shale, or even what he’d made over the years working at McHarris’, but something about those few shining coins made him feel warm inside.

It was the very first payment he would ever receive as the owner of his own bakery, on the very first day he opened that bakery. Alex was strongly considering framing them and putting them on the wall.

Before he could consider the thought any further, the door’s bell sounded again.

“Morning, Alex, I still can’t believe this is the same place,” a familiar voice said. “You really turned it around.”

Through the doorway came Toraka Shale followed by a small crowd. The entire morning shift was with her, including Sim, all crowding into the bakery in their work clothes with rumbling bellies and hungry eyes, looking over the menu and the goodies in the display cases.

Lagor was also there, though he rarely worked mornings.

“I just had to come see how my assistant was doing with his side business,” the orc said, rubbing his hands together. “And Toraka won’t stop talking about your cooking so, here I am, ready to taste it for myself.”

“Uh… hi…” Alex said to everyone, a little stunned. In an instant, the number of guests had gone from six to over thirty. He snapped to work. “Welcome to the Roth Family Bakery, I’ll be happy to take your ord⁠—”

“By Ek-u-Dari!” Nua-Oge cried from across the room. The selachar wizard stared down at a forkful of pie. “This… this is some of the best pie I’ve ever had. The cooks on campus are amazing, and I know you make good food, Alex, but… this tastes like Ek-u-Dari’s holy bounty in my mouth! Congratulations!”

With a gusto that almost rivalled her brother’s, she dug into her meal as her companions made happy sounds of appreciation around her, alternating between shoving pastry in their mouths as fast as possible, to pausing and letting the delectable flavours saturate their taste buds.

Toraka’s employees watched them for a long while before turning back to Alex.

Sim raised his hand. “I think I’ll have what they’re having.”

And so the dining area exploded in a storm of activity. Alex touched his staff again, conjuring a host of Wizard’s Hands that plated the order for his customers before he could even jump in himself.

With a glance toward the kitchen, he called to Troy, “We’ll need the next batch soon!” He showed his coworkers to their seats. Some preferred the outdoor tables, since it was such a beautiful day. Everyone soon settled down and tucked in, the dining areas went quiet.

Lagor gasped. “By my ancestors, boy, what’d you do with this pie? This is apple, right? What in all the heavens did you do, go raiding a god’s garden or something?”

“That’s a trade secret.” Alex grinned, placing a pitcher of fresh fruit juice in the centre of the table. “But let’s just say I had a little divine guidance when I came up with the recipe.”

“I’ll say,” Lagor said. “Well, my compliments to… you. Thameish worship Uldar, right?”

“The Traveller,” Alex corrected him with a contented smile. “I worship the patron saint of my hometown, so direct any praise to her. And my staff and family, of course. None of this would have been possible without them.”

“Well, then my compliments to you and yours, and the Traveller!” Lagor held up a forkful of pie as though raising a toast. “You keep cooking like this, and you’ll be famous.”

“Hear, hear!” Sim agreed, raising his own fork from across the room.

“And don’t forget some praise for me!” Toraka called. “It was my money that bought this place!”

Alex laughed, and the mirth spread through the room. Inside his chest, he could feel Hannah’s power tugging at him.

But he didn’t have time to bask in it.

Troy and Lorraine came from the kitchen with the next batch of baked goods steaming on hot trays, and Alex scurried away to get things set up. The minute that more food was ready, his customers pounced.

Lagor’s hand shot up. “Hey, I’ll take a meat pie to go! And one of those croissants! A chocolate one!”

“Make that two!” Toraka called.

“I’ll take ten,” Grimloch said.

And with that, a swarm of orders were placed, and a smiling Alex rushed around filling them. Old memories of running around trying to get orders ready for McHarris’ customers during the breakfast rush came back. They’d been times that were nothing but misery for him and his coworkers.

But today?

Today, he couldn't keep the smile off his face as he handed his guests their takeaway orders and accepted their payments. Seeing all those satisfied smiles filled his heart, while their coin filled his strong box.

It was a win-win situation.

He waved as Toraka departed with the morning shift, most promising they’d be back again. Grimloch, Nua-Oge, and her friends left a little later, most looking dreamy, like they’d fallen in love with the food.

As the door closed behind them, he turned to Troy, who grinned and gave him a thumbs up.

“Now, this feels like old times, when old Master Beerensteyn ran the place.” His eyes shone with tears. “I’m sure his spirit would be tickled to see this. Shame that his son couldn’t have been the one to do it, but I’m happy you bought the bakery. Anyway, I’d better get back to it. That rush almost wiped out our stock, so we’ll need a lot more if this keeps up!” He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, leaving them ringed in flour, then went back to the kitchen to start baking again.

As Troy got back to work, Alex’s smile faded.

“If it keeps up,” he whispered, moving back behind the counter.

Although the early morning had been intense, Alex noticed that everyone he’d served so far were either people he knew, or friends, or friends of a friend, and while he was serving them, no other clients had come in. Not one.

“If only friends show up, I won’t be able to call this a successful business,” Alex murmured. “So maybe it’s too early to celebrate.”

No sooner had the words left his mouth, than a commotion began outside.

Peering through the window, he saw folk gathered in the street, watching Toraka and her staff with strange looks. Some were pointing at the bakery and asking Toraka something.

She said something that Alex couldn’t hear, then headed for the golemworks. The folk who’d spoken to her looked at each other, then startled as Claygon called to them. Alex couldn’t take his eyes off of them, his heart leaping into his throat as they approached the bakery.

Words were exchanged between them, Selina, Theresa, and his golem, but he could only hear a snippet:

“—under new management,” his golem said.

Then nothing.

Alex shifted from one foot to the other.

Heartbeats passed in silence.

Then Claygon moved to the side, giving Alex a clear view of what was happening. A passerby was gingerly taking a sample from Selina’s tray, sniffing it, and looking at it with suspicion.

The others standing around were shaking their heads, mouthing the words ‘no.’

“Come on…” Alex whispered. “Take a bite.”

Theresa leaned toward the stranger, saying something quietly. The man glanced up at her, then—as though he was handling a hot pepper—he slowly raised the pastry to his lips and bit down.

His eyes widened, he started chewing and nodding his head, practically shoving the rest of the sample in his mouth. He was pointing at the trays and gesturing to his companions. His enthusiasm was met with suspicion, but they cautiously picked up samples.

They took bites.

Eyes went wide.

Someone swore in shock, as others whispered to each other. Alex took a deep breath to steady his nerves as the group hustled to the bakery’s entrance.

The bell rang.

The door opened.

Alex put on his biggest smile.

“Hello, and welcome to the Roth Family Bakery’s grand opening!” he said, filling his voice with warmth. “We have discounts and plenty of goodies to fill your bellies. What can I get for you?”

Like a herd of nervous deer, the skittish customers edged their way toward the counter, gawking at the decor.

One of them—the first to try Selina’s sample—ran his hand over his shaved scalp. “Is this really Beerensteyn’s old place?”

“It was,” Alex said simply. “But now we’re taking the place in a new direction. Hopefully one that can make old Beerensteyn Senior proud.”

“Under new management is what they said outside,” the bald man said. “I used to eat here everyday for years before the place went bad… and your bread’s about as good as it was at the bakery’s peak. Maybe even better. How’d your boss manage to pull that off?”

“Oh, I’m the new owner, actually.” Alex patted his chest. “And honestly? I had plenty of help and a lot of dedication to making good, hearty food. That’s all there is to it. Would you like to try some more?”

The bald man nodded, a nostalgic look in his eyes. “You have any breakfast pies? They used to be the best.”

Alex’s smile grew. “Oh, do we ever. And plenty of other goodies, too. The menu’s on the board.” Alex pointed above his head. “So when you’re ready, tell me what you’d like.”

Soon after, the young baker cheerily served the first customers that weren’t friends, selling them six breakfast pies, five eclairs, and a mince tart to go. They stayed and chatted for a time, reminiscing about the old bakery and Beerensteyn Sr. before going on their way.

Alex was proud. He’d done it, he’d finally sold his creations to complete strangers. He’d crossed a hurdle and now things would get rolling. As more people came in, it would encourage others to give his bakery a chance.

He could already imagine McHarris curled up in a ball crying.

He waited for his next customers.

Heartbeats passed.

Then minutes.

Then hours.

For much of the late morning, Alex waited at the counter, eager for the next rush.

But no one came.

No more guests crossed the threshold of his bakery.

Nerves clawed at his belly. “What’s going on?” he whispered. “Did something⁠—”

The door banged open, and Alex looked up in relief, ready to welcome the next customer. But that relief soon died away.

Theresa stood there, with her full death stalker face on display.

“There’s trouble, Alex,” she said. “Big trouble.”


Chapter 24


Sabotage



Alex asked Lorraine to take over the counter for a while, then marched out the front door and into the crowded street flanked by Theresa. From near and far, passersby were eyeing the bakery, a mix of trepidation and disgust on their faces.

He even heard someone mutter, “—throw a pretty dress on a pig, and it’s still a pig.”

Outside, Claygon was frozen stone-still while Selina looked absolutely panicked. “Alex!” she cried. “It’s terrible!”

“What’s happening?” he asked, looking from her to Claygon. “What’s⁠—”

He paused, listening to the sounds of the city.

From down the street, he heard some sort of commotion, a man’s voice—in full distress—shouting something that wasn’t clear.

“You’d better come with me,” Theresa said, her jaw clenching and unclenching. “I might need you to hold me back.”

With that, the huntress strode down the sidewalk, with Alex close behind. Brutus gave three quick barks and ran after them. Together, the fierce huntress, enormous cerberus, and hulking wizard stalked the city street, people parted before them after one look at Theresa’s face.

The ruckus grew louder and the man’s words more distinct as the trio drew near. Alex cocked his ear, only catching a snippet here and there.

And then, the words became clear.

The voice sounded horrified.

Then angry.

“What the hell?” Alex stomped forward with Theresa and Brutus by his side, pushing through the crowd until he reached the corner. His hands balled into fists, and Theresa’s growl was nearly as deep as Brutus’.

On the street corner was a man who was doubled over, skinny, and dressed in fine garments that looked like they’d been made by a master tailor. They were by no means gaudy or ostentatious like some aristocrat’s, but clearly cost more than one or two gold, making the puke staining the front of his shirt even more obvious.

He’d collapsed against a nearby bench, retching—though no vomit was being expelled—and shaking. A sheen of sweat coated his reddened face, and his breaths heaved, like he’d run for miles.

Or, like he’d been poisoned.

And yet, he still seemed to have plenty of strength to shout.

“I’ve been poisoned!” he cried. “I ate something from that new Roth bakery, and it feels like they fed me glass! My stomach hurts! Their food’s off!”

Blood boiled in Alex’s veins as he glared down at the man. More than one part of his story stank. First, the vomit stains on his shirt looked like they’d been smeared on hours or days before. Secondly, there was no vomit anywhere on the ground near him or the bench he was hanging onto for dear life. If this man was truly food poisoned by Alex’s cooking, then where was the puke that should be by the bench he was collapsed on?

And lastly—but most importantly—Alex had never seen the man before in his life. He’d never taken a single sample—from what Theresa said—entered the bakery, ordered a damn thing, or even passed in front of the place for that matter.

The man shuddered—as if in agony—then reached out imploringly to a passerby. “Don’t make the same mistake I did! Don’t go anywhere near there!”

With a growl, Theresa took a threatening step toward him.

Alex caught her by the shoulder. “Don’t do it,” he snarled, forcing himself to hold back. “Someone’s doing this on purpose, and if we start yelling or pounding on that guy, we’ll be playing right into their hands. We’ll just look like unscrupulous merchants trying to intimidate a customer that we already harmed.”

“I know,” she growled. “That’s why I want you to hold me back before I really give him something to throw up about.”

“I gotcha, and I’m having a hard time stopping myself, but we’ve got to think about this rationally. With the lousy reputation our bakery had, an incident like this on opening day could be⁠—”

“Alex!” a familiar voice cried from down the street.

The young wizard, the huntress, and her hound whirled toward the voice. Thundar was coming down the street, his hands balled into fists.

He looked pissed.

“Can you believe this?” he yelled, his fur bristling and his eyes bloodshot. Alex almost expected him to start scraping a hoof along the ground like a rampaging bull.

“Believe what?” Alex ran up to him, followed by Brutus and Theresa. “You mean him?” He nodded to the “food poisoned” man.

“No, not hi—Wait!” Thundar looked at the man as though he was seeing the scene, but not for the first time. “There’s another one?”

“What?” Theresa demanded. “What do you mean another one?”

Thundar gestured down the street, his arms flailing wildly. “Listen, I was coming to the grand opening with most of our Cleansing Movements class behind me. I’d convinced most of them to come try your shit, but then we ran into some woman who’s by the side of the road carrying on like she’d just swallowed spiders! She’s just a few streets away!” He threw his hands up. “She was screaming about how your bakery gave her food poisoning to everyone passing by! And people were believing her!”

The minotaur snorted two clouds of steam from his nose. “And those damned traitors from our class got scared! Talked about eating somewhere else even though they’ve seen you in class dozens of times! And a bunch of people were looking like demons were attacking again!”

Theresa suddenly caught Alex by the arm. “Hey. Don’t.”

“Don’t wha—” He paused, realising he’d taken steps toward the fraud who was trying to ruin his business. His hands were clenching and unclenching as he trembled with rage.

The young wizard hadn’t even noticed that he’d moved.

He took a deep breath, acknowledging the rage and letting it pass over him as thoughts of McHarris came back. That dirty bag of scum would have tried something like this… Of course, McHarris wasn’t here in Generasi.

But another bag of scum was.

And Alex had a feeling he was the one who was pulling off this obvious act of sabotage.

“Govert Beerensteyn,” he whispered, naming the man from whom he’d gotten the bakery at a steal. He should have known that a bastard like him wouldn’t take being bested lying down.

“Him?” Theresa snapped. “We have to find him. If we cut the head off the snake, we can end this sabotage before it gets worse.”

“First we have to stop it,” Alex said. “Who knows how many of these actors he’s paid to be out here? And every minute they’re out, any one of them, or even more, could destroy our reputation. It could take months to recover. Maybe years, if ever. And we⁠—”

“Alex!” Khalik’s voice called from down the road.

The prince was walking along, holding hands with Sinope, surrounded by a platoon of beautiful dryads—Najyah circled above—who were looking at the city sights with a detached curiosity. He recognised some from Patrizia DePaolo’s ball, as they drew every eye from men and women alike.

The prince was paying no attention to those people. The look on his face was grim, and his attention was fully focused on his friends.

He spoke in whispers, “Alex, you are being sabotaged. There is a woman and a child screaming about how they were given food poisoning by your food. They are shouting it to every passerby—Oh.” He’d finally noticed the man dry-heaving by the bench, sobbing about Alex’s bakery.

“Yeaaah,” the Thameish wizard hissed. “You don’t know the half of it.”

As the dryads huddled around Theresa, Brutus, and Thundar, Alex told Khalik what he’d learned from Thundar, and his theory on who was behind this disaster.

“By the Sapphire Sea,” the prince swore. “Some snakes don’t know that they are already dead. What shall we do?”

“Well, first of all—” Alex paused, looking at the dryads. “Wait… you all ran into someone screaming about food poisoning, and yet you came anyway?”

One of the dryads frowned. “Why would we care about what mara-vitar—I mean, humans, say? I do not trust unknown humans.” She nodded to Sinope. “I trust Sinope, my kinswoman, and her mate, who both say your cooking is delicious. And I trust you, who fought monsters in the same battlefield as we did. And you as well.” She nodded to Theresa. “The weight of your words and deeds are worth more than the mewling of strange humans.”

Alex smiled with joy at her words. He hoped to the Traveller that everyone’s reactions would be as positive if or when they found out that he was the Fool who was hiding from the Thameish priests.

“Don’t just trust us,” Theresa said. “Trust the food.”

“Yeah, come on,” Alex said. “Try it for yourselves.”

Leading his growing party back to the bakery, Alex’s mind began working on a plan. Eyes were on the group, eyes drawn by the beauty and rare appearance of the dryads.

The beginnings of an idea percolated in his mind, and he began adjusting his body language, swinging his arms, extending his stride, and lifting his chest.

It was just enough to attract attention to himself, and attention was exactly what he wanted. The crowds were watching his group as they approached the bakery, and eyebrows shot up when they stopped in front of a worried Selina and Claygon.

“What’s happening?” his little sister asked. “Everyone’s been giving us dirty looks. Claygon and I’ve been trying to get people to taste the food, but no one’s interested. Is that awful man still saying we’re selling bad food?”

“Yes, but I have an idea,” Alex said.

“I could… destroy this man…” Claygon offered. “I am joking… probably.”

Alex could hear the anger in the golem’s voice. It was also pouring through his link with Alex, and there was nothing he probably wanted to do more than march down the street and pound the liar into a grease smear.

“It’s going to be alright,” Alex said with more confidence than he actually felt. “For now, could you two offer Sinope’s friends some treats?”

“Hm, yes, yes, of course,” Selina said, turning to the dryads and lifting her tray. She tried to put on a friendly customer service smile. “P-please try some of our goodies, with our compliments.”

The dryads plucked the apple tart samples from her tray. Together, they bit down.

“Mmmm! This is incredible!” one of them cried. “It’s lovely!”

“Like blossom petals in early spring!” another shouted, her musical voice attracting eyes from up and down the street.

Alex noted how much attention the dryads were attracting from curious folk nearby. Some slowed to watch. Murmurs spread through the crowds.

A dryad looked at the rest of her tart with something resembling wrath. Alex was terrified, wondering if she hated it, but her anger was directed down the street where the fraudster was still faking his suffering. “I despise liars. Is this what this ‘great’ city has to offer? Filth and liars?”

The other dryads joined in; it seemed that the ‘trickiness’ of humans struck something in them.

Which was even better than Alex had hoped for.

“Sinope—”He turned to Khalik’s lover.

“Alex—” Sinope turned to him at the same time.

Both paused.

“You first,” Alex said.

“What is happening to you is not right, and it should be made right. Truth should drink the light of the sun while lies must be snuffed out by the canopy above like filthy fungus. My kinswomen and I will go out—like leaves on the wind—and find where these liars skulk and tell everyone the truth.”

“That was my idea too,” Alex said. “Listen, since you got here, every single eye’s been on all of you.”

“You’re all beautiful,” Theresa said.

“Yes,” Sinope agreed simply. “But what does that—Ah, yes. Humans are entranced by such things.”

“Exactly. So here’s what I’ll do,” Alex said. “I’ll give each of you trays of food. Samples to offer passersby, like how Claygon and Selina are offering samples here. You can say how much you love the food; I get the feeling that people are going to pay a lot more attention to beautiful dryads, than to random humans. In return? You all eat for free today, as much as you want.”

Sinope frowned. “The honour of shedding sunlight on the truth is good enough. We don’t need to deprive you of your livelihood.”

“You won’t be denying me of my livelihood. You’ll be making my livelihood even more secure, trust me. Giving you free food is the least I can do.”

“…Very well,” she said. “I will tell my kin. I have no doubt they will agree.”

“Good.” Alex rubbed his hands together. “And if we counter these liars, I bet they’ll either give up, or try even harder to get people to believe them. And if they do? We’ll be ready to spring.”

He smiled evilly. “And if we push hard enough? I get the feeling whoever hired them will poke his filthy head out from whatever rat hole he’s hiding in.”

And so the Roth Family Bakery’s counter-offensive began.


Chapter 25


The Roth Family Bakery Counter-Offensive



The dryads took to the idea like bees to flower nectar in the springtime.

Alex fetched trays from the kitchen, piled them high with his best samples and gave them to the beautiful forest dwellers to hand out. Using the Mark, he noted their reactions, altering his approach as needed, and in minutes, he’d taught them the best words to describe the bakery, and how much they sincerely loved the food.

The dryads were quick and eager learners, and soon, they were fanning out over the city, tracking down as many sham customers as they could find. And it was no surprise that they found lots of them. Whoever wanted to shut him down—whether it was Govert Beerensteyn or someone else—had spared no expense.

They counted at least a dozen paid fakers spread throughout the district, all sewing seeds of ruin against the Roth Family Bakery. But, since they were grifters, and not prophets, they wouldn’t have expected that mystical forest dryads would appear with samples, park their alluring selves real close to them, and start singing the praises of Alex’s bakery.

Crowds began to form. After all, a morning spectacle tended to draw the eye of both the bored and the curious.

And it was quite the spectacle, people claiming to be sick from a bakery’s wrongdoings stood on one side of the road, while—on the other—beautiful dryads praised the food of that same bakery. Even in a city as vibrant as Generasi, these things didn’t occur every day.

Instead of rushing by the ‘nauseated’ in disgust, people slowed, taking in what had become a battle of public opinion all over the district. Rumours began to fly.

Some thought the dryads’ presence was just a desperate ploy to distract from distressed customers, but those opinions were few. Most began to think the entire thing was some sort of clever publicity stunt. An act of guerilla marketing by a new and hungry business.

And that small kernel of rumour was enough to stoke curiosity and—eventually—bravery.

Some, even those who simply wanted an excuse to talk to a pretty dryad, came over, asking questions.

“What’s with that man across the street?” someone would ask. “He says your store’s goods made him sick.”

And the dryads simply spoke the truth. “I’ve never seen that man before in my life, and the food is good. Here, look.” And they would take a bite of one of the samples, clearly enjoying the wonderful flavours.

Soon people began mustering the courage to try a few small bites. The very first was a young worker out on his break, egged on by his mates to chat up a beautiful dryad.

One bite, and he was a convert. “Listen, you’ve got to try this, boys. It’s like a party in my mouth!”

All across the district, the same story unfolded, with different people stepping up to try a sample or two, then excitedly proclaiming how good they were. Some folk weren’t keen on them, but the vast majority were completely taken.

As the tide was turning in the Roth family’s favour, those claiming to be “food poisoned” began ramping up their distress, retching even louder, no longer having the desired effect. The crowd seemed to be leaning in the direction that all the drama was some big show of clever marketing.

Which meant?

That the tasty food and all the excitement had aroused enough curiosity that people started heading to the bakery to find out for themselves.

And that was how a massive crowd now filled the street in front of the Roth Family Bakery in the late-morning sun. A fine looking facade—a far cry from the rundown vermin palace that had been there for years—greeted them.

Out front, a beautiful dryad, a muscular young wizard with an enormous eagle on his shoulder, a minotaur, a towering golem, a young girl, a powerful human female, and a cerberus stood before the refurbished building, offering samples to passersby and inviting them to stop in for a bite.

Alex watched from beside the door, measuring the growing crowd. By now, even neighbours in adjacent buildings were opening their windows, wondering about the commotion in the street below.

Yet, no one was brave enough to actually go inside.

They were starting to waver, and all it would take was one push to send the curious risk-takers in the crowd stampeding straight into his grasp.

Eventually, an old woman stepped from the milling crowd and walked up to Selina. “Well, hello, young lady. You seem to have a big job.”

Selina smiled up at her. “Welcome to the Roth Family Bakery, Mrs. Would you like a free sample?”

“Well, I would, if the food’s good. But, you see, I worry because I brought my son here some time ago, and the food he had made him terribly sick. You wouldn’t be trying to trick an old lady into getting terribly sick, would you?” She smiled uncertainly.

Selina shook her head. “The man who did that is long gone. We only sell good food here. Won’t you try some?”

And so the old woman reached out.

And it was all over from there.

“By the gods, it’s just as it used to be. No, even better!” she cried, turning to folk she knew in the crowd. “You have to try it.”

Someone else came forward.

Then another.

With that, dozens were streaming toward the sample trays and—as each one exclaimed their delight—more were convinced to give the food a taste.

But just as they were ready to step across the threshold and into the bakery, a hysterical voice cried out, “Poisoner! I demand my gold back!”

The crowd parted around a man in a vomit-stained shirt. He was wet with sweat and shaking like a newborn calf. “You poisoned me! Don’t let them fool you! Their samples might be good, but what’s inside is foul! Rat droppings and roaches everywhere!”

And that’s exactly what Alex had been waiting for.

Claygon stepped in front of the menu, blocking it from view.

The young bakery owner moved in, making sure to spread his arms and attract as much attention as he could, while giving the ‘distressed’ man a broad smile.

“My friend, I am so sorry for any inconvenience we might have subjected you to,” he called. “If any food you’ve eaten here was foul, I’d be happy to give you back your coin and even a bit more.”

“That won’t be⁠—”

“What did you have?”

“…What?”

“I asked what you had?” Alex gave him that broad smile tinged with innocence again, being sure to watch his mannerisms.

The signs of a liar appeared as plain as day: a slight wilting of body language, the darting eyes, the shifting of weight. All told the story of a man snared, desperate to recover before his lies were exposed to all.

‘You’re probably going to pick something from one of those trays,’ Alex thought. ‘We didn’t advertise the menu before the Grand Opening, so there’s no way you had time to make up a story earlier. Go on, try it now⁠—’

The man’s eyes fell on a piece of almond pastry. His mouth opened and Alex struck.

“Oh, right, when did you say you came in?” he asked innocently. “Just for my records. If I did sell you bad food, I’ll need to know which supplier those ingredients came from.”

The man froze.

Just as he began to answer the first question, Alex hit him with a second. The man dripped sweat. A vein on his forehead throbbed—no doubt his pay was on the line—he was already off-balance and now, he had to answer another question before he’d had time to process the first.

It was clearly enough to rattle the scammer.

If he was telling the truth, he would have answered both questions then told Alex to piss off for badgering him.

But if he was lying, his mind would be spinning, leaving him grasping for words.

“Well, it was—” the man stuttered. “I⁠—”

He was struggling, and now the crowd was taking notice.

Alex moved in for the kill.

“Oh by the way, that vomit on your shirt looks bone dry,” Alex said. “So you would have had to come in a long time ago. You would’ve been one of our first customers, considering this is our opening day… Yeah, you had to be one of the first. Your shirt needed enough time for all that stuff to dry on it.”

He chuckled, pointing at the stains. “I notice it doesn’t even smell anymore. Must have been real early this morning.”

More and more people were frowning, becoming increasingly suspicious and turning on the man.

Now that Alex was punching holes in his story, people were noticing inconsistencies. His growing panic certainly wasn’t doing him any favours either.

“Well, just—” he started.

“Hey,” another member of the crowd shouted. “You know what, you were supposed to be collapsed on that bench, heaving your guts out… but I didn’t see any vomit on the ground, or on the bench now that I think about it.”

The man paled.

Murmurs swept through the crowd in a wave.

His story was collapsing, and another one was forming in the imaginations of the onlookers: one of sabotage. Alex could hear it on peoples’ tongues as they whispered to each other.

And with that new scenario worming into their minds?

All it needed was a villain.

“You know, I don’t know how much Govert paid you, but he really should have coached you better,” Alex sighed.

The man froze, stunned, and the crowd looked from him to Alex.

The young wizard continued. “Oh, right, I guess a lot of you wouldn’t know, but Govert was the owner of this place after his father died. He cheaped out and re-used ingredients. An absolutely disgusting man who ruined this place. So, I got the bakery from him at a price that… let’s say he wasn’t too pleased with the deal.”

And with one statement, Alex had provided both a motive and a villain. And what was perfect about this villain was that he wasn’t around to defend himself.

And his hireling’s sputtering had already given away much of the tale.

“Well, I—” the man stuttered, but even he could see that the crowd had turned on him. After all, who would they be more likely to believe? A sweaty, untrustworthy fellow who looked like everyone had just found out he was a liar?

Or the young baker who’d just fed a lot of happy guests free samples, and who’d also just provided a plausible explanation as to the truth of the situation in a clear, calm voice. Speaking with confidence went a long way to convincing people of a point.

Alex’s opponent had lots of things: fake vomit, a fake story, and whatever coin he’d been paid for the job… but right now, he was dearly lacking in confidence.

“I… look, I’ve never heard of this Govert before!” the man insisted. “I have no idea who you’re talking about, all I know is that you gave me food poisoning!”

“What… gave you food poisoning?” Claygon’s voice boomed, as fierce as Yantrahpretaye’s. “When did you get this… food poisoning? Tell us!”

The demonic voice completely shocked the man, and as his eyes met the towering golem’s, his line of thought fled.

The crowd now started doing Alex’s work for him.

“When did you get the food, mate?” someone asked. “Look, I’m in the alchemy business, and I recognise mercantile sabotage when I see it, when did you get the food?”

“I’m trying to answer, I was at the bakery early⁠—”

“He’s lying!” a voice shouted from above.

The crowd turned, looking up at Toraka Shale calling down from an office window. Windows along the upper floors of the golemworks were wide open, and the entire morning shift was leaning out, glaring down at the treacherous man.

“We were all in that bakery almost as soon as it opened, and the food was perfect! Do any of us look like we’re dying of food poisoning?” Shale shouted, pointing at the man. “And I didn’t see you there! Not once!”

The muttering of the crowd grew louder.

Folk turned angry, suspecting they’d been tricked.

Others grew excited at the public spectacle.

Still others began to laugh at the situation.

One thing they all had in common: control of everyone’s opinion had shifted away from the liar.

And he seemed to realise it.

His mouth opened and closed, his eyes darted back and forth, he stumbled over the few words he managed to form.

Around him, people grew louder.

“I was food poisoned too!” someone shouted from down the road.

A woman was approaching, vomit staining the front of her dress. “The Roth Family Bakery⁠—”

“I saw her a few streets away!” someone else shouted. “She was telling the same story as this man, here, but she didn’t have any vomit anywhere on her bench either! These liars didn’t even bother changing their story!”

Snickers went through the crowd, and the woman paused.

‘Things can’t get any worse for you,’ Alex thought.

Until they did.

“What’s going on here?” a new voice demanded from above.

Gasps went through the crowd, and they looked skyward.

Floating down was the Chancellor of Generasi, flanked by four wizards in robes that looked to be worth more than Alex’s entire building. One of them was a woman with six arms.

“I was just coming to support a young friend, bringing some friends from the city’s ruling council to have a bit of a meal, but what is all this, I wonder?” His stony gaze swept across the crowd. “Complaints? Treachery? Lies? Who is responsible for this?”

Without hesitation, Alex jerked a thumb to the man and woman who’d been paid to discredit him.

Baelin slowly turned to them.

They gulped loudly.


Chapter 26


It’s Strange When it Happens Twice



After a long absence, Baelin was back.

His timing couldn’t have been better.

Well, for Alex, at least.

For the saboteurs trying to sink Alex’s business, things probably looked very different. Both the man and woman looked like someone had just signed their death warrants. The pair shrank back as the university’s chancellor stalked toward them, flanked by puzzled and amused city councillors.

“What… what’s… what’re you…” the man muttered.

“Doing here?” Baelin finished the sentence for him. “What am I doing here? Well, it is as I said. These young folk are mentees of mine, and I would not miss this little opening of one of their projects for the world.”

“Oh gods,” the man muttered.

The woman—his ally who had arrived to lend her support—was already in full flight down the street.

Baelin glanced at the six-armed councillor. “Tell me, Kartika, what was the fine for Defamation Against a Business again? I am so old that it seems to have slipped my mind.”

The woman called Kartika looked incredibly amused as she rattled off the punishment from memory, “The first time offence for Defamation Against a Business will be no less than one thousand gold plus an appropriate and fair percentage in proportion to revenue lost by the business by cause of the defamation, as determined by an investigative accounting team.”

She paused, tapping her chin in thought. “Of course, in pursuant of justice, a criminal conspirator who reveals the identities of fellow conspirators will be granted a measure of amnesty by the High Court of Generasi.”

The man’s eyes lit up like those of a shipwrecked sailor who’d just spotted a rescue ship. “The—I was paid to do this!” he cried. “Go-govert Beerensteyn said I could make a hundred gold if we pretended that we got food poisoning from that bakery! I swear, we didn’t mean anything else by it! It was just for the gold. G-govert Beerensteyn! He’s the one you want! He came up with the whole idea!”

Murmurs from the crowd turned to loud exclamations.

“Guards! A crime has been committed!” Baelin called.

Several city guards now hovered at the edge of the crowd, making sure no one gathered in the road broke the peace. On Baelin’s accusation, they surged forward.

The man didn’t even try to resist when they grabbed him. He was already naming names and where each of Govert’s agents could be found as they dragged him off.

And the crowd actually cheered.

“Well, then.” Baelin looked at Alex. “I promised my friends a fine meal. Are you ready to provide?”

“Absolutely!” Alex said, his voice booming over the street. “Now that that’s been resolved, what say some of you folk come in for a bite! It’s our Grand Opening, after all, and everything’s discounted. Come on, I’ll show you why Govert felt he needed to resort to dirty tactics to stop us.”

With that, Alex walked into the bakery.

A second later, he heard Baelin behind him with the members of the city council.

Then the rush began.

All hesitation vanished. The crowd poured inside, filling the bakery with curious customers.

“Troy! Lorraine!” Alex called. “Get ready, this is going to be a rush.”

And a rush it was.

The spectacle had brought half the district to the door, and soon orders were coming in so fast that he considered using haste magic just to keep up. The inside dining area filled. The outside soon after.

Alex hadn’t forgotten his promise and reserved tables for the stars of the day.

Sinope came in with her kin and Alex made good on his promise to feed all of them at no charge. He pushed the tables together and in no time, it sounded like a party as the dryads tried nearly everything on the menu, and between bites, they laughed, teased each other, and went on about how good the food was.

And they weren’t alone.

Words like, “heavenly, delicious, oh, by every god, better than my mother’s cooking,” and more floated through the air, and before he knew it, a long line was forming down the street. Thundar, Selina, and Theresa joined Tory and Lorraine in the kitchen, lending a hand in any way they could.

As the line grew, it attracted even more curious passersby, stopping to inquire about the earlier commotion. A wild story was told: one of sabotage, betrayal, a trial of public opinion, and even an arrest right there on the street.

It didn’t take long for the story to be repeated throughout the district as Govert’s saboteurs were rounded up. More folk streamed in from all over, drawn by the wild tale surrounding the bakery’s opening.

The rush seemed never ending.

Even after Baelin had finished, congratulated Alex, and left—with his councillor friends promising to return and tell their friends and family about the food—the line just kept growing.

Alex finally had to use the aeld staff to put haste magic on his helpers so they could keep up.

Claygon served tables as friends stopped by.

Isolde came for lunch with Hogarth and Svenia.

Kybas followed with the growing Harmless.

Of course Grimloch returned, devastating their supply of meat pies.

And even Professor Jules arrived in the afternoon.

“Congratulations, Mr. Roth,” she said after handing over her payment. “I just hope this will not detract from your studies.”

“Hey, in some ways, baking is just its own form of alchemy, right?” he joked. “So I’m studying, in my own way!”

She’d simply sighed and headed for the door.

Within minutes, Troy came from the kitchen. “Boss, we’re all out!” he announced. “Everything’s gone for the day!”

A wave of groans went through the crowd waiting at the counter, but Alex raised his hands.

“I’m so sorry, everyone. I didn’t expect this much support from so many people within the district. But I’ll tell you what.” He paused for effect, using his voice to grab their attention. “If you come back tomorrow? I’ll keep our Grand Opening prices! So, if you didn’t get a chance to try what you wanted today, you’ll have another chance before full prices begin!”

There was still some grumbling from the line, but between using the Mark and his training handling annoyed customers—there were more than a few at McHarris’—he calmed most people down with his sincerity and a guarantee that he’d honour the discounted prices the next day. He also made sure to connect with them; shaking their hands, introducing himself, asking their names, and using the Mark to remember those names, so next visit when he called them by name, they’d feel welcome.

Some still grumbled, but that didn’t necessarily mean they wouldn’t be back to give the food a try… time would tell.

Alex stood outside the bakery, watching the line disperse and grinning evilly. If he had a moustache, he could see himself twirling it like some villain in a play.

Govert had tried to get revenge, planning on ruining his business from day one. So much had gone wrong for the man that he almost, but not really, felt sorry for him. Instead of destroying his chances for a successful opening, he’d gained more profit, and more advertising in a single day than he could have in months, even if he’d planned it.

And the irony was almost as delicious as the food they’d served.

Humming to himself, he picked up the grand opening signs, folded them, and was just preparing to take them inside… when a ruckus broke out down the street. Squads of Generasi’s guards had rounded up a fair number of people.

‘What’s this now?’ He scrutinised them, looking at each one carefully. ‘Huh… will you look at that,’ he thought, noticing that all of them—except one—had dried stains covering the front of their clothing.

“Unhand me!” Govert Beerensteyn cried. “Unhand me, you fools! I did nothing wrong! I’m not the one serving rotten food! I’m not!”

Unfortunately for him, his lies weren’t working. The ruse was up.

The guards continued dragging the protesting man down the street—in the midst of his guilty looking helpers—until they all disappeared around the corner. Even then, Alex could still hear his cries of protest coming from the direction of the district’s nearest guard house, growing dimmer until they died.

Alex grinned. “Huh, maybe one day when he’s settled into a nice prison routine I’ll pay him a visit with some mince tarts to thank him for all his help… Even if he didn’t mean to help.” His grin almost spread from ear to ear.

“Hey, wait. You know, that’s the second corrupt baker that I got the guards onto.” He shook his head, laughing. “I can’t believe that’s actually happened twice.”

“Alex,” a soft voice called out.

A familiar figure had emerged from the crowd and was hurrying toward him. She looked tense.

“Carey?” he said, surprised. “What brings you down here?”

“I so wanted to make your grand opening, but it looks like I’m too late.” The young woman pointed at the signs he was holding then stopped to catch her breath. It appeared she’d been running. “I had classes all morning.” She looked down at the signs. “I started to jog when I saw you packing up. Are you closed? It seems rather early.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Alex beamed. “We sold out. Completely. It was absolutely wild.”

“Oh.” Her face dropped.

“Buuuut, I’m sure I could fit in one more customer. Come on in, let’s make sure we get you fed.”

She gave him a wan smile. “Thank you.”

Together, they went inside, and Alex shut the door behind them, ending the first official day of business for the Roth Family Bakery, even though the grand opening wasn’t technically over yet. And what an eventful grand opening it had been, so much had happened in just half a day.

Word was already spreading about Govert’s manufactured drama. It was the perfect story, complete with villains, ups and downs, and a thrilling climax.

The ‘good guys’ had even won in the end.

And along with the story, there was also the nostalgia for those who knew Beerensteyn Sr. The true stand out of the day though had been the food. Some people had left the bakery believing the entire incident as it had played out, while others thought it had all been a massive stunt for publicity. A true superstar in in the business of ‘guerilla marketing.’

Whether people completely believed the day’s events or not, no one questioned the quality of the food. It was good, very good, and most raved about it as they told others the story.

It was the one constant among all the exaggerations, rumours, and theories.

If it hadn’t been good, Govert’s plan would have worked. No question. Because, with the frightening reputation the bakery had when he’d owned it, no sane person would have doubted the stories about rampant food poisonings. Alex’s samples, and the early customers who’d tasted them, proved the saboteurs were lying.

The Roth Family Bakery’s food quality had let it thrive under pressure, and that news spread through the district like wildfire.

And beyond.

It would take time for many to understand the full extent of what had just happened, and merchants would be analysing the event for weeks after.

Thanks to Govert, the story of the Roth Family Bakery’s beginnings was one that could be legend.

And nearly every known empire had a legend surrounding its origins.
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“So, first of all,” Alex said, a glass of bubbling wine in his hand. “I want to thank everyone here for all you did today.”

Grinning, he watched his audience: Troy, Lorraine, Khalik, Najyah, the dryads, his family and—in a corner by herself—Carey. Everyone—excluding Brutus, Selina, Claygon, and Najyah—had a glass of their own—and wore the sort of dreamy smile one might wear at a favourite loved one’s wedding. Carey looked down at her cup of tea.

“There are a lot of things I want to say, but I’m going to keep it simple because there’s a lot to do for tomorrow,” he said. “So, I’ll just say thank you. Troy? Lorraine? You’re getting full pay today, plus a bonus. You know what? Let’s make that double-pay!” He laughed.

“Eh?” Troy rose from his chair. “Wait, why? We were only open for part of the day!”

“Because you put in more than double the work you had to,” Alex said. “And today was a special day. A very special day. You both helped make it so, and everyone should be rewarded. And speaking of that.”

He looked at Khalik and dryads. “All of you get to eat here for free for the next month. Limit one meal per day!” Alex laughed. “Cuz I know you’ll try to bankrupt me, Khalik.”

“Curses, you know me too well,” the prince lamented, and Sinope giggled.

Alex went to Selina, Theresa, and Claygon and caught them in a hug. “And thanks, all of you… we did it. We did it together.”

“Mum and Dad would be happy… I think,” Selina said softly.

“I’m sure they would be,” Alex agreed.

“My mother and father would be proud too.” Theresa squeezed Alex’s waist.

Claygon patted Alex on the shoulder. “Today… was a good day. A very good day.”

As the young wizard hugged his family, his eyes rested on Carey’s face as she sat at her table. The young woman was looking down, and her expression was one of the loneliest he’d ever seen.

He’d need to talk to her.


Chapter 27


The Lantern Against Loneliness



Carey beat Alex to the punch.

After his speech thanking everyone and the celebration that followed was done, Khalik and the dryads, Thundar, Isolde, Svenia, and Hogarth went on their way, and the others got to work preparing for the next day. After all, there were discounts to honour.

Alex joined Troy and Lorraine in the kitchen and with help from a small army of Wizard’s Hands, the baking began. Carey had ordered a couple of apple tarts—saying they reminded her of home in better times—so in no time, he put baking sheets in the oven then went to give her an update on how long it would be before her tarts were ready. The dining area was all abuzz, Claygon, Theresa, and Selina were busy getting it back to as sparkling as it was mere hours before.

Carey came toward him with the same forlorn look on her face and cleared her throat. “Alex, might we speak a little in private. I was hoping to have a bit of a chat.”

“I was about to ask you the same thing,” he said.

“Truly?” She looked surprised.

“Yeah, you have this look on your face. Seems like you might want to talk about something.”

“Well, you’re not wrong on that account.”

“Do you want to talk here or upstairs?”

“Here is fine, just in a little corner of the room, perhaps?” she said.

“Of course.” Alex gestured for her to follow him to a seat by the front window.

On the way, he threw Theresa a meaningful glance, and she nodded in return.

He pulled a chair from the table and offered Carey a seat, then sat across from her. The young woman from Wrexiff shifted uncomfortably. “I… oh, this seems silly, now that I bring it up.”

“Hey, you thought it was important enough to bring it to me, so I’ll listen,” Alex said.

“Well, first of all… I must ask about the bakery. I heard the most curious of rumours on the way here.”

“Oh, that.” Alex snorted. “Well, let’s just say we had a wild opening.”

For a time, they talked about simple things. Alex told her what had happened that morning: the opening, Govert’s attempted sabotage, all of it. She nodded along, more than a little surprised.

Then anger entered her eyes. “Those that spread falsehoods are the ultimate form of wretch,” she said with heat. “I’m glad he met justice.”

From there, the subject shifted to the expedition: they spoke of their roles, and upcoming experiments planned for the dungeon cores.

“I suspect Professor Jules has something in mind for live dungeon core testing,” she whispered. “You must have seen the facility being built north of the castle? It looks ever so much like a prison, and I suspect that is exactly what it is: a vast holding cell for a live dungeon core.”

Alex nodded, remembering the building. “It’s probably either for that, or maybe live Ravener-spawn. Maybe both. If that’s her plan, though, she hasn’t said anything to me about it.”

“Truly? You two seem so terribly close. I would have thought you’d be the first to know.”

“Oh no, we are close, I guess you could say, but Professor Jules is still all about protocol. If she’s got something planned for live dungeon cores, I’ll find out when procedure dictates I should find out and not a moment sooner.”

“Indeed…” she said, smiling wryly. “I simply thought… well, you seem to be closer to her is all. Forgive me if that was presumptuous on my part. You seem to make friends so easily, after all…”

At first, Alex didn’t know quite what to say. He didn’t consider himself that good at making friends. There were plenty of school mates back in Alric that disliked him. He’d never been a favourite of McHarris’, or even liked for that matter, and—while many students in his classes knew him by reputation—he wasn’t exactly friends with everyone he met.

Then again, he had put plenty of effort into making connections with people that mattered. It had been a survival tactic back in Alric. He supposed that could look like a natural ability to win friends to someone looking in from the outside.

Alex opened his mouth to comment, but Carey spoke first, “Alex… I was wondering… could you tell me more about the Traveller, Alric’s patron saint?”

The young wizard sucked on his lip, completely caught off guard. “Uhm, I mean… sure, no problem, but what brought that on?”

“I simply… well, I simply would like to know more. I know you said in the past that you were planning to pray to her in Uldar’s stead. Did you ever do so? I have heard you use her name to swear by, and in casual conversation, so I did wonder if you happened to also worship her as you said you would.”

“Truthfully, yes, I have been,” Alex said. “She’s been looking out for me, in more ways than one.”

“I see… and did you—do you, find that comforting? Do you find she is a good replacement for Uldar?” she whispered, desperation in her voice.

Alex hadn’t expected things to get so heavy so quickly. He ought to choose his words carefully. There was no possible way he could tell her a large part of the truth. That his faith in Uldar had started to fade shortly after he’d been Marked as the Fool.

But there were aspects of the truth he could talk about.

“Well… I’ll be honest, Carey, Uldar wasn’t ever a major part of my life. I mean, I prayed to him—especially at my parents’ graves—and I went to church up until the time the Ravener attacked. But I was never the guy that made him the central part of his life, not in the way you did.”

He took a deep breath. “So, it’s not so much that the Traveller replaced him. With Uldar, I prayed to him because I… well I never thought about it. It’s just what I always did. But the Traveller? I honestly pray to her because I think she deserves my prayers and respect because she protects me, my family, and my friends.”

Silence hung in the air.

“I… see…” she said, her head hanging. “I was hoping…”

“What’s been happening, Carey?” Alex asked.

When she looked at him again, tears shone in her eyes. “I just feel so terribly lonely.”

“You mean, without Uldar?”

“Oh, it’s so much more than that now, Alex. I’ve been awfully isolated since I found out about the dungeon cores, and it’s only grown worse.” Her hands balled into fists. “When I came to the university, it was for Uldar and Thameland, and—if I am completely honest—it was more for Uldar and Thameland than it was for me. I truly thought that the most noble thing I could do in my life—for my god and country—was use my mana to defeat our ultimate enemy.”

She scowled. “Then I came to find out that the wolf that has been taking sheep, is most likely the hound that belongs to the very farmer I shepherd for. It’s taken all the comfort out of going to chapel. I’m sure it’s no surprise to anyone that all of my friends were from Campus for Uldar. But I haven’t been able to bring myself to go anywhere near there.”

The young woman swallowed. “Now, I believe they are shunning me, somewhat. One of them actually said that I ‘lost the dedication’ that drew them to me in the first place… and they’re right. But, by Ul—” she paused. “But by I-don’t-know-what, I thought they were truly my friends.”

“I…” He shifted uncomfortably, somewhat at a loss as to what to say. “I’m sorry to hear that, Carey. What about Derek? I know you two were hanging out, and he was no Uldarite.”

He spoke the words cautiously, wondering if the young man was getting ready to take advantage of her, much as he’d taken advantage of Isolde.

Carey simply shook her head. “I haven’t seen him in months. He was in a spot of academic trouble last year and had to withdraw to focus on his studies as best he could, though he seemed rather cross about it. Sometimes I question whether he even likes it at the university. But that really is none of my business. We met for tea a couple of times in the last month or two and the silence between us was terribly awkward. We just had… little to talk about. Sometimes I wonder if I truly ever had friends at all.”

Alex winced. “Well, there’s us?”

Carey gave him an incredulous look, then immediately collapsed into helpless, bitter laughter.

“What?” he asked. “What’d I say? What’s so funny?”

“Come now, Alex, are we truly friends? It’s not lost on me that you used to go to terrible lengths to avoid me.”

The young wizard froze, a wave of guilt forming in his chest. “Well, uh…” He paused, trying to think of what to say.

She waved a hand, dismissing his words. “It’s alright, Alex. Even I realised it, after a time. You were very polite, and I do appreciate that, but it always felt like you were a deer trying to escape from a trap. And to be honest, if your relationship with Uldar was so lacking, I can see why. My speeches about him must have been absolutely torturous. I… I apologise for that.”

“Carey, Carey, it’s okay,” he said quickly, his guilt feeling like a lead ball in his core.

He wasn’t going to lie and say that her early attempts to drag him into Campus for Uldar weren’t irritating. They’d annoyed the hell out of him at the time, that much was true, but a lot of the reason for his irritation came from the fact he was Marked.

Without knowing it, every attempt she’d made to get him inside a church of Uldar in Generasi would have put him in danger of discovery and ultimately, capture. She didn’t know that. She couldn’t know that.

And there was no way he could tell her that.

Alex knew Carey, that much was true, but she was in a crisis at the moment. How would she react if he told her he was the Fool? His friends had pretty much accepted the information calmly—except for Cedric—but he didn’t know Carey that well, and—while she seemed to be moving away from Uldar—he’d seen people return to toxic relationships out of fear for being alone.

And right now?

Carey was very much alone.

He sighed. “Look, I’m sorry if I was… standoffish before, or distant. It’s like you said, I was going through my own thing with Uldar. And… I didn’t think going to Campus for Uldar was what I wanted at the time. But look, now we have something in common: we both controlled dungeon cores, and we’ve both had to question our own god’s motives because of that.”

Alex pointed to himself. “So if you ever need someone to talk to… about that or anything else, I can be that guy. You’re a good person, Carey. And you’re a damned brave one. Most people would have quit the expedition after the castle was attacked… after you and I were targeted.”

“Well, thank you, I suppose… I still want to serve Thameland, even if it’s not for Uldar’s sake…” she said slowly. “I’m still willing to give anything for the cause. Whether the Ravener is some wild wolf or Uldar’s hound, it must be vanquished forever. And I am willing to do anything to see that happen… I simply wish that there was less of a hole where my comfort from Uldar once was.”

“Well, let’s see about filling that hole again. Are you looking to pray to the Traveller?” he asked. “I thought you were thinking of praying to St. Avelyn.”

She blushed. “Well, to tell you the truth, Alex… I tried to pray to St. Avelyn, but I felt nothing, just as when I prayed to Uldar. So, I tried calling on the Traveller… and… I had just the warmest feeling. Like a blanket wrapped around me.”

Alex couldn’t even hide his glee.

Hannah was reaching out in her own way. Still trying. Still fighting. Still protecting. And in one fell swoop, he knew he could offer Carey some comfort, while bringing more power to Hannah.

With an enthusiastic smile, he leaned forward. “Listen, I’m about to be a giant hypocrite. Because now I’m going to be the one going on about who I worship. I’ll tell you as much as I can—” He knew he couldn’t tell her about the Traveller’s true origins, “—about who the Traveller was, and what she did for Thameland. In some ways, she was like you, she gave everything she could.”

Alex then told her about Hannah and all the things she’d done for Alric, for Thameland, and for the future. He couldn’t go into every detail, but he could speak of her life after her battle against the Ravener, and how she too had wanted to bring the cycles to an end.

And he told Carey of how—in the end—she had given her very life in her quest to end the cycles.

For her part, she listened like an enraptured child going to sermon for the first time, hanging on Alex’s every word. He was already wondering if Hannah just might have a new convert.

By the end of his tale, Carey’s eyes had grown warm.

Light lay in them.

Her face softened.

Before his very eyes, her loneliness seemed to fade away.


Chapter 28


To Keep Good Company



In the weeks since she’d visited Alex’s bakery, Carey London dreamed.

Every night, she would offer up her prayers as she’d always done. Yet, her recent dreams were different from her past ones.

For it was not to Uldar that she now prayed.

It was not even to St. Avelyn.

Now, she would call on the Saint of Alric. The story Alex had told was a wonderful one to hear—as glorious as any of the parables she’d heard growing up—and she recognised the similarities between the life path she aspired to, and the life that the Traveller lived.

In many ways, she felt at peace, reminding her of her younger days when she felt alone or afraid and how Uldar’s tales would bring her comfort.

The first night she’d prayed to the Traveller after her conversation with Alex, she’d dreamt of shining lanterns and distant lands. And for nights after, the dream had repeated.

She couldn’t say that she worshipped the Traveller with the same intensity as she once did Uldar, but her prayers to the Patron Saint of Alric provided her with a peace and contentment she hadn’t been able to grasp in a long time.

And it was this peace and contentment that had her humming by the fire this evening.

Winter had fled the land, and it was well into springtime. The Thameish and Generasi war-party were camped beside a road on the way to another dungeon, after an earlier victory. Spirits were high, and bonds had formed between the groups.

Knights of Thameland laughed alongside Watchers of Roal.

Soldiers drank with wizards.

Priests sang with Generasian mercenaries.

Even the new group of reinforcements sent by the church—able-bodied scouts that could move through the woods with as much ease as any forest creature—had settled in with the war-party.

As fires crackled, the sweet scent of woodsmoke mixing with that of newly bloomed wildflowers, Carey could only think of one thing:

“A good night,” she said quietly.

“I think so too,” a familiar voice said from behind her.

She looked up, catching sight of Merzhin scurrying to the fire with a cup of steaming barley soup in each hand. “Good evening, Carey,” he sighed as he took a seat beside her, offering her a cup. “Did you already eat?”

“I did,” she said apologetically.

“Ah, well, I suppose there’s soup enough for me to have two cups, by Uldar’s grace.” Merzhin gave her a tight smile, sipping from one. “The supply lines have flowed well, and the Rhineans have been generous. The harvest from the military farms has been blessed by Uldar as well, so I would have to say that we have not been forgotten.”

“May they continue to feed us,” Carey said, looking back at the fire.

She’d noticed Merzhin seemed to no longer get on her nerves quite as much these days. She was glad for that. It made nights like these far more pleasant.

“Did something good happen?” he asked, taking another long sip of soup. “Your mood has improved. I was giving you some space for a time, as you seemed… agitated.”

“Ah, nerves, I suppose,” she said. “It’s ever so easy to question why all of this happens to us.”

“I see, I see.” Merzhin nodded awkwardly. “These questions are natural. The fog rises across the land by its own will, but Uldar’s light will guide us.”

Carey thought of lantern lights and far distant lands. “Indeed, we can be guided.”

“Mhm!” Merzhin said enthusiastically. “And it’s a comfort. He is warmth when there is no fire. He is companionship when one is alone.”

She looked at him as he drank his soup, wondering just what went through his mind. Then again, she’d once been quite similar to him. She could probably guess the kinds of thoughts that passed through that mind on any given day.

Still, she found herself curious… Something about that ‘companionship when one is alone’ struck a chord in her.

“Have you been lonely, Merzhin?” she asked directly.

To her horror, her question quite nearly killed the Saint of Uldar.

Merzhin startled, aspirating soup, his eyes flew wide as he doubled over, coughing. The Saint turned as red as one of the nearby spring flowers as a panicked Carey pounded his back.

“I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” she cried, turning to call the priests.

He stopped her, holding up a hand while he cleared his throat and jumped to his feet, tears running down his face. By some miracle, he hadn’t spilled the soup. “I am fine! I am fine!” he said, raising his voice and giving Carey a weak smile. “You nearly did what thousands of Ravener-spawn couldn’t do in the last two years.”

“I’m ever so sorry,” she apologised, looking concerned, but sheepish. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

“I think so—” He coughed again. “Your question surprised me. And, at the risk of boring you, Carey, I have been lonely, as ashamed as I am to admit it. Though, Uldar has been a great comfort. With my faith in him, I have never felt alone; not truly. All moments of loneliness have been just that, moments.”

She looked at him closely, as though trying to look through him. “I have felt that way in the past, and I do wonder if Uldar is enough at times. The church brought many of my friends to me, but circumstances made them drift away.”

“That sounds… difficult,” Merzhin said, a moment of discomfort crossing his face. “Circumstances can be punishing. That is why the gains of the material world are fleeting, while Uldar is eternal and undying. He will always be there. We can feel him in all things, especially when we come together in worship.”

“Come together,” Carey muttered, thinking on his words carefully. “Yes, come together…”

Most of her friends had come from her faith in Uldar. How many of her childhood companions had she met in the church school, or during times of worship? Nearly all of them, if she was honest.

Her parents’ friends were all people they’d met through the church as well.

The community held gatherings all the time, some organised by the local priestess and others held at the church, but planned by the community. Now that she gave it some thought, she couldn’t help but wonder how many people were drawn to the faith for the community surrounding it.

After all, it was once comforting to her, being around people she knew were united by the same values and faith. How many other people were drawn to Uldar by that community alone? How many would stay with the faith without it?

As though reading her mind, Merzhin spoke again, “In life, it’s a fine thing to have the church and others around you, but with Uldar, one is truly never alone. That’s why I know my own feelings in the past were mere bumps in my path. Uldar is with me, and so I am never alone.”

“Is Uldar enough?” she asked. “You can say that in all honesty? Is just having him alone enough?”

Merzhin looked away from her at those words, staring into the fire instead. He took a deep breath and exhaled. “I must confess, I have sometimes wondered. There are times when I feel distant from those around me. Even those I am supposed to be close to.” He smiled sadly. “The Heroes should be united as one, in the face of Udar’s enemy. I know we are merely—at minimum—supposed to be slayers of Ravener-spawn. We are the ones appointed to destroy the enemies of Uldar’s people… but…”

“But what?” Carey asked.

“…I recall legends of friendships forming among Heroes. I know… I know I am not the easiest to get along with.” He looked at her seriously. “Uldar is my life, and few people can equal my dedication. Many think my love for my god is an unhealthy obsession. The other Heroes—the Holy Sage in particular—is distant from me and does not understand such matters. Lately, as the Heroes form bonds with the people of Generasi, I feel the distance between us growing. Sometimes, I think on the legends of how past Heroes became lifelong companions and friends. Some, I dare say, even grew to be lovers.”

He shook his head. “It is a mortal weakness to yearn for such things… but I am but a mortal man. I cannot be perfection, even if I try to live as a mirror for my god’s divine wisdom. Because that is good. That is right. And in the end, he cannot be among us, but our people deserve to have his glory and blessings sown through our lives. To cleave together under the light of his divinity, but yet, he cannot be here in person to do this. So it falls to the priests, the Heroes… and to me.”

Merzhin smiled warmly. “Do you recall the tale of Lord Manaeus.”

Carey frowned. “A little. He was a Chosen, I believe.”

“He was indeed a Chosen from six cycles ago. Originally, he was a humble cobbler. He made shoes, you see, but he rose to become the Chosen of Uldar.”

“Right… I think I remember that part.”

“But did you know that he was one of the most pious of all the Heroes in the last thousand years? He took Uldar’s blessing to be a favour that he had to return ten-fold. And so he dedicated his life to the faith, long after the Ravener of his time was slain. He was named Lord of Fellendale, but he did not let earthly matters twist him in his divine purpose. Up until his seclusion and sickness, he lived his every moment in Uldar’s light, and he made the world a better place for it. I cannot be as Uldar was, but I can be like some of his greatest servants.”

Carey thought of what Alex had told her: how the Traveller had spent her entire life in the pursuit of a ‘holy task’ of her own. She wondered if Merzhin would have thought of her as a worthy role model.

“Mortal need tests my faith, Carey, as it tests all of us.” The Saint raised his head. “But I must be better than that, with utmost effort. After all, it is upon me—and the other Heroes—that the greatest task has fallen. If I do not burn away my weaknesses, then others suffer.”

“That sounds hard, Merzhin. And cold, too,” she said, feeling pity for the young man. “Surely you deserve warmth and a little mortal reward for your efforts. In the Parable of Occludus, Uldar restored sight, and gave wealth to the blind beggars of Asban. He said that they deserved reward in this life for the goodness of their hearts.”

A sickening thought crossed her mind. That this young man in front of her might burn away everything for the dream and purpose of a master who did not care for him at all. She could understand suffering and sacrifice for a good cause… But what did such things matter if they were for a god who hid the truth from his people? Perhaps even conspired against them?

So she asked one final question.

“What if… it could all end? What if this cycle was the last? What if, this time—when we defeat the Ravener—it was vanquished for all time. What then?”

Merzhin gave her a gentle smile. “From your mouth to Uldar’s ears, Carey, and I have faith that—one day—we shall have such a sweet victory. But such things are for Uldar to decide, not for us. One day, his glory shall return, and we will be rid of the Ravener forever. I trust in this. And such a dream can motivate me to burn away my mortal weakness.” He paused. “Ah, the soup’s cooled.”

The Saint quickly gulped both cups of barley soup and let out a pleased sigh. “Well, I must lead the evening prayers. Will you be joining us, this time? Even if Uldar is enough for me, I understand if you’d like to spend time with others. Come, it’ll be fun.”

Carey smiled at him a bit sadly, once again seeing her old self in his enthusiastic eyes. The nostalgia didn’t hurt so much anymore. She didn’t need Uldar anymore.

Not in the way she once needed a deity.

“I’ll be fine. I have some more work to do before I tuck in for the night. And—for what it’s worth—you should be easier on yourself, Merzhin.”

He smiled again. “That is not for you or I to decide, Carey. My duty is clear.”

As she watched him go, she wondered how he would react to what she knew about the dungeon cores… but she dismissed the thought.

She doubted he was ready to learn what she had… and what it could mean. She’d barely been ready, and Merzhin was more devout than she’d been.

“One day,” she whispered. “We’ll get the cycles to end. We’re closer than you think. And I don’t believe you bout ‘mortal weakness.’ If you don’t want to be alone, you shouldn’t be.”

Her whispers were quiet enough she could barely hear her own voice.

The words seemed to disappear in the crackle of flame.

Which was one reason why she did not consider that anyone could hear her. One reason why she didn’t notice the gazes that fell on her from across the camp. Gazes from men and women who had newly joined the war-party as skilled wilderness scouts.

Men and women who seemed to have heard her every word.


Chapter 29


Chasing the Traveller’s Lantern



It was nearly summer when Alex finally caught the Traveller’s power.

For weeks, he had been chasing it, closing the distance with every long night spent on the bakery’s roof. Every bit of time and effort he’d devoted to chasing it meant it was easier to track, and no matter how long it took to catch, it would be worth it.

Her power kept growing in him. If it had been like wavering candlelight before, it was like kindling flame now, giving life to a bonfire. And as the power grew and he kept up the chase, it came nearer to his grasp.

At times, Alex felt like he was trying to seize a single grain of sand, and even using all the precision and dexterity he could manage, grasping a grain of sand would never be easy.

But as the power grew, it also couldn’t slip away as easily.

So, on one warm Generasi night, he caught it, not knowing what he’d done at first. He was so shocked, he nearly let it go, but through will, desperation, reflex, or all three, he clenched down, gripping the power, not letting it get away. His heart was pounding like a drum; he had it, he finally had it. “By the Traveller.” He laughed, the energy flaring at the sound of her name. “It’s beautiful.”

And it truly was.

For the first time, Alex could examine the power passed onto him by Hannah Kim, the woman who had travelled worlds and saved untold lives. And he found it beautiful.

It was warm and inviting. If mana was similar to electricity, then this was a warm fire that filled the cold spaces between planes and worlds. It was wondrous.

“I don’t think it’s divinity,” he murmured, glancing at his left shoulder. “The Mark’s not giving me any trouble… I wonder if this is how priests and miracle workers feel when their deities pass divine power through their soul.”

Waves of warmth spread through his body, filling him with a tingling, yet comforting feeling.

Near him, emotions of comfort and curiosity rose from the aeld staff, likely feeling the wondrous power coursing through his soul. He smiled and reached for it, conjuring a pair of Wizard’s Hands.

The spells flew to a waiting notebook, flipping open before him.

It was time for some notes.

Alex began dictating, and his pen began note taking:

Time, roughly three hours before sunrise.

Have grasped the Traveller’s power. The following is an observation of it.

Traveller’s power seems to be pure magic: not mana, or divinity, but another form of supernatural force. That’s not surprising to me: there’s lots of magic out there in the world.

The power doesn’t seem to function like mana at all: there’s no pool, pathways, or fuel. As far as I can tell, it is essentially a static energy that just…

He paused, unsure how to finish the sentence.

It just works, is the closest I can tell.

When I use a summoning or teleportation spell, I can feel the power reach out across the distance. The power could work almost like a rope? Could maybe reach across distance and pull things.

“Ugh, you’re just guessing now,” Alex muttered, still holding onto the power. “The only way to understand more about how it works is to actually try using it.”

Concentrating, he focused on a point in space across from him on the roof.

Having no solid idea of what to do, he first imagined himself teleporting across the roof. Nothing happened. Then he imagined himself disappearing and then reappearing in a space that was closer.

Again, nothing.

He thought of simply reaching out with the power. Each time it had helped him with a summoning or teleportation spell before, he’d felt it reach out across the planes.

Slowly, he tried moulding the power into the shape of an arm, reaching across the roof.

Something changed.

The energy was swirling, changing shape and flaring…

Only to flicker and die.

“No, dammit!” he cursed as it slipped away.

He tried to grasp it again, but—no matter what he did—he couldn’t get it back.

“Dammit,” he muttered. “Well, at least reaching out with it did something. I’ll try that again next time.”

He was ready to start again, when the sound of a key unlocking the front door caught his attention.

Troy must be there.

Which meant the line-up would be gathering soon.

Alex hoped his new hires would arrive before then.

One of the most hilarious things about Govert Beerensteyn’s attempt at sabotage was how it had the complete opposite result to what the man had wanted. Instead of destroying Alex’s chances at success and spreading poisonous news about the Roth Family Bakery to the public, he’d managed to draw attention to it in a host of positive ways that no marketing campaign Alex came up with ever could have. The man was an accidental marketing genius… for his enemy.

Every single day, the bakery would open to long lines of customers. In about ten minutes, the dining area would be full, and the line would keep forming outside the door. Within a week, Alex had had to hire more staff, and thankfully, Troy had a few suggestions to fill the positions.

“I know some of my former coworkers—Beerensteyn Senior’s old staff—had to find other work in the city,” he’d said one morning. “I also know some of them aren’t too happy with their current jobs. Just say the word, boss, and I’ll get you more help than you know what to do with.”

And that was how many of the bakery’s former staff—from its golden age—came to work there again. They were a good-natured lot, with a work ethic and talent for baking much like Troy’s. It hadn’t taken Alex long to get them trained in making his new recipes, and the Roth Family Bakery’s way of doing things.

They weren’t hired a minute too soon, either. With such a big demand, had it not been for them, Alex’s time would have mostly been spent running the front counter instead of going to class, or working on the Traveller’s power.

Sure, paying salaries increased his overhead, but with more customers, he was also making more gold. It more than balanced out.

They were selling out daily, well before closing, even with increasing the amount of food they made. Meals made with the expertise of him and his bakers—especially since he could perfect every recipe with the Mark of the Fool—gave the bakery an edge even the finest bakeries in the district didn’t have.

The profits were piling up.

And there was even more coin flowing Alex’s way.

Thundar, Claygon, and Theresa now had a rhythm when it came to harvesting dungeon cores. Once every couple of weeks they would disappear into Thameland, then reappear with a new batch of dungeon core substance for his golem crafting operation with Toraka.

Shale definitely wasn’t complaining either. The first golem she’d sold went in a bidding war between a powerful sultan, a high priestess, and an archwizard from Generasi’s countryside. The sultan won by a landslide, generating a massive amount of coin for his and Shale’s ‘little’ operation.

To make things even better, the ‘losers’ of that auction had gotten into another bidding war for the next golem, with the archwizard beating out the high priestess. That was enough to convince Shale that she’d set the initial prices for the constructs far too low. The high priestess wound up paying a fine premium for the third golem that Toraka and Alex finished.

The extra profits coming to Alex had been more than enough to let him start fulfilling his promise to Lucia. Using his laboratory in the basement of the bakery, Alex got to work, designing, crafting, and engineering economical stone golems for the former sky gondolier’s shipping company.

By stripping out a few ‘luxuries,’ he had the process refined down to an art, crafting seven-foot stone golems with the strength of twenty strong men who never tired and had better agility than any regular labourer.

They still cost some pretty coin, but the look on Lucia’s face when he introduced her to the newest members of her workforce had been more than worth it. In return, it was on her first caravel that the dungeon core-forged iron golem travelled to its buyer across the sea.

The influx of coin from that venture was enough to let Lucia look into purchasing another ship. Each of his business ventures was growing at a healthy rate, and—as the coin piled up—Alex wondered if he’d be looking for a second building soon.

“One Roth Family Bakery is fantastic,” he said to himself, looking over the city in satisfaction. “Two would be even better. But ten, better still.”

He paused, then burst out laughing. If anyone had been watching from a nearby window, they would have thought he’d gone mad.

Despite risking his reputation, he couldn’t stop laughing.

A little over two years ago, he’d come to Generasi with his family, his hopes, dreams, and the inheritance that summed up his parents’ entire financial life. He’d hoped to buy a home for himself, Theresa, Selina, and Brutus.

Instead, he’d learned—to his shock and disappointment—that the entire earthly sum of his parents’ wealth was hardly enough to pay for their room and board at the school for the four years of his education. Now, here he was, honestly wondering how much of the city he could buy before he either revealed that he was the Fool to the world, or someone else revealed it for him.

And, to make things even better, he wasn’t the only one getting rich.

Isolde and Khalik were—as always—stupidly wealthy, but Theresa and Thundar had relatively little coin to their names. Now, every time they returned with a harvested dungeon core, Alex would make it rain gold on their heads.

…Once, quite literally, until they’d angrily made him stop.

Spreading the wealth that time had involved a surprise—a bucket of gold—and several Wizard’s Hands. Unfortunately, gold was heavy, and tended to leave welts when it was tossed and gathered speed.

Since then, he’d stuck to making it figuratively rain gold on his lover and his friend. Each time they brought a dungeon core home, he’d hand them a chest filled with five thousand gold a piece.

To him, ten thousand gold wasn’t too much, considering the risks they were taking, and the profits from each iron golem sold, but even then, Theresa had tried to give it back, saying it was too much.

“Listen,” he’d said. “You guys are risking life and limb to help us get rich. You deserve every last coin and more.”

“But, Alex…” Theresa had stared down at the heavy chest in her hands. “What am I supposed to do with all this?”

Alex shrugged. “Buy some nice armour. Maybe something else that you’ve been wanting, or how about all the blades you want? Your own house? Go nuts.”

“Look, don’t try and talk him into giving us less, Theresa,” Thundar had said. “The first thing I’m going to do is take as much of this as I can and double it in the Games.” He’d winked at them.

Theresa had just sighed and taken the coin to the bank, since Alex insisted she get herself a bank account.

Within a couple of days, he’d noticed Brutus wearing three very nice, enchanted collars, each capable of projecting a greater force armour effect around his body.

Mama was going to take care of her pup.

Alex glanced at his blood magic textbooks sitting in a pile nearby as Brutus came to mind. There was something he was working on for Theresa… an ultimate present, one he’d mentioned some time ago.

He was getting closer to making it work, and⁠—

‘Father,’ Claygon’s voice came through their link.

“Yes?” Alex cried in surprise. “Where are you buddy?”

‘I am in town… I was out walking… I am only three streets away. Could you… come here?’

Alex grabbed his staff. Claygon’s tone sounded serious.

‘What’s wrong?’ Alex thought.

‘It is Khalik… He is with Thundar… and he looks very… upset. He wishes to speak to you right away.’

“I’m on my way,” Alex said.


Chapter 30


The Prince's Request



In the time that Alex had known Prince Khalik Behr-Medr, one of his closest friends, it was rare that he had seen him appear in public looking anything but impeccably dressed, groomed, and poised. His beard was always perfectly sculpted like he’d used a ruler to measure every angle. His plaits were always perfectly braided, and his clothes were rarely anything but immaculate, washed and pressed to perfection.

The only time Khalik had ever looked worse—unless he was in the middle of a battle or a long campaign—was when he was really hungover or exhausted from long nights of studying, or training.

But even then, he’d never looked quite this terrible.

‘Who the hell is this?’ Alex wondered as he floated down, landing on the sidewalk beside Claygon, Thundar, Khalik, and Najyah.

The prince was sitting on a bench with his face in his hands. His hair was dishevelled, his clothes rumpled, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in a week.

His eyes were bloodshot when he looked up at Alex.

“Khalik? You… okay?” Alex asked.

Even Najyah, who usually teased her master, was nuzzling the prince’s side as though he might drop dead at any second.

He simply groaned.

“What’s wrong with him?” Alex asked Thundar.

The minotaur shrugged uneasily. “Look, I went to pick him up for an early workout and he opened the door looking like this. Haven’t been able to get two coherent words out of him. Just that he wanted us to get you and Isolde. That’s basically it.”

Suddenly, Khalik cursed in Tekish, his bloodshot eyes squeezing shut and his body shuddering as though in great pain. Thundar, Claygon, and Alex rushed to his side.

“Hey, hey, talk to us, man,” Alex urged. “What’s going on? Are you hurt?”

“Wait…” Khalik groaned, his voice cracking. “Just… wait… wait for Isolde.”

Alex looked at Thundar again. “Is she on her way?”

“Yeah, she was out this morning, but we ran into Svenia.” The minotaur scratched his head, looking down at Khalik in utter bewilderment. “I don’t think it’ll take her long to get here. Svenia said that she’d already gone to the Cells early this morning, but she’d go get her.”

“Does she know to meet us here?” Alex asked.

“I—”

Khalik bent over the side of the bench, retching his guts out over the paving stones.

“What the hells!” Thundar cried. “What’s going on, man? Are you sick?”

“No,” Khalik groaned. He tapped the side of his head. “Listen, it is all up here.”

“Is something attacking your mind?” Alex demanded, looking around the street and nearby rooftops. It was still early morning, and hardly anyone was out.

There were no signs of attackers anywhere nearby.

“I am not under attack,” Khalik insisted. “I… cannot…”

Alex and Thundar looked at each other, dumbfounded.

Nothing in Khalik’s body language gave any clues as to what he was going through, only that he seemed to be suffering from a high level of anxiety.

The young man looked like he’d just attended his own funeral.

“Khalik!” Isolde’s voice called.

Alex looked up, catching sight of the young noblewoman flying over the rooftops, then descending toward them. “I came as quickly as I could… Svenia told me you would all be at Alex’s bakery.”

“Yeah, we never made it there,” Thundar said, snorting twin clouds of steam. “Something’s really wrong with Khalik.”

“I can see that,” Isolde said. “What is the matter… Are you and Sinope having troubles?”

Khalik looked up at her sharply.

Suddenly, certain memories of the past few months returned to Alex: Khalik and Sinope were spending a lot of happy days together, but now and then, a troubled look would cross the prince’s face when he was around her.

They would only appear for the briefest of moments—too brief for him to truly find a pattern—so he’d never thought they were serious enough for him to pry into his friend’s deepest affairs.

Now, he regretted that he hadn’t.

“Khalik, if this is about you or Sinope, you can tell us what’s happening,” he said quickly.

The prince’s face looked stricken, but then he shook it off.

With a growl, he pushed himself to his feet and pulled a kerchief from his shirt to wipe his face. He ran his fingers through his beard, straightened his hair, then smoothed his rumpled clothing.

A glint sparked in his eyes as he rose to his full height.

Alex’s breath caught.

In that moment, the person standing before them wasn’t the wreck of a man he’d found there minutes before. Nor was it his friend, Khalik, relatable, always ready with a joke, friendly encouragement, or a glass of the strong stuff.

No, the person now standing before the cabal was none other than Prince Khalik Behr-Medr, the Raptor of Tekezash, Lord of the Sapphire Sea and second son of King Aksuma Behr-Medr and Queen Ishtar Behr-Medr.

Even Najyah flapped away for a moment—taken aback—before returning to perch on his shoulder. She too rose to her full height, preening her feathers, but ready to serve her master.

“My friends. My companions. My cabal members,” Khalik addressed the others like a king addressing his greatest lords before the battle of a lifetime. “I do not often ask favours from you. I pride myself on the ability to stand under my own power. I have lived a privileged life, and to demand favours of others without the principle of reciprocity would be the height of entitlement.”

He drew a deep breath, his broad chest expanding. “But this morning, I must beg for your help as though I was not even capable of feeding myself. You are free to refuse me, free to decline, but know that I need you now more than at any other time, thus far.”

Thundar, Isolde, Alex, and Claygon looked at each other.

Determination filled their eyes.

“I shall do anything you ask, Khalik,” Isolde said, with all the pride of a Rhinean noble.

“By my ancestors, I’ll be your shield, your sword, and your friend,” Thundar agreed.

“I’ll have your back,” Alex stepped up. “No matter what it is. I’ll be there. No matter who the enemy is? I’ll break them.”

“You have my spear… and my voice. You have been good… to Father and me,” Claygon’s voice thundered. “I will be… good to you.”

Khalik lowered his head. “I thank you, my friends and greatest companions. What I ask of you now will be simple, but in return, you cannot ask me any questions. Do not try to pry details from me and do not whisper what I am about to ask of you to any other. I will have your word on this. Your oath or nothing at all.”

Even as Alex swore beside his friends, he wondered just what in the world Khalik had gotten himself involved in.

As each of them swore on life, honour, and ancestors, relief entered the prince’s eyes, as though a terrible burden had begun to lift away. But those eyes hardened again.

“This evening, I ask only this of you: go to the Brass Grapes and obtain a table for five. Wait there for me until midnight.” That strange look crossed his face again. “If I come to you tonight, then I ask one thing of you: console me. Buy me drinks. Tell me tales of wonder and happy memories. Console me.”

“I…” Isolde opened her mouth, a question on her lips. But she quickly shut it. “Alright.”

“Whatever you need,” Thundar said.

“Yeah, we’ll have you,” Alex said.

“Good. That is a relief,” Khalik said, smiling sadly. “If I do not arrive tonight, then I ask that you return here for three more nights, keep a vigil for me in that time. The latest I will come to you is on the third night. If I do… then just listen to what I have to say. And if I do not appear on the third night?”

His jaw clenched. “Then come and find me. Do not look for me before then, but if I do not appear in three days, then my situation will be even more dire than it is now. Look for me then.”

Alex reeled at Khalik’s words, each one spoken with the strength of flint.

He desperately wanted to ask his friend what was going on, and why… but a single look from the prince silenced all questions. He trusted Khalik and swore he would do as he was asked.

And he was asked to not ask questions.

He respected—and trusted—his friend too much to break that pact.

But he needed one question answered.

“Are you going to be alright?” Alex asked.

Khalik looked at him sharply. His shoulders slumped. “Either way? I will live. In what state, I am not sure yet. The upcoming events are not entirely for me to decide. In the end, I can only place my fate in the hands of myself, and in the hands of others. Including you.”

He smiled wanly. “My friends, I thank you for supporting me. Hopefully, our next meeting will be a happy one.” Khalik stepped forward and hugged each of his friends in turn. “I will return.”

With that, the prince walked away, heading down the street with Najyah on his shoulder.

His head was held high. “Do not follow me,” was all he said.
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“An hour to midnight now,” Thundar said nervously, glancing at the door of the Brass Grapes.

The crowd was light tonight, with most students having already gone home for the summer. Only a few had stayed behind. There was a group drinking after a project gone wrong, a couple on a date at the bar…

…and the cabal.

Alex sat with Isolde and Thundar at a table with a good view of the door.

Claygon had been standing beside their table all night, his eyes never leaving the door.

‘Nothing… yet…’ the golem said.

“You know, I don’t know if I’m nervous that he’s not here, or happy that he hasn’t gotten here yet,” Alex said.

Isolde took a long sip of hot wine. “He said that if he were to come tonight, we would need to console him. So him not arriving is a good thing. I think.”

“Jeez, I can’t believe he’s keeping us in the dark like this,” Thundar grunted, throwing back half a stein of beer. “It’s not like him.”

“It isn’t,” Alex agreed.

“You don’t think he’s off doing something stupid, do you?” the minotaur asked.

“Khalik is one of the wisest among us,” Isolde said. “I would be shocked if this was something dangerous he decided to face alone out of misplaced pride.”

“But what in all hells could it be?” the minotaur demanded. “We could help him with almost anything in his life.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Alex said, gulping a shot of whiskey. “He’ll tell us when he’s ready. I’m sure of it. I trust him. We’ll be here for him.”

“We will,” Thundar agreed. “I just wish I knew what all of this was about.”

“Time will tell,” Isolde said. “And we will know soon.”

For better or for worse, Khalik did not appear that night.
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“Hour until midnight,” Thundar reported on the second evening. “I’m ready to jump out of my skin here.”

“Yeah, Theresa and Selina are worried too,” Alex said.

“I… am also worried…” Claygon said. “What if… he went to do something… and a hidden enemy… got him…”

The memory of the mana vampire returned. How it had attacked them in that dark alleyway in the city. Alex shook the memory away.

Isolde grunted uncharacteristically. “You know, perhaps he thought of engaging in something he knew he could handle on his own, but had the potential to become more complicated and dangerous. But for the life of me, I cannot begin to guess what that could be.”

“Yeah, I’ve got no idea either,” Thundar said.

Alex merely frowned.

“Father…?” Claygon asked. “Is there something… wrong?”

“I don’t know,” Alex admitted. “I just don’t know.”

Again, the prince of Tekezash failed to appear that night.
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“One hour before midnight…” Thundar reported, pacing back and forth by their table.

Waves of tension emanated from Claygon.

Isolde’s lips were a tight line.

Alex was flexing and unflexing his hands.

None of them had anything to drink that night.

Thundar’s mace was in his belt loop at his side, Alex’s staff leaned against the side of the booth, and Isolde’s dagger shone in its sheath.

The party was prepared for war.

“We should have broken our pact,” Isolde said. “He will not come tonight, and if anything has happened to him, it will be our fault.”

“It won’t be,” Alex said.

“His life is more valuable than our word,” Isolde said. “It will be our fault for not investigating when we should have.”

“No, we trusted Khalik… but that doesn’t mean I won’t blame myself if something has happened to him. But we listened as he asked us to, because we respect him. All we can do is go looking for him if he doesn’t show up.”

“We’ll find him,” Thundar promised.

No one replied.

The minutes ticked by in the bar, each one feeling like a lifetime. Slowly, other groups left for the night, leaving the cabal alone.

Last call approached.

Midnight approached.

Alex’s last nerve was fraying.

And then…

“He is coming…” Claygon announced.

Everyone scrambled from their seats as the prince finally appeared with Najyah on his shoulder.

He looked different.

He had changed, and his hands were wrapped in white gauze.

And that gauze was stained with blood.


Chapter 31


A Sacred Bond



The prince was clad in clothing of green, woven from leaves of what looked to be scores of trees. Wreaths of summer berries were entwined throughout his beard, and vibrant red vines were twisted through his plaits.

A garland of dried fruit lay around his neck and a crown of blossoms encircled his brow. Even Najyah had been adorned with wide cuffs of ivy just above her talons.

The prince looked as though lightning had just struck him.

His eyes were unfocused, and though he walked with purpose, it almost seemed like he didn’t quite know where he was going.

As one, his cabal rushed to meet him, with Claygon’s footsteps shaking the floor.

“Khalik!” Alex said, seizing his friend by the shoulders. “You’re alive.”

The prince looked at him. “I… am.”

“What in the world’s happening?” Thundar demanded. “You look like… I don’t know.”

“Why do you have blood on your hands?” Isolde asked.

“I am fine,” Khalik said, as though just waking from a dream. “First things first. Your reward.” He raised his hand toward the bartender. “Barkeep, my friend, open a tab under the name of Khalik.”

The barkeep gave him an incredulous look. “We only have a few more minutes until last call.”

“Not a problem.” The prince spread both arms. “Broach a mini-keg—no, make that three mini-kegs of oat and apple honey mead. Also bring three bottles of ardenian fortified wine to our table. A twenty year vintage, if you have it. Then some dwarven fire vodka. I will not only settle with you immediately, but tip you handsomely.”

“I… you’re the boss!” The barkeep sprang into action, reaching for a bottle of wine from one of the higher shelves.”

“What is happening, Khalik?” Isolde demanded. “We were worried sick. I was ready to go to war with half of Generasi if you did not walk through that door.”

Khalik looked at her in surprise. “Truly?”

“Yes!” Claygon, Alex, Isolde, and Thundar yelled at the same time.

Najyah pecked at her master’s head.

“Well, that is touching, but no war is necessary.” He smiled. “And come, I owe you all an explanation.”

Leading the bewildered group back to their table, Khalik threw himself into a chair and let out a groan as though all the world’s weight was sliding off him. Najyah hopped from his shoulder and perched on the edge of the table.

As the others settled in around him, the prince suddenly burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny?” Alex demanded. “Have you completely lost it?”

“Yes… no… perhaps,” Khalik said. “Alright, I am sure you are wondering where I was and what I was doing. First, I must thank you for your patience and trust. What I had to do, I had to do alone.”

“And what the hell was that?” Thundar demanded. “What did you do, go fight some evil tree for the dryads or something?”

“No,” Khalik said. “I asked Sinope to marry me.”

Dead silence filled the Brass Grapes, only broken by the bartender scrambling to grab the last of their drinks.

“What?” Alex murmured.

“Did I hear you correctly?” Isolde asked.

“I think I had something in my ear.” Thundar’s jaw dropped.

“Congratulations…” Claygon said.

“Yes, that is what this was about,” Khalik said. “And why I had to do it alone. I would not⁠—”

“Never mind that! What’d she say?” Alex demanded.

Khalik gave him a look. “If I had returned on the first night, I would have needed consoling. I do not need consoling.”

“Holy shit, congratulations!” Alex shouted, clapping him on the shoulder.

“You almost killed us, but yeah, man, I didn’t think you two were already there,” Thundar said.

“I… I am shocked, but most happy for you, though I do wonder…” Isolde shifted awkwardly. “Considering who you are, would this not… complicate things?”

“It will,” the prince said. “And sooner than I had expected. Truly, I have been thinking of this since our sojourns to the Hells; what life might bring. How long it might be. How short. And who I wished to spend that life with. Sinope makes me happy, and I her, thankfully. So I did as needed.”

He looked at Thundar. “As for what you said, I thought about that. In many places, those of noble and royal blood are made to marry those they have only met a handful of times, with no opportunity for courting. Sinope and I have had something of a year now, and I wished to make my intentions known. True, that is short by some standards, but I chose to act. If my decision proves wrong later, so be it, but I believe it is not.”

“Well, that’s… spoken with conviction.” Alex laughed as the barkeep placed the beginnings of Khalik’s order down on the table. “Well, uh, shit—what’re we doing? We should be buying you drinks!”

“No, you waited for me and supported me. And so I am buying for you.” Khalik smiled. “But there is more to tell. The dryads have an engagement ritual for those seeking to wed into their kinship. One must survive in the forest by their own wits, harvest from the land to feed themself, climb the greatest oak in all their forest, while harming no tree. Lastly⁠—”

He raised his hands. “Cuts are made along the palms of the pair who wish to be wed and they join their palms together, then make their oath of engagement beneath the tree the dryad is bonded to. That is where I made my oath with Sinope. We are to be wed in a year’s passing on the same day that we took our oath. The year allows time for lovers to learn more about each other with full knowledge of their commitment as it grows like a tree from the earth.”

Khalik smiled, as though realisation had just struck him. “She said yes. She said yes!”

He leapt from his seat, punching his fists above his head. Najyah shrieked with him in victory, and Claygon roared as the barkeep ducked for cover. In moments, Alex, Isolde, and Thundar were cheering too, just as they had some two years ago when together, they’d slain a bone drinker for the very first time.

With a laugh that shook his whole body, Khalik threw himself back into his chair and broached the mini-keg. “Tonight, my friends, we drink to victory, love, bright futures, and flower-filled fields. And to other such things that would make even the most syrupy poet sick to his stomach!”

Thundar laughed. “I hear that,” he said, grabbing Isolde and Alex’s cups and holding them under the keg’s tap. “Tomorrow, we won’t be able to move. As it should be.”

“I, for one, will practise decorum and restraint. I have things to do tomorrow,” Isolde said.

“I can cure hangovers now… within reason,” Alex reminded her, eagerly watching Thundar fill their cups.

“Not if you are too drunk to use blood magic,” Isolde pointed out.

“Ah, details.” Alex waved a hand, licking his lips as he took his overflowing stein. “So, had you always planned to propose? Why now? I know you said that the Hells got you thinking, but was there something special about this particular time? And listen, why’d you look like someone had tried to kill you when we met up near the bakery?”

“Because I had partly convinced myself that I was being incredibly foolish,” the prince said.

“Why?” Isolde asked. “The worst she could have said was no.”

Thundar looked at Alex, and both young men burst out laughing.

“Hahahaha, holy shit, that was good, Isol—Oh wait, you were serious.” Thundar paused, taking an awkward sip of his drink and moving on. “Since you were afraid she’d get freaked out or something, what made you do it now?”

The prince gave him a grave look. “Well, to be honest, I was originally planning to make my proposal toward the end of summer, but… my hand had to move quicker than I’d planned.”

“Really? Why?” Alex asked, taking a swig of his drink.

“So, I have some more news for you… My parents will be arriving in Generasi during the Games of Roal.”

It took every drop of self control to keep Alex from spitting his drink all over the table, and Khalik.

Thundar actually choked and was sputtering.

“What?” Isolde demanded. “The ki—” Her voice cut off, and she looked around the nearly empty bar before dropping her tone to a whisper, “The king and queen of Tekezash will be coming here?”

“Indeed,” Khalik said. “It seems that my time of anonymity in this city will be coming to an end. I am lucky that it has lasted these near two-years. Sinope knows, of course, but I wanted things… done, before any complications arose.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” Alex said, trying to imagine the faraway royals. The idea of meeting a king and queen made him nervous, which was odd, when he thought about it.

Baelin was arguably more powerful than any monarch in the world, and he called the ancient goatman by his first name. Khalik—a prince—was one of his best friends… but there was still a part of him, the part that was still the commoner from a small town, that shuddered at the idea of meeting kings and queens in person.

He tried to imagine the encounter. Would there be lots of guards? Bards with brass horns to announce them? War golems to serve as bodyguards? Battle wizards and war priests ready to rain hell down on any would-be assassin?

That would be something to see.

He wondered how they would get to Generasi.

His imagination conjured a ship of gold sailing into the Generasi harbour.

“That’s ridiculous,” he chastised himself.

“Hm?” Khalik looked at him, puzzled.

“Oh, it’s nothing.”

“Aaaaahhh.” Khalik wagged a finger at him. “Oh no, my friend, anyone who says it’s nothing definitely mean ‘it’s something, but I am too nervous or embarrassed to speak of it.’ We are all friends here. Speak, friend, and have no fear.”

“Okay, okay. It’s really not a big deal. I was wondering how they’d get to Generasi. I imagined a golden ship. Like one made out of gold. Seems like something you crazy rich folk would have.”

“Alex, it would sink.”

“That’s why I said it was ridiculous, but you wanted to know!”

Khalik nearly choked on his mead. “Alright, fair enough. Well, since you are so curious, they hired a wizard skilled in teleportation, one who has travelled between Tekezash and Generasi. According to my brother, the wizard in question was not available until recently.”

“Couldn’t they have just hired another teleporter?”

“Aaaaah, but there are few who would be suited to such a job.” Khalik tapped the side of his nose. “You see, not just any teleporter is bonded to work with royalty and other great powers of the world. To be selected for such positions, they must be bound by oath, have an impeccable record of service, great discretion, and an unquestionable relationship with security. Sometimes, they work with lesser nobles for decades before their names are even put forward to work with royals in any kingdom. Sometimes, even magically enforced oaths are involved. After all, the relationship is significant with much at stake, since one willingly travelling with a teleporter puts their life completely in their hands.”

“Yeah, that actually makes a lot of sense,” Alex said, thinking of all the times Baelin had teleported them. The ancient wizard could have easily teleported them to the bottom of the ocean if he wanted to. He’d never really given much thought to just how much trust he’d been putting in the chancellor right from the beginning.

Which made him think of his own future.

The Traveller’s power burned inside him and—if he mastered it as Hannah and Kelda had—he’d be one of the most skilled teleporters in the world. Perhaps in many worlds. And, he already had a connection to royalty.

Teleporting folk could be another career for him down the road.

“How much do these trusted teleporters get paid?” Alex asked.

“You do not want to know. It is a fortune. Hiring a ship would be far more reasonable,” Khalik admitted. “And they are in very high demand from various monarchs, high priests, and the wealthiest powers in the world. It is one of the reasons why I travelled to Generasi the hard way.”

He gave a little shrug. “Also, my parents thought the journey would build my character. They thought that seeing more of the world—while accompanied by a contingent of guards—would be good for developing it.”

“Well, you have enough character for everybody, my friend,” Alex said, clapping him on the shoulder.

“Thank you, my friend.” The prince smiled contentedly.

“That’s why I’m sure you’re going to make Sinope happy, she just better make you happy.” Alex drained his tankard. “Or else.”

Khalik, Thundar, and Claygon burst out laughing, though the golem’s mirth sounded stilted. “Threats… now that is a joke I understand.”

However, Isolde was not laughing. Instead, she looked troubled. Very troubled.

“Khalik… I am happy for you, but was your timing wise?” she asked. “Your parents… could they not demand an end to your engagement if they disapprove? I worry that would break Sinope’s heart.”

“Solving that is simple, Isolde.” Khalik took a long sip from his tankard. “I would simply tell them no.”


Chapter 32


A Decision a Long Time Coming



“Under no circumstances would I make that choice,” Khalik declared. “I would forsake my position first.”

Silence hung over the table.

“But… what if they do not give you a choice?” Isolde asked. “We both know what it means from birth to have more duties than choice.”

“There is always a choice,” Khalik said firmly. “It is true that kings and queens have great burdens placed on them by birthright, but they also have choices. A monarch might choose not to be ruler if that is truly not what he or she wants.”

“What of the responsibilities and turmoil?” Isolde asked, looking mortified. “There are consequences when monarchs leave the throne.”

“Not in all cases, and keep in mind that I am the second born in my family. Leaving my duties would not cause a great burden in the court, while I myself would gain much personally. It is a trade I would happily make.”

“That is… very sweet.” Isolde blushed. “Sinope is lucky.”

“It is not so sweet. I am a wizard and will be a graduate of Generasi. Even under my own power, I would need to utterly change my life path to ever be without resources. Under my own power, I would always attain wealth. Besides, Alex would offer me a job, would you not?”

“Yeah.” Alex laughed a little distractedly. “In a heartbeat…”

The young man felt a little odd listening to his close friend’s thoughts. Without any hesitation and with utter ease, the prince had declared he would leave his revered background and wealth behind to walk the path he wanted. Alex didn’t detect the slightest doubt in his body language or voice. If Khalik had doubts at one time, he’d obviously worked them out and Alex could applaud his will…

But he also felt a pang of guilt. This was the first time he’d realised just how much in love his friend was with Sinope. Looking back, the way Khalik had been feeling about her was more and more apparent from the way he would look at her, and how he was with her, but Alex hadn’t really been paying enough attention to recognise just how serious they’d grown.

‘Some friend, I am,’ he thought, shaking his head as Thundar clapped Khalik’s shoulder.

“Tell you what,” the minotaur said with a grin, draining his third drink. “What you just said is one of the manliest things I’ve ever heard, but if you decide to give up all your wealth and power and all that good shit, just pass it on to me! I promise I’ll take good care of it!”

Khalik clapped Thundar on the shoulder in turn. “My friend, just for you?” He leaned in close. “I will make sure to acquire as many debts as I can. I will take loans from the worst scum, become an utter degenerate, and make terrible investments. And then I will pass every last one of those debts on to you.”

Thundar cursed him loudly, pouring another drink and downing it. “You’re a bastard.”

“As are you,” Khalik chuckled.

“Erm… excuse me, I have a question for you and Isolde,” Claygon said.

He’d been so silent that some members of the cabal had actually forgotten he was there. Both Isolde and Thundar startled when he spoke.

“According to what I have heard… and read… the average age of marriage or at least engagement for nobility, aristocracy, and royals… is roughly 16.2 years, depending on region and gender.” He looked at Isolde and Khalik. “Should you two not have already been engaged… before coming to Generasi?”

“Claygon, what the hell kinda books have you been reading?” Alex asked.

“Informative ones… Father,” his golem said with enthusiasm.

“I… yeah, okay fair enough.” Alex shrugged, taking a long sip of his drink.

“It is actually a fine question.” Isolde took a longer sip of hers, as though steeling herself. “Many of my friends back home are currently engaged. One is married and bore her first daughter last summer. However, those who go away to seek higher education at one of the world’s wizarding universities are given more freedom to decide when they marry. Sometimes even to whom they marry.”

She refilled her glass. “In the end, a political alliance by way of marriage is of high importance for any bloodline, but the value of ensuring that a wizard is fully educated outweighs that for all, save the most empty-headed of noble families. Actually.” She smiled, and laughter danced in her blue eyes. “My grandfather hoped that I would meet a wizard of power and influence during my studies. He considered such a candidate far more suitable for my marriage than…”

Isolde broke into giggles, her face reddening. “…And I quote him: ‘the quasi-inbred country nobles your mother is considering setting you up with.’”

Alex spat out his drink, coughing until he recovered his voice. “No, he didn’t actually say that, did he?”

“He did!” she insisted, her giggles becoming full peals of laughter. “The argument between him and my mother lasted at least three weeks. By the elements, you would have thought a winter war had been declared in our household. The temperatures as it were, could have frozen the sun, while the arguments were hot enough to melt stone! When all was done, grandfather and I got our way. I am happy and relieved that he trusts my judgement as much as he does.”

“And to think,” Thundar snickered. “You almost rewarded his trust by bringing home Derek!”

Now it was Khalik’s turn to choke on his drink.

Alex’s drink sprayed through his nose.

Isolde’s face was stone. She glared at Thundar with eyes that were pools of undisguised malice, murder, and the hatred of a horde of demons. Her hand slowly reached for the stiletto dagger at her waist. Then paused. “Nevermind. Your death is not worth my expulsion.”

“Oh, of course. Of course!” Thundar snorted. “Of course you would focus on expulsion more than going to jail for murder, or being executed for murder, or—y’know—committing murder.”

“You are rapidly coming closer to making it worth all of those things, Son of Gulbiff.”

Khalik was now laughing so hard, tears were dripping off the greenery woven into his beard.

“Alright, Isolde, enough making fun of you… for now.” The minotaur raised his hands in surrender. “Let’s make fun of you instead!”

“What’d I do?” Alex demanded, his friend’s eyes boring into him.

“It’s what you didn’t do.” Thundar smirked. “Look, here. Listen, listen, listen. Listen to your ol’ pal Thundar.”

“I already don’t want to listen to my ol’ pal Thundar. Who’re you again?”

Thundar put an arm around the Thameish wizard’s broad shoulders. “Don’t act like that man, I’m trying to help you. Look at this guy.” He nodded to Khalik. “Been with the girl he loves for a year and now he’s asked her to marry him. And you’ve been with Theresa for how long? Our princely friend’s gonna make you look real bad.”

“Oh dear,” Isolde said, covering her mouth with her hand.

Alex turned a shade of red so bright, that he was sure most tomatoes would have paled in comparison.

“Ooooh deeear,” Khalik echoed.

“Look, look!” Alex said quickly. “We’ve only been together like two years⁠—”

“I have been with Sinope for one,” Khalik pointed out.

“The marriage records for non-aristocrats… across the world are… less reliable… and less readily available… But most indicate an average age of 18.6 years, depending on region and gender,” Claygon reported, his voice that of a helpful senior librarian. A helpful senior librarian that Alex wanted to strangle. “Father… I have to tell you… your current age is three months from twenty years old⁠—”

“Basically a fossil,” Thundar said helpfully.

“—and so you would be of… more than the average marriageable age.”

“I get it, Claygon, I got it, you traitor!” Alex groaned. “Whatever books you’ve been reading, stop it! Look, one step at a time, okay? We’ve been going down to the Hells and I’ve been starting businesses! One step at a time!”

“Claygon, Isolde, Thundar.” Khalik held up his hands. “Leave him alone. Think of it this way: he knew Theresa for eighteen years and it took them that long to get together in the first place. Therefore, it will take until he is thirty-six for him to propose, unless Theresa takes matters into her own hands.”

Khalik was laughing even harder now, but an odd look crossed Isolde’s face.

Thundar looked at her, ready to say something wicked, only to pause, then return to his drink.

The now very merry Khalik mistook the minotaur’s expression for something else and leaned forward, placing a hand on his shoulder. “What about you, Thundar? You make fun of Alex alongside me, but what of you?”

Thundar snorted. “Kinda need a girlfriend for that sorta thing, right?”

“You know what? I do believe you are right! Luckily, you seem to be on the right path.”

“Ugh, the last girl I had a crush on well, we all know how that ended. Right path, my hoof.”

“I do not speak of her, my friend,” Khalik’s grin grew broad. “I speak of Drestra, of course.”

Silence fell over the table as all eyes cut to the minotaur.

He looked completely baffled. “What about Drestra?” he asked. “Her training’s going fine.”

Isolde’s expression grew more incredulous by the heartbeat. “Are you serious? Tell me you are not serious!”

Thundar looked more confused, his eyes darting between his fellow cabal mates and Claygon. “I don’t know… what you’re talking about?”

Isolde, Khalik, and Alex looked at each other.

“Thundar, you are entirely hopeless.” The young noblewoman shook her head, raising an eyebrow and taking a very long sip of mead. “Entirely hopeless.”

“How am I hopeless?” he demanded, growing more animated. In some ways, he even looked panicked. “No, seriously, what are you talking about? You gotta level with me here, did someone tell you something? Was it Cedric? Hart? What’s going on?”

Khalik waved a hand while shaking his head. “Just drink, my friend.”

“Look, I—” the minotaur started, then abruptly stopped, and returned to his keg.

As Isolde asked Khalik for more details of his and Sinope’s engagement ceremony, Alec’s mind drifted away from the Brass Grapes… and to other matters.

His thoughts turned to their earlier conversation about him proposing to Theresa. And he explored the thought deeply… and hard.

Two things were true: he and Theresa were together, and he wanted it to stay that way for the rest of their—hopefully very long—lives, if she wanted the same. But he hadn’t even proposed to her, and thinking about it, he felt a little guilty now.

He’d promised Mr. Lu that his attentions were real, and he hadn’t lied about that, but he also hadn’t really given much thought to making things formal, to planning their future together like he should have.

But why not, why hadn’t he?

‘Been focused on the end of Thameland, the treachery of my god, the resurrection of Hannah, the wrath of the Hells, a secretive church, building an empire and everything else. That’s… yeah, that’s a lot, it’s been a lot,’ he thought, taking a long swig of mead. ‘But Khalik’s right. With all the dangerous shit going on around us, our lives could end as suddenly as Mum’s and Dad’s did. I want to be beside Theresa for however long we live, whether that’s minutes or years. I sure don’t know what the future holds, but I do know that I love her, and she loves me.’

Alex snickered with a hint of bitterness in his laugh. ‘Besides, I don’t want to be like those guys in the stories. The ones that say, We’ll do so and so right after this battle, then immediately get smashed to paste. I should do it before I never get the chance to. Yeah… yeah, I’ll do it. I have a good financial future. We’re comfortable here in Generasi. There’s danger in our lives, but it brings us closer and even makes us stronger. I think I make her happy, she sure as all hells makes me happy. Selina and Claygon love her… Yeah, it’s about time.’

And so he made his decision right there and then.

He would ask Theresa Lu to marry him during the Games of Roal.

What better time than after an epic triumph across battlefields? They’d gotten together during a deadly battle, and it felt fitting to ask her to marry him after a non-deadly one.

The ‘non-deadly’ part was real important.

She was a warrior. He could imagine her loving the situation, and there were few people in the world who knew her as well as he did.

‘This means I’ve got to step up the pace of that present I’m making for her.’ He chugged his drink. ‘After all, I have the perfect occasion to give it to her now. And… speaking of presents.’

He nodded, all smiles, coming to another decision.

‘Selina’s birthday’s coming up. This year, I’m gonna give her something she’ll never expect.’


Chapter 33


Rite of Passage



Selina Roth knocked on the door of her brother’s laboratory on the evening she turned twelve years old.

The day had been amazing, even by the high standards set by every birthday she’d ever had in her young life. For most of her birthday celebrations, Alex and the Lus had all but harnessed the stars for her when that special day arrived.

From the time he’d started working at McHarris’ bakery back in Alric, her brother would bake heaps of wonderful treats for her and her friends, and Mr. Lu would always build her a toy that she would cherish. The Lu family inn would look like a minor festival with music and activities that drew half the children in Alric to it.

As fantastic as those days were, birthdays in Generasi were on a whole other level of amazing; like she was living in a fairy tale.

Last year, she and everyone closest to her spent the day at the magical attraction called Noarc’s Tower. She’d seen so many things that she loved: fantastical architecture, and magic the likes of which she’d never seen before, even though she’d lived in Generasi for almost a year back then. She and her friends spent a lot of the day with wide eyes and slack jaws, amazed at what Noarc had created, and the messenger construct Alex had given her was still one of her most favourite things in the whole world.

A lot had happened from the time she’d left Alric and throughout the past year after she’d turned eleven. In many ways, the year had been one of the most eventful of her young life.

She’d seen and lived through a demon attack where people died in the stadium at the Games of Roal. Mr. and Mrs. Lu were there for her birthday and had given her the very first knife she ever had, and Theresa had taught her how to use it. She was tired of demons and monsters threatening their lives, so she’d started carrying it to protect herself and her family from the filthy creatures.

But there’d also been plenty of happy times. Like when she began learning magical theory in school, starting her on her path to becoming a wizard. The story Alex told of the battle he’d fought in Thameland in that burning windmill had sparked her imagination and sent her asking questions about fire and heat and how they worked in the world, which had made her think about getting cold from flame. Something she’d been dreaming of doing.

Selina knew that certain things which had already touched her life would affect it forever. In important ways, her life hadn’t been like Abela’s or her other friends’ lives. She’d seen and lived things that hopefully, they never would. For a time, some of those things had confused her, and she hadn’t known how to feel about them.

She’d started asking questions, she’d gotten to know Shiani who’d taught her that sometimes good can come from bad. Her eleventh year of life had been a big one, and to cap it off, Alex had given her the party of parties today, on her twelfth birthday.

There wasn’t any visit to Noarc’s Tower this year, but there was a big surprise grand tour of Generasi and the coast on a flying ship just for her and her best friends on the morning of her birthday. The world seemed so small from that high up, and even a city as huge as Generasi, looked as small as one of her building sets from back home.

Someday, she’d like to design and create buildings as beautiful as Generasi’s, maybe build an entire enclave where everyone she cared about could live near each other.

When the tour ended, the party continued at her family’s bakery, which was closed for the day to celebrate her twelfth in style. Alex, Troy, and the rest of the bakery’s staff had made Selina’s favourite savoury treats—followed by an endless line of deserts, and a birthday cake that was an exact replica of Noarc’s Tower.

A bard performed while everyone ate and enjoyed each other’s company, and an ancient storyteller and illusionist captivated the guests with strange and mystifying scenes from Generasi legends and around the world. There was even a parchment pinata filled with treats made in the image of McHarris… which Alex had insisted on even though Theresa reminded him that it wasn’t his birthday.

There was laughter, dancing, magic, and joy enough to fill a dozen birthday parties.

As the hours passed, though, Selina noticed something was different this year. There was wonderful food, joyful music, tales, and lots to do, but the party hadn’t been as rambunctious as any she’d had in the past.

She and her guests were still happy, but they weren’t running around, or chasing each other, or giggling hysterically like during her other birthday parties.

Selina had told Theresa about what she’d noticed while they sat together watching the illusionist create shooting stars throughout the ceiling. The huntress had patted her shoulder and given her a small, ironic smile. “That’s all part of growing up, Selina. Things change.”

Right there and then, Selina had reached a conclusion. There definitely were some downsides to growing up. The thought abruptly vanished when the birthday cake and a table piled high with a mound of presents were brought in.

Each cake layer was a different colour of the rainbow, and Selina kept saying it was way too pretty to eat… each time she took a big, delicious bite.

She attacked the mountain of gifts next.

Theresa gave her a small hunting bow. “Just for you to learn with,” the huntress had said. “You never know if you’ll have to shoot your dinner before you become a powerful wizard.”

Khalik had given her… a bag of gold. “You said you wanted to be rich.” The prince had grinned, as her brother made choking noises. “This will get you started.”

Alex had made her promise to let him help her keep track of her spending.

She’d grumbled as she made the promise, knowing he was only looking out for her.

Isolde had given her a pair of soft, but strong muupkara skin gloves and a tin of buffing polish for her knife, and Thundar had bought her a model flying ship. “Hey, since I know you like building things,” he’d said, a bit awkwardly. “I got you this kit from an alchemy shop. You’ve gotta build it from scratch, but once it’s all put together, it can fly up to twenty feet high and you can control it with your voice. Not sure if that’s your thing, but if it isn’t, I could get you something el—Oof!”

Her hug had stopped his words.

There were more gifts from her friends, including a small compact of rouge for her cheeks from Abela, that she didn’t quite know how she felt about, as Alex had looked at it with a frown and a raised eyebrow.

Surprisingly, he hadn’t given her a present at the party, like he normally would, but as gift-opening was about to end, he’d leaned down. “I didn’t forget your present,” he whispered. “Come down to the lab this evening, and I’ll have it ready for you. But you can’t talk about it with anyone for a while, maybe only Claygon and Theresa for now. It’s a surprise.”

And now Selina stood at the laboratory door, curious about what this special surprise might be.

“I hope it’s another construct,” she whispered, knocking on the door again.

This time Alex’s voice called out, “Come in!”

There came a click of the lock, and the door was pulled open by a pair of glowing crimson Wizard’s Hands. Music drifted up the staircase, and step by step, she descended into the depths of her brother’s lab.

She hadn’t been down there much since he’d gotten it set up the way he wanted, so she was stunned at what she found. The basement laboratory was now a place of wonder. On one side, a complex network of glass tubes, bulbs, beakers, and flasks towered, many were sitting on burners and other heat sources.

Half a dozen potions were being distilled at the same time, fumes drifting into the fume hood above. Scores of Wizard’s Hands swarmed through the chamber, tasked with turning bottles, swirling different coloured liquids in flasks, mixing ingredients, and assembling golem parts. The crimson glow of the Hands blended with the lab’s light sources, giving the room a mystical luminescence.

In the back of the chamber, a partly completed stone golem stood, with Wizard’s Hands attaching and fusing its components together. Some of the Hands hovered near a massive bookshelf, taking down tomes and flipping through them before bringing them to Alex.

Her brother was bent over a worktable near the centre of the room, pouring liquid into a pot of soil. In the pot was the aeld staff, its glowing blooms adding to the room’s multi-hued light.

His beak-like mask bobbed as he poured and—close behind him—Claygon stood, watching over him and filling the room with orchestral sound from his voice box.

The air bore the scent of fresh earth and herbs, completing the scene for her. It was like she’d stepped into a wizard’s tower straight from a storybook. Even after being in Generasi for two years, she could hardly believe it was her brother who was under all that strange gear. She almost expected a storybook wizard with a long white beard to pop out from under the mask.

“There you go, there’s nothing dangerous in the air right now, but better safe than sorry, so I want you to put on that mask over there,” Alex’s voice sounded nasally through the beak-like protrusion, as he pointed to a set of smaller gear hanging on hooks near the stairs.

“Okay,” she said quietly, going for the mask, gloves, and apron.

The aeld staff gave off warmth and welcoming feelings as she came near. One day––she vowed—when she got older, she would have her own beautiful, customised aeld staff to do magic with.

Maybe that’s what he was going to give her? A staff of her own?

“No wait, wait,” Alex held up a hand.

The staff’s blooms glowed brightly, lighting up his eyes inside the mask’s lenses. “Nevermind, the process completed faster than I expected. No need for the mask, we can just grab a seat at the desk.”

He nodded toward a sturdy, mahogany desk carved with dozens of mystical glyphs that Selina was only just beginning to understand. There were two chairs in front of it.

As Alex headed toward it with Claygon behind him, he took his mask and gloves off. Looking at him, she expected the image she’d had in her mind of that powerful white bearded wizard in his sanctum to shatter the instant her brother’s goofy face appeared.

But she was actually a little surprised. There was something different about him when the mask came off. If she really thought about it, though—he’d been kinda different since he came back from the Hells that last time.

He’d seemed more grounded. Maybe a little older and more serious.

She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

“Alright, let’s talk about your present, Selina.” Alex sat at the desk with her. “I didn’t want to talk about it in front of the others.”

His green eyes bore into her in a way she didn’t like. It felt less like her goofy, familiar brother looking at her, and more like some wise old prophet from an old tale doing so.

In some ways, his gaze reminded her of Baelin’s.

“You’re acting weird, Alex. Why’re you being so serious?”

“Because what I want to talk to you about is serious. Very serious.” He picked up a brown folder on the desk and flipped it open, showing her what was inside. “Does this look familiar?”

Her belly flip-flopped in surprise. “Yeah, that’s my last magical theory assignment.”

“You’re right, and I’ve seen the two you wrote before this one,” he said, his tone somber as he flipped through the sheets. “You got really high marks on all three assignments.”

“Yeah, I did,” she said cautiously, wondering where this was going. She’d gotten the highest mark in the whole class for her magic theory assignments, and for each one, he’d been so proud of her, that it honestly became a little embarrassing.

So, why was he acting so strange now?

Did she do something wrong?

She didn’t remember doing anything wrong.

Sure, she’d asked her teachers lots of questions about magic and how heat worked, but they’d never seemed to mind.

What was this all about, and why was he bringing up school assignments on her birthday? School work was the last thing she wanted to think about today.

“What’s this about, Alex?” she asked, getting nervous.

“Well, your magic theory teacher wanted to talk to me after she marked your last assignment,” Alex said. “She actually asked if I helped you with it. Or if I did it for you.”

“What?” an irate Selina demanded.

Claygon made a sound like grinding rocks from his speaker box.

“Does she think I cheated?” She was clearly offended. “Why would she think that! I did it all by myself!”

“I was with her… Father…” Claygon agreed. “Selina did the assignment on her own… she has been working hard.”

“Yeah!” Selina cried. “Why would⁠—”

“Hold on, hold on.” Alex held up a hand to stop her. “That’s exactly what I told her. I know how hard you work. You’re not in trouble.”

“Hmph,” Selina huffed. “So why does she think I’m cheating? I’m not stupid! I can do the work.”

“Well it’s not about you being stupid. I know you’re not stupid. You know you’re not stupid. Your teachers know you’re not stupid. But there’s not being stupid… and then there’s this…”

He took a sheet from the folder, turning it toward her.

“You recognise this?”


Chapter 34


The First Spell of a New Generation



“That’s… a magic circuit I drew,” Selina said, suspicion in her tone. “It was for my assignment. What’s wrong with it?”

“Well that’s the thing, Selina. There’s nothing wrong with it.” He pointed to the diagram. “Honestly, there’s suspiciously nothing wrong with it. Your teacher told me that—there have been eleven year olds that have drawn magic circuits this accurate. But they’ve been few and far between. And honestly? Most of those had cheated.”

“Oh…” she said, not sure how to feel about that. “Well, I didn’t.”

“And I convinced her of that,” Alex assured her. “Honestly, I’m super impressed. I couldn’t draw a magic circuit this accurate at your age.”

“Okay…” she said, carefully. “What’s this all about, then?”

“Well, your teacher also said you’ve been asking more questions about heat and how it moves.”

“…And?”

“And I noticed that the magic circuit you chose to draw for this assignment was a Spark spell.”

The young girl swallowed, her heart pounding. Old feelings of guilt rose in her. “Is that okay?”

“Are you kidding me? It’s great!” Alex’s voice echoed through the lab. “You said that you wanted to get more used to fire, didn’t you? Well it sounds like you’re really working toward that.”

She swallowed as guilt rose inside of her. A part of her wanted to tell Alex the truth. That she loved fire, and how much that made her wonder about herself. What kind of person would love the thing that killed their parents? But there was another part of her that screamed: not yet!

Her brother’s eyes were so serious right now. What would she do if they suddenly clouded over from rage? Or hate?

She kept silent.

For an instant, Alex’s gaze seemed to sharpen—as though he was looking right through her, seeing everything that was going on in her mind—but as quickly as that feeling came, it left; his eyes softened again.

“Listen, there’s something else about this that’s important. It’s not just about you drawing a spell array or a mana circuit. Anyone with a pen—and like, at least a little bit of drawing skill—can trace a spell array from a book,” he explained, tracing his fingers along the mana pathways of her diagram. “But you took a description of a spell, what it did, and how the mana flowed through the circuit, and you were able to accurately draft a diagram from that. You know what that’s like? That’s like walking through a house and being able to accurately draw its schematics after a few measurements.”

“So?” Selina asked. “I drew the inn’s floorplan when I was a lot younger.”

“That’s the thing: not everyone can do that. You always had a talent for building things, and it looks like that talent crosses over into understanding mana structures,” he said carefully.

She felt a bit of pride over that, and beamed at Claygon, who’d been with her every time she’d done her homework. All those hours pouring over her books sounded like they’d paid off. Still, she could only wonder what all of this had to do with her birthday.

The golem nodded at her. “You have worked… very hard… and you can still teach me. You are… very smart, Selina.”

“Thanks!” She grinned, before looking back at Alex.

Her smile died.

Again, her older brother was looking down at her with that same piercing gaze, like he was looking inside her mind and taking apart her thoughts.

“Hmm,” he mused. “So, I bet you’re wondering what this has to do with your birthday?”

A chill went through her. “Y-yeah, how’d you know?”

“Well, I’d be wondering the same thing if I were in your shoes. So… listen, I was going to bring this up when you got older, but honestly? I think you’re ready now.”

Her brother glanced at the bookshelf.

Instantly, a crimson glowing Wizard’s Hand flew up to the bookshelf and fetched a thin volume. Something about the book looked very familiar as the glowing spell floated down and placed it in Alex’s hand.

“Listen, it’s not technically recommended that you start learning actual spells now,” Alex said. “Remember when you started learning about magic in school? Remember that I asked you to promise never to start learning spells on your own?”

“Yes…” she said, as a desperate hope began burning in her chest.

‘Is… is this what I think it is!’ she thought excitedly.

“Technically, the junior school won’t teach you spells. Not for years, but I think you’re more advanced and more mature than I was at your age,” Alex said. “And I started teaching myself magic when I was only a little older than you, and—when I look back—that was probably one of the stupidest and most dangerous things I could have done. But hey, thankfully, it worked out.”

“Okay… yeah it did,” she said slowly, almost afraid that if she said too much, he’d second-guess what she thought he was about to do.

“Honestly, Selina.” Alex tapped the book in thought. “You know a lot more magic than I did at your age, and I didn’t have a teacher. And I think you deserve one. Not later. Now.” He flipped the book toward her, and she caught it, finally recognising it: a spell-guide for Forceball. “That’s the spell I started with, and there’s few spells I know more inside and out, than Forceball. So—for your birthday gift—I’d like to start teaching you magic using the same spell I started with years ago. You’ve earned it, Selina. When you start to—Oof!”

Selina had leapt from her chair and nearly hug-tackled him out of his, almost sending them both flying to the floor. “Thank you, Alex!” she cried. “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! Yes, that’d be the best gift ever!”

“Good… for you… Selina…” Claygon congratulated her.

“Listen, Alex, you won’t regret this, I’ll do my very best!”

“I expect you too,” he said, seriously. “If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it right. You have to follow everything I say. All my instructions. You can never try casting spells without me there to supervise you. You can’t show off to anyone else or tell anyone—besides our family and the cabal—that you’re learning spells. If you break any rules, I’ll stop teaching you, put the book away, and we won’t try it again until the school starts teaching you years from now. Okay?”

“Okay, okay! I promise!” she said quickly.

“I’m putting a lot of trust in you, Selina.” He patted her on the back. “Don’t make me regret that. It’s too dangerous for you not to listen to me.”

“I got it, I got it! But wait…” She leaned away from him. “You do your own thing with magic all the time.” Selina pointed out. “Professor Jules always gets mad at you, you said.”

“Look, Selina, I’m not stupid.” Alex took her by the shoulders, looking her in the eyes. “I know that—eventually—you’re probably going to do the exact same kinda stuff I did. Blazing your own path, doing crazy things… but that’s not going to be how you start. I’m going to teach you properly, safely, and thoroughly. That way, if you want to explore the wilder parts of wizardry later, you’re going to have a very stable foundation. And all good houses need good foundations, right?”

“Yes,” she agreed.

“Good. Stick with me, and by the time you’re my age? I bet you’ll be twice the wizard I am. Well, maybe not twice the alchemist or summoner I am, but for certain spells? I guarantee you’ll be better. And that’ll only work if you do exactly as I say. If you don’t? You could destroy your ability to work mana.”

“Right,” she said, imagining herself as a mighty wizard, building wonders and saving people from demons and fire. “I’ll pay attention, and I’ll be an awesome wizard.”

“That’s the spirit!” Alex laughed, picking up his little sister and hugging her tightly. “You’re gonna be an awesome wizard! Happy birthday, Selina!”

She giggled as her brother twirled her around, and Claygon watched them both in silence. But as Alex spun with her, she saw part of the room that had been previously blocked by the bookshelf.

And the strangest thing hung from the stone wall.

There was a massive sheet of parchment there—large enough to cover the entirety of a big table—and on it was a diagram of a familiar shape. It looked like an… what did her brother call them?

Anatomical diagrams?

She’d seen them in his blood magic textbooks. They were drawings of people and animals, with all the bones, organs, and other internal stuff drawn and labelled in great detail.

This drawing looked like those, but instead of organs and bones being labelled, Alex had drawn a series of strange pathways which were labelled ‘lifeforce.’ She had no clue what those pathways meant, but there were some things about the drawing that made her pause.

For one, it was canine in shape.

For another, it had three heads.

“Is that Brutus?” she asked.

Alex looked at the diagram. “I can’t say.”

“What is it?”

He smiled. “Oh, you’ll find out soon enough. Before summer’s end.”
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At last the snows of winter and the rains of spring had passed in Greymoor, summer’s warmth was left in their wake.

The days were still cloudy, but the air had finally lost that briskness of winter’s final chill. Summer was high, and the bugs were out in force, only driven away and picked off by Alex’s swarms of elemental beetles.

Hills around the Research Castle were dotted with watchtowers, outposts, and other fortifications that would make future invasion a nightmare for Ravener-spawn coming overland. Each tower was topped by a ballista with a mighty enchantment on it, capable of launching entire storms of spears with one pull of a trigger. They would devastate all creatures attacking by air, while other defences were readied against attack from beneath the earth.

Every tunnel was now inlaid with glyphs that would suppress mana seeking to warp the earth around them, and magic to detect the presence of dungeon cores within a one mile radius.

The researchers had now quantified enough of the cores’ energies to be able to detect them at far distances with the right equipment, which made both early detection and hunting them far easier than before.

Now, as soon as a dungeon core was detected by the wards, high tier summoning circles would be activated, conjuring elder earth elementals to dive into the earth and crush both Ravener-spawn and their cores before a dungeon could establish itself.

Teams of Watchers were now always on stand-by, ready to use Planar Doorway and Earth Glide spells to strike deep into the earth. In addition, each outpost had additional dwarven-crafted fortifications beneath their surfaces, serving as waypoints, mustering grounds, and healing centres.

If Ravener-spawn attacked, the expedition would be more than ready this time.

In addition, the Generasians led more and more strike forces out into the wild, hunting for samples. Within the Research Castle, analysis had progressed to the point of active experimentation with dungeon core substances.

There had been exciting chattering about a possible breakthrough in communications devices and other wonders, as well as lots of talk of the innovative golems that Toraka Shale was starting to produce.

The golem crafter hadn’t advertised what went into her new, cutting-edge constructs, but it didn’t take a genius to make the connection. Alex Roth, one of the main figures of the expedition, worked closely with Toraka, and it was an open secret that he and his friends regularly went into the wilds to harvest dungeon cores.

Spurred by the goals of glory and coin, more expedition members had begun putting together their own private teams to go in search of their own fortunes. Meanwhile, those Thameish nobles who paid attention to the expedition’s works and movements, quickly realised what a proverbial platinum mine their country was sitting on.

In short order, they had arranged their own private forces out of their vassals to join with Generasians—or act on their own—to harvest the Ravener’s prized orbs.

It was the summer of the second year of the cycle when ‘The Dungeon Core’ rush began, and it was already showing signs of spreading through much of Thameland.

Of course, to others—like the Heroes of Thameland—such activity meant less work for them, and more time to train for the real battle that was to come.

And that was what they were doing on this cloudy summer day.

The Games of Roal loomed close for Alex and his cabal, so they trained whenever they could.

On the moors, Theresa and Grimloch tested their skill against the mightiest opponent they could find.

Hart Redfletcher, the Champion of Uldar.

While Alex searched for the Traveller’s power, and Claygon practiced forms with his spear, and Thundar taught Drestra more illusion magic, the three warriors prepared for an epic mock battle.


Chapter 35


A Hint



“Iwant to see you break down and cry.” Grimloch grinned, his jagged teeth shining as brightly as his enchanted armour. He gripped his spike maul in both hands, his dull, black eyes seeming to drink in the grey light of day.

“Funny, I was going to say the same to you.” Hart’s large eyes pierced the sharkman. He was holding the hive-queen claw blade lightly in one hand, as he moved with terrifying, predatory grace.

Every shift of his muscles promised speed and explosive power, poised to strike his opponents before they could blink even once.

Theresa wielded the Twinblade, circling the Champion of Uldar alongside Grimloch. Her breath was calm, enhanced lifeforce flowing through her. She studied the towering mercenary for any sign of weakness, openings, or gaps in his guard.

She found none and wasn’t surprised.

Untold generations of warriors—all their prowess and experience—lived in Hart’s Mark. She could have imagined no fiercer opponent.

And then Alex had gone and made the Champion deadlier by enhancing his physical power.

She cracked her neck.

Though she’d fought tough battles in the Hells, trained hard with the Watchers and Grimloch… this fight would be a bigger test.

And she had no intention of shaming herself.

The huntress threw a glance at the sharkman, whose grin fled like a bloody tide, replaced with the blank stare of a hunting shark. Together, the two life enforcement practitioners began stalking toward the towering mercenary.

Hart’s confident expression faded.

He took his blade in both hands, raising it into high guard.

His large eyes watched them, every muscle sliding into a perfect stance.

Theresa and Grimloch edged closer.

One step.

Another.

And then, both exploded forward.

Grimloch’s long strides ate the distance between him and Hart as he lunged for his prey. His armour clanked, his footsteps shook the earth. His maul blurred in both hands, whipping around with such speed that as Alex watched, he knew—even under the power of haste magic—it would have been near impossible for him to avoid its blows.

But as fast as the sharkman was, Theresa was faster.

She’d refined the lifeforce inside of her, and it filled her with supernatural power. If Grimloch was a blur of motion, then she was a flash of light as the sun gleamed off the metal of her Twinblade.

The huntress raced to Hart’s side, aiming to flank and bury him in a flurry of attacks from two sides.

But he was unfazed.

And faster than both of them.

As they came near, he exploded in a storm of motion. His blade swept out in a deadly arc, clashing with Grimloch’s maul, stopping the giant’s charge dead in its tracks, sending him stumbling back. Without slowing, the blade kept momentum, swinging for Theresa, she just barely managed to dive below it.

The hive-queen claw gave her flashbacks of the fight in the Cave of the Traveller as it cut the air mere inches from her head. Even wrapped with thick cloth to dull its bite, the sword would have cracked at least a few ribs if it had connected.

That knowledge only pushed her on.

Leaping to her feet, she ducked behind Hart as Grimloch closed in again, his maul falling like an avalanche. Theresa dove at the Champion’s back, her blades whirling.

A tremendous blow exploded as the Hero’s sword locked with the sharkman’s spiked maul. Sparks showered the ground. Theresa’s Twinblade whipped at Hart’s back, but he slid to the side, dancing away.

The huntress struck again, when his blade instantly parried the Twinblades’ stroke. Her swords screamed in rage and bloodlust, yet she nearly dropped them from the impact. Parrying Hart’s blows was like trying to stop an oncoming behemoth with a twig.

Her hands numbed. She clenched her teeth and went harder, drawing on the power within.

‘Faster!’ she thought. ‘Go faster!’

The Twinblade danced around Hart’s guard, trying to strike through his defences while Grimloch’s maul swung in time with her swords. Each time they made a gap, Hart closed it. Every strike was parried. Every swing missed.

He leaned around their attacks with the ease and experience of hundreds of masters.

And then, he struck back.

His speed brought him toward them like a raging storm, Grimloch and Theresa were forced on the defensive.

Each time they struck, Hart struck twice, burying them with his assault. With one massive blow, he sent Grimloch reeling, then knocked Theresa aside with a blurring back hand. The blow struck her enchanted chain armour, but she felt like she’d taken a tree trunk to the side.

Shaken, she managed to leap aside as his sword carved a trench in the earth. Grimloch growled, throwing himself at the Champion again, maul raised at his skull.

But Hart’s blade whipped around, knocking both warriors off-balance.

As Theresa stumbled, the Champion lunged at the sharkman, focusing on him.

“Ready to die?” Hart called.

“I ain’t so easy to kill.” Grimloch gave a low, growling laugh.

Then he struck, but not at the Champion.

At the ground.

His maul clawed the earth, spikes raking grass and earth, flinging debris at Hart’s face. The Hero paused as soil swept toward his eyes. He clamped them shut, giving Grimloch the moment he needed.

With a mad laugh, the sharkman brought his hammer down, looking to smash the Champion to the ground. If it landed, the blow would be tremendous—one that could easily shatter rock—and it was racing right for Hart’s shoulder.

Theresa leapt at his back, taking advantage of Grimloch’s strike.

“You’ll live,” Grimloch growled at Hart.

Then came a crash of blade meeting hammer that echoed across the moors.

The Champion had stopped the sharkman’s blow. “You’re right. I’ll live just fine.”

Hart laughed as his sword blurred, sweeping into the sharkman’s guard, and pushing against the maul’s haft. With a single twist, the spiked maul spun end over end until it buried itself in the earth.

Grimloch didn’t hesitate, he reached for Hart’s blade, looking to pull it from his grip, but the Champion shot a kick at the giant’s midriff. A heavy clang, and Grimloch went flying like a trebuchet stone.

Hart whirled on Theresa as she charged at him.

“Well, shit,” she swore.

“Exactly.” He lunged.

What followed was one of the tensest moments of Theresa’s life. She’d faced scores of tough opponents in recent years. Some were powerful warriors. Some were clever wizards. Many were demons, and even more were monsters.

But nothing she’d fought so far had prepared her for the full might of the Champion of Uldar, empowered by her partner’s blood magic.

His strikes were a lightning storm, charging the air around her with blade and death. She scrambled back, trying to find a path to disengage, but he wasn’t stopping. Her blades screamed, thirsting to strike him down, but it was all she could do to keep dodging those endless strikes.

Her muscles cramped. Her bones creaked. Her eyes teared from the wind raised by Hart’s sword. She pushed on, desperate to get at least one good strike in. One single cut against his armour before he knocked her to the ground.

She glared at him, not seeing the Hero in that moment. Theresa saw the hive-queen, the clawed monsters that attacked the patrizia’s ball, Zonon-In, and even Uldar himself.

‘Faster,’ she thought.

His blade was a storm.

‘Faster.’

His cuts came closer.

‘Faster!’

The Twinblade screamed.

She ducked his strike, but the blade reversed, swinging back toward her. She couldn’t dodge. She couldn’t duck.

Desperately, she raised the Twinblades like a barrier—crossing them before her—locking her body behind them, trying to blunt the force of that attack.

Again, his blade twisted mid-swing.

Falling from above, ready to send her to the ground.

She watched in slow motion.

He was too fast.

She couldn’t block in ti⁠—

Suddenly, there was a scream of metal.

A flash like the sun flaring off her blades.

Then silence.

Hart was staring at her, dumbfounded.

She was staring at him, dumbfounded.

In the space between the huntress and Hero, her swords were locked together, blocking his attack. Her jaw dropped as she exchanged a bewildered look with him.

“You… what’d you just do?” the Champion of Uldar murmured. “I couldn’t follow it. I know I had you dead.”

“I…” she stammered. “I don’t know. One minute you were about to smash me to the ground, and the next, I was parrying your sword. It doesn’t make any sense. What’d you see?”

“Me? If you don’t know what you did, then how the hells would I see what you did?” Hart stepped back, looking at her swords like they were venomous snakes. “All I know is your sword flashed, and suddenly you blocked me. It was crazy. You sure you didn’t shine the sun in my eyes or something?”

“No way.” Theresa stared down at the blades, turning them over. They looked the same as they always had.

“I—” She looked up at Hart.

Her face dropped.

A shadow loomed over the Hero.

“What’s wro—Ooof!” He grunted as a slab of metal and flesh slammed into his head.

The Champion dropped so hard, falling face first into the ground, that his face would likely leave an exact copy of his features in the soil. Standing above him, all smiles, was Grimloch, one big fist cocked above his head, having smashed Hart from behind.

“I win,” the sharkman said. “Distraction kills.”

“Well done!” Alex called out, clapping from his perch in midair. “Solid performance, Grimloch. No honour, all smashing. I give it a ten out of ten.”

Theresa’s partner was grinning at them, giving them a hand as the Champion pried his face from the soil.

“Well, by the Traveller, I nearly got my teeth knocked down my throat,” Hart grunted, his neck making an ominous cracking noise as he stretched it. “Maybe I deserved that. Well done, you big bastard.”

“I know,” was all Grimloch said as he went to retrieve his maul.

Theresa’s attention was back on her swords, examining them, trying to see if there was something she’d missed.

“Theresa… are you alright?” Alex asked, worry in his voice. “Are you hurt? Did you chip your blades?”

“No…” Theresa murmured. “I just… did you see anything just now?”

“No, I didn’t.” Alex peered at her. “I’ve got to admit, I was in a pretty deep trance just now, working on… stuff.”

Theresa knew that ‘stuff’ probably meant the Traveller’s power.

“Okay, so you didn’t see anything at all?”

“No, sorry, I was really deep in focus. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah,” Theresa said, glancing at Thundar and Drestra. “I’m fine, I think.”

The minotaur and Sage were in the middle of illusion training. If they’d seen anything outside of their lesson, they gave no sign. They weren’t even looking up.

She looked at Claygon.

The golem was staring at her. “I didn’t… see anything either… Sorry…”

“Yeah, okay,” she said. “No need to be sorry.”

“You sure you’re alright?” Alex said, floating toward her.

“Yeah, I’m fine, I’m fine…” she insisted.

For a moment he gave her a long look, with something odd in his eyes. Was that nerves?

Now it was her turn. “Are you okay?”

Alex glanced over to where Brutus was stretched out beside a hill. “Yeah, I’m fine… just stuff on my mind.”

“Like what?”

“You know, stuff,” Alex said, looking back at her seriously. “I think I’m about to hit a breakthrough.”


Chapter 36


What is Here and There



Alex couldn’t quite figure out what was happening.

Moments ago, he’d been in a deep trance, searching for the Traveller’s power. He’d managed to touch it a few times—even gripped and changed its shape—but he still couldn’t do anything practical with it.

He’d held it and manipulated its shape in different ways, desperate to learn how to use it properly. If he could at least partially master it by the time the Games of Roal started, his team would have a major advantage.

Unfortunately, wishing for something and making it a reality, were two entirely different things.

Some things had been going in his favour though, making him a bit more hopeful.

As the weeks passed, the power had increased within his soul, becoming easier for him to grasp. And as it grew, it also became easier to shape. In the last few days, something had changed with it. When he tried to use it, he’d started feeling… something in the air around him.

At first it was subtle, becoming more noticeable the more he experimented. As he moulded the power to his will, there also came a growing awareness of the space around him, almost like his sense of touch was expanding incrementally.

The feeling of being on the cusp of reaching a new level hung near, dangling just out of sight… Yet to get there, he needed something, maybe an extra push to touch it.

As usual, the Mark continuously interfered while he focused on casting another summoning spell to take a look at how the power bolstered his spells, when suddenly, he was pulled from his trance by a dull thud.

He looked up to where Theresa, Grimloch, and Hart were practising in time to see Grimloch drop Hart with a single blow from behind, planting the Champion face first in the dirt. The Hero had fallen like a dead tree.

After calling congratulations to the victors, he noticed Theresa’s distracted mood. She asked him if he’d noticed anything odd.

He’d been so busy searching intently for the Traveller’s power, he’d been nearly dead to the world around him until Grimloch’s fist met Hart’s head.

After that, his mind had gone to the Games of Roal… and what he planned to ask Theresa. The time would soon be there, though he felt nowhere near ready.

He must have been staring at her for too long, because she’d started staring back at him and said, “Are you okay?”

Since his thoughts had run away—as they often did—to the future and his plans for her engagement gift, he looked suspicious.

He’d also inadvertently let his eyes drift over to Brutus who was asleep by a nearby hill, which also drew even more scrutiny from the woman who knew him best. He cursed himself.

‘Don’t give anything away!’ his mind screamed.

“Yeah, I’m fine… just stuff on my mind,” he’d said quickly.

“Like what?”

“You know, stuff. I think I’m about to make a breakthrough,” he said quickly, trying desperately to change the subject.

“Really?” She looked at him sharply. “How close?”

“Very close. I think I just need to figure out one final thing, and I’ll have it. I was just about to try something when I saw your fight end.”

“Sorry, then,” she said, looking at her swords. “I’ll let you get back to it.”

Again, she gave her blades a puzzled look, worrying him.

“Are you sure something didn’t happen?” Alex asked.

“It’s okay… for now,” she said, giving him a look that said, ‘we’ll talk later.’

With that, she went back to Grimloch and Hart so they could debrief about their battle. Alex watched her for a while before turning away.

They would indeed talk later, as she’d said.

He looked up at the sky, thinking about birds that once spied on all of Greymoor without the expedition knowing they were being watched.

‘Better safe than sorry,’ he thought, preparing to start his summoning spell again.

As his mouth opened to begin the incantation, Thundar’s words broke his concentration.

“Not bad, Drestra, not bad at all,” the minotaur was saying.

On a hill nearby, he was pacing back and forth in front of what appeared to be five Drestras standing in a row, all acting casual. He was examining them as a general would examine his officers, or a baker his pies.

“Hmmmmm,” he mused, scanning each ‘Drestra,’ before reaching out. He leaned in, carefully looking at each of five faces before tapping the fourth Drestra from the right on the shoulder. “Here you are,” he said. “This is the real you.”

With a loud groan, Drestra spoke a single word of power, dismissing her illusionary duplicates, and they faded away. “How did you know? I was sure they were perfect.”

“Honestly, they nearly were,” Thundar congratulated her, taking his hand away from her shoulder. “The thing is, you probably would have fooled almost any first year wizard, and you definitely would have fooled like a single monster. Just… one tiny problem.”

He tapped his brow. “The eyes don’t lie.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Well, it’s not a big deal. Probably just means you need to be more careful with your visualisation when you’re chanting the spell. Remember what I said? Illusion is all about the image you have in your head. The less detailed you imagine your image, the more easily someone can see through it?”

“Okay, but what do you mean about the eyes? What was it about my eyes that gave me away?” her voice crackled with annoyance.

“Well, your image was real solid, but the light from the sun was dull in your copies’ eyes.” He pointed to the clouds above. “You probably didn’t think you needed to take care of that detail because it’s a cloudy day, but here’s the thing: the sunlight was dull in your illusions’ eyes, but it shone real bright in the eyes of the real you. Always remember that.”

He paused, not noticing how silent his surroundings had become. “Come to think of it, your eyes are really unique. Almost like jewels or pools of gold. They’d sure as hell catch the moonlight too, so you gotta pay attention to that at night. Got it?”

Thundar looked down at Drestra, who was staring up at the minotaur. Her body language had gone completely stiff, and Alex could see the beginnings of a blush creeping up and over her veil.

She quickly looked away. “Is that so,” her voice crackled, this time with something entirely different from annoyance. “I… I’ll be sure to remember that. I’m… going to practise what you said over there, behind that hill for a while.”

“You sure?” Thundar asked.

“Yes!” her voice sounded high. “I’d like to figure out these illusions before I show you them again.”

“I dunno, maybe I could give you some critique while you’re doin’ it.”

“Just… let me do this,” she nearly pleaded.

“Well, well, aren’t we eager!” Thundar laughed. “Fine, then, take all the time you need! I’ll wait here while you perfect your images! I’ll be watching you closely!”

Drestra made a strangling sound, then cast flight magic and flew behind the hill. Likely—in Alex’s estimation—to have a small meltdown.

He’d first noticed the Sage of Uldar’s growing crush on his large friend after she’d revealed her true form in Tenebrama. It had only become more obvious as the months passed.

Of course, Thundar hadn’t noticed.

At all.

Or maybe he had.

As Grimloch, Theresa, Hart, Alex, and even Claygon stared at him, the minotaur scratched the fur on his skull, staring in Drestra’s direction.

A frown etched his face, and bewilderment his body language.

Had he finally noticed? Was he finally going to say something?

The minotaur opened his mouth, coming closer to his friends. “Huh, you guys think I was too hard on her?” he asked in quiet tones. “She might’ve been pissed off at the end there.”

Theresa’s jaw dropped.

Alex stared at the minotaur as though he suddenly had more heads than Brutus.

Hart looked up at Alex. “Your friend’s an idiot.”

“I know, right?” both Alex and Theresa said as one.

“What?” Thundar spread his arms. “What? What’d I say?”

Grimloch shrugged. “I didn’t see you do anything wrong.”

“I didn’t… see anything either…” Claygon said.

“Of course you two wouldn’t!” Alex cried.

Grimloch shrugged, turning back to Hart and Theresa. “Wanna go again?”

“Sure, I could do with a little revenge,” the Champion said, raising his sword.

“Yeah, I’m ready too,” Theresa agreed, lifting the Twinblade.

As the warriors squared off again, Thundar sidled up beside Alex. “Listen, you gotta tell me what you guys are talking about. I mean, you don’t think she likes me, do you? I mean… she’s an all powerful archwitch in the making and⁠—”

“Thundar,” Alex said seriously. “As good as you are at seeing through illusions, is as bad as you are at seeing yourse⁠—”

“Hey, Traveller,” Hart’s voice boomed. “Bless me with a crushing victory.”

“Suck up,” Grimloch accused.

Alex’s words died.

Again, the Traveller’s power flared in his soul. “Hold on for a second, man, I’ve got to deal with something.”

Falling into himself before the minotaur could reply, Alex reached into his soul before the energy’s flare could pass. He grasped it, feeling Hannah’s energies coursing through him.

It was stronger than the last few times he’d caught it, and he wanted nothing more than to master it right there and then. But he slowed down, examining it, not wanting to let it go.

He began to think methodically, not wanting to distort its shape and send it fading away again. Alex considered what to do, ways to shape the power and get it to finally do what he wanted it to.

Again that spatial awareness sharpened and—for an instant—it was like he could feel every blade of grass around him. Was that a clue? What did it mean?

‘Think, adapt. Think, adapt,’ he thought to himself. ‘Eliminate what you’ve already tried. You reached out with the power like an arm… that didn’t work. All it did was make the energy slip away. Extending it out like a bridge didn’t work either. Another failure. Trying to make the energy… teleport out of my body failed. Think, what are you missing? I can feel it inside myself, and more spatial awareness around me. Do I have to spread it out like a field? Maybe it’s like a net, and I can teleport to anywhere within the net.’

He cast the idea aside. ‘No, Hannah teleported to other planets, how the hell would this power reach out and make a net wide enough to reach other worlds? No, that makes no sense. Alright, think about the summoning spells and Planar Doorway. You can feel her power reinforce the spells. And how? It’s a connection. It makes a connection. I can feel the power touch other planes. What kind of shape can do that? Connections… connections… what shape can reach across planes?’

Alex strained his mind, trying to link everything together. Distantly, he was aware of Theresa and Grimloch battling Hart as the Twinblade clanged against the Champion’s titanic swor⁠—

His thoughts froze.

The Twinblade wasn’t two weapons.

It was one weapon in two physical objects, but still connected.

‘Connection…’ he thought. ‘Connection.’

At last it hit him. All this time, he’d been fundamentally misunderstanding the power. He’d been thinking too much like a wizard and how mana would form circuits, connections, and paths to complete a spell.

But this had nothing to do with mana or magic circuitry.

It wasn’t divinity.

It wasn’t alchemy.

It was pure magic.

And how did Hannah describe her power? Did she talk about shapes, connections, and complex formulae? No, she simply talked about going from one place to another. She said nothing about reaching out to that place.

Even now, her power fuelled both her phone and the energy inside him, and that was across a barrier that was—to all methods he had access to besides Hannah’s power—impenetrable.

Yet, whenever he imagined himself appearing in a new spot, nothing happened… because he’d been only thinking of half of the equation. The Twinblade was the clue: one weapon in two separate forms.

One for each hand.

And when someone was travelling—even in teleportation—there were two points of space that were most important: the origin and the destination. He didn’t need a bridge. He needed to focus on both where he was, and where he was going.

“Please work,” he whispered.

His grip tightened on the power, and—this time—he imagined himself appearing in another point in space, around ten feet in front of him. He focused on the power in his body and that power at his destination at the same time.

The instant he focused on both places…

…the energy blazed bright.

And he felt the world shift.
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Several hills away, a spy from the church—wearing the shape of a common mole—watched the Heroes and young wizards practising in the distance.

Suddenly, the one floating in midair was gone.


Chapter 37


The Countryside After a Year



Guards long trained in protecting those entrusted to them readied their weapons as interlopers abruptly appeared in the courtyard.

The sentries’ duty was clear; patrol the rampart day and night, inspect the villa, and be prepared for attacks from ground and air. This morning, as a matter of routine, they had once again combed the surroundings as the sun crested the horizon. These were men and women drawn from the finest of their kingdom’s army, forged by the sort of training and experience that would make even a veteran warrior envious, and granted arms and armour of the finest castle forged steel, inlaid with golden scrollwork.

Their helms were plumed with feathers of terror birds—dyed red—and lioness pelts cloaked their forms.

These were soldiers feared by warriors and monsters both, their discipline rivalled that found in the highest of crafted golems. But today, they were in unfamiliar surroundings, plucked from their homeland by magic, and dropped in this strange land while still charged with a single duty: guarding what was most precious to them and their people against unknown monsters, and unseen dangers.

Their task would have stretched the nerves of even a local contingent of high level guards, but in these new surroundings, the tension was doubled. They tensed, poised to unleash a storm of arrows on the newcomers without a word of warning.

The intruders certainly looked like they’d come for war.

It was a group of seven: a tall powerfully built man materialised first, immediately followed by two more men, a tall darkhaired woman with a sinister cast, and another muscular black haired woman wearing two blades at her waist. She had a hand resting on one of three heads of a vicious-looking hound the size of a pony. Looming above them all, stood a war-golem of white stone with a savage grin carved into its face, and at its side…

…a child?

The guards did not unleash their arrows yet, taking measure of the group, knowing that few war parties would ever bring a young girl on a raid.

Suddenly, a sentry cried out an apology in Tekish, “Forgive us, my prince!” And the palace guards of Tekezash realised the fatal error they had almost made, for—in the midst of these ‘interlopers’—stood the figure of the second prince of their realm.

Prince Khalik Behr-Medr, held up his hands as though his palms would shield against their steel-tipped arrows.

As one, the guards bowed at the waist, their hands clasped together before them with fingers interlocked around their longbows. The pose made them look as though they were praying to a deity, or begging for the mercy of their lord, then in unison every sentry shouted in Tekish:

“This humble servant greets His Royal Highness, Raptor of Tekezash, Lord of the Sapphire Sea!” Their voices boomed over the Generasi countryside.

“As you were, honourable warriors!” Prince Khalik called back. “As you were!”

“Yes, your Royal Highness!” the guards spoke as one, rising to their full heights—clicking their heels together. Most returned to patrolling, some still throwing quick glances at the prince’s companions.

Two moved toward the front stairs.

“We will escort you, your Highness.”

“Do not,” Prince Khalik said, his eyes following a trio of soldiers on the wall who whispered to each other before jogging toward a side entrance to the villa.

“As you command, Royal Highness!” The two guards abruptly halted, their faces a mask, though their eyes flicked to his companions before they marched back to their posts.

Prince Khalik sighed, shaking his head and facing his friends with an apologetic look. “Forgive my servants. They are loyal, eager, and zealous when it comes to protecting my family, but unfortunately, that can also result in complicated matters like nearly skewering my friends with arrows on such a beautiful morning.”

Alex released a tensely held breath, discovering the others had been doing the same.

Thundar’s shoulders slumped. “My man, I thought I was about to be turned into leather. Can you imagine that? My as—” He caught himself, looking down at Selina, “—my butt survives Cretalikon, Kaz-Mowang, and the wrath of like ten thousand demons only to get skewered by your guards? What a rough way to die.”

“Yes, that would be rather unfortunate,” Isolde said, the colour returning to her face. “Though I suppose it is one way to remove the cobwebs on a groggy morning.”

“I’d take a cup of hot coffee over that,” Alex said grimly.

“Or a quick morning run,” Theresa added.

“I just want to go back to bed,” Selina said nervously.

“A wise… decision,” Claygon said, his voice similar to that of the bard who’d performed at Selina’s birthday party. “Arrow skewering… can make one go back to sleep… likely forever.”

He let out a stilted, uncanny laugh, and Brutus whimpered.

“Aahhhh, this morning is starting off even worse than I’d imagined, and that is something of a challenge,” Khalik grumbled nodding toward the villa. “Come, let us go and try not to be killed on the way to the front doors. No doubt my mother and father already know we are here, if those guards running to the side door were any clue.”

With a glance at the sky—where Najyah was circling and spiralling through the air, her high-pitched call reaching him—the prince directed them to follow him toward the polished stone villa looming ahead, rising three stories in the air. The red tile roof looked new, like it had been replaced recently, and formal gardens—surrounding a wide gazebo of marble bricks and whitewashed wood—were immaculate.

While the estate wasn’t quite as big as Patrizia DePaolo’s, it was in impeccable condition, looking even more pristine than the fine residence owned by Isolde’s cousin. Of course, there was a reason for such an extra level of care.

“Is all of this actually for rent?” Selina asked, marvelling at the villa’s columns towering over its porch. They were sculpted in the shapes of dryads, unicorns, and griffins. “People really don’t live here all the time?”

“They do not,” Isolde explained. “There are wizards and members of the Generasi aristocracy who keep property in the countryside while living in the city proper. Some use their country homes as getaways and hunting lodges, but the most enterprising keep them well-maintained and available for short-term rental. Of course, such accommodations are only available to the wealthiest of those who visit Generasi, such as archwizards, merchant princes⁠—”

“—or royalty,” Prince Khalik added, a somewhat apologetic tone in his voice.

“Indeed, or royalty,” Isolde confirmed.

“That’s really cool, having two homes.” Selina craned her neck as they passed a fountain shooting jets of water high in the air.

“Seems wasteful if you ask me,” Theresa grunted. “To leave an entire villa empty for most of the year until someone comes along to use it as an inn… something about that makes my head spin.”

“I’d probably be spinning too… If I wasn’t so insanely jealous right now,” Thundar said, his hooves clopping along the flagstones on the veranda. The air cooled as they entered the shade. “Not gonna lie, if I had like five houses? I’d do something like this in a heartbeat.”

“Well that’s one way to drive up the price of villas in Generasi,” Alex said, chuckling to himself.

It was strange having a conversation like this. Very strange.

A year ago, when they’d first come out here to visit Patrizia DePaolo’s villa, such ideas would have seemed as fantastical as imagining the sun turning blue. It was stunning. Things were so different back then, if he really thought about it. For one, their trip to Isolde’s cousin’s estate had been a long—and somewhat pricey—journey from campus by sky-gondola.

The ride, while scenic and relaxing—except from poor Brutus’ point of view, since he’d spent much of his time trying not to look down—had taken a good bit of time.

But, this morning, coming out to the countryside was as quick and easy as having everyone gather at Alex’s apartment in the insula, where he’d cast Planar Doorway in a long chain from campus to the countryside. Between him and the aeld staff—he’d infused Planar Doorway into its core—they’d only needed a few brief pauses along the way to allow him and the staff to recover their mana.

Then, they’d teleported again, making the rest of the trip in another quick chain of jumps.

Travel time had dropped by an order of magnitude, and travelling from place to place would get even faster when he mastered more teleportation spells, and the Traveller’s power. Of course, there was that one awkward hitch when they were nearly killed by Khalik’s guards when they’d suddenly appeared in the courtyard, but he hadn’t expected they would get there so early.

And if Alex had wanted to use it, he had a new method to transport them out of there… one he was just exploring.

‘It’s ironic,’ he thought as they approached the double doors ahead of them. ‘Last year, as pretty as it was out here, was also as dangerous as it was out here. Most folk in these parts and in the city were worrying about the mana vampire, and—even after we killed it—the Ravener’s clawed monsters were still lurking about.’

Alex tried to put himself back in the headspace he was in at the time, remembering coming out to the countryside with the threat of monsters lurking in the shadows, and behind every tree. Back then, most of his friends were in first year, and almost all the fighting they were doing was in the Barrens of Kravernus under Baelin’s protection, supervision, and guidance.

He’d remembered the fear that lived in the back of his mind then… but now?

Now here they were, standing before a set of doors that Khalik’s parents likely waited behind. They were either ready to enter third year, or their fourth year of university. Some of them could cast fourth-tier spells, while the rest of the cabal could cast third-tier.

Theresa had grown as a warrior. She was devastating against opponents, and at times, she was even beating veteran Watchers of Roal when they faced her in pairs. Claygon had evolved; he now wielded a war-spear pried from the dead claws of a greater demon.

Together, they’d all fought in the Hells, and were readier than ever for anything the world could throw at them.

‘Ironic,’ Alex thought as Khalik neared the door. ‘Last year we needed a safe way to navigate the countryside and didn’t have access to one. Now, there’s very few monsters living out here that we wouldn’t be able to handle… and yet, we can easily get around with teleportation, and the countryside’s so much safer. Maybe ironic isn’t the right word, maybe I should say it’s just plain crazy how much life has changed for us… and now we’re about to meet a real king and queen like it’s just another day.’

Prince Khalik smoothed his clothes, looking at his friends. “How do I look?”

“Fine, as you have the last fourteen times you asked that question,” Isolde said. “You must be more secure in yourself.”

“Alright, then. Well, let us⁠—”

“One minute, how do I look?” Isolde said, smoothing her hair and calf-length silk dress. From her satchel she took out a mirror, quickly checking her teeth. “You are fine, Khalik, we are the ones who will be meeting visiting royalty for the first time. How do we look? Are there any aspects of decorum that we should be aware of? Is there⁠—”

“Isolde, please, just be yourself, address my mother or father as ‘Your Majesty,’ do not insult them, and speak with respect. If you do not trust a joke you are about to make, then do not make it. You will be fine.” He smiled. “There is a reason I brought you all with me today.”

“Your mother and father won’t cut off our heads if we make them mad, will they?” Selina asked.

“Of course not!” Khalik looked mortified. “They are not bloodthirsty warlords, young one. They raised me with kindness, and they will treat my friends with the same kindness as well. I guarantee that is the way they treated my friends in Tekezash.”

“Your friends who are probably nobles,” Alex pointed out. “And not an untrustworthy, alchemist, commoner and his war-golem⁠—”

“—a big, hulking minotaur—” Thundar added.

“—a random hunter from a backwater town,” Theresa jumped in.

“—and me,” Selina finished.

“Listen, listen, my parents will not judge you,” Khalik said. “You are my closest friends here, and I don’t have such poor judgement to form bonds with untrustworthy brigands. You will not embarrass yourselves or me, and my parents—if they trust my judgement in choosing peers as they always have—will not mistreat you.”

“And is that why you didn’t bring Sinope and Grimloch?” Thundar’s voice dropped to a whisper.

“As I said, Sinope will have her own meeting with them on another day after I have told them what is between us. As for Grimloch?” An uncomfortable look crossed his face. “Well, better my parents have warning first. Now, enough talk, if we stand out here any longer, I will begin to set roots in the earth.”

With that, he raised his hand toward the door knocker.

The sturdy doors flew open before he could use it.


Chapter 38


The Prince



“This humble servant greets His Royal Highness, Raptor of Tekezash, Lord of the Sapphire Sea!” a woman in silk robes cried in Tekish, mirroring the salute offered by the guards outside.

“This humble servant greets His Royal Highness, Raptor of Tekezash, Lord of the Sapphire Sea!” shouted a small army of servants filling the entrance hall, each bowing with hands clasped before them in supplication.

The servants, who were ringed by guards—bowed in salute to their prince—all were clad in high-collared silken robes or gowns in muted tones. Alex realised that every last one of them wore finer clothing than the magistrate or richest citizens in Alric.

He was suddenly a little numb. Even when Khalik had first told him about his background, or even when he’d seen the guards’ reaction outside, it hadn’t hit him this hard.

His friend, Khalik, was royalty, and everything that the title meant.

He wasn’t just some rich man, or powerful wizard, but a lord descended from a bloodline of monarchs. Alex had never considered what that truly meant before. That most people, and an entire country at that, completely deferred to Khalik.

Something about the thought made him feel a little strange as he acknowledged that there was a lot about his close friend’s life that he didn’t know, never would know, or even understand.

Judging by Thundar’s stiff stance, and Theresa and Selina’s guarded body language, it seemed they’d also come to the same conclusions. Isolde, however, simply stood in the lavish space as proud and poised as ever.

The prince, on the other hand, looked anything but comfortable.

He waved a hand at the servants with a mix of weariness and tension, and the glance he threw at his friends was almost awkward. “This prince greets you and beseeches you to be as you were,” he said to the servants, his voice commanding. “Have my parents arrived yet, Tiz?”

As one, the servants rose from their bowed positions and scattered, returning to their duties as commanded. Only the doorwoman—Tiz—and a couple of guards remained with the prince.

The former lowered her head. “My apologies, my prince, but their majesties have not yet arrived, though we expect them within the hour. Shall we escort you and your guests to the parlour for refreshments and music while you wait? It is quite cold here, so I can have the servants start a fire for you if you wish. Beauteous Maraki is in residence already and her skill with krar has improved to be even loftier than before you departed for your studies, my lord.”

“Where will my parents be arriving?”

“In the courtyard, sir. Her majesty wanted to arrive when the sun was still high.”

“Mother has definitely not changed, then.” Khalik smiled, squinting up at the clear sky. “As much as I look forward to Maraki’s song, I think some fresh air will do me good. We will wait in the gazebo.”

“Yes, sir. Then I will have an honour guard accompany you to the garden.”

Khalik quickly held up his hand. “That will not be necessary, Tiz. There are more guards on the walls than there are stones in the courtyard.”

An expression of surprise briefly crossed the servant’s face—along with a slight widening of her eyes, a stiffening of her cheeks, and a glance at those behind him—before she lowered her head. “As you say, Your Highness. Some servants to attend to your needs, then?”

“No, thank you, Tiz.”

She paused. “As you will, my prince… Perhaps a pair of attendants to warm or cool you with hot stones or fans?”

“No, thank you,” Khalik’s refusal was firmer.

“Should… refreshments be brought outside, sir?”

“N—” Khalik was about to decline, when he turned to his friends. “Do you want anything?”

“I would be most grateful for your hospitality, Your Royal Highness,” Isolde said, drawing a mournful look from the prince.

“Yeah, it’s gonna be a hot one, so thanks,” Thundar agreed.

Isolde and the servant both gave him a sharp look, catching the fact that he hadn’t used the proper honourfic when he’d addressed the prince, but neither pointed out the lapse.

“Then some drinks and other refreshments… but no music for now,” Khalik said. “We’ll be in the garden.”

The servant bowed in salute once more. “Might I again humbly suggest an honour guard of perhaps ten, Your Royal Highness?” the doorwoman said, giving Khalik’s companions a quick once over.

“No, no honour guard, Tiz.” Khalik’s tone was final as he stepped away from the door. “Just the refreshments.”

“As you will it, Your Royal Highness.”

Before the servant could offer anything else, the prince turned, took long strides away from the door, and sprinted away from the veranda and toward the gazebo. His friends followed, giving each other curious looks.

Isolde glared at Thundar. “You let your formality slip, Son of Gulbiff. Your decorum to royalty is incredibly wanting.”

“Look, I’ll talk all formal and proper to Khalik’s parents,” the minotaur fired back. “But my friend Khalik once asked us to treat him like we always did. And he didn’t ask us to change that today, so I’m gonna honour what he wants.”

“Gratitude,” Khalik said with relief. “I will ask the same of you, Isolde. You are my friends, not my subjects. I came to you in Generasi as an equal, and I would see that we still treat each other as such.”

The young noblewoman gave him a scandalised look, as though he’d just asked her to stand on her head in her pajamas in the middle of campus. But, after a moment’s consideration, she nodded. “As you will it, Khalik.”

Alex burst out laughing, while the prince glared at her.

“Truly? A joke at my expense? Now?” he scowled.

“I normally do so, do I not? I am simply acting as I normally do,” she said, her blue eyes widening as though she was the most innocent person in the world.

Alex laughed harder.

Khalik muttered to himself as he stomped into the gazebo.

Wrought iron benches and single chairs that everyone, except Claygon and Khalik, threw themselves into, surrounded a marble table. Claygon took a position by the entrance, all four arms crossed, standing on guard like their personal sentry.

The guards of Tekezash watched him and their prince with equal measure. Even as his friends relaxed around him, the prince paced back and forth with his hands clasped behind his back, covering the length of the gazebo. He kept mumbling in Tekish, watching the middle of the courtyard.

Alex had seen mice that were less nervous in the face of a barnyard full of cats.

“Come and sit, man.” He leaned forward—he was wedged comfortably between Selina and Theresa—pointing to a chair at the table. “Seriously, man, you’re making your guards dizzy with all that pacing, and you’re making me dizzy!”

“What if they do not like Sinope?” The prince looked directly at him, tension in his face. “She is the most wonderful woman in the world to me, but what if they do not see it? What if they do not understand the ways of her and her people?”

“It’ll be—” Alex started.

“What if they reveal my identity?” Khalik’s anxious mind went to another subject like a flitting bird. “They could, you know, entirely by accident. Then, the next thing you know, the entire city knows that I am a prince of a grand realm who then finds himself drowning in toadies and sycophants!”

“I—” Isolde was about to speak, then paused. “I would say not to worry about such things, but my position attracted Derek—as well as a veritable menagerie of other losers.” She sniffed.

Theresa looked at her sharply. “I haven’t seen people begging you for favours.”

“That is because I drove the chaff off in my first year, in no uncertain terms. They were far too cowardly to withstand even the weakest of verbal barbs.”

“Hear that, Khalik?” Thundar grinned. “That’s the solution: just start being really nasty to everyone you meet.”

“Hmph, just the chaff, Thundar,” Isolde insisted.

“Well, I would be far happier not having to drive anyone off every few steps,” Khalik scoffed. “Then… there is the matter of Greymoor… and the dangers there. People are talking about it.”

At this, the group fell into a grim silence.

“Look, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Thundar said. “Those guys were idiots—every last one of them—they seemed to think what we do is easy. I feel bad for ’em, sure, but… look, they knew the risks and they got bit. Badly.”

“Yes, but will my parents see a difference?” Khalik asked.

“Your parents were the ones who sent you to Generasi to build character, Khalik,” Alex said. “I don’t think they’d suddenly hold you back just because of some isolated danger.”

“I am not so sure…” Khalik mused. “I do not think they would simply command me to come home like a child—and I would refuse if they did—but I do think that there is a chance they would worry. Perhaps wrongly. Perhaps rightfully. I do not consider throwing myself against the legions of the Hells abnormal anymore, so I am not sure if my judgement is… sound.”

“What’re you guys talking about?” Selina asked, frowning. “What happened?”

“Oh, right… I guess I didn’t tell you about that,” Alex said. “A bunch of wizards have been going to Thameland to get dungeon cores. But… most of them weren’t as prepared as they needed to be.”

“I guess from where they were standing, harvesting cores looked easy. It seems they thought that since we got them, they could do it too.” Theresa’s expression darkened. “But, it’s not easy. And they found that out the hard way.”

“Many… died,” Claygon added.

“Oh! Oh no.” Selina went pale. “Those poor people.”

“Some of them, I do mourn,” Isolde said. “But others were profiteers who heard about the cores and their value and simply rushed ahead without preparation. I will also say that if I shed tears for every individual who lost their lives to monsters because they made the choice to act while unprepared, I would be crying eternally.”

“You’re like ice, Isolde,” Thundar said.

“I am merely practical.”

“Well, let us not speak too much on the subject when my parents arrive, shall we?” Khalik pleaded. “I do not wish to give them reason to panic.”

“Listen, Khalik,” Alex pushed. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. Come on, man, at this rate, you’re going to drop dead of a heart attack before they even get here.”

“And what empirical evidence do you have that things will be ‘fine’?” Isolde asked.

“Thanks, Isolde, thanks.” He glared at her. “Let’s make my reassurances less assuring.”

“The truth is important.”

“Not if it kills him,” Thundar said.

“You do look like you are ready to dig a grave for yourself.” Theresa looked at the cold sweat beading on Khalik’s brow.

“I assure you that I am not,” the prince insisted. “For one, I would need a shovel. No wait, I am an earth mage. Problem solved! I shall start the gravesite right away.”

“Your parents… will not kill you,” Claygon pointed out. “The grave… you won’t need it. But, you would be tired from using magic… to dig the grave.”

The prince stared at Claygon. “You know what… you’re right. They will not kill me.”

“I’m glad… you’ve come to that conclusion.” The golem peered into the sky. “Najyah… looks excited… perhaps you should follow her lead.”

In the blue sky, Najyah swooped, drawing circles and figure eights through the air as she had all morning. She cried out again and again, frightening birds out of nearby trees.

Khalik gave her a flinty look. “I’ll tell you something about my father. He spoils her unrelentingly,” he said distastefully. “She is not excited to see my parents, she is excited for treats, that treacherous, gluttonous bird!”

“He spoils her?” Alex asked, thinking back to the prank Najyah had pulled on her master when they’d first met him in the beastarium. The eagle had pretended to be lost in the forest, then when he and Khalik had gone searching for her, they’d found her lying on the ground, not moving, like she was dead. Then, when they got closer and were panicked enough, she’d shot up, screeching and flapping, scaring both Khalik and him out of ten years of life.

He shook his head. “The whole ‘spoils her’ thing explains a lot.”

As they watched Najyah celebrate her impending food-coma, servants began streaming from the villa, pulling silver carts laden with carafes of wine, cheeses, flatbreads stuffed with different fillings, golden bowls of sliced fruit chilled in ice, and fresh tartare. Accompanying the food were half a dozen guards who claimed to be guarding the food under Tiz’s orders, but were clearly there to ensure the safety of their prince.

At this, Khalik merely sighed and allowed it, too defeated to argue.

Najyah swooped down, gorging on a bowl of tartare while attendants began serving Khalik and his friends before they could help themselves.

The food was delicious, melting in Alex’s mouth with every bite. Whoever the royal chef was, they had his compliments. His taste buds were happy that Khalik had said yes to refreshments.

Selina stared, wide-eyed at the sheer opulence of everything, shocked as an attendant stood near, continually refilling her glass with citrus punch the instant she took more than three sips.

“Do you live like this all the time in Tekezash?” she asked Khalik.

He smiled wryly. “Yes, this is my other life. It has strengths and wonders… but my life here with all of you has strengths and wonders too. And on the upside, it lets me put limits on a certain greedy chicken.” He glared as Najyah continued gorging on raw meat. “Bird, I swear, if you grow too fat to fly, then I shall sell you at the market with a smile on my face. And I will not insist on too high a price⁠—”

Something tingled in Alex’s senses.

It was coming from the centre of the courtyard. “Guys, I feel teleportation magic.”

The prince took a deep breath. “So it begins. Alright, my friends, get some last bites for now. You are about to meet the king and queen of Tekezash.”

With a cry, Najyah took to the air, soaring and diving, circling in excitement. Khalik glowered up at her.

“Treacherous bird. My father arrives, and so it’s out of sight, out of mind for me.”


Chapter 39


The Royals



As Alex spent more time with Hannah’s power, he also found that his senses for teleportation magic grew ever sharper.

Where he could feel when someone was using teleportation spells before, and guess roughly where they would appear, now, he could also sense where they were coming from.

Waves of heat drifted from the middle of the courtyard as if a window had been opened leading from a much hotter place. Vague floral scents, aromas of spices, incense, and sea water tickled his nostrils, and the image of a grand room somewhere distant briefly flashed in his vision.

He sensed that the teleportation magic originated from somewhere far south, and—with more practise—he might even be able to guess how far away an origin point was.

The magic peaked and something drew closer, travelling across the planes.

Nine figures suddenly materialised in the courtyard.

The first was a tall and lanky wizard suffused in teleportation magic, he was accompanied by eight guards. Striking white dreadlocks flowed down narrow shoulders, bushy brows protruded from a smooth forehead, and his snow-white robes nearly matched his locks. Only the colour of his slippers stood in bold contrast to his garb and hair—deep golden and sparkling—as they hovered above the earth while the wizard floated a few inches above it.

Teleportation magic flared again as he muttered the words of his spell and vanished, leaving the guards behind.

Without hesitating and with practiced discipline, the warriors spread out, moving to establish a perimeter around the centre of the courtyard. These were large men and women, who moved with the smoothness of graceful fighters. Mana emanated from each piece of armour and weaponry they carried, some wielding long polearms that looked to be a cross between a knife-edged spear, and a wizard’s staff.

These guards were likely the king and queen’s battle mages, and beside them stood warriors whose armour bore the holy symbols of Tekezash’s pantheon.

War priests.

Alex let out a low whistle. Since coming to Generasi, he’d seen more warriors, war mages, and warrior priests than the average Thamelander would ever see in their entire life, but he still marvelled at how impressive and intimidating these royal protectors looked.

It wasn’t surprising that the finest security accompanied the monarchs, and proof of that came when the wizard appeared and disappeared four more times, transporting a total of forty elite warriors to the courtyard. They joined the other guards, spreading out, taking strategic positions until they formed a ring of enchanted steel and death. They watched Khalik’s group approaching, remaining as still as statues.

In their midst, the teleporter drew a deep breath, his voice booming, “Heralding their majesties, King Aksuma Behr-Medr and Queen Ishtar Behr-Medr!”

He abruptly vanished.

“Here we go,” Khalik whispered, drawing himself up to his full height.

Alex imagined what the prince’s parents might look like. Would his father simply be a larger, older version of Khalik, impossibly more muscular and imposing? He could imagine that his mother must be a beauty. A queen that one read or heard about in fairy tales and bards’ tales, where queens and princesses were always ‘the most beautiful woman in the world.’

The teleportation magic flared again, interrupting Alex’s thoughts, and the objects of his imaginings appeared in the courtyard a heartbeat later, flanking the wizard… and completely surprising the young Thameish wizard.

Both were tall and lean—which he’d presumed that they would be considering Khalik’s height—with the prince’s mother being as tall as Isolde and having a willowy build, while his father nearly matched Khalik’s height. But that’s where the physical similarities ended. Unlike his son, King Aksuma didn’t look like he spent too much time, if any, sculpting his body. He was a thin man who looked like he’d be far more at home handling books, than heavy weights.

Their physiques had already shattered Alex’s preconceived ideas, but their clothing then dashed any notions he’d conjured in his mind of how the monarchs would be dressed. In his imagination—the king and queen—were wearing clothing of spun gold, with gems dripping from every inch of fabric. He’d also thought they’d have golden crowns on their heads that were so big, that… well, they’d probably snap the necks of anyone wearing them.

The king and queen were actually dressed far more plainly. While platinum bracers encircled their forearms, their clothing was muted and spun from fabrics like linen or cotton, not gold threads. At first glance, they looked like the sort of garb that any traveller would wear, but a closer look showed something more. Their clothes were tailored with precision, with better detailed than the custom tailored clothing Baelin or the city counsellors who frequented his bakery, wore.

Selina gasped softly, interrupting his train of thought.

He followed her gaze to Queen Ishtar, focusing on her face. A long scar ran from the left side of her chin, stretching all the way down her neck.

It looked like a burn.

‘That’s odd,’ he thought. ‘The kind of healing miracles that any king or queen would have access to could easily fix a scar like that. Maybe she wants to keep it… I wonder why?’

Before he could dwell further, Prince Khalik stepped forward and bowed, giving his parents the same salute the servants had given him. Isolde curtsied deeply, and the others—as though pulled from a trance—bowed and curtsied in deference.

“King Aksuma and Queen Ishtar!” the royal guards shouted in unison. “Long may they reign!”

“My son. It is so good to see you.” Queen Isthar stepped forward, her smile lighting up her face. Alex found himself mentally aplogising to the bards who kept calling every queen ‘the most beautiful woman in the world,’ because when Khalik’s mother smiled, it was like the sun had come out.

“And it has been too long.” She pulled her son from his bow, wrapping him in a tight hug and kissing his forehead. “Much, much too long.”

“It has, Mother.” Khalik hugged her back. “Indeed it has.”

King Aksuma clapped a hand on his son’s shoulder. The first words out of his mouth were: “Have you been feeding Najyah well?”

With a wry smile, Khalik emerged from his mother’s hug. “Najyah would not have it any other way, Father.”

The queen rolled her eyes. “Truly, Akkie? You ask about the bird before you greet your own son properly?”

“Look at him.” He squeezed Khalik’s shoulder. “The man is an ox. I can see he is eating well. So I ask about Najyah, and now that I know, we can go back home and away from this icy weather, as far as I am concerned,” the king joked, wrapping himself in his cloak and shuddering. “It has been some time since I have ventured so far north. I had actually forgotten how devilishly cold the gods made these climes.”

Alex’s eyebrows rose. ‘I wonder what he’d think of the weather in Thameland.’

“With respect, Father.” Khalik glanced up at Najyah, who was flying toward them as though all the world depended on her arrival. “You are spoiled, and you have ruined Najyah as well. Remember that I will have to deal with her gluttonous nature when you depart. You do not make life easy for me.”

“And I also spoil Sembrouthes’ familiar, and when he is wed, I will do the same to his children.” King Aksuma smiled proudly. “And when I am finished ruining your elder brother’s heirs, I will do the same to you when you are wed and have children of your own, as is my right as king and grandfather.”

For a moment, an uncomfortable look passed over Khalik’s face, but his father didn’t seem to notice; he was too busy smiling up at a certain diving eagle.

The queen, however, was watching Khalik closely, and raised an eyebrow.

As though punctuating the king’s point, Najyah fluttered from the sky and landed on Khalik’s shoulder, nuzzling her head in the king’s waiting hand. The scowl of dismay on the prince’s face was so obvious, that Alex almost burst out laughing.

“See this?” Khalik gestured to his familiar. “Here she is, using me as a perch while she nuzzles you.”

“Because she misses me,” King Aksuma said proudly, reaching into his belt pouch and feeding Najyah bits of meat. “And you are built like a mountain, so she might as well use you as a perch instead of breaking one of my poor shoulders.”

“Aha! So you admit that she can become overly round, like she was on her way to being before we left home!” Khalik gestured to the bird. “Then—I beg of you—Father, please don’t spoil her while you are here.”

“I cannot promise you anything.”

“Khalik.” Queen Ishtar’s gaze had shifted from her son to the group behind him. “Did you remove your manners from your memory to make room for your many lessons in magic? Introduce us to your friends!”

“Apologies, Mother, I was trying to stop Father from ruining my familiar.” The prince gestured to his companions. “These are the members of my cabal—Alex Roth, Thundar, Son of Gulbiff; Lady Isolde Von Anmut—and my friends Selina Roth, Claygon, Theresa Lu and her protector, Brutus.”

Again, Alex and his companions bowed, with Isolde, Theresa, and Selina curtseying; the young noblewoman had reminded everyone—except Khalik, of course—how to properly bow and curtsey to royalty.

King Aksuma took in all of Khalik’s friends… and then immediately shifted his attention to Brutus. “By the gods, this is a most handsome beast. Absolutely fabulous!” He kneeled down—much to Najyah’s protests—and offered him some of her meat. The eagle protested even louder.

He glanced at Theresa. “May I?”

She cleared her throat. “Er, yes, your majesty.”

The cerberus gave the familiar a look that Alex thought seemed to taunt her, then immediately padded over to the king as though they’d been best friends all their lives.

With a touch of bitterness, Alex remembered how long it had taken the hound to even give him the time of day.

He and Najyah exchanged a look.

“Thank you, your majesty, I think he’s fabulous too.” The huntress bowed her head.

“Yes indeed. I can see he is well loved and well cared for.” He looked at Theresa closely. “Would he happen to be your familiar.”

She shifted her weight. “No, your majesty.”

Alex looked away, concentrating on keeping his face blank.

“Ah, a pity.” King Aksuma turned back to Brutus.

The queen sighed. “I apologise for my husband. Keeping and taming beasts is something between a hobby and an obsession with him. He has no less than three familiars back home.”

“Who I did not bring,” he said defensively, petting two of the cerberus’ heads. “I would not divide my attention from Najyah that way since I have not seen her for so long.” He smiled up at the eagle. “Your mother is well, by the way.”

Najyah made a soft, cooing sound.

Khalik made a choking noise. “Again? Did you come to visit me, or Najyah, Father?”

“Why not both?” the king said innocently. “A king must love all of his people. Can he not love his son, and his son’s familiar? I watched you both grow up, after all.”

The queen rolled her eyes, giving Khalik’s friends another apologetic look. “I swear, he can be serious. I swear it.”

“Animal husbandry is a fine hobby, your majesties,” Isolde said.

“No, do not say that, it will go to his head, which will make it much too swollen for his crown,” the queen said.

Alex wasn’t sure if laughing at the king’s head was grounds for beheading, so he simply smiled.

“Yeah, your m-majesties, I uh, well… I…” Stammered a tongue-tied Thundar.

“Oh my,” the queen laughed. “Well aren’t you positively adorable?”

Beneath his fur, Alex was sure Thundar had turned redder than a cranberry.

Mercifully—for the minotaur—the queen shifted her attention, looking down at Selina. She gave the young girl another sunny smile. “Well, I can see here is one with a spark. If I remember correctly, ‘Roth’ has a Rhinenean origin, meaning red. Like flowers or flame or the sun. Selina, I believe, has something to do with the heavens, brightness, and serenity. You have a beautiful name, my child. Like a heavenly flame.”

Selina stammered. “T-thanks, your majesty.” She quickly looked down.

Alex inwardly cringed.

Khalik looked stricken, talking fast, “Let us go inside, shall we? The day is cold.”

“Yes, that is an excellent idea!” King Aksuma said, drawing his cloak tighter around himself.

The queen looked at Selina for a long moment. “Come, let us go in. I have a great need to know all the things you have been up to, Khalik. As well as news of the upcoming Games of Roal.”

Her eyes finally left Selina as everyone followed the royals inside.


Chapter 40


Another Beginning to the Games



“Ihave to tell you, it has been far too long since we have seen the Games of Roal,” King Aksuma said, feeding Najyah. “The last time we saw them was when Sembrouthes was here attending the university… What a spectacular sight they were. I was so impressed by them that we started an annual contest for our young people to test their strength against each other. It truly helps the young ones build hardiness.”

He paused, as if lost in a memory before continuing, “I remember there were a great many unique beasts on display at those Games.” He laughed. “But there is one particularly fond memory I have of a colourful fellow who folk paid to wrestle bear-mammoths.”

“You mean Mad Stan, your majesty?” Alex asked.

The king snapped his fingers. “Mad Stan, yes! How could I forget his name? Is he still a fixture at the Games?”

“Well, your majesty, he was there last year, and people were still paying him to wrestle his bear-mammoths.”

“Ah, that is delightful! His event alone is well worth the visit!” The king laughed.

A servant knocked on the door, entering when the queen granted permission.

The group was in a sitting room, relaxing on thick, down-stuffed couches, and enjoying light refreshments.

As Tiz entered, she gave a deep bow. “Your Majesties, the meal will be ready shortly.”

“Wonderful!” Queen Ishtar clapped once. “You and your friends will be joining us, of course.” She looked at Khalik, who looked at the others, and they quickly agreed.

Alex wasn’t about to say no to stuffing himself on more food prepared by the royal chef, while also supporting his good friend. It was a win-win, no matter how he looked at it.

“Your majesties,” Isolde said. “How long will you be staying in Generasi?”

“You are a very well-mannered, young lady, my dear,” the queen complimented her. “We will be staying until the end of the Games.” She gave Khalik a pointed look. “And you will not be ignoring us while we are here, Khalik.”

“I would not dream of it, Mother,” the prince said.

“Mhmmm,” she sniffed. “We have heard that before, my son. When we visited Sembrouthes, he spent more time with his friends than he did with the parents who he hadn’t seen in over a year. He also said he would not ignore us, but this time, we came prepared.

“We have a powerful weapon to thwart any notion of, ‘I am much too busy for Mother and Father today,’ that might take over your mind.” Khalik’s mother smiled like sunlight breaking through the clouds after a storm ended.

His father grinned, seeming to be enjoying himself as he watched his son.

“His name is Roba,” she continued. “He is the very skilled and discrete teleportation wizard who brought us here from Tekezash. Fortunately for us and for you, Khalik, his time is ours for the duration of our visit, so we can move around as freely as we desire.” As his wife spoke, King Aksuma seemed to be fighting laughter. “Which means that even though we are staying out here in the countryside, we can easily visit you. And we will… A lot. After all, we have two years to make up for, and at least another two where we will hardly see you while you continue your studies.”

Khalik smiled helplessly. “Well, that is good, Mother, but remember that I will have things to do⁠—”

“Two years, Khalik.” She looked at him with very wide eyes. “You would not abandon your mother, would you?”

His father turned away, his body almost vibrating as he tried to stifle his laughter.

“I… I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said.

He glanced at his friends, as though drawing on their presence for strength, and then he looked back at his mother. “Actually, I have someone I wish for you to meet. She lives in the Generasi countryside.”

His mother raised an eyebrow. “She?”

Isolde exchanged a look with Khalik, and Alex noticed Queen Ishtar catch that look.

Alex couldn’t help but think there was fire in those eyes.
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The Games of Roal’s opening ceremony began just before noon, they’d been favoured with weather equally as perfect as last year’s.

A teeming crowd gathered in the school’s stadium, overflowing into seats outside. Teams of wizards floated in the air, creating giant illusions to display the opening ceremony for those outside the arena.

This year, though, there weren’t as many undercover guards blending in with the crowd as there had been during the previous Games. Overall, there were still plenty of Watchers and Generasi guards patrolling on foot and through the skies, but less than in the days of Leopold and the chaos he’d unleashed on Generasi. Watchers hovered over the stadium, but this year they weren’t hunting a demon summoner, though they were ready for whatever may come.

The mood in the air was freer, a welcome change from last year when the tension in the crowd was so high. Folk were more relaxed, yet a melancholy tinged their excitement.

Alex sat with his own memories of last year’s Games.

He was in the stadium with most of his friends: Thundar, Theresa, Selina, Claygon, and Isolde. Khalik and Sinope were noticeably missing, though Kybas was sitting nearby.

The actual little goblin—not Selina—was throwing the occasional glance in his direction.

Everyone’s attention turned to the stadium floor as horns trumpeted, announcing the beginning of the opening ceremony.

A line of Watchers of Roal walked along a long red carpet, bearing a longsword lying in the centre of a litter, its blade shining in the sunlight. The scabbard beside it looked to be crafted of gleaming fish scales.

Theresa shook her head.

“What is it?” Alex whispered.

“Roal’s sword,” Theresa whispered back. “When they brought it out last year it looked like the most powerful sword in the world. But, honestly? Now I think the Twinblade could give it a run for its coin. That’s the thing, Alex. I have swords as powerful as hers.”

“Yeah, you do,” he said with pride. “It really changes your perspective, doesn’t it?”

The precious sword was taken to a central platform that had been erected in the middle of the arena, where a tall glass cauldron filled with seawater—according to the announcement describing the opening events—rose.

A Watcher raised the sword high above his head, his voice booming over the crowds, “And so we open these Games of Roal, celebrating our founders’ life and her victory over the invading sea-demigod, Oreca!”

A circle of Watchers surrounding the central stage drew their swords, then drove their staves into the stones in a slow rhythm.

“In her name,” the Watcher holding Roal’s sword roared. “We celebrate the coming together of magic, might, and skill to battle the world’s dangers! The sword?”

“A weapon!” the Watchers roared in unison.

“The spell?”

“A weapon!” they roared again.

With that, the warrior on stage turned the sword, plunging the blade into the seawater. It slipped into the liquid without a splash. He released the hilt and—by magic—the water clung, holding it firmly in place, hilt facing the sky.

“For the five days of these Games, the water will embrace Roal’s sword!” he declared. “Enjoyment to all spectators! And best fortune to all competitors! And honour to those who fell last year!”

Cheers rose from the crowd as they had the previous year, though they seemed more subdued than Alex remembered.

Another Watcher floated above the central platform: Gemini, the Leader of the Watchers. She looked grimly over the crowd from a single eye, her other eye socket obscured by a cerulean eyepatch, the image of a golden sword and staff embroidered in its centre.

Taking a deep breath, her enhanced voice boomed over the stadium, “The Games of Roal have always been a time for celebration of Roal’s triumph over Oreca, freeing the people of Generasi from his divine tyranny. But we do not pay enough homage to the many who sacrificed their lives assuring that Roal had a clear path to duel Oreca. Those who lost their lives battling his remaining priests after his fall, and those who helped to rebuild afterward.”

She pointed to illusions high above, they transformed, becoming moving depictions of those who’d lost their lives to the demon attack. “We will not make that same mistake again. This year, and for every year to come, we will remember. Today, we begin a new tradition and will start the Games of Roal with a moment of silence for those who lost their lives last year. May their names live on forever.”

Silently, she lowered her head.

The Watchers followed her example.

A hush fell over the crowd.

Alex said a mental prayer to the Traveller, ‘Please guide the fallen, if you can, just as you guide me, and as you guided Kelda.’

His mind fixed on the previous year, he looked around, combing through the crowds, almost expecting to see the figures of Amir, Leopold, Donovan, and Ursula lurking among them.

Thankfully, such a thing was impossible.

Leopold had cloaked himself in friendliness, but he’d really been a rabid cultist in league with Ezaliel. Now both he and his abyssal knight master were dead. For his misplaced aid to his friend, Amir now rotted behind prison walls, and would remain there for years to come. When he was finally freed, he’d be exiled from Generasi and could go where he wanted, if that meant journeying into the world to try and make something of the remainder of his life, so be it.

Alex saw no sign of Ursula and Donovan among the crowd, but—if he was in their shoes—for as long as he drew breath, he’d never come to the Games again.

He shook those thoughts away. Better to turn his mind to those who’d tried to save lives, than the one who’d cost them.

‘Hannah, again, help those who died during the battle with the demons,’ he thought. ‘And if you can, help those who are fighting the good fight wherever they are. Help those who sacrificed for what’s right… I know you know something about that. And uh… also please help us too. We’re going to give our all this year.’

With that slightly selfish addition to his prayer, the moment of silence ended, and his thoughts turned to the Games ahead.

He looked up at the VIP box, noting a conspicuous absence; Baelin’s seat was empty. He hadn’t seen much of the chancellor since their last quest into the Hells. For the time being, Baelin was too busy repaying favours to his cabal members.

Alex glanced up to the sky, wondering where among the stars the archwizard might be.

Was he battling some ancient entity?

Forging a new grand artefact?

Dealing with pantheons from worlds so far that Alex couldn’t even see their stars in the night sky? Such thoughts were humbling, but also startling, in a sense.

‘One day, I’ll master Hannah’s power, and one day we’ll finally put the Ravener down—then I want to explore the stars, just like Baelin does. And just like Hannah did,’ he thought. ‘It makes everything feel… so small.’

He imagined being as old as Baelin, dealing with gods and entities older than worlds, all while running a school for young wizards and caring for some of them like they were his own grandchildren.

How does he do it? How does he manage to look at someone like Alex—whose lifespan was less than a mayfly’s compared to the ages he’s lived—and feel that his problems mattered? Was it like a child finding an ant struggling to drag a grain of food to their hill, then deciding to help it along?

Would that be how he looked at the world one day, when he was old enough and powerful enough to travel from star to star as easily as most people go from their bedroom to their kitchen?

‘Hannah also travelled from world to world,’ he thought. ‘But in the end… what was important to her wasn’t all those many worlds with all of their wonders and magic and monsters… it was a tiny, average town called Alric.’

Alric didn’t have the shining towers of her home world. It didn’t have the great magics of Generasi or any of the magnificent worlds she’d written about in her journal.

Yet, she’d looked at that small town and its people, and decided they were worth her spending the rest of her life—that she could have used to travel anywhere across the planes—to fight for.

‘In the end, Thameland’s problems don’t really matter much to the people of Generasi,’ he thought. ‘But they matter to me, Theresa, Selina, and those I care about, and those who care about me. I suppose, what you choose to care about is what you choose to care about. Even if that’s prizes for winning competitions… and my friend’s time with his parents.’

Though Baelin was absent from the VIP box, Khalik and his parents were there, sitting among the richest and most highly placed of Generasi’s citizens. Sinope sat beside her partner, looking as regal as Khalik’s parents.

He hadn’t seen much of the prince since his parents arrived, so he hadn’t had the chance to get details about how their first meeting with Sinope went.

The curiosity was killing him, but he couldn’t do anything about that except be patient and wait.

When the time came, he’d be grilling Khalik like Officers Ferrero and Gustavo had grilled him when they were looking for the demon summoner.

For now, though, it was time to take a look at the prizes up for offer.


Chapter 41


Coins in Question



Alex and his friends moved from display to display, taking a look at the coveted prizes for the Games of Roal.

On a raised platform—behind magically reinforced glass guarded by squads of Watchers—were wonders that glittered in the morning light.

Or at least, what had seemed to be wonders.

There were multiple suits of full plate armour inlaid with gold and precious jewels on display as prizes for combat events; like the sky-joust and the Grand Melee. There were swords with jewelled hilts, weapons bearing glyphs with strong—and deadly—enchantments. Magical items like cloaks that kept one protected from harsh elements, and boots infused with glyphs of running enhancement were there to be presented to the winners.

Crowds moved around the platform—audience members and competitors alike—trying to catch a good glimpse of what the winners would be taking home this year. Their eyes shone with excitement and hope… and Alex was sure that he’d looked the same last year.

Now, though?

“Is it just me or do these look a little less…” Theresa looked around, lowering her voice, “You know…”

“Spectacular?” Alex offered.

“Yes, that’s it. It’s not that they look like they’re of lesser quality. I just remember thinking last year that what we could win were treasures that dragons would hoard in their caves like in legends and songs.”

“And now they seem unimpressive to you?” Isolde gave her a knowing look. “They seem about the same to me.”

It was true. Last year, Isolde and Khalik had been very unimpressed with the selection.

“Oh holy shit, I am so glad I entered these Games,” Alex had said, barely resisting the urge to press himself against the glass.

“Hm,” Khalik had said. “I thought there would be more. Some prize purses in the past have been much greater.”

“Truly,” Isolde had sniffed. “Even last year the prizes were superior.”

Thundar and Alex had looked at each other.

“You two really need a better idea of what ‘average wealth is’,” the minotaur had snorted, “This is a hell of a lot. Like a hell of a lot.”

“Agreed,” Theresa had gaped.

“Yeeeeah,” Alex had muttered.

Alex cringed at the irony of the memory.

Now, he was the one with a better idea of what ‘great wealth’ was, which had changed how the prizes looked in his eyes. Each of the items on display were well-crafted and radiated magic, to be sure, but by no means were they legendary artefacts that belonged in a dragon’s hoard.

He remembered the first time he’d stepped into the Whetstone Tavern and experienced the blinding auras of power surrounding the items in the barroom. Kyembe’s sword and hellfire-spewing ring, Ezerak’s curved blade, and Guntile’s stones had all blazed brighter than most prizes here put together.

Then there were the weapons his friends owned. Claygon’s war-spear, claimed from a greater demon and held comfortably in one hand as he examined a set of armour through the glass display—was far more deadly than any weapon on offer here. Theresa’s Twinblade definitely outclassed all the available prizes.

Alex shook his head, eyes drifting to cornucopias spilling rare magical fruits, herbs, and minerals. Last year, he’d thought those ingredients were worth a small fortune to alchemists… and they were, in a sense, but now, the emphasis would have to be on the word small.

The cornucopias’ contents were rare, but he suspected that even the smallest sample of shattered dungeon core could buy all those rare ingredients.

Twice over.

Then there were the prize purses, each was filled with what he used to think was a lot of gold. He remembered rushing to the section where the prizes for the Proxy Battles were.

“See that, Claygon?” He had pointed them out to the golem. “That’s what we’re going to be trying to win.”

He’d been so excited, gawking at all the coin.

Now, it was Claygon who was striding over to the Duel by Proxy prize purses to point them out to him.

“Are these… what we are competing for, Father? Three hundred and… fifty gold pieces for the light-weight division. Five hundred gold pieces for that… medium-weight division. One thousand for the… heavy-weight, and… fifteen hundred gold pieces for the super-heavy weight division. Is that… a lot of coin?”

“Uh… in a sense, yes, and it also depends,” Alex said quietly, well aware of the excitement among the other competitors. He couldn’t blame them. For most of the students, monster hunters, and others here, it was a lot of coin.

For the Alex Roth from last year, it was a fortune.

For the Alex Roth of today, it was basically pocket change.

Still, there was no reason to say that. It wouldn’t be right to start scoffing at the prize purses, like some rich snobby bastard from a bad play. The sort of character who always seemed to have more coin than most lords and sneered at impoverished orphans who got into wizarding schools.

‘It’s weird how often those characters come up in different plays,’ Alex thought. ‘And they always seem to be sneering, don’t they? Who’d do that? Just spend all day sneering. I wouldn’t sneer at anyone! Unless they deserved sneering at. Like McHarris. He definitely deserves sneering at. I’d sneer at him like it was a competitive sport. Wait now… do I actually hate this random baker from Alric more than the Ravener? By the Traveller, I really do have issues.’

“Alex…” Theresa whispered. “Am I getting out of touch?”

He burst out laughing. “That’s what I was thinking about myself, earlier!”

“What? It’s not funny!” she said. “These prizes are more than my family makes in about ten years, and here I am wondering if it was worth entering the tournament again this year. I feel ungrateful.”

“Now you are starting to see my perspective.” Isolde smiled, her smugness palpable. “These prizes are fine for what they are: offerings for events that centre on fun, glory, and entertainment, but they are hardly any life-changing amounts of coin here—What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Isolde… a couple of handfuls of gold coin changed Lucia’s life,” Alex pointed out. “Completely.”

“True, but that is different,” she explained. “They were the seeds to a fortune, but it was her decisions and luck that utterly changed her life. Folk look at these prizes as though they are the fortune themselves. For many, they are. In my view? They might be the seed… or even less. I imagine that—for Khalik—the disparity is even more pronounced.”

“Yeah, that’s actually a good point,” Alex agreed.

Thundar snorted, shaking his head. “I swear, I’m also thinking the same way. I’m turning into you and Khalik. All this stuff is impressing me a hell of a lot less than it did last year.”

“Indeed,” Isolde said. “Coin begets coin. You three are now rowing in a river of gold.” She nodded with approval. “With the way Alex is spending his coin building his businesses, it will likely be that the river will grow into an ocean of wealth with time.”

Her eyes fell on a massive chest filled with gold—the prize for the Grand Battle. “Even that sum seems unimpressive now, does it not?”

The sign below it showed the amount of coin in the chest.

22,500 gold pieces, a fraction of his regular income. He remembered asking if such an amount would have been enough to buy a castle last year… Now, he was almost a little embarrassed he’d asked that question in the first place, but only a little. He was growing. He’d come to Generasi to learn, build his magic, power, and fortune—after all—but he’d been very naive back then.

Khalik and Isolde had said it would barely be enough to afford a townhouse in Generasi, but now—being an owner of a townhouse in Generasi—he knew they were absolutely right. He’d only gotten his place at the low price that he had by way of blackmail and outwitting a bastard.

Last year, he’d told himself that he had to focus on acquiring the kind of wealth that the Watchers had on display here to impress the Generasi authorities. The more taken they were with him—and the more prominent of a figure he was—the less likely they’d toss him in a ship hold if his secret came out.

Now he’d actually outstripped what he’d hoped for, and even the tournament’s grand prize wasn’t impressive to him anymore. Sometimes, he even wondered if—already—some folk in the city would step forward to defend him if the Thameish church demanded that he be returned to Thameland against his will.

Still, it paid to be cautious at times, and he wasn’t quite ready to be exposed as the Fool of Thameland.

On a shelf above all the other prizes, was another chest holding fifteen thousand gold pieces. Rising from its centre was a wizard’s staff. The haft was pure platinum covered in glyphs, with a massive ruby as big as one of Selina’s fists, fixed in a scrolling setting sitting on top. Alex examined the glyphs, finding enchantments for Fireball spells, Lightning Bolt, Cone of Frost, Wall of Stone, Flame Wall, and Flame Scythe spells all built into them.

It was an expensive object, without question, costing more than the grand prize from the previous year, but it still didn’t match an aeld staff made from the living enchanted branch the aeld tree had granted him. His staff was both custom and customisable, and able to bloom and grow well into the future.

“Hey, Theresa, what’s the top prize for the Grand Land Hunt?” he asked her.

“Pretty much the same as last year: a quiver that never runs out of arrows and a hunting horn that can only be heard by people you want to hear it, to everyone else, it’s silent. And whoever hears it sees a clear image of whatever the person blowing the horn sees.”

“That’s actually not bad,” he said quietly. “That’s something worth getting, even if we don’t win this year.”

She gave him a fierce look. “We will win.”

“Yeah, with all the practical training we get, you’re right. We will win… and I’ve got a plan for Wolud this year.” His eyes sparked.

“You know what’s real funny?” Thundar whispered. “Kybas is going to help us make more coin than these prizes are even close to being worth.”

Isolde rolled her eyes, while Theresa shook her head, astounded. “It’s incredible how much things can change in a year.”

“Yeah, you got that right,” Alex said, thinking about their deal with Kybas.

He’d staked twenty thousand gold for betting, a sum that would hurt—a little—if he lost it, but could potentially explode into a fortune if he won. It was worth taking the chance. With enough winnings, he’d be able to advance his plans for the shipping business and speed up the timetable for buying another building.

He’d wanted to stake more, but twenty thousand was the betting limit for each event. Khalik had definitely grumbled about not being able to bet more, but Thundar and Theresa were nervous about losing that sum, so they’d only bet ten thousand gold apiece.

This year’s Games would be a nice way to go out.

‘This’ll probably be the last year we’ll be competing,’ he thought. ‘Next summer, Isolde will have graduated and the rest of us will be getting ready to go into fourth year. I’ll probably be looking for information in the Irtyshenan Empire and we’ll be even more focused on the Ravener, so I doubt we’ll have time for the Games. And if we did enter and won, we’d be taking prizes from people who they’d mean a lot more to. Besides, it’s better if gambling doesn’t become a habit. Do it once? We probably won’t get caught. Do it again? People might start asking a lot of questions.’

“Well, I shall enjoy seeing the lot of us take a win. Truly, to me, the competition and honour will be worth more than the gold at this point,” Isolde said. “Winning the Grand Battle will be a most glorious crown jewel to my final summer as an undergraduate. So, come, let us enjoy some of the grounds before we meet up with Khalik.”

“Can we go see our stall first?” Selina asked. “You kept saying it was a surprise, Alex.”

“Yeah, that’s because it is.” He grinned. “It’s spectacular, and I didn’t want to ruin the surprise by revealing it before it was ready.”


Chapter 42


Mad Stan’s Fear



To reach Alex’s little surprise, he and his companions travelled through an ocean of pavilions and stands covering the tournament grounds. They squeezed through gathering crowds to get there under the bright, early morning sunshine. The Roth Family Bakery’s tent stood in an alley of food vendors—in a coveted spot near the centre of the festival.

Merchants from Generasi and far beyond hurried to organise their carts, pavilions, and stalls, calling to one another in dozens of languages that rang through the air, mixing with the aromas of grilling, frying, baking, and roasting foods. Alex caught snippets of conversation; the previous year, he’d promised to learn as many of those tongues as he could.

Now, he understood almost every word being spoken, and in times like this, he could only be thankful for the Mark.

He looked to a sky swarming with sky-ships, flying beasts, and sky-gondolas.

“Can you believe Lucia used to drive one of them?” He pointed at the small boats.

“Still can’t believe she isn’t driving one anymore,” Thundar snorted. “Everything’s changed a lot, hasn’t it?”

“Indeed.” Isolde gazed upon the fairground. “Both with us, and our surroundings. It seems that people are giving their all this year.”

“Yeah.” Selina watched a moving painting on the side of a vendor’s stand. “Last year, most of the stalls looked amazing. Some were decorated so beautifully… but I think they look even better this year.” She looked up at Alex. “Will our bakery’s booth stand out?”

He grinned at Claygon. “You could say that.”

Confusion bled through the link with his golem. “What is it… Father?”

“You’ll seeeee,” Alex sang, rounding the corner of a thoroughfare.

“Wow!” Selina cried as their tent met her eyes.

Claygon stopped, shock flooding through their link. “I can’t believe it.”

“It seemed fitting,” Alex said softly.

The Roth Family Bakery’s pavilion was painted in bright reds and forest greens—like summer and fall dancing together—decorated with murals of pastries that looked real enough to leap into a passerby’s mouth.

Using the Mark, Alex had spent nights surrounded by a swarm of Wizard’s Hands, all holding palettes and paint brushes, creating the delectable looking images with delicate strokes.

Yet, as spectacular as those images were, they weren’t what caught the most attention. High above the booth, illusions—as large as they could be within the rules and bylaws of the Generasian Fairs and Festivals Commission—depicted a certain golem in triumph.

Claygon flexed on top of a podium in the middle of an arena. Another depicted the golem battling Vesuvius during last year’s finals. And another showed Claygon juggling iron golems like they weighed no more than feathers.

In each image, one of the mighty golem’s four arms stuffed his face with pastries as he triumphed over his foes. And the biggest illusion of all featured him holding huge baskets overflowing with hot, steaming bread in the palms of his lower arms.

His upper hands held a sign that read: Roth Family Bakery, and already, the lineup stretched down the alley, spilling over into line-ups for other stalls.

“Does the line for gyros start here?” someone would ask.

“No, no I’m waiting for the bakery,” someone would answer.

“Have you already been served?” a meatball fryer asked a family in front of his stand.

“No, sorry, we’re not in line for here, we’re waiting for the bakery,” a mother apologised.

If looks could kill, many in the alley would be dead. Vendors stalked through their stands, hovering over food like irritated gargoyles, throwing Troy dirty looks as he and his team took goodies from portable ovens as soon as they were ready and plated them for hungry clients.

“By the Traveller, that smells so good.” Selina sniffed the delicious aroma coming from their booth.

“Wait, didn’t you just eat?” Thundar pointed out.

His belly growled.

Selina looked at it smugly. “Didn’t you?”

The minotaur shrugged, rubbing his belly. “I’m bigger than you, I need more food.”

“And I’m still growing.” Selina smiled, rubbing her belly in turn.

“Well, well, well.” Isolde’s smile was both pleased and cat-like as she strolled toward the stand. “Are we intent on making enemies today, Alex?”

“We are,” he said simply, enjoying the whispers of the crowd as they parted before him and Claygon. “You can’t build an empire without annoying somebody along the way.”

His grin widened as another vendor muttered curses at him in her mother tongue.

“Or, y’know, driving people into a murderous rage.”

“Why did you use… my image for the booth… Father?” Claygon asked.

“Because you’re supremely cool.” The Thameish wizard clapped his golem on the arm. “And you make a great sales-mascot. Honestly, I thought about putting some of Sinope’s friends on the sign, but it felt a little…”

“Exploitive?” Theresa offered.

“Yeah, that’s the word. Besides, Claygon is much cooler than any dryad. Just don’t tell Khalik I said that.”

“Huh, well would you look at that?” Theresa peered at the line in front of their booth.

“Oh, he’s right there, isn’t he?”

“No, no. Look. It’s an old friend.” The huntress nodded toward a familiar figure.

Mad Stan—the bear wrangler—hadn’t changed much since the previous year, and Alex had a sneaking suspicion that he probably hadn’t changed much in a very, very long time.

He still gave off the impression that… well, that he was a little off.

Which was why it almost hurt a little when he looked up as they approached, with a look of panic on his face.

“H-hello there!” he hailed them, waving anxiously. “I-it’s good to see you back in the tournament!”

“You remember us!” Selina called cheerily.

As they approached, folk began to whisper. Wide-eyed children pointed at Claygon and Brutus.

Warriors eyed Theresa and Thundar.

Students whispered, watching Isolde.

And most watched Alex.

“How could I not remember you?” Mad Stan said. “A lot of these vendors’ve been goin’ on about you since last night!”

The young Thameish wizard cocked his head to the side. “Really?”

“Yeah, what the heck have you been doing this past year?” he demanded. “Folk talked up your bakery like some Divine Chef had descended from the heavens with blessed baked goods for the masses. People were gossiping about how lots of goods coming into Generasi are handled by a new company that you have something to do with, and that’s been using golems for labour. Then I hear folk sayin’ that something’s going on in Thameland, of all places, where some of you are from.”

He scratched his head. “It’s like all of you are suddenly at the centre of a lot of things. So, I thought I’d come see for myself if at least the bakery rumour was true.”

“It is,” Alex said confidently. “As you’ll find out soon enough. Hey, how’re the bear-mammoths doing?”

That panicked look crossed Stan’s face again. “They’re… fine…” he said slowly, looking around as though monsters were about to leap out from nearby corners. “Say, is that big sharkman friend of yours coming back to wrassle?”

Alex and Thundar burst out laughing.

“Probably not,” the minotaur grinned. “I think he’s moved on.”

“Yeah, moved on to… bigger fish.” Alex doubled over with laughter. Thundar joined him.

Selina, Theresa, and Isolde gave them disgusted looks, but they didn’t seem to really care.

“Well, better bigger fish than my bear-mammoths.” Mad Stan wiped his forehead.

“Speaking of them,” Alex finally managed to stop laughing long enough to speak. “Are you competing again, Stan? I remember you were in the light-weight and super heavy-weight divisions last year.”

“Yep, I’m competing again,” he said, looking at Claygon. “Even though I don’t like my chances against your golem.” He squinted, looking discouraged. “Aw, heck, he’s evolved, hasn’t he?”

“I have.”

“Gah!” Stan recoiled as though a mana vampire just flew at him. “You can talk now?”

“I can talk… I have a mind. I can’t wait… to experience the duels… now that I am… aware of things,” the golem told him.

“Oh great, so you evolved from clay to stone, and you can think too. I’m dead in the super heavy-weight competition! Dead!” He sighed. “And with that damned rules change too.”

“What rules change?” Selina asked.

“Oh, did I not tell you?” Alex said. “Apparently, there was a big lobby after last year to try and get the rules evened out between proxies that are familiars and ones that are not. Something about ‘rampaging turtles’ and such. So, now this year—for the first time ever—everyone’s allowed to cast spells on their fighters. We just can’t cast spells on our opponents’ fighters unless our proxy is a familiar. Then we can cast through them.”

“It means… Father can cast spells on me…” Claygon said.

“That’s great!” Selina cried.

“For your brother, maybe,” Stan said mournfully. “Makes us familiar-slingers lose an advantage. S’unfair if’y’ask me, but I’m biased. And I don’t make the rules! Well, super heavy-weight’s done for me.” A hopeful look crossed his face.

“But there’s still the lightweight, at least!” His eyes took on a sly twinkle. “I taught Yo-boo a few new tricks since last year. He’s smarter than the average bear-mammoth, afterall! Say, is your friend with the fancy bird coming back to duel this year?”

“Oh yes,” Alex said. “And he’s taught the fancy bird a few new tricks too.”
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Khalik did have new tricks, and Alex had a pretty good feeling the competition wouldn’t be prepared for skills honed against hordes from hell. The Thameish wizard was sitting in the stands, waiting for the Duel by Proxy to start with Thundar, Theresa, Brutus, Selina, Claygon, Isolde, Hogarth, and Svenia.

A VIP box was nearby where Khalik’s parents, Roba, and Sinope sat, along with a small number of important members of the Generasi upper class. Tekezashi royal guards wearing plainclothes sat around them, blending in with the rest of the audience.

They watched the crowd like hawks, though—much like last year. There were also quite a few empty seats throughout the stands. No matter how much the Generasi council and the Watchers marketed lighter weight challengers facing each other in the Duel by Proxy, those fights were never as popular as the heavier weights. To many spectators, a contest of small monsters wasn’t as exciting as a bombastic duel between titans.

Alex glanced at Claygon, speaking to him mentally, ‘So, buddy, do you have any memories of this place from last year? Anything at all?’

His link was silent for a moment, before the golem’s words finally came through, ‘It feels familiar… but the memory… I can’t place it. I don’t have any images or sounds that make me remember this place… but I still feel something.’

‘That’s alright, buddy,’ Alex thought. ‘You’ll make new memories this year then, and hopefully, they’ll be good ones. Speaking of good things, you sure you’re not uncomfortable?’

The golem crouched in a manner similar to how Alex had seen Tarim-Lungite students squat when taking a break, perfectly balanced and perfectly still.

‘I… do not feel physical discomfort… Father,’ Claygon assured him. ‘I’m made of stone. Even when I crack, I don’t… feel pain… Which is good. You have to suffer with pain… I wish you… and our friends… didn’t have to.’

‘Sometimes, pain tells us something that other things can’t, but it’s a nice thought, Claygon,’ Alex replied. ‘And I’m glad you’re aware of everything this year. Let’s give you some memories. Good ones.’

Ahead, the illusionary screens shifted away from the battlefield to focus on the announcer rising into the air. Alex recognised him, he was the same one from last year: a broad fellow wearing a long cape and bright clothing. He inhaled a deep breath, and roared a greeting, his voice magically augmented to reach the entire crowd.

“Gentlefolk! Today we bring you a death-defying event! A battle of beasts, magic, and the wit of wizard versus wizard! In ancient times, archmages would often resolve disputes by duelling each other through proxies! Chosen champions, summoned spirits, golems, bewitched beasts and more, would engage each other in vicious combat as stand-ins for mighty wizards who could tear entire realms asunder in a dispute! Today, we bring you this ancient contest by way of sport and spectacle! Let’s hear your cheers for the champions you see before you, and their chosen companions!”

“It begins.” Queen Ishtar clapped. “Do you think he will win again?”

“I don’t doubt him,” Sinope said. “Khalik is mighty.”

“He is,” King Aksuma agreed. “As is his familiar.”

“Very good, very good! Stay ready people, it’s going to be quite the show!” the announcer shouted. “The combatants in this elimination tournament are hungry for victory, glory, and the waiting prize! These are the rules! There will be three rounds in each match!”

He held up three fingers.

“In each round, each competitor is awarded a maximum of ten points by three judges. Most rounds will likely end in a score of 10 to 9, with the advantage going to the more dominant duelist. Each time a combatant is knocked down, they lose a point for that round. For each time they are pinned, they lose two points for that round! If a contestant is knocked out, or if someone surrenders, the battle ends! If both contestants make it to the end of all three rounds, then the one with the highest score at the end of all three rounds takes the battle! No spells or potions can be used on a familiar outside of a round. For those who cast spells through their familiars, any ongoing spells must be dismissed at the end of each round. Make sure to preserve that mana!”

He took another deep breath. “And now we begin with a rematch of rematches! A former champion! I call Khalik Behr-Medr!”

Alex gripped his seat, remembering the coin he’d bet on his friend, hoping the power and skill the prince had gained over the last year was enough to score another win. But even he had no idea of the level of hell that was awaiting his friend’s challengers.


Chapter 43


Khalik’s First Match



Khalik stood on his side of the arena with Najyah perched on his arm. As he’d done the previous year, he was confident, waving to the crowd like he was on his way to a coronation. Najyah looked poised today, like a symbol atop a kingdom’s banner with all traces of her usual mischievousness gone.

She looked at King Aksuma as Khalik looked at Sinope and his mother.

He blew his partner a kiss before turning to his opponent.

Once again, he faced the second year wizard, Leia, and her falcon familiar, Solo. The pair had been his final opponents in first year and they looked resolved, determined, and with every intention of unseating him and Najyah to claim an early victory.

Along with a measure of vengeance.

By the hard look on Leia’s face, Alex could see she’d come prepared to do both.

Solo was swift last year, but now she moved through the air with more grace. She was also faster on the wing, turned quicker, and flew with more confidence than before.

It was clear the falcon had gained a fair amount of experience since the last Games, as her master had, from the look of it.

‘Doesn’t matter how much experience you have now,’ Alex thought. ‘You’d better lose! I’ve got a lot of coin riding on my friend!’

The announcer raised his hand. “Who will come out on top? Let’s find out! Ready? Set! Begin!”

Leia immediately cast haste magic on Solo, the bird shot forward like an arrow in flight. The falcon’s speed was monstrous.

Khalik merely smiled.

Najyah shrieked, soaring upward, her wings spread.

The prince whispered a single spell.

A wave of sand blasted from the eagle’s chest in a wide cone, spraying the air, lashing Solo mid-flight. With another quick spell, Khalik transformed the flaying grit, congealing it into stone shackles around Solo’s wings and ankles.

She shrieked and plummeted.

Najyah didn’t waste an instant.

One beat of her wings sent her forward, talons grabbing Solo mid-fall.

Leia began uttering an ice spell, but Khalik spoke his incantation with greater speed and precision. A wave of sand erupted from Najyah’s chest, battering the falcon she had in her grip, and—with another spell—Khalik transformed the sand to clay. It hardened on the raptor’s body.

Najyah shrieked, releasing her.

The smaller bird hit the ground—only saved from disaster by the magics cloaking the arena—struggling against her bonds. She was going nowhere.

Najyah pounced, posing victoriously on her back for the pin.

Leia bit her lip as the announcer called pin after pin while Najyah kept the weighted familiar in place. Covered in stone, clay, and grit, there was no way for Solo to continue.

The second year wizard’s face reddened. “I… yield,” she said, between clenched teeth.

Cheers erupted.

“And the winner by way of submission, Khalik Behr-Medr and his Harpax eagle familiar, Najyah!” the announcer’s voice boomed across the stadium.

“Yeah! Go Khalik! Go Najyah!” Selina shouted, as his other friends cheered.

Alex let out an immense sigh of relief.

‘This is way too stressful,’ he thought. ‘I don’t know how people gamble for fun. After these Games, I’m never gambling again.”

Sitting in the VIP box, Aksuma and Ishtar clapped politely, smiling, pleased at their son’s victory.

Sinope raised an eyebrow at them, then leapt from her seat.

“Goooo Khalik!” she shouted. “You were wonderful, my mighty oak blossom!”

Alex froze. He could never imagine calling his partner ‘mighty oak blossom’ in front of her parents, yet the dryad showed no hint of embarrassment. Others in the VIP box reacted: some smiled, or cheered, some did both, while some raised their eyebrows, giving her measured looks as she applauded enthusiastically. She didn’t seem to care, and just celebrated her partner’s triumph.

Her cheering only grew louder as the competition went on.

After duelling Leia and Solo, Khalik and Najyah devastated the rest of their opponents.

Najyah covered Yo-boo in rock until Stan surrendered, cursing and muttering to himself. They shifted the soil beneath a small golem’s feet, burying it in the arena’s packed, dry earth. Against a summoned demon, the prince had Najyah pour sand and rock down, before finally encasing the monster in a clay and stone shell.

Their opponents fought hard, determined to win, but Khalik’s swift spellcasting and tactics—honed to an edge against demons in the Hells—combined with steady coordination with his familiar, demolished all competition.

As the final round approached, Alex began cheering as loudly as Sinope… Which he told himself wasn’t because of all the coin Khalik was about to win him.

That certainly couldn’t have anything to do with it.

As Sinope showed enthusiastic support for her partner though, some in the box continued to eye her, looking more and more scandalised as if they found her enthusiasm unseemly.

Khalik’s parents, however, showed no sign of caring either way.

His father continued clapping and politely cheering his son and Najyah, as did his wife. To Alex’s practiced eye, the queen did seem to be dividing her attention between watching the competition and her son’s partner.

‘Looks like she’s forming her own opinion,’ Alex thought. ‘Makes sense, seems the king’s more focused on Najyah… huh.’

It was then that he noticed something about Khalik’s father.

King Aksuma continued clapping, appearing to be only focused on the beasts below. He was chattering on and on about what sort of creatures they were, seemingly fascinated by every last one.

But his body language told a different story.

A very subtle story.

Alex noticed the slight tilt of his shoulders and how he held his head at an angle. His eyes—which looked to be scanning the arena—were actually centred slightly to his left.

Which allowed him to watch Sinope, and Alex’s group from the corner of his eye. For all the world, he looked to be a simple man who had a great preoccupation with beasts and monsters. All the while, he was observing his son’s partner and friends in the same way Alex read body language when he was studying people.

‘Huh…’ He smiled to himself. ‘It seems the king’s a far shrewder man than he lets on.’

Alex decided to continue watch him in turn, subtly reading his body language as the announcer returned.

“And now we have a couple of familiar faces stepping into the final Duel by Proxy: Light-weight Division match! We welcome them back! Khalik Behr-Medr and his Harpax eagle, Najyah, have shown incredible experience in combat, fantastic coordination, and power! The wizard and his familiar have been vanquishing their competition all day, showing no sign of slowing down! But will their reign… reign supreme?” He belly-laughed at his own joke. “It might be that their tyranny ends here!”

“Tyranny, pfeh.” King Aksuma frowned.

The announcer continued, “Their opponents have also had a devastating winning streak that brings them here to the finals! Let’s hear it for… a talented third year student—Jasmine—represented by her familiar, the firestorm pseudo-drake, Terris! One pair of these competitors will walk away with a prize today, and the other will reach the epilogue of their journey! Who will come out on top?”

“Gooo Khalik!” Sinope cried. “I believe in you!”

Alex shouted too, “Yeaaaah, Khalik! You got this!”

The others—including Claygon, who’d shifted his voice to now sound like the announcer—screamed their support.

“Ready?” the announcer called, raising an eyebrow at Claygon. “Begin!”

The contest was vicious.

Terris was a powerful familiar, having his own innate magics of fire and lightning. Jasmine was a fierce opponent with a lot of power to throw around, who wasn’t afraid to use it.

They began with a blistering assault, blazing with lightning and flame spells, trying to utterly overwhelm their opponents. But what they had in power, they lacked in experience. The instant the match began, Najyah shot away, flying in complex patterns, making herself an elusive target.

While Terris and Jasmine focused on power, Khalik focused on protecting Najyah and increasing her speed. He conjured sandstorms that sprayed from her wings as she flew, laying down a screen of grit that threw their opponents’ aim off.

Najyah had dodged crimson lightning from hell-beasts and demons; avoiding magic from inexperienced challengers was no contest.

Alex recalled a particular bar fight at the Lu family inn.

Back then, a traveller had come through town and found himself in an argument with a group of local farm hands. They were big, young men with fists the size of blacksmiths’ hammers, and the temperaments of bulls in mating season.

He was half their size and twice their age, but was meaner, more experienced and—most importantly—had hit first. After he sucker punched the first man, Alex watched in awe as he ducked and weaved, avoiding the farm hands’ brutish, clumsy swings.

Using a bottle like a cudgel, he’d battered down two more with grace… Right up until the fourth came in from the side and hit him so hard that the floor ended up with more of his teeth than his mouth did.

The kicking they’d given him had been so awful, that Mr. Lu booted everyone from the inn and called the guards. When Alex last saw the man, he was hobbling away from town on crutches with more bandages covering him than skin showing.

Still, in those earlier moments of the fight, his experience had truly shown its worth.

Mr. Lu had told him—in no uncertain terms—that he was never to fight like that when he grew up.

‘How time makes fools of us all,’ he thought, watching Khalik and Najyah take apart their opponents.

As the arena floor swirled with floating sand, the prince abruptly transformed it to stone, turning the grit into solid images of bloodthirsty demons. One could almost hear soul-tearing growls coming from them, and they looked so lifelike that Terris and Jasmine flinched away.

Najyah vanished in the dust.

Alex smiled, remembering Ikarrash’s three demonic, jackal-headed sons.

The element of surprise and his team’s trickery had brought their terror to an end.

This was no different.

Terris snapped at the false demons, neither he nor his master saw the stone shards Khalik had sent cascading from Najyah’s beak.

They streaked through the sand, pummeling the drake—driving him to the ground. He tumbled along the stadium floor like a ball. Najyah was already claiming victory, soaring overhead, spraying the drake with clay that quickly coated him.

Sand hardened, forming stone shackles, trapping Terris; clay smothered his flame, and the stone grounded his lightning. Jasmine needed a quick and decisive response, instead, she showed her inexperience. In previous matches, Terris had easily destroyed their competition with his superior power.

He’d never been pinned, not once.

Now, they were in danger of losing, and the third year student panicked.

“Terris, try—” she started. “No wait—” She stammered an incantation, only to change her mind and cancel it, giving Khalik all the time he needed to take the match.

Najyah dropped a barrage of earth magic, burying Terris in so much clay and stone, the drake could barely move.

Jasmine hung her head. “I… yield.” Was all she said.

The announcer beamed. “Gentlefolk, the winner of the Duel by Proxy: Light-weight Division for the second year, is Khalik Behr-Medr and his Harpax eagle familiar, Najyah!”

As the audience cheered, Alex and his companions jumped up and down and cheered with them—though no one cheered louder than Sinope.

Khalik and Najyah were awarded the golden medallion and the purse of 350 gold in the ceremony following the match. Alex and Thundar were dancing in the stands and laughing hysterically as the prince took his first place prize while also securing some nice winnings for everyone from the bets they’d placed. They’d won far more gold than the prize for winning the contest had been… by a wide margin.

Theresa grabbed Alex’s arm, kissing his cheek. “We’re rich!”

He smiled, kissing her twice. “We’re richer.”

“That’s true.” She giggled. “By the Traveller, I can’t wait to buy my parents the most amazing birthday gifts they’ve ever had. And for Claygon and Selina too… Plus, I’ll be able to spoil you plenty for your birthday.”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “And I can spoil you too.”

Again, the proposal bloomed in his mind, and he shook away a surge of nerves.

His eyes fell on Brutus, the cerberus was whimpering with excitement.

The young wizard’s project was progressing nicely and would be finished soon.

The results were going to be life-changing.


Chapter 44


The Real Winnings



Selina watched the firestorm drake, Terris, lick his master’s hand as master and familiar received the silver metal.

There was flame on the drake’s tongue, but Jasmine didn’t wince or pull away from its touch. She just smiled at Terris, scratching his ear, as though his fire was as gentle on her skin as a warm breeze.

A flame that didn’t hurt.

Selina’s eyes never left that flame, drawn to the creature’s burning scales. Even from the distance between her seat and the arena floor, she could feel its warm touch.

‘I must be imagining things,’ she thought. ‘Like I was a few nights back.’

As he’d promised on her birthday, Alex had started teaching her magic, and even though the lessons were new, she was loving every bit of them. So much of what she’d learned at school was now being put into practise by learning the spell array for forceball.

Though Alex didn’t let her cast the spell on her own, she’d begun to feel changes inside. As she studied the basics of mana manipulation, she’d started to sense mana in the air… as well as other things she wasn’t used to sensing.

The other evening when she was in her room, she’d suddenly felt warmth when Theresa lit the fireplace downstairs, though at the time, she told herself she’d only imagined it. Now, she seemed to be feeling the drake’s warm flame, and as she watched the familiar lick and nuzzle his master, she understood what she was really seeing.

The flickering fire was retreating from the drake’s tongue as he licked Jasmine. It wasn’t only that his fire wasn’t hurting her, he was suppressing the heat.

Selina still felt some discomfort with her relationship with fire, but no longer the guilt. She’d been learning to accept her fascination with flame. Shiani had told her all the wonderful things fire could do. Alex and her teachers had hinted at ways cold could come from fire.

And she’d seen fire spells stop demons and other monsters, and without them, friends and family would have died.

Fire was a part of Claygon, and she loved him with all her heart.

But there was a conflicted part, deep inside of her that still believed it was wrong, and sometimes she wished she could ask her parents what they thought. Maybe if she prayed to the Traveller hard enough, then the Patron Saint of Alric would ask them for her.

At least Shiani was near, and she could talk to her soon.

As she thought about flame—and other spectators stood to leave the arena—she had the sensation that someone was watching her. She looked around, not noticing anyone focused on her.

‘I was so busy looking at the firestorm drake, I was a million miles way,’ she thought, standing as her eye caught the VIP box near them.

And that’s when she realised who was watching her.

Queen Ishtar was standing with her family, looking at Selina with a gentle smile. Something about her drew Selina’s eye to her, like there was an invisible thread connecting them.

But what that thread was, she had no idea.

And the queen had offered no answers.

Only a mysterious smile.

The same smile she was wearing now.
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“We are ri—” Kybas began to scream.

“Down, down!” Alex glanced around. “Keep it down!”

“Oh, right, right. We’re rich! We’re rich!” the little goblin hissed, jumping up and down.

The wind picked up, blowing through the copse of trees that he and Alex crouched in, surrounded by Thundar, Khalik, and Theresa. Outside, Selina was playing with Brutus and Najyah.

…While also keeping watch in case anyone came too near.

“We must hurry,” Khalik whispered. “So that we can teleport back to the grounds. I am not sure how long I am comfortable leaving Sinope alone with my parents. They are still getting used to each other. And we also do not wish to raise suspicion by disappearing as a group for too long.”

“We’ll be quick, we’ll be quick,” Kybas promised. “I don’t want to be late for my competition, but we should still celebrate. We’ve all won thousands! Thousands!”

Alex could almost see the coin rolling through his eyes.

“The odds were one-to-two in Khalik’s favour,” he said. “So we each get one coin for every two we staked.”

Theresa and Thundar looked at each other sharply. “That’s… five thousand gold for each of us,” she murmured. “Minus Kybas’ fee.”

“And then ten thousand for Khalik and me, minus Kybas’ fee,” Alex muttered. “Holy hells!”

“Indeed,” the prince chuckled. “Though it makes me regret not betting on myself last year. As an unknown, the odds would have been against me, and my victory might have seen double or triple the return. Perhaps even ten times or more.”

“Yeah, that’s true.” Alex felt a pang of regret. “You know, that’s probably how Lucia multiplied her gold. We were all newcomers, and the odds against us were likely even higher. Remember, there were events we lost last year, so the odds might still be against us for those.”

“Which means more coin,” Thundar grinned.

“If we win,” Khalik said.

“We will,” Theresa insisted.

The entire time, Kybas had a mysterious smile on his face. “Hmhm, well I have my eye on a nice bit of war-gear for Harmless. Hehe, it’ll be in reach soon!”

“Hmmmm.” Alex tapped his chin in thought. “Kybas, have you ever thought about investing? In a successful, growing business venture, I mean. Trust me, you’re about to have a lot of gold and you’ll make your hoard grow with the right investments.”

“I see, I see!” The goblin nodded vigorously. “I like the sound of growing things but uh… I don’t know what that has to do with vests. I guess if it’s a very nice vest, I’d be curious to see it!”

“Not vests, investmen—” Alex paused. “Nevermind, I’ll explain later.”

Thundar laughed. “Alright, enough about vests and making coin multiply, let’s just talk about making coin multiply! I’m gonna bet every last one of my fifteen thousand gold on Kybas for the middleweight bout, which I’ll be doing as soon as we get back to the arena. If you want, I’ll take any coin you want placed on yourself, Kybas.”

The goblin stared at the minotaur. “What? Why?”

“Because I believe in you.”

“Wait… you believe in me?”

“I just said that, didn’t I?”

“I will be betting on you as well.” Khalik patted the goblin on the shoulder. “Harmless is at the very limit for the middleweight competition, I believe?”

“Yep! Yep!” Kybas said proudly. “Right around a pound under. If he’d grown even a little bit more, he would have had to be a heavyweight!”

“Good. That will be an advantage, then. And you quite nearly defeated me last year. I will admit this to you, I was relieved when I learned I would not be facing you this time.”

“Yes, because I would have won this time!” the goblin insisted. “And Harmless would agree… if he wasn’t sunning himself right now to get ready for the competition!”

“Hah! That is the spirit,” the prince said, the golden medallion gleaming on his neck. “In any case, you are experienced and Harmless is powerful. To me, that is where the smart coin lies.”

“Are you sure? Are you sure? The betting people don’t agree. The odds are against me.”

Now Khalik’s eyes lit up. “How much against you?”

“I didn’t place in the lightweight last year… so… five-to-one.”

“Five-to-one?” Theresa exclaimed. “If I… if I put fifteen thousand on you… oh… oh. Are we allowed to bet that much?”

“The maximum is twenty thousand.” Kybas shrugged. “You can bet that much.”

“By the ancestors…” Thundar said. “I’m definitely betting on you! Just so you know though, if you lose, then I’ll be poor.”

Alex shot the minotaur a look. “Thundar… you get paid a fortune, you’re not going to be poor.”

“Poorer.”

Alex rolled his eyes. “I’m putting my coin on you too, Kybas. I believe in you.”

“You’re nearly as ferocious a hunter as Grimloch,” Theresa agreed. “So betting on you is where the smart coin is, Khalik and the others are right.”

Kybas beamed, then his look turned sly. “And that’s why you should have bet on Grimloch. The odds were three-to-one against him when he raced Hanuman in the footrace… but Grimloch beat him.”

“What?” Alex demanded. “He outran that slippery bastard?”

The goblin nodded excitedly. “He did! He’s been training a lot for the Games this year! Lots of fighting, lots of running, and lots of that mystic meditating stuff that makes him crazy strong.”

“Huh… I knew he’d been training hard, but I thought he just wanted to beat Hart,” Theresa said. “Hanuman’s more experienced with life enforcement, but Grimlock has a much longer stride… so since our friend really focused on his training…”

“That’s why he took the win, and holy crap, three-to-one?” Alex looked at Kybas in shock. “So how much did you make?”

“A lot!” The goblin giggled. “But I’m not telling you how much. You should have believed in Grimloch and bet on him. That’s why I am the greatest of friends and you should learn from me!”

Alex made a face, one that was mirrored by Khalik.

Though strangely enough, Thundar and Theresa didn’t look upset about missing out.

If anything, they looked a bit smug⁠—

“You two bet on him, didn’t you?” Alex asked suspiciously.

“I did.” Theresa smiled innocently. “I didn’t know about Thundar.”

“That’s because I didn’t talk about it.” The minotaur shrugged. “Seemed like a good idea to me, but Hanuman did beat him last year, so I didn’t want to drag anyone down with me if it was a bad bet.”

“I… that’s logical, but I’m still mad.” Alex frowned.

“You should have bet yourself and put more faith in Grimloch! Learn from Kybas, the greatest of friends!” Kybas posed with his hands on his hips. “And greatest parent of crocodiles!”

“By the gods, I cannot let you meet my father.” Khalik winced. “He might adopt you and make you heir. In any case, let us get back to the tournament grounds.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” Alex looked at Khalik sternly. “You can’t just cut us off like that. This is the first time we’ve seen you for more than five minutes since the villa. How did things go with your parents and Sinope?”

“Yeah, yeah, tell us!” Thundar demanded.

Khalik looked up at the sky as the others stared at him expectantly. “It… I do not know.”

“What? What do you mean you don’t know?” Theresa asked.

Khalik sighed. “She met my parents and it was very polite; they were warm to her. But… when we told them of our engagement, they went silent. That moment spoke the same as a thousand chastising speeches… and yet said nothing at all. After that, they continued on as though nothing had happened.”

“You mean… what exactly do you mean by that?” Theresa said.

Khalik shrugged, the frustration clear in his expression and body language. “They simply said something along the of ‘I see, we are happy you feel so strongly and we will speak more on this later.’ And then they moved on and said no more on the subject.”

“That… that sounds cruel,” Alex said.

“It is their way. Not of cruelty, but caution.” The prince sighed. “They are not ones to make decisions as the kite would, flitting from one place to the other. They contemplate as an albatross on the wing would: slowly and with specific intention. I think they are taking time to assess and discuss.”

The memory of King Aksuma watching Sinope and the rest of his son’s friends returned. “Yeah, that seems to follow,” Alex said. “How does Sinope feel?”

“And that is the frustrating point!” Khalik raised his hands. “When my parents moved on, she moved on as well. She assumed that it was their culture to simply accept the marriage without complaint and move on. Then I told her what was actually happening, and she simply said, ‘I see,’ and acted as though nothing was happening! But I am not blind. Something is happening, even if I can’t tell what it is yet.”

“And Sinope won’t talk with you?” Theresa asked.

“She said that ‘an oak’s patience is needed’ and told me she would speak to me during the Games,” Khalik said. “I think she is assessing them as they are assessing her, but I don’t know what either she, or my parents are thinking.”

“Well… from their body language, your parents are very good at hiding their intentions; some of the best at it I’ve ever met,” Alex said. “Don’t blame yourself if you can’t figure them out.”

“I am not, but it is frustrating. I feel like I am waiting for an explosion,” the prince complained.

“It’s the actions of others,” Alex said. “Sometimes, we can’t do anything about that, whether that leads to good times… or bad.”


Chapter 45


The Trash that’s About to be Taken Out



Alex had been right about one thing.

The actions of others had indeed led to bad times. In this case, the actions of Kybas of the Clan Chulu had led to bad times for every single competitor he went up against in the medium-weight division of the Duel by Proxy.

Already, the first bout had turned into a slaughter.

Never had the name Harmless ever been so unfitting.

Their opponent was a tall, graceful hellhound summoned by a familiar face: Victor, a student from one of Alex’s blood magic classes. The young man hadn’t changed much since the Thameish wizard had last seen him.

The aspiring blood mage still dressed all in black, with polished spikes rising from the shoulders of his coat. His hair looked like the last time it had seen water was around the time Baelin was born, yet he’d strutted into the arena with the towering confidence reserved for triumphing demigods of war.

When Victor’s name was announced, Alex flashed back to the times the pale young man had tried to explain Professor Hak’s own lesson to her in the middle of class. The resulting cringe had been so powerful Alex’s whole body had wilted on itself like a prune. It seemed to be happening again and Theresa grabbed his shoulder to steady him.

“Are you having a fit?” she asked him in concern. “Did someone poison you? Is your soul being drained by a demon?”

‘Father… I sense… great mental anguish coming from you… along with images of… that person in the arena who was in your class…’ Claygon said. ‘You are remembering your classmates looking at each other… as Victor went into a fifteen minute speech right before class was due to end… Father? Father, you are falling from your chair.’

After Alex had barely managed to cling to life and sanity, he looked up to realise that Kybas had already been announced, and Victor had already conjured his companion: a hellhound.

Because of course it was a hellhound.

“So, erm.” The announcer looked at his cue card awkwardly. “I think there might be a mistake here. We don’t have any name listed for your companion. What’s the name of your hellhound, Victor?”

“Heh,” the aspiring blood mage sneered at Kybas. “I don’t need to reveal the name of my summoned devil to the trash I’m about to take out!” He pointed dramatically across the field. “Get ready! If it weren’t for the magic blunting our pets’ attacks, yours would be leaving the arena as a new pair of boots! Big ones!”

Some in the crowd fell silent, others laughed weakly.

Again, Alex had to battle an urge not to cringe to death.

“Um, Brother.” Selina tugged Alex’s sleeve. She pointed at Victor. “Is that man real? Is this some weird dream?”

“He’s… he’s real, Selina… I know you’ll probably go through weird phases as you get to be a teenager, but don’t be like him. Trust me, you’ll thank yourself when you’re all grown up.”

“A-alright then,” the announcer said. “Then we have a secret companion to surprise and delight you with!”

“The secret is death,” Victor spat at Harmless, attempting an intimidating glare.

Kybas was the man who had stood beside Professor Salinger, helping the magical botany teacher to fend off an entire horde of demons. He also hung out with Grimloch and was raising a death-machine. It would take a little more than the words of a creepy-eyed second year student to frighten the proud member of Clan Chulu into submission.

Especially with the new and improved Harmless at his side.

Murmurs drifted through the crowd when the crocodile appeared beside Kybas. All signs of the tiny reptile that Alex had met in first year alchemy were long gone, replaced by a monster nine-feet-long, who weighed four hundred and ninety-nine pounds.

A careful diet, supplemented by mushrooms and potions throughout Harmless’ growth, had seen him explode in size, with scales that were thickening into solid armour plates sheathing a body corded with Grimloch-like muscle.

Even Victor’s sneer turned limp when he got a closer look at the beast.

It wilted further as soon as the announcer started the round.

The aspiring blood mage had begun casting body enhancement on his hellhound, but Harmless lunged for the devilish dog before he’d gotten two syllables out of his mouth. Victor panicked, bit his tongue, and watched as the crocodile seized his summoned monster in crushing jaws, bashing the beast against the cage before pinning it to the ground for the count.

Then he’d flung the fiend halfway across the arena, making the crowd explode, though none cheered louder than King Aksuma. Khalik’s father cheered Harmless on as though his son were in the ring again, gripping the prince’s shoulder and pointing to the devastating reptile.

“What a magnificent beast!” he cried. “He’s not even fully grown yet, you say? He’ll be the size of a dragon when he reaches his full size!”

Queen Ishtar only watched with half-interest, shaking her head at her husband.

Khalik, meanwhile, exchanged a nervous glance with Najyah. “Indeed, and I thank the gods that Harmless grew too large for my division.”

“I think you and Najyah could still defeat him, my mighty oak flower.” Sinope smiled like a spring morning, full of all sorts of cheery promises.

As soon as the words left her mouth, the hellhound screamed.

Harmless was chasing the beast around the arena—while Victor tried desperately to pile on body enhancement spells to give it a fighting chance—when the crocodile lashed his tail into the arena floor, launching himself forward like the world’s scaliest and toothiest ballista bolt.

“That’s right!” Kybas laughed, not having had to cast a single spell on his familiar. “Bring on the croc-apocalypse!”

Harmless’ deadly fangs bit down on one of the fiend’s scrabbling legs, and Kybas’ horrifying laughter filled the stadium as the crocodile went into his death roll.

“And he calls him Harmless, by the Traveller. Never have I heard so great a lie.” Alex gaped at the croc-apocalypse as he sat beside Theresa, Selina, Thundar, Grimloch, Claygon, Brutus, and Isolde, most of whom were looking at each other with a mixture of pride, and pure, utter horror.

“Should this be allowed?” Isolde whispered.

“Yeessssssss.” Grimloch grinned, licking his chops and drawing nervous glances from spectators nearby.

The stadium had filled since the fights in the last division and—though it wasn’t overflowing like for the super heavy-weight matches last year—there was still plenty of enthusiasm to go around.

It spread—somewhat—to a particular magical botany professor.

Professor Salinger sat on the opposite side of the arena, beside his very shocked-looking wife and children. The professor himself was an entire garden of emotions: shock, awe, fascination, confusion, and more.

He just couldn’t look away.

He hardly blinked as Harmless pinned the hellhound again, dragging him along the bars of the cage then thrashing him into the ground.

“Keep out his range, Daemonshade, burn him with your fire!” Victor began to scream, revealing his companion’s name to the trash he was about to take out.

“He did not just call him Daemonshade?” Theresa winced.

“I think it’s a pretty cool name,” Alex said.

“You would.”

Daemonshade breathed fire, bounding away from the extremely harmful crocodile named Harmless, as Kybas bounced up and down like a deranged, giggling toddler. With a victorious grin, he cast a spell of fire protection on Harmless, blunting some of the flame’s effects.

The goblin wizard didn’t even bother to give orders, he just let the crocodile rampage as he liked. And rampage he did.

Victor tried funnelling Mana-to-Life into Daemonshade, pouring energy into the hellhound… but a fly with all the energy in the world could do little to stop a dragon.

The reptile savaged the now-cowering devil dog, simply taking the beast’s fire-breath as though it was a light breeze. Cheers rose from the crowd, feet stomped, fists pounded on armrests, and voices thundered.

Grimloch, meanwhile, did not say a word. He didn’t cheer. He didn’t shout. He didn’t whoop. He only clapped, his massive palms coming together like a deep-bellied drum.

He didn’t stop clapping until two rounds of the Daemonshade-crushing bout had finished.

“Victory goes to Kybas and Harmless, by way of decision!” the announcer cried. “The point gap is now so wide that Victor and Daemonshade cannot claim enough points to achieve victory! Let’s hear cheers for Kybas and Harmless, and cheers for Victor and Daemonshade, who never gave up until the bitter end!”

“Ky-bas! Ky-bas! Ky-bas! Harm-less! Harm-les! Harm-less!” the excited crowd’s roar was deafening.

Both Khalik and his father pumped their fists, shouting the goblin’s name.

Grimloch simply continued clapping.

But his grin was knowing. “This is only going to get worse,” he rumbled. “You just watch.”

As if they heard him, Victor and Daemonshade fled.
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The matches passed quickly as summoned monsters, familiars, and man-sized golems faced each other in battle. There were some powerful competitors—especially a duo consisting of a wizard and a plant-like monster—but no one had provided a more devastating performance than Harmless.

As the battles stretched on, Kybas’ next match loomed closer and closer, and the crowd waited with building anticipation.

Until finally…

“And now for their second match, let’s welcome Kybas of the Clan Chulu and Harmless!” the announcer roared. “Defeated before they could place in last year’s light-weight division, this year, Kybas has shown us how hungry he is for vengeance in the middleweight division, folks! And his familiar is hungry for everything else!”

The crowd roared in response.

The goblin beamed. “That’s right! He eats anything! Especially mushrooms and lots of other concoctions! And fish! And meat! …and everything else! So what I said the first time, he eats everything!”

Grimloch burst out laughing. “Of course he does! He’s got class!” the sharkman bellowed.

Across the arena, Professor Salinger lowered his head, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“But we have a challenge coming for this harmful duo in the upcoming match!” the announcer shouted. “This time, they face Boris and his companion, the deadly… the vicious… the venomous… Skylance!”

A muscular wizard strode to the arena beside a monstrous, distinctive, creature.

“Oh holy crap, that’s a vespara!” Alex cried.

“I remember you showed me drawings of them in one of your textbooks,” Selina said. “You, Theresa, Claygon, and Brutus, fought one last year in the countryside!”

“We did…” Claygon said. “I remember… buzzing… but nothing else.”

“Awww, that’s too bad,” Theresa said. “That was a fantastic fight and an epic date. We should do that again, Alex.”

“Yeah, we should.” He leaned down and kissed her. “But I think we’d need something a little nastier than a vespara to get a challenge these days.”

“You’re right,” she said. “We’d probably have it dead as soon as we found it. I think this one’s smaller than the one we faced.”

“Yeah.” Alex peered at Skylance as she was let into the arena cage. “I don’t think she’s quite as big. She also doesn’t have any wasps to command.”

“Easy win for Kybas, then?” Selina asked.

The Thameish wizard frowned. “I’m not so sure, Selina. Vesparas are really fast and they’re also natural flyers. Their stingers are like spikes, and I’d bet a good chunk of coin that the first thing this Boris does is summon wasps from another plane for Skylance to control. I’d sure as heck do that.”

“I suppose that’s true…” she said. “And that monster can fly. Harmless can’t.”

“Well, I bet you the first thing Kybas does is cast a flight spell on Harmless,” Alex pointed out.

“I think… Harmless will do well,” Claygon added. “Skylance… didn’t crush her last opponent… as much as Harmless crushed the hellhound that was not supposed to be named… but was suddenly named—why are you all laughing?”

Thundar, Alex, and even Theresa had doubled over.

“Never mind, buddy,” Alex said. “You’re too funny, and you don’t even know it!”

“Hmmm… Harmless will still win…” Claygon said.

“Of course he will.” Grimloch’s smile turned terrifying. “He’s going to serve that wasp monster its own stinger.”

“Well, we’ll see,” Alex said. “I think he’ll win, but I don’t think it’s going to be as one-sided as his last match.

“Alright!” the announcer cried. “Are we ready? Who will come out on top? Begin!”

His hand came down.

‘This one’ll give you some trouble, Kybas,’ Alex thought. ‘But I know you can do it.’

It quickly became apparent that one half of that thought was very, very wrong.


Chapter 46


The Middleweight Terror



“You can do it, Harmless!” Kybas cried. “Swat that bug!”

He chanted a flight spell, and the deadly reptile—terror of land and surf—became a terror of the wide blue yonder.

Harmless launched into the air like a raptor, jaws snapping, tail whipping like he was driving his body through the deep. His opponent, the vespara, moved a half step faster, buzzing above Harmless, circling the crocodile; gleaming insectile eyes fixed on him.

Boris cast a haste spell and Skylance became a buzzing blur.

Kybas cast his own haste spell, and Harmless shot after the vespara, hissing through the air, spinning as if in a death roll, barreling at the stinging creature like a corkscrew. Skylance zipped by while dodging rows of fangs.

The goblin wizard watched his familiar chase their opponent, large eyes tracing the vespara’s movements. He uttered no spells or directions, he just let the pursuit go on.

“Hmm, I wonder if he’s trying to exhaust Skylance?” Theresa wondered out loud. “She’s flying faster because of Boris’ haste spell, but she’s still flying under her own power. Harmless, who isn’t a flyer, is flying and speeding around because of Kybas’ spells; she’s using a lot more energy than he is, especially doing all the buzzing she’s doing. She’ll get tired, then he’ll catch her.”

“You could be right,” Alex said, feeling a twinge of summoning magic in the air.

The stench of brimstone and heat of a hell domain hit him.

“I think this fight’s about to change. A lot.”

Boris raised his voice and hands to the sky in a display of high drama—drawing ‘ooos’ from the crowd—conjuring a swarm of infernal wasps. The devilish insects were the size of a grown man’s hand, with gleaming bodies banded in red and black, the buzzing sounds were like the growls of starving fiends.

The vespara uttered a keening noise, sending the swarm at the crocodile, lancing stingers poised.

Kybas reacted, giving his first command to his familiar, “Spin, Harmless!” Then he cast a spell: a suit of armour crafted from plant life with alchemically hardened bark overlayed with writhing vines, fanned out over the crocodile’s scales. Wasps swarmed him, vines lashed the air like whips, clipping the bugs, sending them back to their home plane by the number.

Across the arena, Alex could see Salinger beaming with pride at what his student and the graceful but deadly plants could do.

Though as lethal as the vines were, they couldn’t stop the entire swarm and some clung to the spinning crocodile, testing areas to sink their stingers into.

Kybas, however, was not finished.

The goblin wizard raised his hands to the sky and uttered a spell that sounded…

“Wait, doesn’t that spell sound familiar?” Alex frowned, looking at Thundar and Isolde.

“It does.” The young noblewoman’s brows knit together.

“It should,” Grimloch grinned. “My sis taught him that one.”

As Kybas finished the spell, Alex realised why it had sounded so familiar. Nua-Oge would cast it when they’d hunted monsters in the Barrens of Kravernus.

It was the spell for Shield of Darkwater that the Selechar wizard used to protect herself and her brother from the dry air and burning sun of the Barrens.

Now, Kybas was using it to protect his familiar, but not from the sun. A sheath of water enveloped Harmless, shimmering like a coat of armour that rippled with dense liquid and shadow. Every conjured wasp crawling on Harmless was soon thrashing and flailing beneath a layer of water.

In desperation, they tried stinging him through the liquid, seeking softer parts on the crocodile’s body, but darkwater, plant-armour, and hardened scales, stopped their stingers.

As they thrashed about, vines swatted them like flies, sending them back to the hell they were summoned from.

Boris scowled.

Kybas grinned across the cage, a broad smile full of gleaming sharp teeth. “Me and Harmless fought swarms of demons beside the very brave Professor Salinger!” he shouted. “He would be a great ally to the honourable Clan Chulu! Swarms of little devil bugs are no match for us!”

The goblin wizard proudly pointed at the magical botany professor, whose face flushed bright red as he sank down in his chair. Multiple audience members—including his own family—stared at him with curiosity.

His wife patted him on the shoulder, and Alex was pretty sure he read the words ‘mighty warrior’ forming on her lips when she spoke to him.

Professor Salinger turned even redder, sinking even lower.

Boris also turned red, but for different reasons. The young man scowled. “Don’t get cocky! You’ve scored no points!”

“No points! No points!” Kybas chanted. “No points for you! And you spent all this time running away!” He turned to Grimloch in the crowd. “Big, brave wizard, isn’t he?”

“No,” the sharkman rumbled, his voice booming over the crowd.

Cheers and jeers rose from the audience. Some laughed at Kybas’ taunts, others booed—mostly folk who’d bet on Boris, no doubt—yet others boo’d the goblin’s rival for only using a strategy of fleeing since the match began.

“Stop running and fight!” someone shouted, further agitating Boris.

He growled like an angry beast and began casting body enhancement spells on Skylance.

Strength enhancement. Agility Enhancement.

Then force armour.

Kybas, however, didn’t cast a single spell. The goblin’s grin faded, and he simply watched the creature zip around the arena like lightning strikes through a stormy sky.

He knew the vespara would attack soon.

And attack it did.

“Mouth and eyes, Skylance!” Boris shouted. “Attack!”

Her buzzing turned frenzied, then she threw herself at the flying crocodile. Her stinger—as long as any dagger—gleamed as venom dripped from its tip. Harmless snapped at her as she buzzed by and jabbed her stinger in his side.

Or tried to.

She used all of her enhanced strength to strike, the stinger sank through darkwater, piercing armour of bark and vine… but stopped dead at Harmless’ scales.

Boris’ victorious grin twisted, turning to shock.

Alex’s jaw dropped. “Kybas, you absolute madman, you.”

Skylance flew back as Harmless snapped again, and zipped around his side, dipping below him. She spun in the air, stinger blurring as she stabbed at Harmless’ belly over and over.

Water parted.

Bark and vine cracked.

But his scales held strong, as though the vespara were stabbing steel; her stinger left not a scratch. She shrieked, barely getting out of reach as Harmless’ jaws snapped inches from her head.

“What’s happening?” Selina gasped. “Is Kybas protecting Harmless with a spell?”

“No,” Alex murmured. “He’s been feeding him so many potions and mushrooms that… well, you see the size of him… but it’s more than that. All of those potions Kybas pumps into him everyday probably hardened his entire body, including his scales. You saw how thick they were, that’s not natural.”

“You know how it’s really hard to hurt Brutus through his hide?” Theresa leaned forward, looking at Selina. “Kybas fed Harmless so many magic potions that his scales became hard like that. Maybe even tougher.”

“Oh… then what can Skylance do to win?” Selina asked.

“Well,” Alex said, “a knockdown’s going to be hard to get with Harmless outweighing her by so much. A pin’s going to be even harder. I think she could try and poison him by going for a soft body part… but Harmless is protecting his eyes and mouth, and she’s not really fast enough to get him by surprise.”

He tapped his chin, watching the vespara retreat from the crocodile. “I don’t think there’s much she can do, honestly. If she was Boris’ familiar, instead of only a summons, he could cast spells through her to try and bring Harmless down… but as it is, she’s not going to get very far.”

The crowd began to chant, “Harm-less! Harm-less! Harm-less!” as the crocodile closed in on the vespara.

“Truthfully, unless Boris comes up with something at the last second, I don’t think he’s got much of a chance. He’s really just delaying the inevitable at this point,” Alex said.

“Oh, now why’d you have to go and say something like that? You cursed Kybas!” Thundar cried. “You know how it is in all the stories: as soon as someone says ‘hey, unless they come up with something at the last second, they’re gonna lose’ that’s when they come up with something at the last second and win.”

“Yeah, that’s true, Alex!” Selina said.

“Oh, by the elements?” Isolde rolled her eyes. “Not everything is a terrible novel or play. Superstition is unbecoming.”

“And sometimes superstition is super right!” Thundar said defensively.

“Just watch,” Grimloch said. “Superstition or not, Harmless is gonna harm.”

And he was right.

While Boris shouted commands at Skylance, straining to find a way to stop the flying croc-apocalypse, he only managed to buy them a bit more time and lots more jeers from the crowd as Harmless circled, getting closer and closer to the vespara.

And Alex’s earlier prediction was starting to come true.

“Look, she’s slowing down,” he said. “She’s getting tired, while the only thing that Harmless is getting is hungry. It’s just a matter of time until⁠—”

Suddenly the crowd roared.

“—and there it is.”

While Kybas’ maniacal laughter soared through the air, his familiar’s jaws crunched down on one of Skylance’s buzzing wings. She was struggling, but she might as well have been trying to heave a mountain off her body.

The crowd’s roar boomed louder.

“Here it comes, ladies and gentlemen!” the announcer shouted. “The death roll!”

Harmless rolled through the air, spinning Skylance while Boris shouted commands.

“Do what you have to do!” he screamed. “Just get out of there! Resist him! Sting him!”

The vespara screeched, driving her stinger at the crocodile’s body, but it bounced off his natural armour. Harmless darted to the side—still rolling—moving past the cage bars.

The sound of chitin hitting metal echoed through the arena as Skylance was battered on the bars over and over, smashing to the floor each time the reptile rolled.

The crowd went wild.

“Kyb-as! Ky-bas! Ky-bas!” they chanted. “Harm-less brings harm! Harm-less brings harm! Harm-less brings harm! Harm-less brings harm!”

Chairs rattled.

Salinger forgot all notions of keeping up appearances and screamed at the top of his lungs.

“Yes!” Khalik cried, as Alex and his other friends shouted.

“Father… he is amazing!” Claygon shouted. “So mighty!”

“Yrah, he sure is! Goooo Kybas! Whooo-hooo! You’re doing it!”

Grimloch simply clapped, his palms forming that ominous drumbeat.

The thrashing Harmless gave Skylance had beaten the last of her energy out of her and knocked her senseless. Now all Kybas and Harmless had to do was get as many knockdowns and pins as they needed to win the match.

When round two started, Skylance could barely manage to put up much of a fight as the crocodile threw her around like a paper doll.

Part way through the round, Boris began shaking, he sighed then spoke the fateful words he likely never expected to be saying: “I conceded.”

The crowd jumped up, roaring and stomping their feet. It was like the sound of thunder.

“And with that concession, we have our winner!” the announcer shouted. “Boris and Skylance surrender! Harmless and Kybas of Clan Chulu take their second match! Can nothing stop this scaled juggernaut? This weapon of war forged by magic and nature? We! Shall! See!”

Kybas cheered, pumping his fists and hopping up and down like a happy toddler. “Yes, Harmless! Best crocodile! Best crocodile!”

“Best crocodile! Best crocodile! Best crocodile!” the crowd chanted with him.

“Best crocodile,” Grimloch agreed.

“Hm, I must admit, Best Crocodile is a toweringly, lofty title, but that young man and his familiar do make a strong argument.” King Aksuma nodded in approval. “I wonder if one of my familiars could battle him… No, I should wait to see him fully grown.”

“Akie, do not bully students… is what I would say, but you will likely embarrass yourself, so do not let students bully you,” Queen Ishtar said.

“Khalik participates in these battles!”

“He is a student here, Akie.”

“You do not need to be a student to participate. You know what? Perhaps next year, I will⁠—”

“Akie, Sembrouthes begged you not to do this the last time this idea sank its claws into your head.”

“But he is not here to stop me,” the king grinned.

“And I shall not stop you, Father,” Khalik said. “I would thrash you with a smile on my face.”

Aksuma raised an eyebrow. “Are you challenging me, youngling?”

“Youngling? Only one of us standing here at the moment is a champion, and it is not you, Father.”

The king’s eyes narrowed, and he turned away, clearly plotting.

Below, Kybas walked with Harmless, heading beneath the arena.

Alex cheered their elated friend and his triumphant crocodile until they disappeared into the bowels of the stadium.

So far, it looked like they had a good chance of winning a crushing victory this year.

Kybas believed they would, and so did he.


Chapter 47


Kybas’ Final Match



Kybas and Harmless stacked one defeat after another against every opponent they faced.

In some of the other matches fought between familiars, monsters, or pets, their masters used tactics to their best ability: their partners circled, feinted, launched fire magic, struck quickly, and used wrestling moves, but Harmless’ duels hadn’t been about finesse, they’d been about simply running over his adversaries like a speeding cabbage cart would over an unfortunate mouse.

All of the effort, training, love, and magical potions Kybas had poured into Harmless had paid off. Nothing could match his strength, speed, and endurance. Attacks bounced off his scales, while he threw monsters around like sacks of feathers.

“You know, it’s not just his size that’s so devastating,” Alex murmured, completely fascinated as the crocodile whipped his tail into a squat, man-sized brass golem. Despite the metal construct’s weight, it went catapulting through the air for at least a dozen feet before crashing to the arena floor in a heap. “His body’s even stronger than it looks. All those mushrooms must have really enhanced his muscles. The way he’s tossing things around, it looks like he’s got the strength of a heavyweight, more than a middleweight.”

“It’s sort of like we’re watching a life enforcement practitioner, except in beast form,” Theresa gaped. “This is crazy… Maybe you need to get him for our dungeon core hunting missions, Alex,” Theresa suggested. “Even if it’s just to support us as extra back up. Harmless could turn those chitterers into ground Ravener-spawn, and I bet he’d be able to take down a silence-spider or two. If he keeps progressing at the same rate, he’ll be tearing apart bone-chargers in a year.”

“Yeah… I hear you.” Alex nodded, listening to the unwholesome grinding noise of Harmless’ teeth against the golem’s metal body. “There’s safety in numbers, and that croc is devastating. But, honestly, it’s Kybas himself I’m really paying attention to.”

“He has a good head on his shoulders,” she agreed.

“You don’t know the half of it. How many spells has he cast in this entire tournament?” he asked.

“Um, five, maybe six at most?” she said. “He cast most of them in their fight against Skylance and he hasn’t really used any magic since.”

“Exactly.” Alex punched his palm with his fist. “Last year, one of the reasons he lost against Khalik was because he was running low on mana. He was also casting slower—and no offence to Kybas, but Khalik’s just really fast—and he was also a bit too aggressive for him to keep up with at times.”

He nodded toward the goblin who was simply watching the fight with a serene smile.

“Don’t let all the hopping up and down fool you,” Alex said. “He’s been playing it smart in their division this entire time. He knows his crocodile’s the biggest, meanest fighter here, so he’s letting him act on his own and just stepping in when he needs to, saving his mana for the finals.”

“He’s a smart fighter,” Selina complimented Kybas. “He has good fighting tactics, doesn’t he? Was he in Baelin’s class?”

“Nope.” Alex shook his head.

“Doesn’t need to be,” Grimloch growled. “Talk to him about his background, and you’ll find out his tribe’s all warriors. Him and me talked about strategies and I told him all the stuff I learned from Baelin. And now, no one’s gonna stop him.”

“Good for you, Kybas,” Alex murmured, smiling as the crocodile flung his golem opponent through the air. “May you crush your enemies uncontested.”

But as the matches went on, Alex noticed one opponent who might give Harmless some trouble.

“And the winner is Violante and its master Warren of Geljar!” the announcer called the end of a match.

The duel was one-sided: the monster familiar crushed a summoned engeli like a bad memory.

“That plant-bug thing looks tough,” Thundar said. “I’ve been noticing that some of the middleweight competitors aren’t… really up to scratch, but this guy’s the real deal.”

Violante was a large creature Alex had learned about in Salinger’s magical botany class: a thorncap. It looked like an enormous insect with six armoured legs sprouting from the sides of a thick, rounded shell. From gaps in its chitin, hundreds of thorny vines emerged, with what looked like a large mushroom growing on top of its shell.

Its jaws were serrated like a saw blade, and its beady black eyes glowed as it watched Kybas and Harmless, displaying intellect and power.

The creature was equipped with a range of weapons that it used in each of its matches: spiked thorns, razor-edged jaws, a powerful bite, noxious venom, and another ability that gave one pause.

In the last match, Violante had gathered power from the sun, then released a devastating beam from its maw that forced its opponent into submission, stopping the fight cold. Its master was as lethal as his familiar, and far higher in skill level than other competitors.

In the middleweight division, a common trait Alex had observed in many of the competitors was that they lacked experience.

The lightweight competitors worked with small monsters, and compensated for size by strategizing, showing off their abilities and pride in their skills to the smaller audience that watched their contests.

Meanwhile, competitors in the super heavy-weight contest had extraordinarily powerful monsters, experience, a nice cash prize to compete for, and lots of attention from an overflowing, enthusiastic, adoring audience.

The heavy-weight division came with super powerful monsters and skilled wizards, offering more appeal than a middleweight division consisting of competitors who didn’t push themselves nearly as hard. Even most of the lightweight participants seemed more experienced.

For a seasoned audience who was really engaged with the battles, it made for very one-sided contests, especially for those who took the fights seriously.

Kybas was one who took them seriously, but unfortunately—in his upcoming opponent’s case—it was clear that this ‘Warren’ did too. He was a fast spellcaster and had kept a cool head during his matches. From the commands he gave and how he gave them, it was obvious that he’d seen real battle at some point in his life.

A bite of nerves reached down into the pit of Alex’s gut as the semifinals ended.

And then…

“We’ve had an excellent afternoon, folks!” the announcer boomed. “An astounding showing for the middleweight division today! Both newcomers and veterans alike showed off their skills and thrilled us with their abilities… Now it’s time to see who has the greatest skills of all! Let the final match begin!”

He gestured to his right. “On this side we have a devastating duo: Kybas of the Clan Chulu and Harmless! With a clean sweep throughout the tournament and without a single match lost, this croc-apocalypse has proven to be a terror among terrors! A dragon of the sea! They bite! They bash! They slash and gash! Give it up fooooor Kybas and Harmless!”

The crowd’s roar seemed to shake the stadium down to its foundations.

“And to my left, we have a veteran of the middleweight division! Back after a three-year hiatus, yet racing to the top like he’d never been absent, we have Warren of Gelvar and Violante! These two contenders also remained undefeated in every round today, showing that their skills have not turned rusty! Instead, they’ve made their opponents dusty! They bring the light! They bring the pain! And they’re here to win this game! A round of cheers fooooor Warren and Violante!”

The sky echoed as the crowd pounded their feet against the arena floor and hooted.

Below, Kybas raised his hands, calling out to his Clan Chulu ancestors, “Ancestors! Witness me take victory! I’ll wipe away my shame from last year and take home a golden prize for me and for Harmless! Chuluuuuu!”

The crowd roared. “Ky-bas! Ky-bas! Ky-bas! Chu-lu! Chu-lu! Chu-lu! Harm-less! Harm-less! Harm-less!”

Harmless raised his head in pride, his fangs—well-brushed and polished by his loving master—gleamed in the sunlight.

He opened his jaws as though grinning at the audience, then snapped them shut.

The crowd cheered.

On the other side of the arena, his opponent clapped politely, though his lips were curved in a wry smile. “I can feel the love between you and your familiar,” Warren shouted, his eyes twinkling as though he’d been told a private joke. “But love doesn’t win battles, and sometimes it’s the duty of us old timers to teach the young a lesson!”

He pointed to his chest. “And that lesson is ‘not yet’!” his voice swelled. “You all have had your time while I was away! But the middleweight division belongs to Warren and Violante and I’m here to claim it!”

As he shouted those words, his thorncap raised its head and unleashed a beam of concentrated sunlight into the sky.

Alex’s ears rang from the crowd’s answering cheers.

“Here we go,” he murmured.

‘Hannah, help my friend Kybas,’ he thought. ‘Guide his mind and Harmless’ jaws.’

The goblin wizard squared off against his opponent, all signs of mirth gone. Now, he was watching, waiting, assessing.

Like a true warrior.

Warren only smiled, his hands folded behind his back.

Harmless hissed from the right of the arena.

Violante gnashed its jaws.

And the announcer raised his hand. “Let the final match begin! Warren versus Kybas! Violante versus Harmless! Who will come out on top? Let’s find out! Fight!”

His arm came down.

The battle began.

And Kybas wasted no time. He was no longer holding back mana and he cast a flight spell on Harmless, pointing above his head. “To the sky!” he commanded. With a hiss and a flick of his tail, the crocodile took to the air, his body undulating like a snake’s.

Warren cast a spell that Alex didn’t know, making Violante’s form shimmer. A sound like a boulder cracking ripped the air, and much of the familiar’s shell darkened to a slate coloured shade of grey.

“Rockskin.” Isolde frowned. “A difficult fourth-tier spell. It gives one resistance to physical trauma similar to stone.”

“Sounds… like a good spell…” Claygon lifted one of his stone arms. “It will make… Violante much tougher.”

‘Fourth-tier,’ Alex thought. ‘Warren’s got skills. Kybas better watch himself.’

Evidently, the little goblin had come to the same conclusion.

Instead of letting Harmless rampage through this opponent, or ordering him to… rampage through his opponent, the little wizard took a different approach.

“Stay back!” Kybas shouted. “Keep moving, Harmless. I’ve got this!”

He began delivering a torrent of spells through his familiar.

Firebolts and acid arrows rained from Harmless’ underbelly as the crocodile circled his opponent, each blazed against the thorncap’s vines, and sizzled or melted on its shell.

Yet Violante stood firm, planting both legs into the arena floor and whipping its vines at the flying reptile. The green tendrils stretched, turning to long cracking switches that whipped at the crocodile, but Harmless soared higher, staying well out of reach.

Warren followed up with another spell Alex didn’t know.

Switches doubled in length, striking at Harmless from all sides. Kybas wasn’t idle. The instant the vines lengthened, he spoke another spell and Harmless’ armour of bark and vines unfolded, covering the crocodile’s form.

Sharp, snapping noises cracked through the stadium as whips struck Harmless’ armour.

Bark cracked.

Kybas’ vines sheared away.

“What the hell spell is that?” Thundar demanded. “Doubling your reach out of nowhere is complete horseshi—” He paused, glancing at Selina. “Ah, horseshins.”

Isolde raised an eyebrow at him. “That is Aberrant Limb, a very rare first-tier transformation spell. It can double the size of any limb… but it tends to have unfortunate, lingering side effects when used on creatures with a skeleton.”

“Oh. Oh. What kinda side effects?”

“Dislocation. Joint destruction. That sort of thing.”

“I can see why it’s not popular, then,” Theresa said, watching Kybas layer greater force armour over his familiar. Violante’s thorny whips crashed against the spell. The goblin’s magic held.

For now.

Kybas frowned, uttering a new spell.

This time, a spray of acid erupted from Harmless’ belly, washing over the thorncap’s limbs. The creature pulled back—crying out—and the crocodile hissed, diving straight for Violante like an arrow, snapping its whips between his jaws.

Force armour blunted the vines’ thorns from piercing the crocodile’s mouth, and he held on, trying to drag the thorncap into the air.

But the creature’s insectile legs dug in, burrowing into the arena floor.

The monster didn’t budge.

“What’s this?” the announcer cried. “Do we actually have an opponent that can challenge Harmless’ incredible strength? This is a game-changer, folks!”

The crowd pounded their armrests.

Professor Salinger leaned forward.

Alex held his breath.

‘Warren’s an experienced spellcaster,’ he thought. ‘He’s going to have a deeper mana pool. Watch yourself, Kybas and—wait, oh shit!’

“Harmless, get out of there!” he shouted, but the crowd’s roar drowned out his voice.

It was already too late.

Warren smiled like a cat who’d caught the mouse it was hunting.

Violante’s mouth glowed with ever growing sun power. Vines Harmless had been tearing at suddenly twisted, snaking around his snout.

They tightened.

Kybas’ large eyes flew wide.

Then Violante unleashed a beam of blazing solar luminescence.


Chapter 48


Kybas’ War



Alex leapt to his feet, “No!” he screamed at Violante.

The bright yellow ray arced toward Harmless, silent but mighty. The croc struggled, trying to free himself from vines holding him in place. Some slid away, but not quick enough.

Kybas’ wide eyes narrowed. “Death roll!” he shouted.

The crowd gasped, recoiling and shading their eyes from the extreme bright light.

“Damn, that buys him a little time, but now he’s all tangled up!” Thundar cried.

“Trust,” Grimloch growled. “Trust Harmless. Trust Kybas.”

The crocodile struggled with the vines wrapped around his body, writhing in their grip as more whipped out to restrain him. Another bolt of power gathered within Violante’s jaws.

“Did you know that a crocodile’s mouth has enormous strength when it bites down?” Warren asked, turning to the audience. “But the same jaw muscles leave much to be desired when the beast tries to open its mouth?” He laughed at the irony in what he was saying. “I’m no strongman, but even I could hold a crocodile’s mouth shut.”

“Harmless isn’t going to be able to dodge again,” Theresa said.

“Trust,” Grimloch repeated.

Another beam of light blasted from Violante’s mouth, arcing for the struggling crocodile. This time, he was too tangled in vines to roll anywhere.

“Fish in a barrel,” Warren said.

The beam struck Harmless in a blinding flash of power.

Folk screamed.

“No!” Khalik shouted.

Professor Salinger yelled something from across the arena.

Light enveloped the thrashing crocodile, and even Kybas was forced to close his large eyes against it. But even as he squinted against the blinding radiance, Alex saw something playing on his lips.

Beneath those squinting eyes… the goblin unexpectedly smiled.

Violante shrieked.

Harmless shot through the blinding light—his eyes shut against the beam—and dove at the thorncap.

“Oh shi—” Warren stopped himself from swearing.

The young crocodile struck, slamming with full force into Violante’s side. The long, insect-like monster flew, tumbling through the air, landing in a great heap half a dozen feet away, legs scrabbling.

“Your puny beams can’t hurt Harmless!” Kybas cried. “All you did was blind yourself and hide what he was doing! Now it’s pain time! Death Roll!”

“Death roll! Death roll! Death roll!” the crowd chanted as Harmless climbed back into the air, starting his spin.

“Violante! Let go!” Warren shouted.

The thorncap’s vines slithered free of the crocodile’s long body, but tendrils wedged inside his mouth could only thrash wildly, struggling to get free.

Kybas’ ears twitched happily, and he grinned. “No, no, no, friend! You said it yourself! Crocodiles have trouble opening their mouths, so you can hold their jaws shut! But they bite down good, so good luck trying to get them open! Especially when I do this!”

He cast a strength enhancing spell on his familiar, who was now spinning like a corkscrew in the middle of the arena, building speed. His grip tightened on Violante’s tendrils, only growing stronger. Soon the thorncap was dragged from the left of the stadium.

Harmless whipped Violante around like a flail, then let go. The thorncap soared through the air, slamming into the cage and bouncing off, plummeting to the arena floor.

“And there’s our second knockdown, taking two points away from Violante!” the announcer cried.

And the crowd screamed.

Across the arena, Professor Salinger pumped his fists, drawing shocked looks from his family.

Warren’s expression grew troubled.

“What in the name of the elements… Harmless just took on the beam?” Isolde said. “Every other opponent that ray struck was at least dazed, blinded, discombobulated, and stunned! If it were not for the arena’s magic blunting the lethality of the contest, I am quite sure it would have ended several lives already.”

“Trust,” Grimloch said.

“Trust, but that doesn’t mean I’m not shocked too, though it makes sense,” Alex said, watching the crocodile in amazement. “Harmless is stronger and tougher than he looks—we saw that earlier—but I think he’s even tougher than most of us thought. He can take a lot of punishment.”

“But he dodged the first beam,” Selina pointed out.

“A trick…” Claygon said. “Kybas was… trying to make it look like the beam could hurt Harmless… which let him catch Violante by surprise… since Warren… thought he’d gotten in a good hit.”

“Yeah, that made him overplay his hand,” Alex said. “And now Warren’s behind on points. Well done, Kybas.”

“He’s a warrior,” Grimloch said with pride.

And like a warrior, Kybas wasted no time in following up on his advantage.

The crocodile swooped down, jaws open, ready to pin the thorncap.

Warren uttered a familiar spell.

“Oh no!” Thundar shouted.

Violante’s form shimmered, splitting into four illusionary duplicates.

Harmless snapped his jaws on a thorncap, which simply vanished. The real Violante sprang, landing on the crocodile’s back, wrapping its legs and vines around him.

Warren uttered a body enhancement spell, increasing the thorncap’s strength. Violante held on, struggling with Harmless, straining against him, but soon secured the pin for a full count of ten.

“Agh, he closed the lead!” Selina cried.

Before the crocodile could surge away, the round ended.

“What a wild one, folks! The judges are getting their scores in… and yes, it’s tied 8-8 from all judges!” the announcer shouted. “What a contest: youth and vigour versus experience! What will happen next is anyone’s guess!”

“This… is exciting… but I wish Kybas had won already…” Claygon said.

“Yeah, I know it’s more exciting when there’s a back and forth, but I’d trade an exciting contest for Kybas just crushing his enemies and seeing them driven before him,” Alex said.

“No arguments there,” Thundar agreed. “Would’ve been nice if Warren just laid down and gave up. Still, I think Kybas is gonna take it.”

“Yeah, I think so too,” Alex said. “He’s got tricks up his sleeve. Warren’s got experience on him, like the announcer said, but Kybas defended Professor Salinger from bloodthirsty demons that are probably older than all of us combined. Experience really helps, but that also depends on who you’re up against.”

“S’truth,” Grimloch growled. “And Harmless is better than that overgrown weed.”

Alex snorted. “Professor Salinger would kill you if he heard you say that.”

The sharkman shrugged. “Dunno. He ain’t rooting for the weed right now, is he?”

To Alex’s surprise, the professor was leaning forward—almost falling out of his seat—shouting advice at Kybas, though his instructions were lost in the din. His wife was looking at her husband like she was wondering where the man she’d married had gotten to.

She shook her head, the crowd’s voice swelled, and Harmless and Violante squared off.

“Round 2!” the announcer’s voice boomed over the arena. “Let’s go! Begin!”

The crowd noise was so deafening that Alex could hardly hear Kybas’ voice—magically augmented by the illusionists—as he empowered Harmless with flight magic and greater force armour.

Hissing, the crocodile took to the air, jaws parted and poised to clamp down on Violante. He dove for the plant monster, fangs gleaming.

Warren watched the crocodile for a moment, then cast a spell on his familiar.

“Earth glide?” Prince Khalik cried in Tekish. “No! Harmless, get it before it⁠—”

Before his sentence could finish, the thorncap dove into the arena floor like an earth elemental sliding into rock. Stone rippled, thorny vines whipped out, weaving through the air at the crocodile.

Its jaws rose from the stone, gathering power before unleashing beams of solar light at Harmless. The crocodile, ignoring both vines and the blasts striking his scales, swooped low, looking to rip Violante from the ground.

The thorncap slipped away, sliding beneath the earth before Harmless could reach it, vines striking the crocodile’s flanks. Beams hit scales in rapid bursts, determined to wear him down.

Harmless seemed not to care.

Kybas shouted another spell, and once again bark armour sheathed the reptile’s body, vines writhing.

“Go after him, Harmless!” the goblin wizard shouted. “Get on the ground and chase him down!”

The crocodile lashed his tail, diving to the arena floor among Violante’s tendrils.

“What will Warren do?” the announcer called. “Neither he nor Harmless have a lead from the last round! This game of keep-away keeps Violante safe, but no knockdowns and no pins means no points! And how will Harmless score against an opponent he can’t reach!”

Warren searched the crocodile for any sign of weakness, while Kybas eyed the thorncap’s flailing tendrils.

The older wizard spat a command, “Wrap him up! Pin him then let go! Stay away from those jaws!”

Violante’s head rose from the arena floor, firing a beam into Harmless’ face, snaking its tendrils in from the side.

A blinding flash of light released.

And the vines reached for the crocodile.

Harmless’ jaws snapped open, clamping on writhing shoots.

Kybas grinned. “Hey, Warren, I cast Shield of Darkwater on Harmless right before that beam hit! Cuts down on sunlight! No blinding for Harmless! No escape for you or your pet!”

Vines on Harmless’ bark armour tangled with Violante’s tendrils, knitting together as the thorncap fought to tear them off. The crocodile shot toward the sky, tugging on the vines.

Violante struggled against him, and—no matter how hard it tried to match Harmless’ strength—the reptile pulled it from the earth. The thorncap floundered, dragged skyward, struggling in the air until Warren spat another spell.

Lightning flashed through Violante, running along its tendrils, coursing across Harmless’ bark armour. The crocodile shuddered, his muscles contracting, forcing him to let go.

Violante dropped like a stone, seeking to bore into the ground.

Kybas cast haste magic.

Harmless blurred, shooting downward at the thorncap, grabbing vines in his jaws before it could flee into the earth. He dragged Violante back into the air, whipping it around like an out of control windmill.

“Kybas, you clever, clever man,” Alex said.

“Why? What happened?” Selina asked.

“He didn’t use haste magic before, right?” her older brother pointed out. “Warren wouldn’t know what spells Kybas could cast, so by waiting until the right moment, he caught him by surprise.”

The crowd chanted, “Harm-less, Harm-less! Harm-less!” as the crocodile slammed the thorncap into the arena floor with tremendous force.

Violante let out a chittering groan, rolling along the ground in a daze.

Harmless wasted no time in pouncing.

“And Harmless gets the pin!” the announcer cried. “Here we go! Count with me! One… two…”

The crowd joined in.

Meanwhile, Warren cast his spell that sent electricity coursing through Violante again, shocking Harmless. The crocodile trembled, contracting, but—this time—he wasn’t letting go.

“And ten!” the announcer shouted. “Harmless gets a pin, and the lead!”

Warren’s face fell, turning to a deep scowl.

The older wizard cast another spell.

“Solid Mist,” Alex said. “It conjures a fog as thick as quicksand and just as hard to move through. Can’t see through it either… but thorncaps can sense tremors in the air. Damn, he’ll still be able to sense Harmless, but Harmless won’t be able to see him.”

The thorncap disappeared in the fog, and the crocodile hissed, trying to swim through the thick mist. Whips struck from all directions, aiming for Harmless’ eyes and snout.

“Hide from this,” Kybas challenged Violante, grinning and raising his hands, he cast a familiar spell.

“What’s this one?” Selina asked.

“Fireball,” Alex said.

A bead of orange light emerged from Harmless’ maw, driving into the thick fog.

There came a flash and a roar of flame as an explosion ruptured the mist.

Violante shrieked, its form outlined by a shimmering blaze.

Harmless went in for the kill. Instead of fleeing the mist, he moved through it.

“Dive!” Warren shouted.

It was too late.

The crocodile tackled the thorncap, seizing it in his jaws, keeping it from burrowing into the earth. Violante thrashed and fought to get free while Warren sent lightning coursing through its form.

Harmless’ jaws clenched, his body spasmed, his bite locked, and the count of ten ended with another pin for the crocodile.

“He’s ahead by four points!” Alex cried. “Now he just needs to bring it home!”


Chapter 49


Not so Harmless



“Let’s go, Harmless,” Kybas shouted. “We’re ahead by four points, now let’s bring it home. Go high!” The goblin pointed to the sky and his familiar shot from the fog like a ballista bolt.

Harmless soared back to Kybas’ side of the arena, climbing to the top of the cage.

“After him, Violante!” Warren shouted. “Be careful, don’t do anything reckless!”

“Aaaaahhh, a mistake, I am afraid,” Aksuma sighed, smiling. “Perhaps it is the folly of the elderly.”

Sinope looked at him curiously, then glanced at Khalik who was already nodding.

“What does he mean, my mighty oak flower?” she asked.

Queen Ishtar twitched.

“It is simple,” King Aksuma said. “In games of strategy, when one is beginning to lose, it is quite natural to recoil and become cautious. That is not the correct way: after all, when one is losing, they cannot win by caution alone, so it is better to push into calculated risks. Warren has been surprised by Kybas, and now knows Harmless’ strength. He is unsure if a risk will simply open him up to another pin. But look.”

He nodded at the battlefield.

Warren had cast flight magic on Violante and sent the thorncap after Harmless, where the plant monster was playing it safe as instructed. Rather than pushing forward and trying to bind Harmless, it was lashing out with its vines, blasting beams of sunlight from a distance.

Harmless simply took the beams head on.

Each time the crocodile turned, ready to charge the thorncap, Violante retreated, raising its vines defensively.

“See?” The king gestured toward the battle. “By flinching away, Violante defends itself from losing points—and placing itself further behind for the next round—but caution will not close the gap and erase the disadvantage. And in the end, a loss by four points or six points is still a loss. As you can see.”

“And that ends the round!” the announcer cried. “With two pins, let’s see what the judges say! Aaaaand… yes! The decisions are in. 10-6, 10-6, 10-6 for Harmless! That’s one round in favour of the young goblin and even younger crocodile!”

Most folk in the arena stomped their feet, screaming, and whooping, swept up in the action.

But some were none too pleased, booing, hissing, and jeering at Warren, cursing the man thoroughly.

Alex wondered how many of them had placed bets on him.

“I guess Khalik’s… relative,” Thundar said carefully, “was right. Caution kinda bit him in the you know what there.” He looked at Selina, editing his language. “He tied up the first round, but Kybas won the second. Our boy’s got the lead now.”

“And all Kybas has to do is keep it,” Alex said. “Warren’s losing, so I bet he’s going to be a lot more aggressive in this final round. Harmless just needs to keep flying around and avoiding him, then boom: victory.”

“Hah,” Grimloch scoffed. “Kybas wouldn’t do that. He’s a warrior. He’s a predator. Harmless too. They’re not gonna just stand around or run away like prey.” The sharkman’s grin was monstrous as he watched Kybas and Warren square off again. “And the fight’s gonna be all the better for it.”

“It’s the final round of this exciting match between former champion, and young challenger! Kybas and Harmless are ahead for now, but will they keep their lead?” the announcer shouted. “Not if Warren has anything to say about it! But can he stop the unstoppable croc-apocalypse? There’s only one way to find out! And that’s to get to fighting! Final round of the middleweight division of the Duel by Proxy begins… right now!”

Kybas sheathed Harmless in Flight and Haste magic, and the crocodile threw himself across the arena.

Grimloch was right, there would be no waiting around buying time until the round ended.

No, Kybas and Harmless were going to fight until the end, giving it their all.

And Warren wasn’t about to go down without a fight either.

With a powerful incantation, the skilled wizard raised his hands.

Air shimmered, followed by a burst of flame; a firewall erupted across the middle of the arena, blazing between Harmless and Violante. But Warren wasn’t finished.

The instant the last syllable of his spell left his mouth, he unleashed another.

“Tornado blast,” Alex murmured. “Oh crap.”

A gust of hurricane-force wind rushed from Violante, striking the flame wall.

The crowd gasped.

Wind fuelled the blaze, blowing it forward, filling half the arena floor in a wave of fire. Burning wind battered Harmless, shoving the crocodile back as Warren uttered another illusionary duplicate spell.

Violante multiplied, the illusions weaving between each other in a confusing clot of bodies. Even if Harmless fought through both fire and wind, he’d have to eliminate illusions to find which one was his real opponent.

Kybas shouted, “Harmless, hold on! Just hold on!”

Beams streaked through the firewall.

Solar energy struck, strafing Harmless through wind and flame, bent on wearing him down.

‘So that’s his plan,’ Alex thought. ‘Pull out the big spells to make sure Harmless is completely spent, then go for as many pins as he needs for the win. How’s Kybas going to get out of this one?’

The goblin cast fireball again, shooting a bead of flame from Harmless’ mouth as he flew through the firewall.

But Warren was ready.

The older wizard’s head was tilted to the side, one ear cocked, listening intently for Kybas’ spellcasting. He smiled, catching the spell for fireball tumbling from the goblin’s mouth, and shouted a warning.

“Violante! Move to the right!”

The thorncap and its duplicates skittered to the side, ducking away as the fireball exploded.

“Ooooo!” the crowd cried.

“Warren seems to be pulling out every tool in his spellbox, folks!” the announcer shouted. “Two rounds down and one to go in the final match of the middleweight division of the Duel by Proxy, so our competitors have no reason to hold back! Prepare for a nail-biter! A tear-jerker! A heart-pounder! A—Wait, what’s this? Kybas is chanting a spell!”

The little goblin wizard was indeed chanting a spell, his mana flaring.

Warren waited, listening for the words of Kybas’ spell, then shouted a command at Violante.

“Jump!”

Another fireball flew through the wall of wind and flame, striking the ground where the plant monster had just stood.

“Ooooh! Another fireball and another miss!” the announcer cried. “Kybas will have to change his strategy to⁠—”

“He already has,” Alex whispered, watching the little wizard.

As the fireball exploded—filling the air with a crackling flame that merged with the roar of Warren’s tornado blast—Kybas’ voice dropped, barely a whisper, soft enough for his words to hide beneath the raging noise of the inferno.

Despite the magic used to raise the volume of the competitors’ voices, Warren could no longer hear what Kybas was saying.

The older wizard paled and began whispering his own incantation… but he was a step too late.

Kybas finished casting his spell first.

The goblin pointed his fingers in the direction he’d last heard the thorncap’s movements coming from. Air wavered, magic reached for Violante, and as Warren’s rockskin enwrapped his familiar’s form, Kybas’ spell seized the plant monster.

Insectile legs scrambled, reaching for the ground.

The thorncap and its illusionary duplicates rose.

And the crowd gasped.

“Aggressive Levitation,” Alex murmured. “That’s a tricky spell. I didn’t know Kybas had learned that one.”

“Yeah, well it doesn’t last long,” Thundar grunted. “It’s really only good for making an opponent lose its feet for a few seconds.”

“Yeah, I know it’s not a great spell,” Alex admitted. “But, what—wait, he’s still casting!”

Kybas masked his words under wind, flame, and the clamour of spectators.

Warren began casting flight magic on Violante but—by the time he was done, Kybas’ spell was complete.

Another fireball shot through the wall of wind and flame, sailing past Violante, exploding behind the thorncap as it tried to right itself in midair.

The backblast propelled it forward.

“No!” Warren cried.

Violante spun into the wall of wind and flame, screaming.

Kybas grinned. “Now, Harmless!”

The thorncap’s body flailed, only stopping when it struck a gaping object.

…Harmless’ waiting jaws.

The crowd leapt from their seats as he turned, slamming Violante against the bars.

Warren was swearing, cancelling his spells, but Violante was between Harmless’ jaws, and the croc was already barreling toward the arena floor. He hit the ground, momentum dragging Violante along, then—shearing a piece of mushroom from its shell—pressed the familiar to the earth.

A count of ten found Violante winded, barely able to resist Harmless.

Another pin.

The crocodile edged away from his opponent, while Warren bristled.

“Alright, Violante, we’re behind, but⁠—”

His eyes went wide.

“Wait, no!”

Warren realised his error. His strategy had been sound, but—as King Aksuma had pointed out—it had also been too cautious. And now—though the crocodile’s mouth hung open from fatigue—Harmless was ahead and Warren couldn’t save himself and Violante.

The round was ending.

“No!” the former champion cried.

Ding! The bell rang.

“Theeeeere it is, folks!” the announcer roared. “A pin seconds before the round ended! And now we look to the judges for confirmation… and yes, the pin is good! 10-8, 10-8, 10-8 for Kybas! Which means, gentlefolk, Kybas of the Clan Chulu and Harmless are this year’s winners of the middleweight division of the Duel by Proxy!”

Alex and friends leapt from their seats, shouting until their voices were hoarse. Everyone, except Grimloch.

He simply clapped in that steady drumbeat of a clap, but his grin was worth all the cheers in the stadium.

As for Kybas, between jumping up and down, hugging Harmless, and laughing madly because he’d erased his loss from last year, he pumped his arms in the air, celebrating on the stadium floor as his friends and the rest of the cheering crowd did in the stands.

He’d triumphed in the Games of Roal.

He’d crushed his enemies.

He’d driven them before him.

The goblin wizard had won first place in the middleweight division of the Duel by Proxy, taking a golden medallion, the prize purse, and a fortune from the bet he’d placed on himself by proxy.

For all these things, he only had one thing to say.

Pumping his fists high, the goblin wizard raised his face to the sky and cried out the name of his tribe: “Chuuuuuluuuuu!”

And the crowd shouted it with him.
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“Well, that was badass.” Thundar clapped the goblin on the back, nearly sending him tumbling off a bench. “You killed out there.”

“Harmless killed out there!” Kybas insisted. “He was wonderful! He was perfect! He stomped that plant monster to pieces!”

Grimloch chuckled as he leaned over the bench in the dining area of the tournament grounds. People were everywhere, milling about, sharing meals together, laughing and talking about the Duel by Proxy.

After the competition, Kybas had been mobbed by admirers and lots of folk asking for advice on how to raise their own familiars. They’d taken his answer of ‘with love and a lot of mushrooms’ at face value at first, before marked confusion had appeared on their faces.

The goblin wizard looked uncomfortable answering so many questions—the admiring crowd had overwhelmed him—so he was very relieved when Alex, Grimloch, Thundar, Claygon, and his other friends rescued him, parting the crowd and shoving food into his hands for him and Harmless.

“This is the best day,” the goblin said dreamily. “Best day! A good day to go out on!”

“Go out on?” Alex asked. “What do you mean?”

Kybas pat his familiar’s back, lovingly rubbing his scales. “This is the last Duel by Proxy for Harmless and me. At least for a couple of years, and I’ll be graduated then.”

“Wait, why aren’t you competing next year?” Alex asked.

“Yeah, you killed it this year, man,” Thundar agreed.

“Harmless was powerful… people will look forward to his return. I know I will,” Claygon jumped in.

“Well, the thing about that is… Harmless will be too big for the middleweight division next year,” Kybas said.

“It would seem like a simple matter to enroll in the heavy-weight division instead,” Isolde said.

“No, Harmless would lose, I think,” Kybas admitted. “He’s at the limit for the middleweight division this year. But the heavy-weight division goes up to four thousand pounds. That’s a lot, and I don’t think Harmless will grow to be big enough to compete with such big ones in a year. So I want to let him grow until he’s huge!”

He spread his arms out. “But that will take maybe two years. And I don’t know if we’ll be around then. Lots of stuff to think about… Besides, this fighting is good, but not enough blood! Not enough guts! Harmless was so disappointed that he didn’t get to eat Violante’s mushroom!”

The crocodile hissed sadly.

“So, I want fights that will actually be fun for Harmless. Fights where he gets to kill and eat his opponents!”

“Hmmmm.” Alex scratched his chin, exchanging a look with Theresa. “Maybe we could have a chat about that after the Games, Kybas. There’s something you can do with Harmless that would make you a lot of coin, give him all the fights he wants, and get rid of a bunch of monsters for a good cause.”

“I like the sound of that!” Kybas cried.

“It would be good… for you to be with us…” Claygon agreed.

“Yes, yes! I’d like to fight by your side, Claygon! And you too, Grimloch! Oh, and what about Claygon’s fighting, are you ready for your duels tomorrow?” Kybas asked.

“I am…” the golem said. “Father and I… will face whatever we face. And like you? We will crush it.”


Chapter 50


One Punch Golem



Artists and poets often waxed poetic when they captured the majesty of a grand battle.

Bards would spend night upon night by campfires, painting duels and deaths with colourful words, speaking of heroes who rose and fell, proclaiming their victories for all to hear.

When it came time to tell tales of loss and defeat, storytellers would drop their voices low, speaking with the reverence of one giving a eulogy at a loved one’s graveside.

Many words and rhymes were spent on these realm-shaking battles.

But sometimes, one could find poetry in a single punch.

A fantastic blow delivered by a grandmaster martial artist could carry the same majesty and beauty of a summer storm capped by a rainbow.

Claygon’s first punch in the super heavy-weight division of the Duel by Proxy had no such beauty.

It was not a beautiful punch, as poets and warriors would describe one.

There was no heavenly grace like that found in a strike by a sublime martial artist. There was no poise and no refinement in it. It was simply a powerful punch delivered by a titanic golem, with all his weight and strength behind it.

Driven directly into the face of Ozzie the bear-mammoth.

The stone fist collided with the giant beast’s snout, sounding like a thunderclap splitting the sky, the noise was almost matched by Stan’s very loud and colourful cursing, and the shocked shrieks running through the crowd. Ozzie sailed through the air, hurtling across the arena like a limp sack of meat, spinning end over and crashing into the cage bars in front of her master.

The entire arena rattled.

There was a moment of silence as Ozzie—even with the stadium’s magic protecting her—lay splayed out against the bars as though she’d just gone into hibernation.

Then the crowd exploded.

And so did the announcer. “What a wild first blow! The champion Claygon comes in with a massive punch that would cave in a dragon’s skull! Devastating! Invigorating! And definitely a knockdown as far as the judges are concerned! How will Stan respond?”

Alex gaped at Claygon while Stan hopped around behind his biggest bear-mammoth.

“Girl! Y’alright?” Mad Stan cried.

Ozzie gave a dazed moan.

“Y’sound like y’got your soul punched out! The hell with this!” He raised his hands. “We know when we’re beat, we give up! We’re out!”

Cheers boomed as Alex gawked, slowly turning to face his friends in the stands.

Everyone was back in their seats, cheering him and Claygon on. King Aksuma gaped, whispering to Khalik, who was grinning and nodding at his father’s words.

“Well there you have it, gentlefolk!” the announcer shouted. “A stunning victory achieved with one punch! By way of surrender, Claygon and Alex Roth win the first round of the Duel by Proxy: Super Heavy-weight Division, defeating Mad Stan Ernesto and Ozzie! Can we get a cheer for our victors?”

“Clay-gon! Clay-gon! Clay-gon!” the crowd chanted. “Roth! Roth! Roth! Roth!”

“Father… are they really chanting our names?” Claygon asked, his head swivelling, taking in the entire stadium. “Do they love us that… much?”

“Yeah, Claygon,” Alex said, waving to the spectators. “Right now? They do. It isn’t so bad, having people cheer your name, is it?”

“I like it… a little.” Claygon waved to the adoring fans. “It feels… strange, though.”

“Well, just enjoy the moment, buddy.” Alex grinned. “It’s your moment, and I’m glad you can finally experience it. It’s too bad you missed out last year.”

“This year… will be better than last year, then,” Claygon said, making his way out of the cage.

“You know it, buddy.” Alex clapped the golem on the arm. “We’ll make it that way. Now come on, we should clear the area before we get in the way.”

As the crowd continued cheering, they made their way toward a tunnel that led beneath the stadium. Behind them, bright sunlight and endless applause faded to a dim glow and receding murmurs as they made their way deeper underground.

On the way there, they crossed paths with Stan and a still-dazed Ozzie, who was stumbling along beside her master.

“Good match, eh?” Stan said, offering Alex and Claygon a hand each.

Both shook his hands.

“Sorry… it ended so fast…” the golem apologised.

“Look, sometimes real monsters enter the competition, and you just gotta accept defeat. This is one of them days,” Stan admitted. “Ozzie had fun, didn’t you?”

She groaned, shaking her head.

“Ahhh, don’t be spoiled! Y’can’t win all the time.” The bear wrangler shrugged. “Well, golem and lad, I’ll see y’both on the tournament grounds. But don’t come bear wrasslin’, though. It’ll be real bad for business.”

Alex laughed, bidding Stan farewell as he and Claygon headed back to where competitors waited. Stan and Ozzie followed and—with final goodbyes—headed out the door and back to the bear wrestling enclosure. Competition hopefuls and their duelling companions filled the waiting area, quietly sizing one another up or chatting in low tones.

The room went silent as Alex and Claygon entered.

Whispers started.

Tyris, taking up an entire corner of the chamber with Vesuvius, nodded at him.

“That was fast. You lose already?” she asked lightly, stretching against Vesuvius’ shell with her legs crossed.

“You see Stan still here?” Alex’s tone was also light.

“Guess that means you won,” she said.

“Yes… I finished Ozzie… in one punch. I am very proud of that.”

Vesuvius let out a rumbling note of approval while Tyris clapped. “Well, well. So, how does your first victory feel?”

“Good… very good…” Claygon rumbled in return, his voice dropping low to mimic Vesuvius. “I… want… more.”

“And you’ll get more!” Tyris grinned, her gold tooth shining in her smile. “You need to make sure you don’t get defeated before our rematch.”

“Oh, we’ll work on it,” Alex chuckled.

“You’d better!”

As they laughed, others around the room watched them.

Friends nervously spoke softly to each other about the two titans among them. Claygon and Vesuvius: after last year’s match, a few competitors were salivating at the thought of taking them on, measuring their own mettle against the best.

Most everyone else appeared to dread, hoping that someone would eliminate the two giants before they had to face either of them.

One competitor wasn’t engaging in the chatter, though.

A man sat alone, away from the rest with no familiar by his side. His cowl was pulled high, and a dark mask covered his face. One might charitably call him ‘suspicious looking’, and he had not given the others his name.

Naturally, he wasn’t the first competitor to enter a tournament shrouded in secrecy, and he wouldn’t be the last.

He did certainly draw lots of attention.

And, like others waiting their turn, he watched Alex and Claygon closely.

His eyes lingered as though he knew them.
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The chimaera paced beside the cage bars, its sinewy body gliding over with every step. Leonine eyes flashed, a goat’s head thrashed—curving horns cut the air—and its third head, the serpentine one, hissed at Claygon. The creature and its master, Quint, had been at the Games last year. Simbariel had faced Claygon and was soundly beaten by the golem.

And now they were⁠—

“—back for revenge!” the announcer shouted. “Will Alex and Claygon be able to achieve another definitive victory in their second match? Or will their longing for victory turn to defeat in their teeth? Let’s find out, gentlefolk!”

Alex watched Simbariel closely.

Claygon lifted his war-spear.

The chimaera growled, ready to—no wait.

‘Did he just flinch?’ Alex thought, looking at the beast closely.

Its stance was low, as though it was poised to pounce and maul its adversary… but now that he really looked… maybe it was actually cringing?

‘Claygon, lift that spear up again,’ Alex thought.

The golem raised his war-spear. The crowd roared their appreciation. Quint scowled.

And Simbariel took a small step…

…backward.

‘Yeah, he’s definitely scared,’ Alex thought. ‘Is his master scared too?’

The thin shouldered wizard who commanded the chimaera was cracking his knuckles and frowning across the arena.

He drew his thumb across his throat in a ‘I’m gonna kill you’ gesture.

‘Nope, nope, definitely not scared,’ the young wizard sighed. ‘If anything, the beast is smarter than the man.’

“Alright, ready? Who will come out on top? Begin!” the announcer roared.

The bell rang.

The match began.

In Alex’s hand, the aeld staff gave off a wave of excitement as he channelled Flight and Haste magic on Claygon even before his opponent had finished the first few syllables of a rockskin spell.

He was nowhere near finished with the spell when the golem sped across the arena.

The chimaera’s jaws dropped.

Claygon’s fist cocked back.

The crowd rose in their seats.

And then came another terrible crash of stone against a magically protected face as Claygon’s massive hook spun the giant beast. Simbariel—despite weighing well over two tons—launched across the arena like a sack of broken twigs, hitting the floor, bouncing like a rock skipping over the surface of a lake.

He came to an abrupt halt against the bars, all three heads limp, all three tongues lolling out.

“Oooooo!” the crowd screamed as one.

“What a monstrous blow from Claygon!” the announcer shouted. “A devastating, bone-breaking, boulder-busting blow that would bring anything to their knees! This is what we like to see in the super heavy-weight division! How will Simbariel respond?”

“Get up!” the chimaera’s master shouted. “Get up, you must get up!”

Simbariel did not move.

“Stop playing dead!” Quint cried. “I see you breathing and one of your eyes is open! The magic protected you! Get up! You’re fine! We can do this!”

Simbariel kept playing dead.

His master sighed, head hanging low to his chest. “Fine, if you’re going to be like that. I’m afraid we have no choice but to surrender. My companion cannot continue!” he called, disappointment in his voice.

“And another match finishes by way of submission with one single punch! Alex Roth and Claygon take their second match!” the announcer bellowed. “Two wins for the devastating duo!”

“Clay-gon! Clay-gon! Clay-gon!” the crowd chanted. “Roth! Roth! Roth! Roth!”

Feet pounded. Hands clapped.

Alex could feel a wave of joy from his golem.

‘Father…’ his voice came through their connection. ‘I read about… pit fighters duelling in competitions all over the word… It said that lots of them did it for the thrill of the crowd chanting their name. I did not understand before… but now I am starting to understand… I like it.’

‘I’m glad you do, buddy,’ Alex thought. ‘But don’t get too comfortable. I’m sure the next match will give us trouble… huh.’

‘What is it… Father?’ Claygon asked mentally.

‘Oh it’s nothing, it’s just that…’ Alex chuckled. ‘I just realised I had a similar thought last year.’

‘And did we have trouble… last year?’

‘N-not really. Only when we fought Tyris.’

‘Then… I will look forward to facing Vesuvius this year. It will be a battle to… remember… and this time… I am going to remember it.’
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“So…” Tyris raised an eyebrow as Alex and Claygon sat beside her and her familiar. “You’re back fast. Real fast.”

“We won…” Claygon said proudly. “I can’t wait… until my next match.”

Around them, potential opponents flinched.

The division’s competitors had decreased by half since Alex and Claygon’s previous match. Those still there had gone up for their matches, disappearing into the arena for great lengths of time as the crowd screamed with excitement.

Some had returned in defeat, some returned with pride in their steps and smiles on their faces. But smiles quickly faded when they saw Alex and Claygon come back to sit beside Tyris and Vesuvius, victorious after only moments in the arena.

Some seemed to be calculating the odds of beating the metal clad stone golem, but it seemed their calculations were definitely not positive as they shifted in their seats, looking more and more nervous as the matches went on.

“Look at them,” Tyris whispered. “Soooo many cowards. They’re not folk that could give us a proper match.”

Vesuvius growled in agreement.

Alex flinched, looking around. No one seemed to hear Tyris’ words, and he was glad. He had no desire to get into a confrontation with a bunch of irate competitors yelling at them for lousy sportsmanship.

“You might want to cut that kind of talk,” he warned, glancing around. “They’re not going to take kindly to it.”

“You might… hurt their pride…” Claygon whispered, his voice that of a young boy’s.

Tyris scoffed. “What’s going to hurt their pride? The truth? Look at all of them. They take one look at us and start shaking in their boots. Can you imagine any of them in Thameland? I bet you they’re the types that’d get themselves gutted trying to snatch dungeon cores for themselves, if they even had the spine to try. Imagine needing to rely on people like that when that invisible, petrifying Ravener-spawn attacked the castle?”

Alex flinched again. “You might not be telling lies, but those are the kind of words that could make people start swinging. What’s got you so hard on them anyway?”

She snorted. “Maybe I’m just comparing them to a better example. One that caught me off guard.” Tyris gave Alex a meaningful look. “I mean your friend, Carey. You’d be surprised at how much spine she’s gotten lately.”


Chapter 51


The Nature of Bravery



There were a lot of things that Alex wasn’t shocked by anymore since he’d come to the university of Generasi.

Monsters? He’d started growing numb to them from his early experiences in the Art of the Wizard in Combat and day to day life in Generasi. Mind-bending magic? Simply being around Baelin ensured that it became fairly normal, though he still marvelled at what the heights of true wizardly power could do. Even blood and death didn’t paralyse him with fear like they once might have. He’d lived through enough to understand that they were part of living in a dangerous world.

But what had just shocked him was hearing Tyris Goldtooth say the words, “how much spine she’s gotten lately” in a sentence referring to, Carey London.

“Carey? Did you say Carey London? Really?” Alex whispered, cocking his head. “I mean, she’s determined, yeah, and brave… Not like how a warrior’s brave, of course, but in her own way. I can’t see her grabbing something sharp and sticking monsters with it or throwing fireballs around. So, what’s changed, what’s she been up to lately?”

“Well, here’s the thing: she has been throwing fireballs around,” Tyris said, in the pride–filled voice of a mother talking about her accomplished daughter. “I don’t know when she learned the spells, but she’s using combat magic.”

“Really?” Alex was having a hard time processing the news. “Carey London’s… a battlemage?”

“Oh, gods no.” Tyris giggled. “Definitely not that extreme. She’s lacking a certain…” She licked her upper lip. “Bloodthirstiness that people like you, me, your girlfriend, and Redfletcher have.”

“What? Bloodthirsty? Me?” Alex scoffed. “I am not bloodthirsty!”

“Father… I think that what Tyris is saying is not bloodthirst literally. She is not saying that you are thirsting for blood like a vampire. She means that you are… eager to shed blood. And by shed blood… I don’t mean literally… I mean⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” Alex grumbled. “Still doesn’t match me.”

“You… say you are a vengeance enthusiast… you take delight in killing enemies. You seek combat…”

“Not for the hell of it.”

“Father… you kill when you need to. You celebrate your kills… and then you congratulate me on my kills…”

“Yeah, not going to lie, that does sounds preeeetty bloodthirsty to me.” Tyris chuckled. “You trained your body to get yourself looking like a berserker, didn’t you? Face it, you’re basically a monster butcher. Hold your head high! Embrace it!”

Alex rolled his eyes. “Look, there’s nuance here that I suspect you’re both purposefully ignoring to make it look like I’m the sort of person who likes to chop up people in a secret lab, but we’re not talking about me, we’re talking about Carey!”

“Fine, fine, I’ll stop teasing you, don’t have a heart attack.” Tyris rolled her eyes. “But right, Carey’s not bloodthirsty. She doesn’t really go looking for fights, but she’s started preparing for them. No more hesitating when we find monsters, she’s still got some fear—from the look in her eye—but she’s started hitting back and even hitting first.”

“Wow, good for her,” Alex said.

“I wonder if her new boyfriend’s influencing her.” Tyris tapped her chin playfully.

“Wait, new boyfriend? What new boyfriend?” Alex asked, imagining Derek returning to Carey’s life like some massive disease.

“A certain Saint of Uldar.”

The Thameish wizard fought the urge to flinch. “Oh really… are you serious?” He kept his tone neutral.

“No!” Tyris cackled. “But I’m surprised you didn’t have a stronger reaction! I thought you’d be shocked.”

“Well, if Carey wants to get together with Merzhin, then that’s her choice.” Alex shrugged.

“Boo. You’re no fun.” Tyris crossed her arms. “Anyway, I’m just messing with you. It doesn’t look like they’re anything more than friends… No spark, you know? But they’re getting to be… something like friends. They talk a lot, just about every night when we’re sitting around the campfire. It’s good. Those two are lonely.”

“Yeah…” Alex said. “Well, not everyone’s lucky enough to have good friends and companions. I know I definitely am.”

“Me too.” Tyris patted Vesuvius’ shell. “And you’re right. Well, hopefully they’ll make some friends. It feels… no, nevermind.”

“No, you can’t just say that and then cut yourself off. You trying to kill me? I’ll die of curiosity, so give,” Alex said.

“Well…” A troubled look crossed the lava wizard’s face. “Merzhin’s pretty much what you’d expect from a super-priest: ultra fanatical, driven, and honestly a bit much. He’s like… if we made school our only purpose in life, you know? No drinking, no feasting, no family, no friends, no making love, no hobbies, no dreams… just one purpose. It’s unnatural. Even animals live for more than one thing.”

“It is true… My purpose is… to protect my father…” Claygon said. “He made me… that way… but there is more that I want to do. More I will do…”

“Well then, you might be more human than Merzhin, and he might be more golem than you,” Tyris said. “You gotta wonder what makes someone become like that. Eh, I guess the world’s full of all kinds. But I tell you, there’s a good reason I talk about Carey being worth more than all the ones cringing and cowering here.”

She gave Alex a serious look. “Listen, she learned battle magic to contribute, she pushes hard to help your country, and—when we get back after an expedition—she’s already in the lab while the rest of us are relaxing. She’s almost got as much energy as I do and… Look, sometimes I get the feeling that there’s nothing that girl won’t do, you know?”

“I kinda… get what you’re talking about. She’s pretty intent on doing whatever she can for Thameland,” Alex said. “And to be honest, I’m willing to do a lot for it too.”

“Yeah, but she’s changed. I’ve met people that say, ‘I’ll do anything’ for whatever,” Tyris said, her voice uncharacteristically grim. “I’m sure a lot of the ones here said something like, ‘I’ll do anything to win the grand prize.’ Then as soon as they see either of us coming, they start cowering. I’ve had friends say they’ll do anything to stay in school, then they flunk out because that ‘anything’ meant ‘the bare minimum.’ I’ve had boyfriends tell me they’ll ‘do anything’ for me, until it comes time to prove that they’ll do anything for me. So, let’s just say I learned along the way that people say anything a lot easier than they do anything. But Carey?”

She shook her head. “I think she’s the real deal. That girl will do anything to get rid of this Ravener… I’m just hoping she gets more life for herself when this is all done.”

Alex considered Hannah for a moment. “You know… some people just choose to live their lives for one thing. Could be a quest, a family, a goal, or whatever. Some people dedicate their whole lives to something, and that’s fine, unless the goal is ‘be the biggest piece of shit imaginable.’” He laughed.

He remembered a conversation he’d had with Thundar a while back. “You know, a friend of mine was talking about how—in his culture—a good death in battle, protecting kin and kith, is something to be proud of. Now, let me just say this upfront, I want death to come for me about a thousand years from now—if ever—when I’m a very comfortable, ancient wizard. But, I dunno, if someone’s got what they believe is the right cause, then living their whole life for it is kinda noble. It wouldn’t be the way I’d do things, but I’m not everybody.”

“I don’t get it,” Tyris snorted. “Fighting’s fun when you’re winning, but when you’re getting killed for it, it’s not exactly fun. Don’t get me wrong, I like to fight and I’m no snivelling coward, but fighting’s a hell of a lot more interesting to me when it involves melting a monster down with a nice big spray of magma. It’s a hobby, and I don’t really fancy the idea of meeting my end lying in the dirt somewhere with my guts hanging out of a great big hole in my side. And I don’t think Carey deserves that either, and neither does Merzhin, the poor guy. None of the Heroes do. I just hope we can get this Ravener-thing solved before any of us meet a nasty end.”

Alex smiled soberly, thinking about how Hannah’s life had been dedicated to doing that very thing. “You’re right. Thameland keeps going through all these never-ending cycles of death and destruction that does nothing but eat lives.”

The lava wizard patted her familiar’s shell. “You’re right on that one. Even though I’m starting to think it might not be such a bad thing if something kills me. I just started my first year of grad school and it feels like my professors have this goal of burying us alive in a Vesuvius-size mountain of work. Might be an easier death if some monster gets me first!”

She raised her hand. “Anyway, here we are talking about all this heartbreaking shit. Let’s get back to what we’re here for, Vesuvius and Claygon beating each other up in an awesome contest of skill and power!”

“Yeah!” Alex agreed, high-fiving Tyris. “To awesome contests of skill and power! To fights that don’t involve people lying dead on the dirty ground.” His smile faded, remembering those who’d died in the demon ambush last year.

He remembered Hannah and Kelda.

He also remembered what he was working toward: uncovering the church’s secrets, going to the Irtyshenan Empire, and finding Uldar’s realm.

One of those tasks was getting closer.

He swallowed. “You know, maybe we really should enjoy these Games while we can. Might be the last time we get to just relax. You never know.”

Tyris snorted. “Now you’re the one talking all the depressing shit.”

The fires of a burning alehouse returned to Alex’s mind. “Dark days aren’t polite enough to warn you when they’re coming.”
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There was a time when Alex Roth was obsessed with teaching Claygon to juggle.

It had all started one quiet evening when he’d passed a young busker on a street corner who balanced on a ball while juggling wooden pins for coin tossed into a bucket beside him.

At first, Alex had to get rid of strong feelings of contempt at the thought of juggling. Since getting Marked, juggling had been something he’d decided never to have anything to do with. He knew why the activity felt very foolish to him, like he’d be admitting defeat to Uldar’s demands if he learned the skill.

He’d firmly stuck to his decision for a long time—despite being around jugglers at Patrizia DePaolo’s ball and other celebrations and festivals. But that was up until the very first time he’d fought alongside Guntile. The mercenary was a badass through and through, watching her juggle her explosive stones made Alex forget his prejudice against juggling.

Suddenly, he was able to see the skill in a whole new light and—soon after he got back to Generasi—he’d decided to give it a try, and by using the Mark, he’d learned how to juggle three balls in less than a few hours.

Within a few days, he’d become as good as the professional jugglers at Patrizia DePaolo’s ball. And he wanted more. He wanted to do something more meaningful with his newfound skill. Maybe use it as a stress reliever while he juggled school, business, the possible betrayal of his old god, and trying to empower a new god.

And then he’d decided to teach Claygon.

“You’ll be great at it!” he’d promised, shoving some large discs into his golem’s hands. “You’ve got four arms! Four!”

“Father… I am no… master of dexterity…” The golem had looked at the discs reluctantly. “Don’t bother wasting… your time!”

“Nonsense, buddy!” Alex had chuckled, now completely obsessed with a four-armed Claygon that could juggle. “Juggling is not only about dexterity. There’s some coordination, sure, but it’s more about practise and patience! And you have loads of both!”

“Al… alright… I will try… Father…” The golem had said with very little enthusiasm.

It had taken a while—especially since Alex couldn’t dedicate too much time to teaching Claygon—but he’d eventually picked it up. He wasn’t the most skilled juggler in the world, even with four arms, but he still managed to rotate the discs from hand to hand, while tossing them in the air.

In short, that was how Claygon was able to know how to juggle his opponent in his third match.

“Father… look!” the golem said proudly. “Only two hands!”

His top pair of limbs were busily juggling a several ton iron golem as though it weighed no more than a few waterskins.

“You know, that line only sounds impressive when it’s coming from someone like you,” Alex murmured as the crowd’s roars of laughter echoed through the arena.

Claygon and Alex’s third match was off to a rousing start.


Chapter 52


Soon



“And what a beginning to the start of the match!” the announcer thundered. “Let me tell you, gentlefolk, I’ve seen a lot of things in the many years I’ve been calling these exciting matches! But nothing like this! We have a golem juggling another golem! Claygon juggling Ultrasteel! Literally juggling, not combat-juggling! Today we’re seeing a level of showmanship that I must say is unprecedented in my rather long lifetime!”

The crowd laughed and chanted Claygon’s name.

The iron golem—Ultrasteel—tried to swing at Claygon, but the stone golem was juggling his opponent too fast for it to be able to hit him. Ultrasteel’s master—a bald, grey bearded wizard named Obadiah—stared in horror before coming to his senses and shouting commands at his golem.

This only made Claygon juggle Ultrasteel faster.

Alex couldn’t stop a cat-like grin from spreading across his face, and a quick glance at the crowd confirmed he wasn’t the only one looking like a cat who’d gotten the cream.

Toraka Shale—sitting beside her son, Sim—was all smiles as she pointed something out to a number of potential clients who were garbed in fine clothing adorned with sparkling gems that loudly proclaimed their wealth. They watched Claygon with rapt attention and calculating interest.

‘Even when you’re out enjoying an event, you’re selling,’ Alex thought. ‘But what better way to make a sale than by seeing a stone golem completely dominate an iron one?’

“You know, folks, combat-juggling is a difficult thing,” the announcer laughed. “For those of you who don’t know, that’s when a combatant uses a certain combination of blows to knock their opponent into the air and keep them there. But, juggling where a competitor tosses their opponent around and around in the air like a series of balls is unheard of! How will Obadiah respond?”

The bald wizard threw an undisguised venom-laden glare at the announcer, before turning back to the fight. His face was washing red, and his hands were shaking.

“Ultrasteel! Keep flailing your fists! Just hit him when he goes to catch you!” Obadiah screamed.

‘He… should not have said that out loud…’ Claygon thought.

Before the iron golem could begin any flailing, the four-armed golem caught the larger construct and hurled it straight in the air with full force.

Ultrasteel blurred like a whirling projectile, striking bars looming above the arena. The cage groaned from the impact, sending the crowd into a frenzy.

Since what goes up must come down, the iron golem slowed, then began its rapid descent, plummeting toward the cage floor.

“No!” Obadiah screamed.

Claygon watched the falling golem, and ever so casually stepped to the side.

A deafening crash reverberated through the arena as the flailing Ultrasteel hit the ground.

“Oooo, well that’s a knockdown if I ever saw one!” the announcer shouted. “Claygon’s on fire! Can Ultrasteel catch up?”

“Grab him!” Obadiah cried. “Use your weight and grapple him!”

With painstaking effort, the iron golem climbed back to its feet.

“Until now, gentlefolk, Ultrasteel has used its titanic strength and impossible toughness to batter and pin its other opponents to the ground!” the announcer declared. “But how can it manage against the first foe that has it thoroughly licked in the strength department! What tricks does Obadiah have waiting to show us?”

The older wizard winced, his shoulders slumping and his face turning even redder.

Alex raised an eyebrow.

‘Claygon, I don’t think Ultrasteel’s master has a lot in his bag of tricks,’ he sent the thought through their link. ‘Unless he’s a really good actor, it looks like he’s at a complete loss as to what to do next. I bet you he only entered the competition to show off his golem. I’m not sure he’s much of a fighter.’

‘Thank you, Father…” Claygon watched the iron golem lumber toward him. “I will keep my focus on Ultrasteel then… you watch the master.’

‘And that’s what’s called teamwork.’ Alex grinned.

The iron golem shambled toward Claygon, its arms raised and fingers flexing, ready to grab its smaller opponent.

“You are… too slow.” Claygon sidestepped Ultrasteel again, casually thrusting the haft of his war-spear between the iron golem’s feet. There came the grinding shriek of metal on metal as Ultrasteel’s feet and the weapon’s handle became entangled.

“Oh, come on!” Obadiah screamed.

His golem hit the ground like an overturned farm cart.

More laughter ran through the crowd.

“Another knockdown!” the announcer shouted. “This is turning into an unmistakable example of crushing might and skill! Ultrasteel can’t catch a break!”

“Try again!” Obadiah shouted. “Get up! Just grab him!”

The iron golem surged onto its feet.

This time, the bald wizard had the presence of mind to cast a body enhancement spell on his construct. The golem now moved with greater agility and power, grabbing Claygon’s shoulders.

Of course, the success of this action was likely due to the smaller golem not bothering to move. At all.

“Yes! We have him! He’s ours!” Obadiah grinned, yelling in triumph.

The grin abruptly faded.

“Too… weak.” The stone golem grabbed Ultrasteel’s hands, peeling the larger golem’s fingers off of his shoulders and getting himself free. An alarming creak of metal tore the air as he pressed the larger golem to the ground, pinning it in a grip that no amount of resistance could break.

“A pin!” the announcer bellowed. “Ultrasteel’s in trouble, folks! Can he recover? Who will come out on top?”

“I think it’s pretty obvious at this point,” Alex whispered gleefully, already mentally counting the coin he was going to win from the bet Kybas had made for him. “Are you smart enough to realise it, Obadiah?”

Either he wasn’t smart enough, or he was too stubborn. Whichever it was, Obadiah spent the next two and a half rounds sending Ultrasteel at Claygon again and again. Now and then, he tried a new spell or a new—poorly thought out—strategy to try and close the point gap… but nothing worked.

By the end⁠—

“—Claygon wins the final round with a score of 10-0, 10-0 and 10-0! It’s been a long time since we’ve witnessed such a crushing defeat, folks!” the announcer called. “Or to put it another way, such an overwhelming victory by a one man, one golem wrecking crew! Who else will they terrorise? Hold onto your hats, folks! The end of our competition is almost here!”

“Wait for me, Tyris,” he whispered. “I think we might get our duel in the finals, after all.”

Up in the stands, Toraka was all smiles as Obadiah cursed and tugged at his beard.

Ultrasteel was not a golem made by her workshop, after all.

And Alex knew there were few things more thrilling than watching a competitor humiliated in defeat.
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“The semi-finals are upon us!” the announcer’s voice rumbled as he floated high above the arena. “Another exciting match awaits us, one featuring two monsters among monsters! On my left, we have Claygon! The titan! The devastator! The wrecker! With Alex Roth giving him commands, casting spells, or just standing back and letting him do his thing!”

He gestured to the stone golem and his master, drawing earth-shaking applause from the crowd.

All day, the audience seemed to grow louder with each dramatic win Claygon scored. Alex was also getting swept up in the excitement and had to fight the urge to scream and whoop any time his golem threw one of his devastating punches.

Unfortunately, this wasn’t the time for such things.

It was time to focus. He didn’t particularly like the look of their opponents.

“On my right, we have… Phoenix and Jace!” the announcer called.

The spectators’ voices swelled like a wave filling the stadium.

Jace was a red haired man—squat, powerfully built, who pegged Claygon with the sort of gaze that would wither all but the bravest of hearts. He looked to be only a few years older than Alex, with a face was a mask of ferocity and confidence.

And the Thameish wizard only needed one look at the beast he commanded to find the source of that confidence.

The creature was taller than Claygon, covered in feathers of red and green, with a long snake’s tail writhing behind it. Curving talons bit stone as it pawed and scratched the ground, spreading its short, flightless wings.

A crest rising above its skull was the colour of blood, and its beak looked like it could shred a bone-charger’s tough hide. The most unnerving thing about its appearance? Its two reptilian eyes, their slate grey pupils slit horizontally, expanding and contracting seemingly at will.

Some of the spectators were pointing, making clucking sounds and mocking the creature’s appearance; from a distance, it did resemble a massive, oversized, mutated rooster.

But Alex knew there was more to it.

“It’s a bloody cockatrice,” he muttered. “Who would think there’d be a damned cockatrice in the competition?”

‘What is… a cockatrice… Father?’ Claygon’s question echoed through Alex’s mind.

‘It’s a powerful magical beast,’ the Thameish wizard answered mentally. ‘It’s incredibly dangerous. Looking into its eyes can strike supernatural fear into you, but things become much bigger problems when it channels its inner mana into its gaze.’

“What… happens then…?”

Alex swallowed, remembering the petrifying Ravener-spawn rampaging through the Research Castle. The image of Claygon cracking when the invisible creature skewered him with its beam was seared into his mind, along with the memory of Watcher Shaw turning to stone, then shattering like glass.

“Remember folks, Phoenix wasted no time in turning his opponents to stone within seconds of the start of his previous rounds!” the announcer cried. “Even the arena’s protections can’t stop such powerful magics, but rest assured, our wizards stand ready with Rock to Flesh spells to reverse petrification!”

‘That’s what happens, Claygon. It petrifies its opponents,’ Alex thought. ‘It turns them to stone.’

‘But… I am already stone…’ Claygon thought.

‘Yes, that’s true, but a cockatrice’s gaze can even turn earth elementals into rock statues,’ Alex thought. ‘Just dead hunks of rock. I don’t want that happening to you.’

‘It will not… I am stone,’ Claygon assured him stubbornly. ‘And even if it does happen… I will not be a coward like the ones you and Tyris talked about… I will fight. If I turn to stone… those wizards will turn me back. I want to be one that ‘does anything’… not ‘says anything’.’

Alex flinched, not having realised that his conversation with Tyris had made such an impression on Claygon. Something about that didn’t quite sit right with him.

‘We can talk about that later, Claygon,’ he thought. ‘For now, try not to meet Phoenix’s gaze. Fight as best as you can while looking away—Get ready, the match is about to begin.’

‘I… will be fine… Father…’ Claygon said.

Across the arena, Phoenix scratched the ground, its eyes fixed on the golem.

“Claygon versus Phoenix!” the announcer bellowed. “Who will come out on top? Let’s find out! Begin!”

The bell rang.

Phoenix darted forward.

Before Claygon could turn away or Alex could give a command, the cockatrice met the golem’s gaze… and then its eyes flared bright green. Alex could feel its power billowing, focusing through dilated pupils, burrowing into his golem.

“No!” he shouted.

Across the arena, Jace grinned.

“Ooooo, an unlucky break!” the announcer said. “Claygon catches the cockatrice’s gaze! How will—Oh? What’s this?”

Claygon was staring right back at the cockatrice. His stone form was not changing. The metal on his body wasn’t petrifying. The light in his fire-gems continued to shine.

One flared.

And a beam of flame lanced from Claygon’s third eye, striking the cockatrice dead in its forehead. The creature reared back, shrieking in pain.

“You’re alright!” Alex shouted at Claygon.

“I told you… I would be…” came the reply.

Alex sighed in relief, thinking back, remembering how Claygon had evolved into a stone golem.

‘He’s been petrified before,’ Alex thought. ‘Maybe he’s resistant or immune to that kinda crap now.’

“What a wild turn of events! Claygon appears to be unaffected by Jace and Phoenix’s main strategy! This is quite unexpected, gentlefolk!” the announcer crowed. “How will Jace and Phoenix cope?”

Jace might have been capable of many things in his life.

Coping—at least in this situation—didn’t appear to be one of them.

“Phoenix… uh… just…” he stammered.

Claygon took the opportunity to blast the cockatrice over and over again with all three fire-beams. Phoenix—unlike its namesake—did not rise from the flames, instead, it flapped about in panic as Claygon bathed it in fire.

“Uh… Phoenix… uh,” his master mumbled.

Jace cast haste magic on his pet, commanding it to circle and strike Claygon from behind. The cockatrice sped around the golem in a blur, leaping, landing on his back, trying to topple him from his feet.

Claygon did not budge.

Jace went pale.

Claygon grabbed the screeching Phoenix.

Jace went paler.

The stone golem bashed the cockatrice into the ground over and over again, like he was trying to dig a pit.

The hard way.

“Ha… haha…” the announcer laughed nervously.

The crowd cheered, though some simply stared, slack-jawed.

“I… I give up,” Jace muttered quietly.

“What’s that you say? You’ll have to speak up so we can be sure of what you said, my friend,” the announcer said to the muttering man.

“We give up!” Jace screamed, sounding a touch hysterical.

“There you have it!” the announcer cried. “A quick end to our first semifinal match! Alex Roth and Claygon come out on top!”

In the stands, several people were tearing pieces of paper to shreds, their faces like thunderclouds as they stomped for the exits. Alex wondered how much coin they’d lost betting.

He grinned. “Looks like Tyris and I are going to be duelling each other soon enough!”
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Below the arena, a man in a mask waited for his semifinal match with Tyris Goldtooth.

He heard the cheer of the crowd above, knowing that—likely—Roth and that monster had won again.

One of his hands flexed, the finger joints popping.

“Soon.”


Chapter 53


A Change in the Program



“Soon it’ll be us against Tyris and Vesuvius.” Alex rubbed his hands together. “Are you excited, buddy?”

The young Thameish wizard and the golem descended from the arena, chatting excitedly about their upcoming match. Their last opponents—defeated and shamed—were trailing far behind them. Phoenix’s head was hanging low.

The way Jace was looking at his pet could have peeled paint, and Alex could have sworn he’d heard the man utter ‘cauldron of chicken stew’ beneath his breath.

“I am… very excited,” Claygon’s voice rumbled. “This will be… a battle to remember. Do you think we will win, Father?”

“Oh, yeah! Easily!” Alex cheerfully slapped his golem on the arm. His emphasis on the word ‘easily’ drew a displeased grunt from Jace, along with more irritated muttering.

“Tyris and Vesuvius were our toughest fights last year—and they were really tough—but we still beat them. They gave us their best and we defeated them anyway. And we’re stronger than we were last year. A lot stronger.” Alex raised his staff for emphasis. A wave of excitement washed over him from the aeld branch, and Claygon looked at it.

Nervousness and acceptance trickled through the link. “I am sure… they are stronger too… and Tyris can cast spells through her familiar… but you can only cast spells on me. They will… have an advantage…” Claygon reached out, rubbing his hand along the wall as they walked. “But… that is alright… I am ready to accept defeat.”

“Oh man, don’t say that,” Alex said. “We’re going to win, and we’re going to take home that prize. Don’t worry about anything, buddy. And⁠—”

The light from the competitors’ chamber was now pouring into the passage.

“Well, let’s chat about this a bit later, while we’re waiting for Tyris to finish off her opponent,” Alex said.

“Yes… Father,” Claygon agreed.

More angry muttering and the word ‘rotisserie’ came from Jace.

Alex and his golem walked in to find the competitor’s chamber nearly empty. Only Tyris and Vesuvius, along with the lone masked man were left by themselves in the waiting area, sitting on opposite sides of the room and keeping to themselves.

Tyris was all smiles when Alex and Claygon walked toward them, leaving Phoenix and Jace to drag themselves to the exit.

“I knew you’d do it.” Her gold tooth glinted in her mouth. “We’re looking forward to facing you two.”

The chamber shook as Vesuvius slammed an enormous foot down, grinding it into the floor like a massive bull getting ready to charge.

Claygon matched his display by giving his war-spear a quick spin, then slamming the butt end into the ground.

‘What’d the floor ever do to the two of you?’ Alex thought.

“We’re looking forward to facing you too. At least, once you finish your semifinal,” he said, glancing at the masked man. “Hey, you! I’d watch yourself around these two—” He jerked his thumb toward Tyris and Vesuvius. “They’re not going to make things easy for you.”

The man looked up at Alex, then at Tyris.

Then he dropped his head back down without a word.

“Well that’s rude,” Alex muttered.

“Oh don’t worry about him.” Tyris waved a hand dismissively. “You usually get one or two people that come in all masked and dramatic. They tend to get eliminated early, but if this guy has made it to the semis, then he deserves his drama.”

“Tyris Goldtooth! Magnus Ekavir!” a Watcher called, stepping into the waiting area. “Your match is upcoming, prepare yourselves!”

“Well, that’s me.” Tyris cracked her knuckles.

Magnus made his way toward the passage leading to the arena. He wore a calf-length cloak secured at the throat, draping his shoulders, arms, and much of his lower body.

“I’ll be back, then we can give Claygon and Vesuvius their playdate.” She rubbed her hands together, grinning broadly. Again, her gold tooth flashed.

“I’ll make sure we don’t stomp you guys too hard,” Alex said.

“Pffft, doesn’t matter if I win or lose against you, I’m still going to give you a thrashing. But just so you know, Vesuvius and I will win.”

“Oho, you’ll try, Tyris,” he smirked. “You’ll try.”

“No, you’ll try.” She grinned back. “But you won’t succeed.”

“No you’ll try,” Alex fired back.

“No, you’ll try.”

“No, you’ll try!”

“No, you will!”

“No, you⁠—”

“Okay, okay, Magnus is waiting and I’m sure everyone is going to do their best in the semifinals,” the Watcher called. “But we should probably get to it before sunset, you know.”

“Heh, true. I’ll be back, big guys.” She winked at Claygon and Alex. “Keep the seat warm for me.”

Together with her familiar, the lava mage strolled out of the waiting area and into the passage leading above. It took a long time for Vesuvius’ thunderous footfalls to fade.

Alex threw himself down on the closest seat, stretching out. “Well, this is it. Our last wait before the final.”

“Yes…” Claygon said. “I hope that other competitor… doesn’t beat her.”

“Well, Tyris is really tough,” Alex said. “And Vesuvius is a juggernaut. I think there’d be very few people that could take them. And if they could? Well, most of them would have bigger fish to fry than competing in this tournament.”

“True…” Claygon said. “But still… I hope Vesuvius wins…”

It didn’t take long for a tremendous commotion to shake the arena above. The room trembled as what sounded like a wrestling match between thunder and an earthquake exploded through the arena far above.

Alex listened to the sounds as though it was a drum concert.

“It begins…” he said, imagining the epic fight between Tyris and the mysterious man. He frowned for a moment as he thought about the young woman’s gold tooth and red hair, lit up by her familiar’s lava.

“Hmmmm, say… Claygon.”

“Yes… Father?” his golem asked.

“Do you think Tyris has any Thameish relatives? Say… among Clan Duncan, where Cedric’s from?”

There was a moment of silence.

“Do you think it’d be rude to ask her?” Alex asked.

“I… do not know if such a question would be rude or not… I haven’t had intelligence long enough for me to know for sure… Father. You… would know much better than me. Are you… wondering if she’s related to the Chosen of Uldar?”

“Look, two redheads with gold teeth?” Alex scratched his hair. “Like, what are the odds? They’ve got to be related or something.”

The golem cocked his head, and a sense of confusion emanated through their shared link. “Father… as far as I know… gold teeth are not passed on through bloodlines… and there are many people of unrelated families that have red hair. I think… this is a coincidence.”

“No, come on, man,” Alex said. “They’ve got to be related. It has to be.”

“If you met a dark haired woman… with two swords… would you ask if they are related to Theresa…?”

“Well, no, but I mean… a pair of swords aren’t passed down through her family line,” Alex said.

“Father… neither is a gold tooth, and Theresa’s swords are actually passed down through her family,” Claygon said.

Alex flinched, his face washing red. “Okay, look, that’s different! I tell you, man, it’s weird. I mean Tyris… it’s like some creator deity made two people look like each other. Like they made Cedric, then forgot what Cedric looked like and made Tyris.”

“Father… that is illogical…” Claygon said. “A creator deity did not make all people in the world… and if they did… Tyris is older than Cedric. So he would look like her… not the other way around, as you suggest.”

“But I met Cedric first.”

“…What?”

“Nevermind, just nevermind.” Alex crossed his arms. “It’s still weird, finding two people that look like that.”

Claygon scratched his stone chin, mimicking one of his father’s habits. “I do not know about that… Gold teeth are used for decorative and practical purposes in corrective dentistry… We have seen people in Generasi with gold teeth and red hair… Father, I am not sure if pursuing this line of questioning is productive.”

“The thing is, it’s still weird!” Alex complained.

“It is not… but asking her that question might be weird.”

Alex rolled his eyes. “Enh, you’re probably right. I’ll still ask her after the final, when we beat her.”

Another earth shattering boom shook the arena floor.

“Which sounds like it’ll probably be soon.” Alex let his head lean against the wall behind his seat.

More sounds like the rumble of thunder shook the stadium as two colossal forces clashed above the waiting chamber.

“Huh, well, Magnus is putting up a good fight against her.” Alex nodded. “All of her other opponents lost a hell of a lot faster. He must actually know what he’s doing… It’s odd, though.”

“What is… odd?” Claygon asked.

Alex squinted at the ceiling. “Well, he didn’t have a familiar or pet or a servant with him in the waiting area, which means he’s probably a summoner… Except I haven’t felt even the slightest bit of summoning magic. Nothing at all. So where’s his proxy companion? Invisible, maybe?”

The Thameish wizard frowned, thinking about knights and warriors who entered tournaments in the old tales. In almost each and every one where the knight arrived at a competition with their visor down and sporting a nickname instead of a real one, they’d always end up demolishing all of the challengers then go on to face the hero as their greatest rival.

Alex rolled his eyes. This wasn’t some old folk tale or bardic story. This was real life. Last year he’d looked at himself—a towering hulking young man with a towering, hulking golem at his side—and realised he’d be the sort of man who’d always lose to the hero in those sorts of tales.

And yet, he’d won.

And so would Tyris.
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“Wait, what do you mean, you lost?” Alex choked.

Tyris shrugged, her expression a mix of disappointment, bewilderment, and respect. “He boomed us. We fought as hard as we could… but seriously, that guy’s a monster. You watch out for him. His construct’s a nightmare to deal with.”

Alex gaped, looking from her, to a disappointed Vesuvius, to the masked man who’d returned to the chamber and was now staring at Alex.

“We will face them… head on…” Claygon said. “And… it does not matter if we win or lose… we had fun…”

Alex squirmed a little, trying not to think about the small fortune he and his friends bet on them. There was no sense ruining Claygon’s fun.

“Well, I’m gonna bet on us,” the Thameish wizard said, aware of the irony of his statement. “We’ll win.”

From across the chamber, Magnus’ eyes bored holes into Alex with an intensity that made a chill go down the young man’s spine. The Thameish wizard stared back into that mask, looking the man up and down.

Something about his gait and stance were familiar… There was a militaristic quality to them that he’d seen before.

He couldn’t quite place where.

‘I suppose I’ll find out soon enough,’ he thought.
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“And here we are! The final showdown of the Duel by Proxy: Super Heavy-weight Division is aboooout to start!” the announcer’s voice echoed across the stadium and beyond. “We’re finally here, ready to celebrate the coming together of two juggernauts! Two titans! Two demolishers and destroyers! And their mighty masters!”

The announcer clapped his hands together. “Let’s give it up! To the left stand the mighty Claygon and Alex Roth! One is an evolved stone golem, and the other is simply built like one! These two towers have been terrorising even the most talented teams in the competition all day! And now, here they are hovering on the precipice of victory, ready to take the championship for a second year in a row!”

Cheers swept the stadium, and Alex waved to the crowd, throwing his friends a glance.

They weren’t cheering with much enthusiasm.

Instead, they were busy whispering to each other and pointing at Alex’s opponent, standing on the opposite side of the arena.

Isolde had gone stark white.

“And they now face two great and terrible challengers.” The announcer gestured to his right. “The mysterious Magnus Ekavir has been a storm alongside his force construct! Prime!”

The crowd roared at the mention of their names. “Magnus! Magnus! Magnus! Prime! Prime! Prime!”

“Well that’s a damned ominous sounding name,” Alex muttered, squinting at the masked man. “And what the hell’s a force construct? Shale’s never talked about that befo—Oh. Oh.”

Realisation hit him like a catapult stone.

The militaristic stance.

The warrior’s gait.

The precision in the way the man moved.

“Claygon!” Alex said. “We’re in big trouble.”


Chapter 54


The Terror of Advancement



“Alex and Claygon could be in trouble.” Isolde gripped the arms of her seat. “I have never seen a construct like that before in my life. Nor have I heard of one.”

Thundar squinted at Magnus. “Did you see what Prime did to everyone it went up against? By my ancestors, Vesuvius was the only opponent that could challenge it.”

“I… I am aware,” Isolde said. “I know Claygon is powerful, but this Prime…”

“He’s got tricks that will be hard for Claygon to deal with.” Theresa’s jaw clenched. “Where did this guy come from anyway?”

“That is a puzzle, but I cannot help but feel there is something familiar about the man… Though I cannot say where I know him from.” Isolde’s grip on her armrests tightened. “Is he an expedition member, perhaps?”

“Not one I know,” Thundar grunted. “Having Prime around would’ve been pretty damn helpful when that petrifying Ravener-spawn showed up trying to kill everyone. I think I would’ve noticed a construct like that before.”

“Me too,” Theresa muttered. “It couldn’t be someone from the Hells, could it? Someone looking for revenge.”

Thundar looked at her sharply.

Selina gasped. “Oh no, do you really think so?”

“I dunno, we did irritate a lot of demons and their allies when we went down there,” Thundar growled. “But most of them are too dead to come looking for vengeance. And I don’t remember anything that looked like… that ‘force construct’ thing trying to kill us down there.”

“I also do not believe that it is a cultist. Why would a cultist enter a contest at random?” Isolde raised an eyebrow at the masked man, then looked at Professor Salinger, seated across the arena.

The professor was shaking his head at the masked competitor, and rolling his eyes.

“I wonder if he knows him—Oh dear.” Realisation struck the young nobleman. “I believe I know who he is. This is… not optimal.”

“Is Alex in danger?” Selina asked. “Who is that masked man?”

“No, he is not in danger,” Isolde said. “If my assumption is correct, at least… but some folk might be on the verge of losing a lot of coin.”

Thundar swallowed. “How uh… how real do you think that danger is?”

“Unfortunately, quite real. I believe Alex faces⁠—”
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“Magnus Ekavir! Alex Roth!” the announcer called. “Prepare your proxies!”

Claygon nodded at his father, raising his war-spear. “We will… defeat this threat together, Father.”

Alex swallowed. “We’ll give it everything we’ve got.”

A wave of anxiety washed over him—coupled with images of the large amount coin he and his friends had bet on his match as it sprouted wings and flew away—but all he could do was acknowledge his anxiety and let it pass. He didn’t want Claygon sensing his fear, and he also needed all of his faculties to face this opponent.

Magnus raised his gloved hands then began casting a spell using a staccato, clipped rhythm and precise syllables.

Mana gathered around him and the hairs on Alex’s neck began to rise.

‘That’s a huge amount of power,’ he thought. ‘Maybe a sixth or seventh-tier spell?’

The man’s voice—low, gruff, and clearly disguised with wizardry—continued to rise in volume, until it reverberated off the walls of the arena. With hushed breaths, the audience waited in anticipation.

Within the arena, the air shimmered as though the day had turned scorching hot. Power pooled unseen, wavering within the cage like the desert heat.

A nebulous shape began taking form.

Black force magic congealed, creating a towering figure that loomed at least half again Claygon’s height, and twice his width. A head shaped like a giant’s axe-blade emerged above hulking shoulders that 366aterialized with a pair of force magic ballista mounted atop them. A wide torso formed, bearing a pair of arms as thick as old oaks, each ending with a fist the size of Alex’s torso.

Six broad, spear-like legs protruded from a humanoid torso, but instead of a bottom half that resembled a centaur’s, the lower body was that of a silence-spider or other insectile monster. Each leg twitched, scraping their sharp tips along the ground.

The stone screamed.

A long tail ending in a scythe-like blade that could have cut Alex in half with a single stroke, lazily flicked back and forth.

“Prime… is incredible… I can see how it defeated Vesuvius…” Claygon said with admiration.

“Thank you,” Magnus politely acknowledged the compliment in that same clipped tone.

“Yeah, buddy.” Alex studied the construct, noting the ink-black colour of the force magic. His suspicions were all but confirmed. “Yeah, now I understand why Vesuvius lost, especially when you know who’s controlling Prime.”

“Who… is it?”

Alex answered mentally, ‘Someone in disguise, buddy. I’m not going to out him, but I’m gonna let him know that I know who he is. I’m not going to play along like a fool.’

The Thameish wizard glared at Magnus. “Hey, we’re punching down a little, aren’t we? What’s someone like you doing in a competition like this?”

Magnus met Alex’s gaze with a forceful intensity. “Prime is capable of much more than punching. From the rumours and reports I hear, your Claygon is capable of much more than punching as well. I hope I won’t be disappointed.”

“Who… are you?” the golem asked. “Father said that… you are in disguise. I… want to know who I will actually be fighting.”

Alex winced.

“It’s rude to out an opponent who wishes to compete incognito, Mr. Roth,” Magnus said.

“I’m not the one who called you out, Magnus!” Alex fired back.

The announcer and audience had gone silent, eagerly watching the drama play out.

“Father said that he would not reveal who you are…” Claygon said slowly. “But I am not… Father, and I want to know who I’m fighting.”

“I…” Alex was about to say something to his golem, then bit it back. “I can’t say I blame you there, buddy.”

“Hmph, it’s still uncouth… but, Claygon is a warrior and only new to the world, after all, so I will indulge him,” Magnus said. “Fine, if it’s my name you want, then you can have it, brave golem. You are facing my proxy, Prime, and as for me… I am…”

Magnus Ekavir threw back his cloak, revealing arms sheathed in long black gloves reaching to his shoulders. With his left hand, he peeled the glove from the right arm.

The audience held their breaths, then in concert, they gasped.

Where one would expect to see an arm of flesh, blood, and bone, a prosthetic force construct was revealed.

“Shit,” Alex swore as the man removed the mask covering his face.

A dark complexioned face, with a chin edged in a thick black beard, stared back at him.

It was a face he knew well, right down to the disciplined, no-nonsense expression.

“I’ve been fighting under a moniker,” he proclaimed. “But this brave golem has asked for my true identity, so I shall share it with all of you. My name is Professor Harsha Ram.”

Gasps swept through the audience.

Some swore.

Others leaned forward in excitement.

“And that’s exactly what I was afraid of…” Alex muttered. “A full-on professor who specialises in combat magic. He’s got to be capable of seventh… maybe eighth-tier magic. Yeah, as I said. We’re in trouble.”

“Thank you… for giving me your name.” Claygon gave Ram a slight bow. “May we have… a good contest.”

“You have fine manners,” Ram complimented him.

‘Can we… win, Father?’ Claygon asked mentally.

‘Honestly? I don’t know,’ Alex thought. ‘Just because you’re a university professor at a magic school doesn’t necessarily mean you’re a combat monster, but it does mean that you’ve mastered magic in a way that most wizards can only dream of. Seventh-tier spells, eighth-tier, possibly even ninth-tier. And the thing about Ram is—from everything I know about him—the man is a professor and a combat powerhouse.”

‘We have… beaten foes stronger than us… many times. Remember Zonon-In. Remember the demons. Remember Kaz-Mowang,’ Claygon thought.

‘True. But in those situations, we had strategy, surprise, numbers, and coordination on our side. Now we only have you and me against a wizard with at least three to five times my experience… actually, no wait.’

Alex’s eyes narrowed on Prime. ‘We’re not strictly facing Ram, are we? We’re facing his proxy. And you’re also a state of the art powerhouse, Claygon. You know what, forget my nerves. We can do this.’

‘We will… do it. We will do it.’

“Well, this is quite the surprise, folks!” the announcer shouted. “No wonder our intrepid challenger has been destroying the competition! A professor of the university is indeed a very skilled wizard! So, tell the audience, what made someone as… powerful as you choose to grace our humble competition?”

Ram smiled. “There has been much talk lately about new constructs and advancements in alchemy. But—in the face of new trends—many fail to remember that other disciplines make advancements as well.”

The professor gestured to Prime. “Prime is the result of a spell prototype that I created. For millennia, wizards have had to rely on expensive or dangerous golem craft, unreliable summoning magic, or the lengthy process of familiar-binding in order to create loyal and powerful servants.”

Ram’s pride in his construct was obvious. “Well, to that, I say no more! The domain of the wizard is the spell. And modern spellcraft can do anything if pushed properly. Here, you’re seeing a construct produced by a single powerful spell! No lengthy alchemy, no bargaining with an otherworldly entity… just pure magic and imagination. That is the future, unbound by beakers and summoning circles! I intend to prove that today. Prime will face and defeat Claygon, who is—according to many—the epitome of golem craft. You can call our contest a proof of concept, if you will.”

“For science it is, then!” the announcer shouted. “Two cutting-edge advances in magical study, facing each other in our arena today, folks! This is not just an epic match-up! This is history in the making!”

The crowd roared their enthusiasm.

“Witness something that has never been seen before!” the announcer’s voice echoed through the venue, but even his words couldn’t drown out the internal screams gripping Alex.

He looked up at Toraka—sitting in the VIP box—surrounded by potential clients. Her lips had flattened to a hard line and her body language was stiff like lightning coursed through her body.

The potential buyers were whispering to each other, pointing between Prime and Claygon.

“Shit… shit, shit… shit.” Alex muttered.

‘This is bad, colossally bad.’

‘If Prime beats Claygon, that could damage the image we want our new golems to have… or even golems in general. Ram’s spell could devastate the Golem Works and my business ventures with Toraka and Lucia.’

A cold sweat rose on his skin.

There was no possible way to compete with ‘learn a spell and make all the constructs you want anytime or any place.’ He had to prove that Claygon’s quality and value far exceeded Prime’s.

And even then, it’d be an uphill battle.

‘He’s crushed all kinds of monsters and adversaries to get here,’ Alex thought. ‘For me to prove that our golems are worth the coin, we can’t just beat Prime… we have to crush it. Humiliate it. Annihilate it.’

‘I hear you… Father…’ Claygon raised his war-spear.

“Give it your all!” Ram’s voice rumbled. “I will not accept anything save for your best!”

“And that’s what we’re here to see!” the announcer shouted. “Wizards and their proxies giving their all! And now that all is revealed, we have kept you—our wonderful audience—waiting long enough! And so, get ready for Prime and Harsha Ram vs. Claygon and Alex Roth! Who will come out on top?”

Alex tensed.

Claygon’s stance shifted.

Prime’s fists opened and closed like the snapping jaws of a ferocious beast.

A smile curved Ram’s lips.

“Let’s find out!” the announcer shouted. “Begin!”

The bell rang.

And Ram wasted no time.

The ballistae on Prime’s shoulders released a torrent of bolts at Claygon. They expanded, blurring through the air until they were the size of the golem’s war-spear, driving into his chest before he could even move.

A tremendous explosion rocked the air as he was pushed back by unrelenting force.

Ram’s expression twitched.

And the golem stumbled.

Alex lifted his staff, calling on its power, pouring flight magic into Claygon who was able to steady himself before he fell backward.

“And we have a devastating opening salvo from Prime!” the announcer called. “How will Alex and Claygon respond?”

“Like this,” Alex said.

“Like this,” his golem said in tandem.

And power poured into his fire-gems.


Chapter 55


Roth vs. Ram



Power filled Claygon’s fire-gems, flooding them with searing heat and light. Towering high above the floating golem loomed Ram’s construct, Prime, unleashing a storm of force bolts the size of Claygon’s war-spear.

In mid-flight, the golem braced himself against the onslaught battering his stone body. He did not move. His gaze did not shift. His gems flared.

Three beams of fire magic lanced through the air with hungry crackles.

They raced for Prime’s torso.

“No,” Ram said.

And the force construct dissolved.

Its hulking form shimmered, and its left arm shifted and flared, transforming to an enormous half-spherical shield that blocked the trio of beams. Orange flame washed over black force, overrunning its edges with the roar of a waterfall.

The barrage of ballistae ceased.

The audience screamed.

Ram flinched. “Well done, Claygon. Those beams of yours felt like fourth or fifth-tier spells.”

‘Felt,’ Alex thought, analysing the battle. ‘Claygon, he said that he felt the power of your gems. Maybe he’s sensing their mana, but he reacted like he actually felt their impact. Makes me wonder if there’s some kind of feedback between him and Prime.’

‘So that means… he might feel what I do to Prime? Good… That’s a weakness we should know about…’ Claygon unleashed another wave of fire magic while he charged the larger construct.

Alex raised his staff, the aeld’s crystalline blooms shone, pouring haste magic into Claygon. The golem’s flight speed doubled, and he shot toward Prime with his war-spear lowered like a knight wielding a lance.

Ram’s eyes narrowed.

He watched the golem race toward his construct as the audience went still, seeming to hold their breaths.

War-spear struck force shield.

Alex could only describe the sound of enchanted metal biting magical force as a cross between a shriek of steel on glass, the grinding of rock, and the cracking of stone.

Prime was pushed back in the face of Claygon’s power, drawing screams of delight, and thunderous applause from the enthusiastic crowd. The force construct’s spear-shaped legs scraped across the arena floor like nails on an obsidian board.

Behind him, the cage bars inched closer.

One of Ram’s eyes twitched.

And Prime exploded.

“What?” Claygon cried.

The crowd winced, as the force construct ruptured in an amorphous cloud of black force that flowed around Claygon’s spear, hitting the golem in waves of dreadful power. Spectators grabbed their ears to escape the deafening noise of the blow that propelled the stone golem skyward, spinning him through the air like a maple seed, then plunging him to the ground.

He scraped along the arena floor—the metal overlay on his body shedding sparks—until he finally righted himself and soared away.

“Knoooockdooooown!” the announcer cried. “We have our first knockdown, and it goes to Prime! A harsh beginning from Harsha Ram!”

The roar of the crowd was thunderous; clapping hands, stomping feet, and bellowing voices drowned all else.

Alex remained calm, eyes tracking Prime’s mass as it flew around the arena at blurring speeds.

‘Fire-beams, Father?’ the golem thought, a current of agitation in his voice.

‘Use all three to cut off his escape points,’ Alex thought. ‘You’re a one golem battery of archers. Cage him in.’

‘Yes… Father.’

The light of Claygon’s flaring gems reflected off the steely inlays on his body, flaring to a blinding radiance as three fire-beams sliced the air.

Alex watched as the amorphous Prime sped around the beams, flitting through the air with shocking agility considering his massive size—no… No that wasn’t right…

‘It has no mass,’ Alex thought. ‘It’s all force. No inertia to hinder it. Nothing. So, it’s not only fast and nimble, but it can shift direction without pausing. …Claygon, stop firing your central beam.’

‘Yes… Father…’

Alex eyed Ram’s construct intently as it weaved through another storm of fire-beams. Prime dodged and darted with decisive, trained efficiency.

The Thameish wizard’s eyes narrowed.

Suspicion grew.

‘It’s not sending any more force bolts at you, Claygon,’ Alex thought. ‘…Listen, I want you to aim a fire-beam at the arena floor directly in front of Ram.’

‘Are you sure… Father?’

“Do it,” Alex said out loud.

Ram’s eyes briefly flicked toward him.

Then Claygon turned a hand and released a beam of fire from his palm, aiming at the floor tiles directly in front of Ram. The audience gasped. A column of flame erupted, flaring against the cage bars.

The professor’s full attention turned back to the fight, his eyes squinting, one hand raised to shield against the intense flames.

‘Now, hit Prime with your central gem!’ Alex thought.

‘Understood… Father…’

His fire-gem flared, blasting through the air.

Prime tried to dodge… but it was a breath too late.

The beam struck the amorphous construct’s flank, knocking it to the bars. Ram’s eyes narrowed.

Prime boiled in the golem’s fire, then pushed itself from the beam and disengaged, streaking for the top of the cage.

‘I don’t think it can split itself,’ Alex said to Claygon. ‘It can change shape, but it seems it can’t split in two.’

“What about the… bolts it shoots?” Claygon asked, continuing to fire-beams at the flying construct.

‘I think it needs the ballistae on its shoulders for that, but that’s a good point… If it can’t split in two, then it’s probably not shooting pieces of itself out of those ballistas. It must be forming the bolts as it fires them. But where are they coming from? It doesn’t have an internal power source or magical items embedded in it, so the power has to come from… look out!’

Prime abruptly dove at Claygon, transforming into long, thick chains of black force. The chains wrapped him like a snake constricting a helpless mouse. Each chain tightened, coiling around the golem’s arms.

‘Claygon!’ Alex thought. ‘You should⁠—’

‘I… have this… father.’

The golem flexed against the chains even as they went taut around his stone and metal limbs. The restraints shuddered, struggling to contain the powerful golem, but they might as well have been lengths of twine trying to tie down a charging bull.

Another scream of stone and metal on congealed force rang out.

A link shattered.

The crowd cheered.

Claygon seized the black chains as they ruptured, tossing them to the arena floor.

They landed in tatters.

Alex glanced at the judges as they marked their score cards. One by one, each one held up a score.

“It’s an orthodox one, but we have a knockdown!” the announcer shouted. “Bringing the score to 9-9! This is one heck of a riveting match, gentlefolk! Wouldn’t you agree?”

The spectators went wild.

“I must say, Claygon, you are definitely stronger than you were last year,” Ram said. “I studied your matches extensively, and saw that you struggled against Vesuvius’ power, which led me to design those chains to match and exceed his force. I knew they would hold up well against him, yet, you were able to shatter them with ease. Commendable.”

“Father… built me well,” Claygon said, watching Prime return to his original form.

“And you learned well, too, buddy.” Alex was smiling as he complimented his golem.

“Well, shall we see if such learning and construction can hold back the force of progress?” Ram asked.

His eyes narrowed again.

Alex took note of the reaction as Prime leapt, coming at Claygon with impossible speed. It bore down on the stone golem with its four front legs, each thrusting like a javelin. The flurry came too fast for him to dodge out of the way, so he parried, blocking the assault with his war-spear and forearms.

Force magic screamed against metal and stone, casting sparks with every blow. The smaller stone construct braced himself in midair. Prime brought its fists to bear, increasing its devastating strikes, adding to the ferocious assault.

Still, Claygon remained unmoved, unflinching.

Prime added its scythe-tipped tail to the offensive, slashing at the golem’s trunk. Every impact was like a wall collapsing, but Claygon still did not move. Suddenly, Prime cocked an arm back.

The fist swelled to twice its size.

And drove into Claygon’s guard.

The golem flew at least a dozen feet before catching himself and diving back into the fray. He defended with his war-spear and all four arms, not giving an inch, circling the larger construct, looking for an opening in its flurry of blows.

Alex monitored Claygon as he fought.

He saw other fighters in the way the golem moved. His guards, cuts, thrusts, and parries were a part of Theresa, Thundar, and Grimloch’s fighting styles; the three warriors closest to the golem.

As he dodged and weaved around the much faster construct’s blows, Alex could see hints of the Dance he’d learned from Fan-Dor and Gel-Dor, the Dance he’d taught Claygon.

Meanwhile, Prime’s movements… were erratic.

Pride swelled inside him.

Some of its attacks were like a trained warrior’s, while others seemed like the flailings of something wild, something lacking finesse. As the audience chanted for more, Alex noted patterns in the force construct’s attacks.

‘When it uses its legs and tail, it moves sloppily, with little control, like it has no training, yet when it uses its fists, it looks coordinated and well-trained… Still, there’s something off.’ Alex scrutinised their opponent’s arms. ‘Attacks with its legs and tail look like how something cornered would react: wild, desperate, untrained.’

The Thameish wizard kept watching Prime. ‘I’m missing something…’

As he considered Ram’s construct, he poured greater force armour over Claygon with his staff.

Ram chuckled. “I’m surprised you can cast greater force armour, Mr. Roth. It seems you were capable of a lot more than you showed in my class, perhaps you should have stuck with my classes. Imagine how much more you could have learned.”

“I prefer the alchemical solution.” Alex waved the aeld staff above his head, it flared with pride.

“Foolish young wizard,” Ram said, punctuating his point with another immense blow from Prime that drove Claygon back. Increasingly, Prime’s attacks were slipping through the slower construct’s guard. “Reliance on outside tools: weapons, potions, staffs, golems… will spell your end. Where I am from, we learn to fight with our bodies first.”

His eyes did not leave the clash between Claygon and Prime.

The larger construct smashed the golem with a tremendous right hook that sent him spinning into the cage bars.

‘Prime’s getting faster,’ Alex told Claygon. ‘I think he’s getting stronger too.’

‘I am learning… how he fights… He favours one side…’ Claygon thought.

‘Right,’ Alex thought.

“Professor, weapons and tools are what let us sapient beings elevate ourselves above the beasts,” Alex said. “What’s a mortal without tools and weapons? Lacking, that’s what they are.”

“Our fingers can become arrows. The arms, iron. The feet, spears.” Ram growled as Claygon slipped a fist through Prime’s guard, knocking the force construct a few dozen feet back before it hit the bars—to the roar of the audience—then darted back into the fray. “Force magic can become any weapon, and you always have your spells as long as you have your tongue. As long as you’re not dead, you have a body you can fight with if you’ve trained it. Weapons and other things, can be⁠—”

Prime abruptly turned into chains again, wrapping around Claygon’s war-spear.

“—taken away.”

The chains suddenly jerked with immense force.

The war-spear tugged… but Claygon held tight, keeping it firmly in his grip.

“No… Prime,” the golem said. “This is mine…”

Ram’s eyebrows rose. “You truly are a mighty force. Those chains of force would bind a dragon, you do realise that? At least, the average dragon of a certain age. From my calculations, I can tell you that last year, Prime would have held Claygon long enough to achieve the pin. My compliments to both of you.”

He tipped his head at Alex, though his eyes did not leave the fight. “It’s regrettable. If you had tried as hard with force magic as you obviously did when building your golem, you would likely be quite the master of the discipline by now. You really should have applied yourself better, Mr. Roth.”

Alex frowned. “Everyone has their talents. And everyone has their limits.”

“Hmph.” Ram grunted. “Limits are meant to be shattered, through intellect, force, and willpower. Case in point.”

Prime rushed Claygon, charging into the smaller golem like a bull trying to break through a sagging fence. The golem was being pushed back, and swung his war-spear at the same time.

The weapon hit the force construct, its form crumpled but—before Prime could be catapulted away—it warped into a wave of force, blasting Claygon.

This time, the golem was ready. He raked it with fire-beams, planting his war-spear into the ground to steady himself as it poured over him.

Ram frowned, then his face changed, taking on a self-satisfied smile.

Prime’s form distorted further, wrapping around Claygon like a shroud.

It constricted.

Only… Alex wasn’t watching Prime and Claygon.

His attention was on Ram. ‘I think I’m starting to figure out your weaknesses.’


Chapter 56


The Tool of the Mind in War



In the past two plus years, Alex had learned a lot about combat. Over time, he’d come to take note of how different fighters embraced their own ways of battle, using what best suited them, yet sharing the same goal: winning.

A fighter like Grimloch relied on the might of their physique and natural talent to devastate, crush, and stop an opponent in their tracks. Incredible strength. Insurmountable speed. Titanic mass. Overwhelming magical power. Towering natural talent all came together.

With such abilities, a combatant could easily bury an adversary with crushing blows, or a hurricane of swift strikes and spells that left them in a broken heap sprawled in the dirt in their wake.

Another way was through hard practise and honing skills through thousands of hours of training. Combat forms—perfected by cultures over millennia—often triumphed over those less practiced and less proficient, as a master musician would perfect a song through long days of practise.

A third way was through analysis and by noting patterns in their opponent’s fighting style, using the agility of a keen mind to spot details.

By canvassing the terrain for anything that could be used to one’s advantage.

Searching an opponent’s form for weaknesses.

A keen mind was Alex Roth’s ultimate tool in battle. As someone who was prevented by the Mark from even throwing a punch at someone or something bent on taking his life, his brain was the greatest tool he had to protect himself and those fighting beside him. Though his time was most often spent with dangerous companions, a war-golem, and a staff that wielded fantastic magics, his mind was still his greatest weapon and shield.

Now—in this contest against a man with far greater years of combat experience than him—he’d been using that mind with the precision of a scalpel. Probing for any weaknesses in Prime and Harsha Ram.

And as the fight continued, he believed he’d uncovered one.

In the arena, Prime wrapped around Claygon like a black death shroud, wresting the golem from the sky and down toward the ground.

‘Father!’ Claygon cried in Alex’s mind. ‘Prime’s moving around me… like water! I can’t… fight my way out… I’ll try my war-spear!’

Prime transfigured as something stabbed it, parting the construct around the tip of Claygon’s blade like tall grass separating as the war-spear poked through the struggling mass of black force.

Then the force construct’s shifting form closed on the war-spear’s haft.

‘It has… my spear! Father!’ the golem shouted.

‘Don’t give up, Claygon,’ Alex thought. ‘Keep struggling. I’m noticing something about Ram. I think he has to control Prime directly, like he would a cart or a wagon. I don’t think it can function on its own… and I believe there’s a strong connection between the two of them. Prime’s like a cloud, so start blasting it with your fire-beams, full power. They’re causing some kind of discomfort to Ram.’

‘I will… Father…’ Claygon thought.

“And Prime grapples Claygon, wrapping around him like an evil blanket of force!” the announcer shouted. “The mighty golem is struggling, but Prime literally has him surrounded! This is unprecedented, folks! Only at events like these can you expect to see such life-or-death struggles, such death-defying feats, and such fantabulous feints without risking your life to watch—wait… what’s this?”

Ram glowered at Claygon, his brow furrowing as Prime suddenly expanded.

Crackling explosions raged within the force construct. Claygon blasted his opponent again and again, bathing Prime with flame. Across the arena, Ram’s face hardened, and a line of sweat dripped down his temple.

Prime constricted, binding the struggling golem, enduring explosion after explosion.

The audience gasped and cheered.

In the VIP box, Shale watched with the same grim expression as one attending a loved one’s funeral. Around her, the potential clients took in the battle with unnerving interest.

Alex bit the inside of his cheek, focused on Ram’s expression and body language.

The well disciplined professor was standing tall and straight-backed… wearing tension in his body and a stiffening of his shoulders like an unwelcome cloak.

‘Yes…’ Alex thought. ‘We’re going to corner you, Professor Ram.’

Yet, within the arena, Prime was the one gaining the lead.

Despite Claygon’s fire and mighty strength, the force construct was slowly pulling its prey to the ground. Both constructs touched the arena floor, the golem firmly constricted by Prime’s cloud-like form.

A wave of shock pulsed through the link. ‘Are we on… the floor… Father?’

‘Yes. It’s going to pin you, Claygon,’ Alex thought, watching his former professor. ‘And I don’t think there’s any way we’re going to stop that.’

He quickly checked the timer. ‘Don’t panic, but, we’re going to lose this round.’

‘No…’ Claygon said.

‘Trust me, we’re not going to lose the match. All you need to do is struggle as hard as you can for the rest of the round. Make sure you put everything you’ve got into making Prime work for this victory. Don’t prioritise pins and knockdowns, just throw as many attacks into it as you can.’

‘Understood… Father…’ Claygon thought.

“And pin!” the announcer cried as the count finished. “The score is 9-7 in favour of Harsha Ram and Prime!”

Roaring cheers spread through the audience as fans clapped and chanted in unison. “Prime! Prime! Prime! Prime!”

Prime disengaged from Claygon, but the golem immediately whirled, bathing the force construct in flame. He shot after Prime, war-spear thrusting and fires blazing.

He swung the blade in broad strokes, slashing Prime even as he reformed. The force construct moulded, returning to its combat form and drilling Claygon with an earth shattering blow, driving him across the arena, rattling the cage bars.

“You need… to hit harder…” the golem said.

Claygon flew back into the melee, leading with war-spear and fire-beams, slashing the larger construct with his blade, pounding his massive fist into Prime’s core. The force creature spun through the air, slamming into the bars.

A great tremor ripped through the cage.

And as Claygon was about to move in for the kill…

…the bell rang.

“And the first round goes to Priiiime! What a devastating contest, folks! And a great showing from both combatants! Truly, Prime has been a monstrously powerful foe, but what a truly destructive display we’d be witnessing if it wasn’t for the arena’s protective magics!”

“Yeah, it would be, wouldn’t it…” Alex muttered, observing Ram.

His former force magic professor watched the crowd distantly, lowering his head politely as they cheered his name. His body appeared calm and serene… but Alex could see past that.

There was a lack of focus deep in his eyes—so subtle that most might not notice it lurking there—but it could not escape the notice of the Fool of Thameland.

“Father… we lost…” Claygon groaned, floating down in front of Alex. “This fight… is frustrating… like fighting mist that can punch you…”

‘It’s okay,’ Alex responded mentally, watching the timer. ‘We’re going to get him soon. How strong is Prime?’

‘Very strong… as strong as a golem…’

‘As strong as one of the new golems that we make at Shale’s?’ Alex asked.

‘I… it’s hard to answer, Father…’ Claygon said, a troubled note in his voice.

More suspicions grew in Alex’s mind. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘Sometimes it feels weaker… Sometimes it feels as strong as I was last year… Sometimes it feels almost as strong as me, or even stronger… Then it feels weaker again…’

‘So its strength is fluctuating,’ Alex considered. ‘That makes sense…’

‘What… are you thinking… Father?’

‘I’ve got a hypothesis. Ram’s created this truly badass spell, and don’t get me wrong, but there’s no spell that I know of that could possible create infinite energy. When force armour shatters, you need to reform it. When you fire force bolts, you need to power those force bolts with mana… So I have to ask myself, how is Prime putting out so much power without any power source?’

‘You are right, Father… all fires need fuel…’ Claygon looked at the fire-gems in his palms.

‘Exactly,’ Alex thought. ‘Prime’s firing force bolts, changing shape and increasing and decreasing its strength… Some spells are self-sustaining, but we’re not talking about a static wall of force. And if you crack a wall of force, the wizard who cast it has to cast the spell again to repair it.’

‘Then what’s Prime’s fuel?’ Claygon thought.

Alex glanced at the force professor who was examining Prime carefully. ‘Ram is, I think. I think the spell’s continuously drawing from his mana pool. Whenever Prime’s strength spikes? It’s probably because Ram’s poured more mana into it.’

‘Then… Ram is powering it… and controlling it… that’s why Prime favours its right side.’

Alex glanced at the professor’s arms. ‘Because Ram would fight with his force prosthetic, that makes sense!’

‘Then what’s the plan…?’ Claygon asked.

‘We snuff out the pool. Ram’s got to have an immense pool of mana, and he’s the kind of wizard who would definitely learn mana regeneration techniques, but that still doesn’t mean his pool is infinite. It’s probably taking a lot to keep powering the spell, and every adjustment he makes is only going to draw even more power from him.’

‘Yes… so we can drain him… by hitting Prime over and over,’ Claygon thought.

‘Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking,’ Alex thought. ‘It’d probably be easier outside of this arena—then we could do some real damage—but let’s wear him down. And I think we should pull out one of my trump cards… and… huh.’

‘What is it, Father?’ Claygon asked.

Alex peered at Prime. ‘He can’t cast any spells on Prime. Since the new rules came into effect this year, every wizard in the tournament has been casting spells to power up their proxies. But he hasn’t done that, not at all… makes me wonder if he can.’

‘Then… that is more advantage… to us…’ Claygon thought.

‘Which is a good thing.’ Alex looked up at Toraka’s prospective clients. ‘Those buyers are looking at Prime with a lot of hunger in their eyes.’

‘Do not worry, Father…’ Claygon said. ‘We will slaughter your competition…’

‘Claygon, we can’t, that’s murder⁠—’

‘…Slaughter them in business. In business.’

Alex wasn’t completely sure if Claygon actually meant ‘in business.’

“Round two’s beginning, folks! Our first round went to Prime, but will round two go as swimmingly for Harsha Ram and Prime?” the announcer shouted.

‘Claygon…’ Alex thought. ‘I have a plan⁠—’

Ram watched Claygon intently. In the arena, Prime skittered into position, scraping its legs against the arena floor. Its fists clenched and unclenched.

“May the best construct win,” Ram said. “Can you stand in the way of progress?”

“It’s not progress until all the bugs are worked out, but you already knew that,” Alex said.

“True, your data will be valuable to my advancement.”

“Funny, I was about to say the same thing to you.”

“A battle between warriors! Between wizards! Between scientists! Who will win? What exciting new ventures will be born from this match?”

Claygon and Prime tensed.

“Begin!” the announcer shouted.

Alex flicked his staff, pouring Flight and Haste magic into Claygon.

Prime charged, its tail sweeping out to knock him to the arena floor, but the golem parried with his war-spear. Prime came in hard, using a flurry of measured attacks that came from all sides.

Ram’s training and experience shone through his force construct, and its speed heightened with every strike. Soon, Claygon was being pounded beneath a hurricane of blows, each slipping through his guard.

Alex thanked the Traveller that Prime wasn’t a familiar. They’d stand no chance if Ram was able to cast his own devastating spells through the construct.

And for that, Alex was grateful.

‘Fire your central gem, Claygon…’ Alex thought. ‘But don’t break away from the fight. Keep Prime in melee. At the same time, blast the cage in front of Ram.’

‘Yes, Father…’ Claygon thought, gems flaring.

Beams of flame lanced out, striking Prime in its axe-shaped skull, while another beam flew across the cage, hitting the bars in front of Ram. The professor didn’t flinch.

But Prime did.

Alex grinned.

Claygon drove his war-spear into the creature, raking it with fire from his central gem. Prime responded with bolts of force from its ballista, but it was clearly firing blind.

The golem slammed the larger construct to the floor.

“Knockdoooown!” the announcer bellowed.

10-9 in Claygon’s favour from all three judges.

‘One point down,’ Alex thought. ‘But points don’t matter.

Ram stepped out from behind the flames.

His face twitched.

Suddenly, Prime was diving forward.

The axe-blade struck Claygon on the shoulder, driving the golem to the ground.

“A knockdown from Prime!” the announcer screamed.

9-9 from the judges.

Alex didn’t flinch.

Claygon raised both arms, firing his fire-beams right into Prime’s chest.

And—as predicted—the construct dissolved into a cloud of force, sweeping over Claygon, trying to constrict him again.

Alex smiled.

“Got you,” he said, raising his staff. It was time for the first of his new trump cards.

He poured power into the staff.

The aeld blooms flared.

And Claygon vanished.

“What?” Ram cried.


Chapter 57


Ram’s Pride



Harsha Ram was a warrior.

A man who had long realised that there was a governing law that decided everything encompassing one’s life: force.

As a boy, his closest friend drew other children to him by possessing an athletic body, a decisive manner, and a mesmerising personality. The adults in his village achieved security and peace through force; combining their peoples’ martial arts, weapon arts, and tactics to vanquish bandits, monsters, and would-be conquerors.

As a young man, an invading army had decimated everything his people had built through force, leaving countless dead in their wake. As an older man, he’d used force in the form of his own body to exact terrible retribution for his dead people.

That act had cost him an arm.

As time passed, the man matured in strength, wisdom, and above all else, in mana, awakening him to an inescapable truth. That a bounty of mana raged within him, that it called him to the world he seemed to be born for: wizardry, and the only discipline of spellcraft that would suit a man like him.

Force.

To master force was to master the very governing law that decided the tides of the world, fate, and destiny. Self-studying as many force spells as he could, he’d surrendered to force magic, breathing it, loving it, embodying it. After years of travelling through the world, using force spells to set wrongs right, he had come to Generasi to study wizardry in the formal setting of the university.

In time, he’d graduated as the most proficient user of force magic the university had seen in a decade, and eventually, Harsha Ram had joined the school’s faculty as one of its powerful, dedicated, and well experienced professors.

It had been a fine retirement for a warrior: researching the mysteries of force magic while introducing young minds to the established properties of force and wizardry.

Then, years into a comfortable career, Alex Roth had come along.

In his first year of force magic, the young man had been a puzzle. One who’d completely mystified his teacher. At first, he’d thought that the aspiring wizard had the makings of an excellent force mage. Though his spellcasting was surprisingly slow—it was like his mind would lapse when he tried to cast the most basic force spell—he had shown an extraordinary proficiency with forceball.

The young man’s grasp on the theory of force magic overwhelmingly outstripped that of his classmates, making him a regular topic of conversation among them. Ram would often hear about the prodigious abilities of the first year student named Alex Roth from his other professors.

And then—one day—the young man had just reached a standstill.

It wasn’t the first time Professor Harsha Ram had seen a student come up against a wall in their studies, but each time, he had helped them break through that wall by force of will and concerted effort, or by directing their attention elsewhere.

Yet, no matter what he’d tried, Alex Roth had remained stuck, growing to be a more perplexing puzzle.

The young man knew how force worked and how spellcraft worked. He well understood the theory. Yet for some reason, he was far too slow in spellcasting and couldn’t cast even the simplest force missile spells to a satisfactory degree.

Usually, such a situation unfolded in the opposite manner. A student could fire force missiles well enough, but usually fell down when it came to the theory behind advanced aspects of force magic.

A problem like that would normally be solved through extra study time, tutoring, remedial writing assignments, and research. Either the student would apply themselves properly and bring out their latent ability, or they would not.

Or perhaps could not.

In the end, students in that situation would wash out from his class, and that would be the end of that.

More troubling, was that the harder Ram had tried to get to the bottom of Roth’s issues with force magic, the more he could only conclude that the young man was simply choosing not to apply himself. In every other class that he was enrolled in, he’d obviously performed exceptionally well. In alchemy, according to Vernia, he’d quickly become known as a prodigy.

In the staff room, Professor Val’Rok never stopped talking about the young man’s mastery of mana manipulation. Yet, in his force magic class, the very same student had shown a troublingly erratic effort, and his grade had always leaned toward the mediocre side.

For a time, he’d considered the possibility that his teaching ability was the reason why he couldn’t reach such an obviously bright student… but he’d eventually put that thought aside.

‘If that boy does not think force magic worthy enough of his full attention, there is nothing to be done. One only receives what one puts in,’ Harsha Ram had concluded at the time.

He honestly believed he would only cross paths with the young student on the rare occasion from then on.

At least… that was what he’d thought before he’d made his own breakthrough.

Force Construct.

A seventh-tier spell that would generate a soldier of force, designed to protect powerful wizards for generations. All that was needed to confirm its value was to test it under the right conditions, both as a demonstration of its power, and to test for limits on its further development.

He couldn’t think of a better opponent to test against—especially in real time—than a state of the art construct with an unmatched level of force that had been taking the university community by storm.

Claygon.

Without doubt, it would have been embarrassingly crude for an experienced professor of the university to openly challenge a second year student. Thus, he assumed a pseudonym and a disguise.

Despite his effort to remain anonymous, he’d been unmasked, so to speak, though his unmasking hadn’t stopped the contest from thrilling everyone watching.

The first round was tense, requiring the force wizard to pour an immense amount of mana into Prime to keep his construct from rupturing under the stone golem’s fists.

So far, his force construct along with his experience in battle had been carrying the day… Yet he was already seeing significant problems in Prime’s design.

The feedback mechanism he’d designed as the control system made him experience every impact Prime took to its body like phantom pains. If it wasn’t for his disciplined mind, he likely would have collapsed from strain by now.

Even though he was still on his feet, the greater effort he needed to keep Prime functioning was costing him as his mana drained faster than he could regenerate it.

And as he noticed his spell’s flaws… he also noticed his opponents’ strengths.

Prime was by far the faster construct, but—in the end—it was still just a mindless creature that required ongoing input from its master to direct its attacks, draining his mana, while leaving both of them vulnerable to whatever Claygon dished out. Meanwhile, the golem was sentient, a living warrior; a creature with his own mind, one that could think on his own and had obviously trained for combat.

When he swung those massive fists, even though the action might have appeared a little inelegant, it also showed his ability as a seasoned, practiced warrior. The golem’s experience and independence freed his master—Alex Roth—to act as a second pair of eyes, a second mind, and a strategist throughout the duel.

Now, it seemed that they’d figured out how he controlled Prime. Twice now, Claygon had used a fire-beam to obstruct his view of the fight so he could create openings in his construct’s guard.

He had to admit it, his respect for Roth was growing. His analysis was the mark of a warrior, and a scientist.

And Harsha Ram respected both.

He’d gone into round two knowing he had to act quickly, so he’d opened the floodgates to his mana pool and poured as much energy as he could into Prime.

His plan was to hit Claygon fast, achieve a few knockdowns and pins, then carry the second round. From the way the golem was fighting, it was obvious they’d realised what Prime’s power source was, and even Ram himself doubted his mana pool—already taxed from the duel with Vesuvius—could withstand the stone golem’s full power for much longer.

At first it seemed everything would go well…

…Right up until the moment Alex Roth raised his staff.

And Claygon vanished.

“What?” Ram cried.

Planar Doorway—the one spell Roth likely cast on Claygon—required one to touch a subject to teleport them. So was it… no… perhaps invisibility?

Concentrating, Ram flooded Prime with mana.

The ballistae on the construct’s shoulders swivelled—as the professor felt the movement deep in his own shoulders—bolts of force fired in a wide arc.

A fire-beam struck Prime through a blind spot.

Heat washed over Professor Ram, and he set his jaw. His consciousness connected to Prime, spinning the construct around to attack Claygon…

Only to discover that, once again, the golem was gone.

A war-spear shot out from empty air, tearing into Prime’s flank, drawing a torrent of energy from Ram’s mana pool, then a stone fist hammered the force construct’s back. Rather than go for the knockdown, Claygon pressed his advantage, pummeling Prime with a flurry of blows and an endless stream of fiery beams from his central eye.

Ram clenched his jaw, pouring more mana into Prime, deflecting Claygon’s ferocious blows, then transforming the construct into a wave of force. He planned to let the racing cloud of force envelop their foe, but Alex Roth waved his staff.

The golem vanished again.

Ram’s eyebrows rose.

He now understood—from the way the mana flowed—that the young wizard was using Planar Doorway. But how?

Claygon was beside Prime, driving another terrible spear-blow into the construct. Ram grunted as the sensation drilled into his side. It wasn’t quite the same sensation as pain, but it also wasn’t benign. Every impact drained his mana.

“This is wild, people!” the announcer cried from above. “Claygon is teleporting around the arena like… like… some kind of teleporter! What a development! This is indeed the peak, my friends!”

The atmosphere in the stadium was nearly rabid. Folks were frenzied, pointing around the arena, loudly guessing where Claygon would appear next.

“Well done!” Harsha called to Alex. “Tell me, how are you teleporting your golem without touching him?”

“You’re not the only one who’s been developing their spellcasting!” Alex said cheerily. “And I’ve got to tell you, you made one hell of a spell there… seventh tier?”

“Good observation,” Ram said, trying to concentrate on defence. Prime enveloped itself in a shell of force, guarding against Claygon’s attacks.

Planar Doorway was a fourth-tier spell, which would tax a second year wizard. Casting it over and over again—even through a staff—would make Alex’s mana run dry long before his did.

When that happened, he would finish Claygon.

“Is that why you can’t cast spells on Prime?” Alex asked.

Ram watched the fight closely. The golem reappeared beside Prime, laying into the construct at close range with his fire-beams, war-spear strikes, heavy punches, and even stone-breaking kicks.

“You’re, without doubt, the most powerful wizard in this tournament, and the recent rules-change should super benefit you, Professor!” Alex called from across the arena. “You could probably blast me into itty bitty giblets with a snap of your fingers. I can only imagine what your body enhancement and defensive spells must be like… no wait, I don’t have to imagine them. You taught me some.”

Alex waved his staff and greater force armour formed around Claygon, protecting the golem in an invisible barrier.

“That’s a really useful spell,” the Thameish wizard said. “Even my lesser version of it is, so I know you’ve got deadly enhancement spells. Come on, let’s see some. How do you think Prime would perform with haste on?”

Ram frowned. It wouldn’t be a proper test if he had Prime simply stand around in the arena like a boulder, Claygon would eventually batter its defences down. The force construct unfolded from its defensive ball, morphing to a mass of force magic.

It dove at its opponent, but in a blink, the golem vanished.

Claygon reappeared, using Ram’s blind spot for cover, but the warrior-wizard was ready. Prime swung a massive fist, striking Claygon square atop his head.

The golem hit the ground.

“Knooockdoooown!” the announcer roared.

Claygon disappeared, instantly reappearing, a fist throwing an uppercut, driving the blow into the bottom of Prime’s axe-like skull.

The construct was knocked skyward, straight into the cage dome.

Ram thought he heard his teeth rattle.

“The first thing I shall do when I return to the Cells is find a better feedback system,” he muttered.

His mana was draining rapidly.

“You can’t cast spells on Prime since it’s actually a spell, can you?” Alex said point-blank. “Seems to me that would be a bit of a disadvantage, wouldn’t it? Which is too bad.”

Ram said nothing, trying to keep strict concentration on his defences. As Claygon teleported around his construct, the professor was beginning to track the patterns. He was learning to guard his blind spots.

“You’re watching your blind spots a bit better,” Alex said. “My compliments on your fighting prowess by the way.”

“You… favour your right side…” Claygon called. “I am fighting you… not Prime… and you are a true warrior…”

“Thank you,” Ram said.

He was not so prideless to deny truths spoken so plainly.

“You’re powering Prime, aren’t you?” Alex asked. “Which makes sense since spells need to be powered by their wizards, and for a spell as potent as yours? Only a wizard with your level of power could energise it for this long.”

“Your flattery will not help you, Mr. Roth. Though, I appreciate your sportsmanship.” Ram grimaced as Prime took another blow from Claygon.

He looked at Alex. The young wizard seemed to be no closer to running out of mana than he had been before he’d first made Claygon disappear.

Ram’s energies on the other hand were draining… There was only one thing for it.

He’d joined this contest to test his new spell, not spread lies or win tournaments. While winning would be nice, it would only be a bonus.

“You have done well in analysing force magic, though you always were good at that,” Harsha said. He cracked his neck. “However, I am a warrior. I prefer a more practical approach to magic. And as a warrior, I will reward you for how well you have done. You deserve my and Prime’s full power.”

With that, the professor poured everything he had into the spell.

He’d either finish the match instantly.

Or he would lose with honour.


Chapter 58


Prime Time



The timer was ticking down.

The match was nearing its end.

And so was the time for Prime.

Professor Ram’s mana flooded into his spell like an undammed river swamping the countryside. The force construct shuddered, engulfed by its master’s power, growing to twice its original size.

Prime now loomed three times Claygon’s height, with its long tail stretching most of the length of the arena.

Roth looked like he was unable to believe his eyes.

The audience gasped.

And the announcer screamed. “What have we here? Prime has suddenly doubled in size! What a shocking turn of events! But, remember ladies and gents, size isn’t everything! Will a stronger, heavier, and slower Prime be able to handle Claygon’s teleportation tactics?”

“You mean stronger and faster,” Ram said.

Prime’s tail whipped out as the golem appeared behind him.

It connected, knocking Claygon to the ground with an ear-splitting boom.

“Ooooooh!” The crowd leapt to their feet, grabbing their ears.

Prime was a blur, dropping a colossal fist down on Claygon, drilling him into the ground.

“One… two…” the announcer started the countdown.

The stone golem vanished, reappearing above Prime, driving his fist toward the force construct’s skull. Massive knuckles of pure force energy shot up quicker than a lightning bolt. The impact hurled Claygon against the cage bars.

The crowd roared.

Ram clenched his teeth, sucking in a breath.

‘Not good,’ he thought. ‘It’s draining too fast, even faster than when I used full power in the Cells. It’s costing me more energy to attack Claygon full force⁠—’

“Aaaaaaaarrrgh!” A terrible burning sensation drove a scream from Ram’s throat.

His left arm felt like it was on fire, and his mana now drained even faster.

The crowd gasped.

The announcer looked at the professor with shock at the same time his young opponent asked him…

“Are you alright?” Roth called, concern in his voice.

“Fine.” Ram faced his pain with honed discipline, even as he tried to work out what just happened.

The answer came to him.

‘I’m a fool,’ he thought. ‘By increasing Prime’s power I’ve also enhanced its size, strength, and speed… which means the sensitivity of the feedback system has also increased dramatically. I expected that to happen, because it happened during testing, but not like this, not with such intensity. Nothing I hit Prime with at the time came close to the force of Roth’s golem’s—no!’

He was deep in thought, analysing why he’d felt such burning in his arm, when Roth chose to capitalise on his lapse in focus, teleporting Claygon out of Prime’s reach.

A sharp pain hit Ram’s side, feeling like his flesh had been pierced. The golem appeared, stabbing his war-spear into the construct’s torso. Harsha could feel the blow that seemed to shift his organs to one side to let the tip of that terrible weapon skewer his insides.

‘If this is how it feels when Prime is protected by the arena’s magic,’ Ram thought. ‘Then how would it feel when⁠—’

Something struck him in the side of his head. He stumbled, his vision wavering.

The golem slugged Prime’s skull with full force, whipping the construct’s head to one side.

“Sir?” the announcer called. “Sir, are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” Ram grunted.

Prime drove another blow into Claygon, sending the golem careening into the arena floor. The force construct’s and professor’s lead in points was increasing. The timer was ticking down.

If he could just keep pushing… just keep that point lead going before he ran out of mana, or some phantom impact drove him out of the fight…

Then he’d have his success.

Ram eyed Roth standing across the arena.

The young wizard continued teleporting his golem around Prime.

He showed no sign of exertion or worry. How much mana did he and that staff have, anyway?

Ram swallowed as Prime struck Claygon again.

He had to push even harder.

Or he would be in major trouble.
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‘We’re in trouble,’ Alex thought.

The aeld staff’s energies had ebbed a while ago, and he’d been quietly drawing on his own mana pool for some time now. He hid that fact, keeping the movements of his lips so muted, that they appeared still from a distance, but the truth was, he couldn’t keep this up for much longer.

‘Father…!’ Claygon cried in his mind, blasting Prime with his forehead beam. ‘I cannot bring it down! The plan’s not working.’

‘It has to work,’ Alex thought. ‘Ram’s pouring everything he’s got into Prime, and every blow you’re giving that oversized construct of his is hurting him. We’ve got to keep going.’

‘But… Father…’ the golem said, right before a giant ballista bolt struck him in the chest, knocking him to the ground. ‘Father… how much longer can you last? He has… more mana than you…’

‘His energy’s fading, and mine’s still high, he’s using more mana and you’re wrecking his concentration,’ Alex thought. ‘We have to keep this up. He has to believe we’ll outlast him. If he stops pushing, we’re done. The point gap’s too wide for us catch up now. So, we have to make him drain his mana.’

‘Father… the round’s going to end soon…’ Claygon pleaded. ‘We don’t have to win…’

‘But I want to win,’ Alex thought. ‘And you deserve to win. And all those salivating bastards—looking at Ram’s incomplete prototype—need to be shown his spell’s limits.’

‘Alright, Father… I will give my all…’ Claygon unleashed his fire-beams at Prime.

Ram’s growl was that of a wounded beast, but he still would not falter.

‘Come on…’ Alex thought, drawing on his reserves. ‘Come on…!’
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Harsha Ram’s knees were close to buckling.

One of Claygon’s last blows had nearly knocked him unconscious. His body hadn’t been physically attacked, but his mind was convinced that he’d been stabbed, bashed in the head, and stomped.

His rigid stance was gone, replaced by a slump in his shoulders as he stood beside the cage, his body shaking and his breath ragged.

‘Just a little more, Prime…’ Ram thought. ‘A little more and we’ll have them…’

He glanced at the timer.

A little less than ten seconds remaining.

‘Run out of mana!’ he willed the towering young wizard.

But Alex would not fall. His expression never changed, and his spellcasting never slowed. While Claygon teleported around the arena, Ram reacted, turning Prime into a cloud of force energy.

‘We have enough of a lead,’ he thought. ‘I’ll keep Prime moving now. Keep him out of Claygon’s reach and let the timer run out. That will guarantee me the win.’

Ram concentrated on his force construct, manoeuvring it around the arena in dizzying patterns. He thought of reducing his mana flow, but he would need all of Prime’s speed to avoid Claygon’s teleporting attacks.

He just needed to last a little longer…

The cloud of dark force energy darted around the cage, compressing in mass, shrinking to stop providing an immense target for its rival. Claygon fired his fire-beams at the retreating force construct, but Prime’s nebulous form wove through the air, escaping them.

‘Less than seven seconds,’ Ram thought.

Prime spiralled around the edge of the arena.

‘Less than fiv⁠—’

He suddenly screamed.

While Ram had been busy staying clear of the teleporting golem’s beams, Claygon had thrown his war-spear.

The force professor was caught by surprise and—to avoid the blade—he had Prime duck and spin… right into the path of a fire-beam. Pain raged through his body as Claygon approached, flying to the force construct’s frozen form.

Two of the golem’s fists were cocked back.

“Three…” the announcer counted.

They drove into Prime’s shapeless form.

“Two…”

It was too much.

He just needed to last a little longer…

Ram fell to one knee.

‘Come on…’ he thought. ‘Count!’

But there was no more counting.

The announcer was silent.

The crowd was silent.

The arena was silent.

Ram looked up.

“No!” he growled.

Hovering near the arena’s dome, Claygon floated like a god of war and flame, grasping his war-spear in one hand.

Meanwhile… Prime… Prime was…

“Prime has shattered!” the announcer cried.

Then Ram saw them: dissipating wisps of force magic. There was no mana left to feed the force construct, and Claygon had at last shattered it with those final, devastating blows.

“We’re witnessing a very rare event, folks!” the announcer cried. “Prime has not been pinned nor has he surrendered, instead, he has been destroyed! Let’s turn to the judges, the decision is theirs!”

The judges were scribbling notes on their cards, looking at the cage.

One rose and gave a signal to the announcer.

“In the event that one competitor is unable to continue due to a knockout or in this case—apparent destruction—the match is forfeit!” the announcer cried. “There we have it! At only two seconds away from the bell ringing and ensuring victory, Prime is annihilated! The winner of the Super Heavy-weight Division of the Duel by Proxy is… Claygon and his master, Alex Roth!”

An explosion of noise ripped through the stadium and beyond its walls as the audience screamed, most leaping from their seats as one.

The sound was almost deafening.

People hooted, cheered, clapped, and clasped each other’s hands. Some held up betting tickets with delighted smiles plastered across their faces, while others swore, ripping theirs to bits, their obscene curse words drowning under the crowd’s roar.

Ram paused, thinking about the match.

In the end… things had not gone the way he’d hoped, though he’d known the risks when he’d signed up for this event. Prime was powerful… A power came at a price, one that he had been unable to pay.

“It’s not ready,” he said quietly. “Not for real combat.”

He’d grown confident after defeating the other participants in the Duel by Proxy—even the ferocious Vesuvius—but he could see now that those early results had left him arrogant and overconfident.

And revealed his spell’s greatest flaws.

Prime drew too much energy. The connection that allowed him to operate Prime so well had turned against him. A seventh-tier spell was out of reach for all save the most powerful wizards. Prime’s durability—while technically robust—drew too much from its master.

The entire fight had taken place under powerful magics that robbed blows of their most lethal capacities, yet—even then—a wizard of his power could not keep Prime in the fight.

“What would have happened if this battle was outside the arena?” he asked himself, rising to his feet. “It would have taken even more energy to keep his form intact. What would happen if an archwizard cast Prime and was ambushed by something that threw streams of blows as powerful as Claygon’s?

“Then there’s the fact that I cannot cast spells on Prime… a major disadvantage.”

He squared his shoulders, looking at his former student.

It had been a clean defeat. He had stepped into the arena with a powerful weapon… but one lacking in crucial areas. And for that? He’d been punished. And, if he was honest, he deserved the loss.

He had no doubt that—in time—force constructs would become a devastating tool in a powerful wizard’s arsenal, but today was too soon, there was more work to do. In his excitement, he’d simply acted prematurely.

“Perhaps I am getting old. Impatient,” he murmured, watching Alex Roth across the arena. “When a student at least a third my age can thwart me so easily… Bah, well, I can’t exactly blame age for my defeat. That would take away the victory and credit from two who deserve it. Young Mr. Roth and Claygon fought a good fight… Baelin truly has created a monster, who—in turn—created another monster.”

The force professor gave Alex a deep nod of respect. “Let these young ones find their own devastating path to victory.”

He smiled. “For now. One day, it will be Prime’s time.”
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Alex fought exhaustion as he waved to the crowd, his relief nearly buckling him at the knees.

“Two seconds,” he murmured. “Two more seconds and that could have been a disaster. But we did it. You did it, Claygon.”

“As did you… Father…” the golem said aloud, floating down to stand in front of Alex. “We triumphed… over a terrible enemy.”

“Well, that’s what we do.” Alex laughed ruefully. “We meet terrible enemies, we fight them, and we beat them. Sometimes with consequences and sometimes without.”

He nodded to the VIP box. “And this time, it looks like it’s without.”

While a couple of Shale’s potential buyers still looked at Ram with interest, most had completely turned to face Toraka, pointing at Claygon excitedly. The golemworks master was listening intently. From his distance, Alex could almost see the sparkle in her eye.

A sparkle that Alex would recognise as the sparkle of one about to make a lot of coin. His relief was palpable. The golemworks was not about to lose its buyers to some new spell technology, so he’d have time to make his fortune.

‘This definitely tells me something, though. I’ve already got the bakery, and my deal with Lucia going, but I should diversify more in the future. For right now, let’s just bask in our victory.’

He looked up at the sky. ‘If only all victories could be as bloodless.’


Chapter 59


Flim Flam



“There was blood in the water for a moment there.” Shale shook her head. “Because people are idiots. Now, drink up.”

“Toraka, you still haven’t told me what the hell happened up there.” Alex took a long sip of his beer, the second one bought for him by his business partner.

“That’s because when you nearly get slaughtered in business, you drink first, and talk later. We’re like soldiers on the battlefield. It’s just that the ‘blood’ we shed is gold instead of red.” Toraka guzzled a foaming stein of beer.

She and Alex were hunkered down, sitting in a corner of a beer tent near the Duel by Proxy’s arena, with their hoods pulled up, and their cloaks wrapped tight. In a way, they looked secretive, like two unimaginative thieves meeting in a dim tavern just before a caper, though—in this case—the ‘hooded and cloaked’ look was less for ‘cliché mystery’ and more for a ‘practical need for some privacy’ since fans and admirers had clung like cobwebs after the match was finished.

His and Claygon’s victory in the Duel by Proxy left the audience wanting more, and they hadn’t had a second to themselves long after the match was done.

Ram had quietly departed before Alex could even speak to him, and then—as soon as he and Claygon had stepped outside—an excited mob of admirers surrounded them. He and Clayton had been bombarded with questions ranging from what sort of golem Claygon was, to how he’d gained intelligence and evolved, to what kind of training he had, and even if he ate.

There were offers from businesses looking to collaborate on sponsorships, people asking for interviews for the local gazette, and even a few… more racier invitations.

He’d basked in the attention for a time, using the opportunity to reintroduce the crowd to Claygon.

And drum up some business.

“Claygon’s state of the art.” Alex had clasped the golem’s arm. “Completely unique, but—if anyone wants a similar golem—then Shale’s Workshop is putting a new line into production. You’ll never have to worry about security again with one of our new golems protecting you, or your loved ones, or valuables. You saw what Claygon did to his competition in the arena. Even an experienced battle wizard with a state of the art construct couldn’t bring him down. Now, imagine what he’d do to a burglar, assassin, or a hungry monster?”

“The word jam comes to mind,” a teenage boy had said, drawing a ring of laughter from Alex and some of the others in the crowd.

“Yeah, it does, doesn’t it. And speaking of jam,” Alex had said, smiling at the young man. He was surprised when the boy flinched and looked away, like a nervous fan meeting his idol. “The Roth Family Bakery is operating on the tournament grounds. If you liked what you saw today, why don’t you stop by the Vendor’s Alley. You can’t miss it: our stand is the one with all the illusionary Claygon’s above it. Buy enough bread and cookies, and I might be able to afford some new polish for Claygon!”

More laughter had spread through the crowd while his golem struck poses from the signs. “We make the best food… Though I can’t taste it… so go and… taste it for me!” Claygon said, his voice that of an enthusiastic young man.

And that enthusiasm had been infectious.

By the time Alex’s friends and family—who’d been standing at the side, chatting with Shale and Khalik’s parents—dragged him from the crowd, there was an eager tide of hungry customers heading in the direction of the bakery stand.

That was when Toraka’s hand had fallen on his shoulder. “Come on, partner, your friends have agreed to let me borrow you for a bit. Let’s grab a drink and talk.”

And now they were settled comfortably in the beer tent, with Alex sipping his second mug of ale while Toraka had downed three in the same span of time.

“So,” she finally said, wiping her lips with a handkerchief. “I take it you saw my panic?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Those buyers looked ready to jump ship.”

“Idiots.” Toraka grumbled. “They took one look at Prime and all they could think of was, ‘free golem’!”

Alex scoffed. “Free golem? A half-complete seventh-tier spell cast by one of the most powerful battlemages at the university does not equal free golem… but I could see why they would have gotten so excited. I mean… a lot of our clients are archwizards, right? The way Prime looked in the beginning of the match, it seemed like all someone had to do was pick up a spell-guide, learn force construct and bam⁠—”

“—they get a construct without having to hand over a pile of coin. It’s a powerful construct, it can change shape, and goes away when it’s not needed.” Toraka rolled her eyes. “So, you can see why some of the non-wizard buyers were looking at Prime and salivating. You know what one of them asked me?”

“What’s that?” Alex leaned in, taking a long drink of ale.

“The woman actually said, if she could ‘get a golem for free, then what use was I?’” Toraka snorted. “And I get it. I’m a businesswoman. The idea of free or easy supplies, labour, or product is what I dream about, but listen to this: the one who asked me that? She was a merchant, not a wizard! She couldn’t even cast a first-tier spell!”

Alex burst out laughing. “So instead of making a one-time payment for a golem that she owns forever, she instead pays a wizard to conjure a force construct whenever she needs one, and stick around to feed it mana? She might save coin in the beginning, but—eventually—keeping a powerful wizard on staff is going to cost her a lot more than just buying a golem outright.”

“That’s what I said, and let me tell you, I was nearly impolite when I told her that, but I kept things professional. But that idiot almost had most of the other buyers convinced. Hells, I was nearly convinced after the first round!” She shook her head, finishing her drink and ordering another one. “Visions of financial ruin were crawling through my mind.”

“Well, I can’t blame you,” Alex said darkly. “Listen, if I were you, I’d either start funding Professor Ram’s research as a sponsor, or developing something that can compete with Prime. We saw what limitations the spell has right now, but I’d bet you a lot of coin that Professor Ram went right back to the Cells and started working on ironing out those problems. What if he manages to up the efficiency of the spell and simplifies the spell-circuit? What if he manages to cut down on the feedback issues or somehow make the force construct autonomous? Then we really would be dead.”

At those words, Shale gave him a startled look.

Then she burst out laughing, starting first with low giggles that eventually grew into silent, body-trembling, fits of laughter with the occasional snort creeping in.

Alex was dumbfounded. “What’s so funny? I don’t think it’s funny. We’ve got to be ready for advancements in magical knowledge, or we’re going to be pushed out of the golem business.”

“Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh,” Toraka chuckled. “It’s just that… well, sometimes, I forget how young you are. Listen here, Alex, you’re right to a certain extent, but you don’t have to be as wary as you think. Every year, some wizard comes along, claiming that they have, or are about to overturn everything we know about magic, and that they’re going to set the world on fire with some new revolutionary spell. But here’s the thing: most of the time, what they’re saying is complete and total garbage.”

She snickered. “We call them flimflam masters. Here, let me tell you a story. About five years… no wait… it was longer than that… This would have been about twenty-five years ago.”

“Right, so before I was born,” Alex said.

Toraka froze, giving him a pained look. “Do me a favour, partner. Please don’t remind me that I am hurtling toward becoming decrepit? I mean, I am, but you don’t have to remind me of it.”

“Fine, fine,” Alex said. “So what about this person from twenty-five years ago?”

“Well, there was this wizard who claimed they had achieved the miraculous and managed to rework the efficiency of fireball’s spell array. I told you before about young wizards claiming they’d made the most revolutionary discoveries, well, this story’s different.”

“It’d be okay if you already told me the story. I know the elderly tend to repeat themselves,” Alex said.

Toraka glowered. “Gods, I wish I could still fire you.”

“Fine, fine, sorry.”

“I know you’re not sorry, but I’ll move on anyway. I think his name was… Liz… no… Olivera… maybe? I don’t remember, and honestly, the name’s not important. What is important is that he claimed to have so thoroughly reworked the spell array, that he’d transformed fireball into a first-tier spell. With no loss in power, and no loss in control.”

Alex whistled. “That’s…” He considered fireball’s spell array. It wasn’t a spell he’d studied in great detail, but he’d taken a look at it when he was in the library thinking of ways he could help Selina with fire magic in the future.

“Naturally, everyone ignored him at first, but then came the demonstrations.”

Toraka flung her hands in the air as though mimicking an explosion. “He set up this booth in various places—always far from the university—and began throwing fireballs. Boom! Pow! Kaboom! They were some of the biggest fireballs people had ever seen. Just absolutely spectacular stuff, and everyone observing could see that they were first-tier spells. He even showed off the magic circuits. Well, that got people more interested… and then the buyers started showing up.”

Again her hands flew up. “Boom! Boom! Boom! Young wizards all over Generasi were suddenly throwing around fireballs using his unique first-tier spell. Naturally, a lot of people were now rushing in to buy it. But the more experienced people smelled something fishy: if a spell is third-tier, then it’s third-tier for a reason. Sometimes, you’ll get some sort of advancement in wizardry that changes our paradigms, though those are few and far between. If the world changed paradigms every five minutes, then everything would be a sea of chaos. Up would be down and left would be right from one day to the next. No… breakthroughs are costly, and spells that are third-tier do not suddenly become first-tier. Sleight of hand.”

“Wait, what? Why did the phrase, ‘sleight of hand’ just come out of nowhere?” Alex said.

“I mean the whole thing was sleight of hand,” she said. “The wizard and his ‘customers’—all of whom were hired plants, by the way—were casting a simple first-tier spark spell that created a moderate burst of flame. Effective for starting fires, but not a fireball. So, what they were actually doing was throwing out a tiny, but—very concentrated—alchemical explosive that was hidden in the spell’s fire-bead. It would rupture and ignite, causing the resulting flame from the spell to appear much larger than it really was.”

“Oooooh, that’s bloody clever, but they must’ve gotten caught pretty quick,” Alex said.

“No. He was actually smart about it. He’d tell people his supply of spell-guides were rare first-printings that one could only get by going to his ‘office’ and placing an order. These guides would then be delivered right to peoples’ homes.” Toraka chuckled. “I almost admire the brilliance in the attention to detail in the scheme. By making it so people received their spell-guides individually, it took longer for recipients to start comparing notes when, obviously, the spells failed to produce the expected results. In addition, he’d designed the spell array for his fake spell to be finicky, so even for more experienced buyers, learning it would take time.”

She shook her head. “It took about a day for the first buyers to realise they’d been scammed and a few more before news really spread. By the time people realised what happened, he was long gone. My point is, you sounded a bit like those flimflam masters, saying that—tomorrow—a spell that’s seventh-tier and requires an advanced battle mage to even operate it, would soon be ready for public consumption.”

Toraka raised her glass. “One day, I’m sure Ram will crack it. But we have time. And—as our new, actual revolution gets under way, we’ll look into new frontiers. That’s what business is all about.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Alex said, finishing his beer. “So basically, some of these buyers were thinking that the spell might be accessible tomorrow.”

“Exactly. A promising prototype is only a promising prototype until the final tests are done. You’ve got to hunt for and perfect the next step before you can reap the rewards… Mmm, speaking of hunts. You’re in the Grand Land Hunt, aren’t you?”

Alex smiled. “That’s right: Theresa, Claygon, and I are entering again. And we’re going to win this time.”

“Confident talk. I remember that Ranier took first place last year with ease.”

“Well, let’s just say I’ll have a little surprise waiting for him this time around.”


Chapter 60


Heels



“You sure this surprise you’ve got in mind for our competition is going to be enough?” Theresa asked Alex while walking alongside him, Brutus, and Claygon.

“I can’t say that I’m a hundred percent certain, ’cos that’d be a lie, but I’m real hopeful.” Alex gripped the aeld staff tightly. His mind was going through the different steps of his plan. Every part of it had to be executed to perfection if he wanted them to win the Great Land Hunt. This year, the competition was fierce.

All around, the woods and countryside were alive with activity as other hunting teams took their positions. A mix of skilled rangers, practiced wizards, and monster hunters spread out in groups. Some were accompanied by hounds and other beasts, while others had flying constructs or summoned monsters supporting their teams.

Most of the hunters looked anxious, glancing around with suspicion, tools and weapons held close.

“Anyone that was here last year, probably thinks that what happened last year might happen again,” Theresa commented on the hunters looking twitchy. “No one wants Ranier beating the rest of us in two seconds like he did before. So, how sure are you that this will work?”

“Like I said, I can’t be positive, but I know it’ll be the best chance we’ve got against him,” Alex said.

“We… will win…” Claygon said. “Grimloch won the Great Water Hunt… and you won the archery competition… Theresa…”

The huntress’ cheeks turned red as she smiled. “Well… those archers from the Divine Wind weren’t there this year, so that made it a lot easier.”

“Yeah, but you’re also better than you were last year,” Alex said. “I don’t think you should minimise your victory. You should bask in it, like Grimloch did.”

Theresa gave him a look.

“…Okay, maybe not exactly like Grimloch did,” Alex said sheepishly.

The sharkman had won the Great Water Hunt again this year, and naturally, he hadn’t done so with even the tiniest bit of grace.

Even before the event started, the towering sharkman had strutted around the starting boat, posing and grinning with glee as the other competitors glared daggers at him. Of course, he didn’t mind that at all, simply waving them over like a drunken brawler looking to start a fight in a tavern.

His antics had made the audience go crazy, some outright booed the sharkman, while others roared their approval and chanted his name, holding up handmade signs that featured a grinning shark’s head.

“Your brother has become the perfect heel,” Isolde had said.

“I know…” Nua-Oge had buried her face in her hands, shaking it in embarrassment.

“What’s a heel?” Selina had asked.

“It can mean a few different things,” Isolde had explained. “But in this context, it means a villainous competitor, one who is antagonistic without outright violating the rules of sportsmanship… though sometimes crossing those lines slightly.”

“Oh no!” Selina had said. “Then people won’t like Grimloch… wait.” She frowned, looking around at the crowd’s signs. Some even had little hearts drawn above Grimloch’s winking face. “Why do people look like they love him, then?”

Isolde had given Theresa and Nua-Oge a look, then sighed. “Some people like villains.”

“Yeah,” Thundar had said, looking at Alex. “I heard that the monster most wizards learn summoning for is the succubus, ain’t that right? Don’t get much badder than them.”

“Ah, let’s talk about that some other time,” Alex had said, though Thundar was actually right. He just didn’t want Selina learning about succubi and what all of that meant until she was older. Much older.

“The point of the matter is that villains in sport can be exceedingly popular,” Isolde had said. “Many people want to root for the ‘bad guy’ as it were.”

“Well, if bad guys were as nice as Grimloch, I’d root for them too,” Selina had said.

“My little brother? Nice?” Nua-Oge had turned to Selina in shock. “I’ll have to tell him you said that. It might embarrass him… but for now, I think he’s about to try his hardest to prove you wrong.”

And Grimloch did exactly that.

The sharkman had leapt into the water like a falling meteor the instant the starting bell rung, rocketing after the colourful fish the competitors were supposed to catch.

Grimloch’s competition had been ready for the sharkman’s… aggressive tactics… and most had prepared accordingly. Some drank body enhancement potions, summoned ocean-diving beasts, and wore protective armour to protect themselves from the giant beastman.

Unfortunately for them, the Grimloch from this year was not the same one as the Grimloch from last year.

Last year he was strong.

This year, he’d outdone himself. Becoming tougher, faster, and far more ferocious than ever before.

His bubbling laughter had filled the water as he clotheslined, head-butted, and body checked his competition into floating, unconscious heaps. By the time the event was almost done, the remaining opponents were spending more time running from him than looking for fish.

The audience had gone wild, boos and cheers filling the skies as he hoisted up his trophy and his new belt of strength enhancement. His top prize win had sent a grin exploding across his face that sparkled like sunlight striking the ocean’s surface. His victory dance was bold, boorish, confident, rude, and utterly lacking in sportsmanship. It was like he was the champion… of the world.

If the event’s officials had a problem with any of it, they never said so, at least not to his face.

Theresa’s contest, on the other hand, had been far more reserved.

Archers assembled on the field, preparing to strike their targets. Like in the previous year, contestants from all walks of life had come to test their skills in one of the greatest contests of marksmanship that was held anywhere around the Prinean Sea.

There had been tall, long limbed bowmen that looked like they’d been training with warbows since they could stand. Swift-fingered elven archers clutched enchanted hunting bows, polished with runic script. Dwarves had handled strange contraptions made of steel and pulleys that looked more like machines than bows, and horse archers held bows with the skill of veterans who’d lived through a dozen wars.

Then, of course, Theresa had been there—looking every inch the huntress she was—handling her cherished bow strung with the glowing string she’d won last year.

Her weapon thrummed with power.

The bow Alex gifted her for her birthday had received upgrades—at one of Generasi’s finest weapons-workshops—enchanting it with powerful magics that enhanced the distance her arrows flew, the might of the bow’s shots, and the strength of its limbs.

Much like the transformation that had let her become a stronger, faster version of herself over the past year, her bow had grown deadlier and served as a fitting companion to the Twinblade.

And she had put it to good use.

The first competition was where both power and precision were tested. The line of archers had to strike their targets, which would then recede to the next station one hundred feet away and stay there for the next shot. This repeated, moving by one hundred feet, station after station, testing the archers’ skills.

The previous year, Theresa had placed sixth after the first round, striking the outer ring of the bullseye at nine hundred feet. She’d lost points, which meant there’d been five contestants narrowly ahead of her in points at that stage.

This time, things were different.

A better bow and another year perfecting her skills in both combat and life enforcement had transformed her from a deadly huntress, to a supernatural one. Again and again, she’d hit the bullseye, launching precise shots with only a glance, a quick pull of the bowstring, and a heavy twang from the enchanted weapon.

Each arrow—as thick as three fingers—had pounded into her targets with the crack of a ballista bolt striking a tree, shaking them with each shot.

Selina, Alex, and Claygon had chanted her name as she drove the target back, finishing the first round in second place; an elven archer had struck the bullseye at a thousand paces, his arrow landing in the second ring from the centre.

Yet, despite the elf’s slight lead, she’d remained calm.

Poised.

Ready to take down her prey.

Alex’s eyes were riveted to her in that moment, the sight of that death stalker face had turned up his heartbeat.

The second contest had been a test of speed, challenging the competitors to hit as many moving targets as they could within a time limit.

Last year, this round had been the one that saw Theresa close the gap between her and the competition.

It was no different this year.

The round had descended into a duel, pitting her and the elven archer, who’d bested her in the first round, against each other. The contest was tight, they’d loosed arrows so quickly, that each one blurred across the field, barely visible. The staccato impact of projectiles hitting their targets had been like a frenzied drumbeat, and—by the end of the round—the pair had released more arrows than an entire hunting party chasing a herd.

When the dust settled, Theresa had pulled ahead.

The final round was a test of power.

The goal was to fire an arrow through a stack of targets, testing how many it could pierce at one time.

Last year, the centaurs of the Divine Wind had run away with the round, their arrows crashing through five targets at a time.

Though the team was absent this year, there were lots of newcomers who could easily have challenged their supremacy in the power round.

Giant beastmen, and thick-limbed archers had sliced through four and five targets at a time. A couple of the stockier dwarves’ shots had punctured half a dozen targets in a row.

But none matched the powerhouse force behind Theresa’s arrows. The huntress’ shots blasted through targets like catapult stones through a wooden door, spiralling through seven and eight bullseyes at a time.

The elven archer—her closest competitor, who’d only managed to pierce the thickness of two targets—could only gape in awe as she unleashed what sounded like blows with the potency of a giant’s fist into the row of targets before her.

By the contest’s end, not only had she taken the lead, but she’d retained it, winning top prize. The enchanted hunting horn was handed to her by a grinning announcer.

After the match was at an end and the prizes were handed out, she’d turned to her opponents, bowing her head to them in a sign of respect.

Yet, despite her show of good sportsmanship, Alex overheard some frightened audience members hissing the words heel and villainess to describe her. Apparently, good sportsmanship and respect had done nothing to quiet the pure terror that her death stalker face caused some people.

It was the same face she now wore as Wolud Ranier and his party stepped through a gap in the treeline up ahead.

“There they are,” she whispered, looking the illusion mage up and down.

For his part, he was oblivious to the death-glare burrowing into his back as he stepped back into the trees, happily making conversation with his teammates as they made their way to their starting position.

Brutus let out a low growl.

“Steady,” Alex said. “Save that energy for when the contest begins.”

After another minute or so of walking, Alex, Theresa, Brutus, and Claygon arrived at their starting position in the woods. They were deep within the shadow of the trees, surrounded by the thickets that blocked them from view.

“This is a good place to start a hunt… or it would be if we weren’t pressed for time,” Theresa said. “We need to move fast if we want a chance at catching that spirit rolok. It’s fast, so as soon as it can, it’ll go still, then turn invisible.”

“We will be fine, Theresa… Believe in Father’s plan…” Claygon said, looking down at Alex. “It… won’t be long before the contest starts, Father…”

“Well, I think there’ll be enough time if I start right now,” Alex said. “Alright, Theresa, it’s time for operation ‘hoodwink Ranier’.”

With that, Alex lifted his aeld staff—it let out a giddy wave of glee—then brought it down, dramatically, driving its butt into the earth.

‘Last year,’ Alex thought, using his and the Traveller’s power to reach across the planes, ‘you summoned a swarm of wizards’ eyes to find your quarry before anyone else could move, Ranier. Well, friend-o, let’s just say that two can play that game.’

And so Alex Roth began to summon.

With terrifying speed, an entire army of summons materialised around him: hellhounds, air elements, Aervespertillos, hound engeli, and every other hunting monster he could conjure.

Then, he conjured the final piece to his little plan.

The air shimmered as his soul connected with the outer planes.

There was a tinkle of bells.

A swish of tails in the wind.

And a celestial fox appeared before him, gazing on his conjured minions with a look of surprise and amusement. “My, my, this is quite the assembly. What are we doing?”

Alex gave her an evil smile. “Hunting. And if you get the quarry? There’s some fine sweets in it for you.”

“My, my, my, my.” The celestial fox stretched. “Then we had better get started.”


Chapter 61


Hunting Sparks



“Contestants! Welcome to the Great Land Hunt!” an illusion of the announcer cried, his voice rumbling through the forest. “Today you’ll be tasked with finding a most elusive and charming creature, one some of you will be familiar with if you participated in the Land Hunt last year!”

An illusion of a rolok covered in short, glossy, white fur materialised high above.

“Spirit roloks are fast and quite evasive,” the announcer explained. “These gentle creatures wield innate illusion magic that allows them to be barely visible if they stay perfectly still. But when they’re on the move, watch out! The little monsters can achieve top speeds that could leave even the fastest horse in their dust! You hunters will have to make use of your wits, endurance, and cleverness to catch the rolok, so be prepared for a challenging, perhaps, even lengthy hunt.

“The Watchers will release her somewhere in the beautiful Generasi countryside between the four starting points. Hunters can hunt alone, as part of your registered team, or come together as a larger group… but remember, there is only one rolok to capture! The two teams, or individual hunters closest to the rolok’s location when she’s finally captured, will take second and third place respectively, depending on who’s closest!

“Ready yourselves, and remember, harming the rolok is, without exception, strictly forbidden! A hunting horn will signal the start of the contest, and another will signal the end!”

With a shimmer, the illusion of the announcer winked out.

“Here we go,” Wolud said. “Get yourselves ready.”

Wolud Ranier—graduate student and master illusionist in the making—crouched in a bush with his small team of close friends; the same group who’d formed his team last year.

There was tall Otis, portly Garflied, and lanky John, all hidden with him, sporting overly relaxed expressions.

“I don’t know why you’re telling us to get ready,” Otis yawned. “You’re the one who’s going to find the bloody rolok in about ten seconds using your Wizard’s Eyes and illusionary screens, so what exactly are we supposed to get ready for… walking out of the woods?”

“Might be five seconds this time.” John leaned against a tree. “How many Eyes can you send out now?”

“Ten.” Wolud focused on his illusionary viewing screens, making sure they displayed the images the Eyes were seeing in real time. All visuals were clear and precise.

“Pfffft.” Garfield blew out a breath, taking a bite from a square of cold lasagna retrieved from a knapsack strapped to his back. “Then we’re going to be fine. You’ll penetrate the rolok’s invisibility, grab the little monster, and we’ll be at a food tent having lunch before we know it.”

Otis glanced at him. “I thought that was lunch.”

“There’s second lunch to think about,” Garfield said.

John rolled his eyes.

“What? It’s the best way to start off the beginning of the week. I hate the first day of the week.” Garfield bit off another hunk of lasagna.

“At least the smell of all that garlic should keep vampires away!” John said.

“Quiet, I’ll do all the work, but let me concentrate.” Would eyed his illusionary screens carefully. “The horn’s going to blow any second⁠—”

A deep powerful note from a brass horn soared through the forest, shaking the trees, and signalling the start of the hunt.

All around, the forest came alive as hunters crashed through brush and slipped between trunks, spreading out.

“Hurry!” someone called in the distance. “There’s not much time until Ranier makes his move!”

“Less time than you think.” Wolud smirked, sending out his invisible Wizard’s Eyes.

His viewing screens came to life as his spells glided between flora, giving him a clear line of sight of ten areas at once. Wolud’s smile grew.

“We love you, man,” Garfield mumbled, his mouth stuffed with pasta. “Get that prize for us.”

“Just give me a second,” the illusionist said, watching his screens with rapt attention. “I’m checking different areas. I should get a bead on—Wait, what in all hells?”

The entire forest exploded with cries of alarm and confusion.

Across his screens, pictures of chaos unfolded, images of hunters stumbling about in shock as packs of monsters raced through the trees. Barking hellhounds ran free, air elementals spit lightning, zigzagging through the canopies, aervespetillos unleashed stunning sonic screeches.

“What’s going on?” Ranier’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “There’s—Oh. Oh this must be that tricky Roth’s doing!”

One of his screens went dark.

“What’s happening, Wolud?” Otis bounded over.

“Something took out one of my Wizard’s Eyes⁠—”

Another screen went dark.

And the others began to shine with blinding red and gold light.

“That’s celestial fox light!” John cried. “Someone must have summoned one. I heard they can smell magic. Maybe they’re smelling your Wizard’s Eyes!”

“If it’s Roth, he’s using those summons to blind me and search the forest.” Wolud glared. “We’ll⁠—”

Before the sentence was finished, a single note blared from a hunting horn, catching everyone’s attention.

Commotion exploded all around them as scores of hunters emerged from the trees with a mix of emotions on their faces. Confusion, annoyance, skepticism, and amusement were the most prominent ones.

“Attention hunters!” the announcer’s voice echoed through the wilderness. “The spirit rolok has been captured! The winners of the Great Land Hunt have been decided!”

Wolud’s jaw dropped.

They’d already lost.

“Who the hell got that rolok so fast?” Garfield asked.

“I bet I can make a good guess,” Wolud said grimly. “Roth’s gotten really good at summoning, from what I hear. And teleportation too.”

“Oh…” Otis murmured. “You mean that second year, right? Well, I guess almost third now… He’s the one with that big, looming golem.”

“He beat Professor Hardass Ram in the Duel by Proxy.” John gulped. “And badly too. He was tough last year, but I guess working on the expedition made him even tougher.”

“He’s on the expedition to Deathland?” Garfield asked.

“What’s Deathland?” Wolud raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, you didn’t hear? A bunch of people went to that Thameland place to get some of that new substance that’s got the alchemy department going crazy⁠—”

“I knew that part.”

“—Well, did you hear that a bunch of folk got themselves killed running into caves full of monsters? The way I heard it, Thameland’s got these caves in the wilds that have these black balls in them, aye?”

“Dungeon cores, they’re called. My girlfriend’s friend talked about them, but she wouldn’t say much more than they’re this new, ‘revolutionary discovery,’” Wolud said.

“Yeah, well did she tell you that these black balls can make tons of monsters out of thin air?” Garfield asked. “Anyway, people went into those caves looking for a big pay-day figuring they’d get their hands on some of that substance and sell it, but they got themselves ripped apart like shredded meat instead. Some of the students have been calling the place Deathland ever since.”

Wolud glowered. “Well, if Roth’s trained up in a place called Deathland, maybe we need to have some meetings. Make some alliances… I think we’re going to need allies if we expect to stand a chance in the Grand Battle.”
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“They didn’t stand a chance,” Thundar laughed, clapping Alex and Theresa on the back. “You should’ve seen the look on Wolud’s face, all blown up on the big screen like that. He had this cocky smirk, like the contest was already over, then all of a sudden, his face just kinda melted.”

The minotaur put on a look of shock and horror, drawing giggles from Selina.

“I would have given a lot to have seen that.” Theresa smiled, rubbing her partner’s thick bicep. “You know, this revenge thing actually feels pretty good. I think you’re onto something with how much you go on about it.”

“Yeeeeah, it feels good, don’t it!” Alex stretched, grinning broadly. His fingers popped as he laced them together above his head. “You know, we should do a little mid-tournament celebration. Go to a restaurant or something and have ourselves a good ol’ fashioned feast. Let’s call it a post-victory celebration combined with a pre-Grand Battle meal.”

“I’d like that,” Selina said, looking around. “Are we going to go to one of the booths? Or to the city? Maybe we could go someplace a little more private.”

Their large group was walking through the tournament grounds, drawing eyes from passersby. People whispered and pointed at the grinning Grimloch, watched Khalik and Kybas with looks of admiration, and stared at Selina’s big brother with awe.

Children regularly ran up to Claygon and Brutus, trying to talk to the golem and pat the cerberus, while their smiling parents watched.

All of this attention was… weird, to Selina.

At some point in their time in Generasi, she’d started to realise that the brother she’d thought of as regular and goofy, had somehow become famous. Her classmates and friends often asked questions about him in the weeks before the semester had ended, and people always pointed and talked about Claygon when they walked down the streets of Generasi together.

She wasn’t sure if she minded that, but—today with so many people paying attention to them—she knew she didn’t like the idea of eating where random strangers could just interrupt their meal at any time.

“The solution is simplicity in itself,” King Aksuma said, his voice smooth and rich like his son’s. “We can retire to our villa in the countryside. There will be few places more private than that.”

“Yes, I would like that.” Queen Ishtar squinted at the crowd. “All of this bustle is a bit much. A break would be lovely.”

Selina’s eyes fell on the graceful form of Khalik’s mother, gliding through the crowd among her royal guards. There was something about the woman that drew the young girl’s eye… some hidden force that often seemed to draw her gaze.

Since the tournament began, Selina had noticed that the queen gave her special attention. She was always kind to her, as though she was a favourite niece. Sometimes, Selina would catch Queen Ishtar watching her when she didn’t think she was looking.

And when she did catch her, the queen simply smiled and said nothing.

If most adults behaved like that, Selina would have probably found it awkward or creepy and asked Claygon to crush them… but there was something about Khalik’s mother that felt oddly familiar.

Comforting.

Fascinating.

Yet, she couldn’t put into words why.

So when Khalik’s father offered to take the entire group back to their villa, Selina felt a mix of both nervousness and elation; she wanted to find out more about this mysterious woman, whose burn scar seemed to cause her no self-consciousness.

She couldn’t imagine having an obvious burn scar like that and not feeling uncomfortable about it.

She was deep in thought when she spotted Shiani laughing and talking with friends of hers a little ways ahead along the path they were taking through the tournament grounds.

“Ah!” the young girl cried. “There’s Shiani!” She turned to King Aksuma, not trusting herself to meet Queen Isthar’s gaze. “Er, sir…” she said slowly, uncomfortable at addressing a king—even if he was pretending to not be a king.

“What is it, my child?” he asked, his smile as kindly as Baelin’s could be. It was the sort of smile she imagined Uldar might wear, back when thoughts of Thameland’s god still brought her comfort.

“Um… Our friend is over there.” Selina pointed at Shiani. “Would you… would you mind if we invited her?”

One of the guards cleared her throat. “Maybe we should⁠—”

“Oh dear.” King Aksuma put his hand to his cheek in mock shock, interrupting his bodyguard. “Ishtar, did you hear that? We’ll have another mouth to feed! What shall we do? I think it might strain Khalik’s inheritance by half!”

“Oh yes, Aksuma,” Queen Ishtar said, wiping an invisible tear from her cheek. “We will have to allow it to make our guests happy, but we will no doubt go hungry.” She winked at Selina. “Of course, young one, you can invite a friend if you wish. It would not do to break up our son’s social group.”

“Mother… Father… you are embarrassing me.” Khalik pressed two fingers to his temple.

“Good.” King Aksuma patted his son on the back. “You need to keep humble, Son.”

“My mighty oak flower is humble and delightful,” Sinope said proudly.

Khalik groaned.

Alex laughed. “This is a great day and thank you for inviting us over. Let’s stop by our booth and pick up some sweets for dessert,” Alex said to Khalik’s parents. “And I also promised someone some goodies for their help during the Land Hunt. Yeah, it’ll be a nice way to spend some of our day.”

“Yeah, I think so too,” Selina smiled, shyly looking at Queen Ishtar again.

Within her, something sparked.


Chapter 62


The Spark



The spark filled Selina with an unusual sensation of warmth. A feeling that arose within her core, unlike any warmth she’d encountered before. It felt as though something had been stirred up within her… surprising her, making her gasp.

‘What is this?’ she wondered, as the spark pulsed. ‘It feels like… a small flame… like embers burning… but where is it? What is it?’

Frowning, she looked away from Queen Ishtar and pulled her brother’s sleeve. “I’m going to ask Shiani if she wants to come eat with us, okay?”

“Sure, that sounds great,” Alex said.

She turned away, but he caught her shoulder, holding her attention.

He was looking down at her with a gaze that seemed to pierce her, like he was looking right through her. “You alright?”

“Y-yes, I’m fine,” she said quietly.

Before he could ask any more, she slipped free of his grip, glad to get away so easily. It surprised her—since she knew how strong he was—how smoothly she’d managed to do it, but maybe he hadn’t tried to keep her there for fear of embarrassing her by asking her a bunch of questions in front of everyone else.

“Alright, if you need to talk about anything, I’m right here,” he leaned down, speaking softly.

Selina nodded, keeping her face neutral and turning away before an expression of worry could betray her.

Heading toward Shiani, she pushed through the crowd, thinking about that strange spark she’d been feeling. It was still there, pulling her toward the queen even as she walked away from her.

‘What is it…’ she wondered.

She remembered something.

“When you’re learning how to use Forceball,” Alex had said, one quiet evening in the laboratory in the basement of the bakery. “You want to feel around inside yourself and find your mana. Knowing how to do that’ll be real useful for all spells, but you’re really going to need it for controlling Forceball; mana manipulation’s key for directing it. And the first thing you need to know when you’re manipulating mana is how to find your mana pool. First, check this out⁠—”

Alex had placed his hand on her back and carefully instructed her over the next several nights. At first, her mana pool was hard to find, it was like trying to pick up a needle in a massive, dark room.

But her brother was always there, guiding her with his words, an encouraging voice in the darkness.

And in time, Selina had found that needle.

“Wow!” she’d cried one evening, looking up at her brother with wide eyes. “I feel something… it feels warm… and kinda tingly.”

“You’ve got it!” He’d patted her shoulder—he was all smiles. “And you found it a lot faster than I ever did. I guess that’s what happens when you have a teacher as smart, brilliant, clever, strong, and devilishly good looking as I am⁠—”

“Please don’t ruin this, Alex,” Selina had begged him.

“Right, right! Well what you want to do next—oh, I wish I had a painting or something to save this moment forev—oh by the Traveller!”

“What? What is it?” she’d asked.

“Don’t move. Just dooon’t move. Stay right there.”

Alex had taken the Traveller’s artefact, pointed it at the two of them, then clicked a button and the small machine had made a noise. The grin on his face as he stared at the artefact’s screen spread from ear to ear.

“Well, well…” he’d said. “This looks even better than I imagi⁠—”

“Alex!” Selina had reminded him she was still there and not moving. “The mana’s getting harder to feel!”

“Oh no, sorry, sorry! Here, it’s⁠—”

Her brother then guided her through searching out her mana pool, learning where it was found in her soul, and how to know when it was full, and when it was empty. She’d been so excited that she’d wanted to just start casting spells right away, but Alex wasn’t ready for her to try casting on her own, at least not yet.

But she was allowed to practise locating her mana on her own.

She walked slowly as she approached Shiani, accidentally bumping into someone’s bag as she walked past them while focused on reaching deep within herself.

“Sorry!” she apologised, dividing her attention between finding her mana and watching where she was going.

She centred her thoughts, and found her mana, feeling its tingling warmth rooted in her soul, like a ball of heat. And within her mana pool, she found the spark, it was pulling her back toward the queen.

Selina frowned, her eyes flew wide.

‘I think I know what it is… I think it has something to do with my mana. The spark feels hot now. Maybe it’s my fire affinity? I wonder how the queen got that burn scar… I wonder if she has some hidden fire magic too? But wouldn’t that make her afraid of fire because she got burned? Hmmmm, or maybe she’s got a fire affin⁠—’

“Selina!” a happy voice called from ahead.

The girl left those thoughts, bringing her focus back to her surroundings where a smiling Shiani was waving at her.

“I haven’t seen you since the opening ceremony of the Games.” The fire mage gave her a hug. “Did you see your brother and the others win the Great Land Hunt?” she laughed.

“I sure did,” Selina said, keeping her concerns from her face. “Maybe we can talk about that over lunch? Are you doing anything?”

“I haven’t made up my mind yet, some of my friends are going to a restaurant in town and I was thinking about joining them,” Shiani said.

“Maybe come with us instead… it’s going to be a really good lunch.”

“Oh?” Shiani cocked her head.

“Yeah,” Selina said, remembering the food at Khalik’s parents’ villa. “Really good.”
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“Selina, you were not lying!” Shiani exclaimed. “This food is amazing.”

King Aksuma let out a deep laugh. “I must give the chef your compliments… since I think he might be a little too busy to come out of his kitchen to appreciate your kind words.”

He gave a sidelong glance down toward the end of the long table that was set up in the villa’s dining hall, where a certain giant sharkman was inhaling food as though it would be the last morsels that he—or anyone in the world—ever ate.

“Food’s good,” Grimloch said, scooping up a trio of swordfish steaks and dropping them in his mouth like he was snacking on grapes. “Not the best I’ve had but good. Pretty hard for food to be bad anyway.”

Khalik cleared his throat. “I believe what Grimloch meant to say is⁠—”

“Food’s good. Not the best I’ve had but good. Pretty hard for food to be bad anyway,” Grimloch repeated, his black, doll-like eyes falling on Khalik. He swallowed loudly. “Crowd gets loud during events, but that shouldn’t have made you deaf.”

Kybas started nodding.

In every corner of the room, plain clothed guards tensed, eyeing the giant sharkman with daggers in their eyes.

Grimloch cared about as much as a giant bull would about some buzzing flies on his back.

His reaction seemed to make Khalik cringe as much as it amused King Aksuma. The queen, however, was pointedly ignoring the enormous sharkman. Their initial meeting had been soured by Grimloch simply responding to her many conversational questions about himself, his friends, and his victories with little more than shrugs, grunts, and questions about when the food would be ready.

Isolde, Khalik, Theresa, Shiani, Alex, and even Thundar tried to smooth the situation, but the sharkman was having none of it. Selina even heard the minotaur whispering to the prince.

“Hey, your parents aren’t the executing type, are they?” Thundar had said softly.

Khalik had merely returned a pained smile beneath dead eyes. “We will find out, I suppose.”

“Welcome to try,” Grimloch had rumbled, his sharp ears—honed through life enforcement—easily picking up their words.

“Try what?” King Aksuma had asked.

“The food!” Khalik said quickly—almost desperately—as he’d guided the conversation away from a potential international incident.

Luckily for him, at that moment, servants had entered the dining hall with platters of steaming delicacies, and Grimloch’s mouth had become too busy to offhandedly offend any monarchs.

Now the entire table was relaxed, tucking into their meals while an entire cart of fruit tarts from the Roth Family Bakery waited at the side of the chamber, kept warm by magical hotplates bearing symbols for fire magic.

Selina’s eyes had rested there for a time.

Fire Magic.

Sparks.

Affinities.

That spark in her mana pool had not faded, leaving her with growing questions.

She glanced at Queen Ishtar, who was deep in conversation with Shiani about the food, the events, and the younger woman’s studies. The queen seemed very interested as she and Shiani discussed her advanced curriculum in fire magic courses, and how they resonated with her peoples’ teachings.

Selina was quiet, still not trusting herself to speak while trying to piece together what the feeling within her was.

At her side, her brother told a story.

“What is a ‘flimflam’?” King Aksuma asked, sipping a goblet of honey-coloured tej. The drink was a kind of mead, and Alex had been very clear that Selina was not to try any of the alcoholic beverages ‘for at least a dozen years.’

“Flimflam apparently means ‘deceptive nonsense,’” Alex was saying in a merry tone, pouring back his goblet of tej. A number of cups of the delightful drink had been emptied by him and Theresa as they celebrated their victory in the Great Land Hunt. “My business partner was telling me this story about a scammer who came to Generasi a while back to do what scammers do… scam people.”

“A scammer, hm?” Aksuma’s face turned cold. “We jail scammers in Tekezash. For a very, very long time.”

“Well apparently, this one got away with murder. And by murder, I mean scams, not actually murder,” he said. “Turn of phrase⁠—”

“I do believe he understands,” Isolde said quickly.

The young noblewoman shot Theresa a quick glare. The huntress was red in the face, giggling at her boyfriend’s comments. There was no help coming from her.

“Yeah, right, right. Got it. Understand completely,” Alex said, saluting Isolde as though he was a Thameish soldier.

“Ugh!” His cabal mate rolled her eyes.

King Aksuma simply chuckled. “It is good to see that Khalik has made such easy going friends. Come, continue your story.”

“Right, so this guy tried to—” Alex told the story of the man who’d come to town to convince the wizards of Generasi that he’d changed the fireball spell so utterly, that even a young child could cast it.

He went into detail about how the man had fooled dozens of wizards through a mix of lies, showmanship, and alchemy.

Selina was almost disappointed to hear that. The idea of a fireball spell that was easy enough for a child to cast set off a yearning inside her that she’d only just begun to explore.

‘No!’ she scolded herself. ‘I only want to learn fire magic so I can use it to make cold out of fire… probably. At least I could use it to put out other fires, like Alex did at that windmill.’

But even as she thought the words, she knew deep inside, a part of her… was interested in fire for different reasons.

‘No, don’t think about that,’ she thought. ‘You wouldn’t hug the Ravener… so you shouldn’t think about hugging the thing that killed Mum and Da⁠—’

Her train of thought ground to a halt when she noticed something.

King Aksuma had grown quiet, throwing glances at his wife.

Actually, much of the room was quiet.

Shiani and Queen Ishtar had stopped talking, and both had turned and were listening to Alex tell his story.

Selina flinched at the expression of utter fury that now covered the queen’s face. It was so stark, that it actually frightened her. The intensity blazing from her demeanour made it seem like she was ready to choke someone. At times, she’d seen a similar expression on Alex’s face when he talked about the Ravener or Zonon-In.

Her brother trailed off, looking at the queen. “Er, I’m sorry… did I say something to offend?”

“You said nothing problematic. The offence does not lie with you,” Queen Ishtar said. “Finish your story.”

Alex threw a look at Khalik, who subtly nodded.

Her brother shrugged. “Well, there’s not much more to it, unfortunately, or fortunately, as the case may be. The flimflammer got away with his scam, taking off into the Generasi countryside before anyone could grab him. According to Toraka, he was never caught.”

“Ah, that is indeed an unpleasant ending,” King Aksuma said. “I’m sure many in the city would have liked to see such a man captured and rightfully jailed. Such schemes seem victimless, but in fact, they cause real harm. When I was a boy, a famine devastated Tekezash due to drought, and though my father had several archwizards call for rain, the weather changes were temporary. The drought persisted.”

He frowned. “Then came the merchants, bringing their supposed miracles from the east to offer my country a ‘miracle crop.’ They said this crop would grow at any elevation, in any weather, and need little, if any water. In desperation, many villages traded everything they had for these merchants’ seeds. And, the crop grew… Unfortunately, though the plant was hardy, it was also poisonous. And, also quite predatory. The reason for its hardiness was because it was a plant monster. They grew quickly, killed many, and took us the better part of a decade to rid ourselves of their infestation. Such a scam claimed many lives.”

“And worse,” the queen’s voice was like ice. “This man… this creature, used his trickery around the subject of fire. Fire is a precious thing. A very precious thing.”

Finally, Selina couldn’t take it anymore—she had to know. “Why do you say that? Why do you think it’s so precious?”

The queen looked down at her in surprise. “Because fire is a part of all of us.” She pointed at her scar. “It is certainly a part of me.”

Across the table, Khalik looked at his mother with worry.


Chapter 63


The Light of Creation



“Mother,” Khalik sounded worried, as he threw a nervous glance at Selina. “Perhaps we should speak of this at another time.” He gestured to the window. “The sun is high, the day is beautiful. There’s no need to darken our lunch with topics that might invite dread.”

“I’d like to hear what she has to say,” Shiani said, her expression uncharacteristically irate. She clenched her jaw. “This man disrespected holy fire. I would also have a lot to say on that, but your mother spoke first.”

The queen smiled appreciatively. But any cheer she’d just shown withered as quickly as it had appeared. “The fires of creation burn in us all—sparks leftover from the great heat that started all things, whether mortal or god. The fact that this corrupt creature disrespected such a sacred thing is beyond offensive.”

Something about her words… the sureness in her tone, made Selina uncomfortable.

Even angry.

“Maybe fire deserves to be offended,” she said.

Her words were meant to be a whisper—so quiet that only she would hear them—but she’d misjudged the depth of the heat in her and the quiet of the room around her.

Every head turned in her direction.

The queen raised an eyebrow. “Those are hard words, my child.”

“They need to be,” Selina said, that spark growing inside her. Whatever it was that was drawing her to the queen… was also stoking her irritation. Her anger. “Fire doesn’t deserve to be defended like that.”

“Selina.” Shiani gasped. “I’ve never heard you talk like this before. We have spoken of fire. What it can mean… but… I understand where your anger comes from.”

“I… maybe not every fire is bad, but why are you defending it so much?” Selina met the queen’s gaze, and in that moment, the fact that this was an older woman she was talking to, Khalik’s mother, and the monarch of a nation, fled.

Now, there was only fire.

“Selina.” Alex quickly put a hand on her shoulder. “This is probably a hard topic for you, maybe we can talk about it later.”

The young girl’s hands balled over her dress.

She didn’t want to talk about it later.

She didn’t want to talk about it at all.

The spark flared, and all the anger boiled to the surface. All her frustrations. The old hatred. The old shame.

And… her weariness.

She was tired. She was tired of fire being the thing that killed her parents, she was tired of the guilt she felt and how it came and went, she was tired of feeling spikes of shame each time it occurred to her that her hatred for fire was fading. She was tired of having to carry a piece of her parents’ killer within herself.

She was tired of that evil intrusive thought, tired of the nightmares she used to have, and the renewed guilt when they finally faded.

All of that came out in a flood.

“How could you like it so much?” She looked at Queen Ishtar. “It burnt your face. You should hate it!”

“Selina!” Alex squeezed her shoulder. “Come on, that’s enough.”

“You can use fire for good things,” Selina continued, undeterred. “That’s true. Shiani told me about all the good things to thank fire for, but it also does terrible things. Fire hurt you. You should understand.”

“Sel—” Alex started.

“Did fire hurt you?” Queen Isthar asked, her voice dropping to the lowest and gentlest of tones. “Did it hurt you, my child?”

“Fire killed my mom and dad,” her voice turned to flint. A suspicion rose in her mind. “It burnt down our home and took our parents away. It can be a good thing, but…”

The spark in her flared, and she hated it.

“…What did you do to me?” she demanded, glaring at the queen. Her small hands pressed to her torso, touching the area where she felt the spark. “You put something in me, didn’t you? Did you cast a spell on me? It feels like there’s a cinder in my mana pool!”

“Oh.” Shiani’s hands rose to her face. “Fire-Kissed.”

“What?”

Now Alex was looking at Queen Ishtar, his eyes narrowed. Then realisation dawned, and he shot a look at Khalik.

“What’s going on?” Selina demanded, staring at the queen. “What⁠—”

Then one of her earlier suspicions came back, and suddenly she was so sure of it, that it seemed ridiculous that she hadn’t realised it earlier.

“Do you… do you have a fire affinity?” she asked in a tiny voice, pausing, then forcing out the next word, “…Too?”

Queen Ishtar’s smile was as warm as the morning sun. If Selina’s earlier outburst had angered her, she gave no sign. “I do. And I feel the same spark drawing me to you as well. Our affinities are pulled to the fire within one another, I am so glad that you know!”

“Your mom has a fire affinity?” Alex asked Khalik, his jaw hanging open.

The prince looked at his mother for a moment, then sighed. “It is not… a public thing… and she is as zealous about it as a priest bowing before their god… but yes. Yes, she does.”

“You said that your parents were slain in a fire?” King Aksuma spoke, staring at Selina and Alex as though seeing them for the first time. “I am so sorry to hear that. I cannot imagine what that would have done to you at such a young age. To be forced to bear such a terrible burden.”

Queen Ishtar’s warm smile faded, her eyes closing for a moment. For an instant, her expression became one of pain. “And then to have a fire affinity yourself… That is an agony I know well.”

A little shock went through Selina. “What do you mean?”

Queen Ishtar frowned. “I think… perhaps we should talk a little more privately. Would you like that?”

Questions whirled in the young girl’s mind. As far as she knew, the queen was the first person with a fire affinity that she’d ever met and—unlike her classmates with elemental affinities—she’d been scarred by her element.

Just like she’d been, in her own way.

“I… I would like to talk,” she said in a tiny voice.

The queen nodded, standing and drawing herself up to her full height. “Aki, entertain our guests.”

“Of course, Ishtar,” the king said.

Next, the queen looked at Khalik. “Son, come with me.” It was clear from her tone that it was not a request. “You too, Alex, if you wish. Would you be alright with your brother coming with us, Selina?”

“Yes, please!” Selina said. “And… can Claygon and Shiani come too? Shiani’s been telling me a lot about fire magic; she’s helped me a lot.”

The young woman froze, then quickly nodded. “I’d like to come along, if it’s alright.”

“So… would I,” Claygon said.

“Yes, I think that would be appropriate.” The queen looked at the servants. “Prepare the study for us. We’ll be there shortly.”
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The villa’s study was an inviting room at the rear of the house, comfortably furnished with overstuffed velvet armchairs, low tables, and tall bookshelves lined with heavy, leather bound tomes. A table stood beside one of many lofty windows overlooking formal back gardens bursting with flowering hibiscus in shades of coral and red.

A stone fireplace yawned open in the nearby wall, though the heat of the day dissuaded anyone from lighting any fire within it.

Selina held a cup of cold mint tea while she sat facing the fireplace. She could almost see the flame that would dance in the hearth on a cool Generasi night.

Sitting across from her was the queen of Tekezash, while Alex, Shiani, and Khalik sat nearby. Claygon stood over them all, his gaze never leaving Selina.

They’d been silent since the servants had left them alone, lost in their own thoughts, seemingly waiting for Selina to speak first.

She grew unsettled in the heavy silence, and for a time, she wanted nothing more than to run from the room, go home, fling herself into her pillow, and cry herself to sleep.

Instead, she inhaled slowly. ‘I was in the Cave of the Traveller with silence-spiders everywhere and that awful hive-queen trying to kill us. I shouldn’t be afraid of a conversation.’

She exhaled. “Did you know I had a fire affinity right away?”

“I suspected it.” The queen smiled. “From the moment we first met. I could feel the fire in you; and it’s a bright and beautiful fire, the kind that burns evil away and warms civilizations. But I wasn’t sure if you knew yourself, and I didn’t think it would be right for me to bring it up.”

“Okay…” Selina said. “And you have a fire affinity too?”

“I do.” At that, the queen made a face. “Unfortunately, I don’t have much talent for magic. My husband is a far better wizard than I will ever be—except when it comes to fire spells. There are few in Tekezash who can match me in conjuring the beauty of flame.”

Selina glanced at Shiani, who was eyeing the queen with… awe, and maybe a little envy.

For the first time, it occurred to her that Shiani probably would have given a lot to have been born with a fire affinity.

‘It’s crazy,’ she thought. ‘I don’t like fire, and I get a fire affinity. Shiani loves it and she doesn’t. The world’s nasty sometimes. I hate when it’s like that.’

“I hope…” the queen started, her gaze both worried and kind. “I hope you don’t dislike yourself for who you are, my child. Such a thing isn’t healthy.”

Selina flinched. “It’s weird. I don’t like that I have a fire affinity… but I guess I’m not as mad about it as I used to be.”

“That is good. Very good.” The queen smiled. “Fire is a gift. It’s a beautiful thing.”

Alex shifted in his chair.

Khalik cleared his throat and threw a look at his mother.

Shiani winced.

Only Claygon was silent, still watching Selina.

Selina ignored them, her eyes falling again on the queen’s scar. She swallowed. “How… can I ask you another question?”

“Certainly,” Queen Ishtar said gently.

“How… how did you get that scar?”

Khalik stiffened, and Alex looked nervously at the queen, but neither spoke. Shiani watched the older woman intently.

The queen gave a sad smile. “It was the foolish mistake of a young girl who decided to run before she could walk.” Her eyes drifted to the window, as though watching a scene playing out. “When I first found my fire affinity… I was… elated. Beyond words, really. It was like I had met a piece of myself that was always out there somewhere, but I never knew I was missing.”

Her fingernail traced the rim of her teacup. “I had always loved fire when I was a child. My parents told me that I used to stare at the candles and fireplaces around our home. Once I nearly put my hand in an open flame. I was drawn to it as it seemed to be drawn to me. When I was five, I tried starting my own fire and… came close to nearly burning our family’s home down.” She paused, watching Selina. “Is this story too much for you?”

“No,” Selina said, wide-eyed. Except for the ‘trying to set her own fire’ part, the queen’s story felt like a mirror turned on her own life. The fascination with flame since she could remember… Their experiences were the same. “No, I would like to hear more.”

“Alright, well, my parents were at a loss as to why I did these things. They loved me, but they thought I was… disturbed,” the queen continued. “I thought I was sick too, to be truthful. When I discovered that the fire was born with me, that it was an innate part of me? Everything became clear. I was not broken, or damaged, my inner fire was calling me to flame. My young self was like a tadpole seeking water without knowing why, and then, I finally knew.”

Her smile faded. “But… my excitement punished me. I loved fire, but it must be respected.” She touched the scar on her face. “And I learned that the hard way. You see, once my mana was discovered, my parents sought a teacher to help me learn how to harvest my talent… but his lessons were boring. I didn’t care for instructions on magic theory, they were dull, and his balanced approach to magic drove me crazy. It was flame that I craved, not history lessons!”

The queen’s expression darkened. “And one night, I decided to just get it.”


Chapter 64


Fire-Kissed



“Iwaited until the hush of night, just as it turned midnight,” the queen said, her voice grim. “It was during the time of drought and famine in Tekezash, and, for most, it was a truly terrible time. My family’s food stores were holding well enough—we were not feasting, but we were not without most meals either. Though, I wish I could say the same for those who lived in the countryside. Everything, even the lowliest weed was dead. The people were growing hungrier. Desperate. My father led patrols across our lands almost daily, because in lean times, bandits multiply. These were desperate folk leaving fallow fields and useless farm tools to pick up the spear or the bow and shield. Tension was high, and my mother had instructed our guards to keep a strict watch on the outer walls of our home.”

She sighed. “Our lands were attacked and some blamed my father’s decisions for the drought and the famine that followed. He asked the king and queen for aid, because the plague of plant monsters brought to our kingdom by those swindlers was spreading, but the army was stretched too thin. We were all afraid, and almost every eye in our home was watching the countryside.”

“That sounds awful,” Selina shook her head, trying to imagine what that time must have been like.

But she couldn’t. There was never a time in her life when she didn’t have food to eat, either in Alric or Generasi. Mr. and Mrs. Lu had talked about bad years with bad harvests when they were young, but the rains had always been kind in Thameland for as long as she could remember. If her stomach grumbled, she could always find a snack in the kitchen or the larder, or could simply wait for Mr. and Mrs. Lu to prepare the next meal.

It was the same for everyone she knew back home. No one ever talked about going hungry, and in Generasi, food was even more delicious, more plentiful, and easier to get than in Alric. There were so many different kinds of fruit trees growing wild, that getting something to eat was as simple as reaching up and picking something off a branch.

If she actually thought about it, she’d never known anyone who’d gone hungry. Famines were terrible things from dark stories, or bleak history lessons from the church school. Never in real life. The thought of hiding at home, hungry, and knowing that starving people were roaming around outside desperate for any scrap of food, reminded her of those demons that had attacked the Games last year. That thought was probably just as terrifying.

“So what did you do next?” Selina was on the edge of her seat.

“I snuck out of my room and into the hallway—thankfully, no one was about—and I quietly made my way to the library. My mother and father were not wizards, but my teacher had brought many books for me to study from; different spell-guides and books on magic lore that he’d placed high up on the shelves,” she said. “And as quiet as a mouse, I took a chair, climbed up on it, and took the spell-guide for Hands of Fire down. Then I went back to my room.”

Selina swallowed as the queen continued.

“I was so curious that I quickly opened the spell-guide, though I didn’t think I would be able to use it. My teacher had only taught me the simplest of spells, yet—even if this spell was more advanced—I could cast it. It was actually easy. The magic seemed to want to come to me.”

Something about those words excited Selina. The thought of magic wanting to come to her… She shook off the feeling.

‘I’m going to use fire,’ she thought. ‘I’m going to use fire to kill fire. I shouldn’t be happy about that.’

But even as the thought entered her mind, the spark grew brighter and warmer, yearning for flame.

“What happened next?” Selina’s excitement was getting away from her. “Did the spell go wrong? Did you have a…” She paused, trying to remember what Alex called it. “A mana reversal?”

“No.” Queen Ishtar smiled dreamily. “The fire came to me without a bit trouble. As much as I had struggled with my general lessons in magic, this magic came freely, naturally. I knew without the slightest doubt that the fire was born to me, and it wanted to come to me. It almost felt like the spell was casting itself as I muttered the words.”

“Hm,” Alex mused, but said no more.

“In the end, it came too readily,” Queen Ishtar said. “And too powerfully. Flames shot from my hands, spraying over my bedchamber, and my bed and desk began to burn.”

Selina gasped, her hands trembling.

“Of course, I started to panic,” the queen said. “And though I was trying desperately to put out the flames with pitchers of water and curtains that were in my room—it blazed even brighter. And that’s when it kissed me.” She touched the scar on the side of her face. “I had never felt pain like that before in my young life, and all I could do was scream and cry while the house guards ran to my aid. It took much time to snuff the flames, but they managed to keep them from spreading.”

Khalik winced. “I do not like when you tell this story, Mother. You were hurt and it frightens me to think what might have happened to you…” The prince froze, looking at Alex and Selina, pain taking his face.

“It’s okay,” the young girl said.

Her older brother waved him off. “Yeah, don’t worry about it, I get it. I get it better than most people would.”

“…Thank you,” Khalik said.

“What happened after that? Didn’t you hate fire?” Selina asked.

She knew that if she’d done what the queen had, then she would have hated fire. And maybe even herself.

“No…” Ishtar’s hand—resting on the table—curled into a ball. “My parents and teacher berated me, and I took my well-deserved punishment. I was not allowed to touch fire magic—or even light a candle by myself—for two years. Those were some of the worst days of my life.”

“But why?” Selina demanded. “Fire hurt you! Why didn’t you hate it? Why don’t you let someone take that scar away?”

The queen smiled sadly. “Fire is like an unruly chil—” She paused, looking at Selina closely. “No, that is not right. That explanation is not right for you.” She thought for a moment, looking outside, squinting against the sunlight. “Tell me, Selina. Do you hate the sun?”

There was silence.

“What?” the young girl asked, exchanging a confused glance with Shiani.

“Do you hate the sun?” the queen repeated her question.

“N-no…” Selina said, her confusion growing.

“Have you ever been too hot on a summer’s day?”

“Yes,” the young girl said. “The first hot day this summer was really uncomfortable. I put on a dress that was too heavy and I felt sweaty and gross the whole day. My hair looked like matted dog fur.”

The queen laughed, a warm sound. “And you were annoyed that day, were you not?”

“Ya…”

“Were you angry at the sun?”

“No, that doesn’t make sense.” Selina frowned.

“What about the wind? It gets cold where you are from, and the wind must make it worse. Do you become angry at the wind? Do you hate it?”

“No! That’d be weird.”

“Fire is the same,” the queen said. “Shiani told me of the spirit of fire that her people worship. We both told you of the magic of fire and its warmth. There are deities of fire that govern heat and flame throughout the world. But what of fire itself? What is it? Well, I will tell you: it is like the sun, the wind, the rain, and the heat. It is like lightning and earthquakes and the tide. It is like sand, the cold, and the earth. Fire has no mind, Selina. Not even a beast’s mind.”

She smiled. “There is beauty in that, I find. Fire does not scheme. It does not hunger. It does not hunt. It simply is. And it helps us, like the rain and the water and the wind and the sun… but it can hurt us too, just like they can. So when the fire burnt me, I did not blame it, for who was there to blame? Fire did not want to hurt me. Fire did not hurt me.”

The queen pointed to the fireplace. “Fire cannot want. It cannot do anything with intention. Fire only is, and it is other things that direct fire, such as fuel, wind, rain, and people.” She caressed her scar. “Fire was the tool that burnt me. But who really did burn me? I did. I was careless with it, and so I kept this scar to remind me never to be so careless again. And now you know my journey to flame.”

Selina only realised she’d begun to cry when the first tears ran down her cheeks.

Her brother was out of his seat in an instant with a handkerchief in hand, but she spoke before he could touch her.

“If you burnt yourself—” She jumped out of her chair. “If you did that to yourself and you’re the one whose fault it is, then what about me!” Selina pressed her hands to her chest. “Did I burn my parents to death? Was that me? I was too small to know or remember anything when they died! Was that me? Did the fire come out of me and burn up our whole lives? Was that me?”

Alex stopped, his face turning as white as a sheet.

A small part of Selina regretted her words. She’d never told him what she suspected. For fear he might hate her. In case he might try to hide the truth by protecting her. All this time, she’d been too afraid to ask anyone.

But now—in front of someone else with a fire affinity—she couldn’t hold the words back anymore.

She had to know.

“That’s impossible,” Shiani said, her hands to her mouth. “By the Flames, is that what you’ve been thinking this entire time?”

“Oh… no…” Claygon said quietly.

“By the Sapphire Sea, Selina…” Khalik had half-risen from his chair.

“Selina…” Alex said, his voice shaking as he came toward her.

She raised her hand. “No!” If he hugged her, she wouldn’t be able to think anymore. This spark inside her—this little ember of flame and anger that gave her enough strength to finally ask that question—would die if he hugged her now.

She would go back to cowering and wondering.

And right now? She was done with cowering.

“What you think is not possible,” the queen said, her tone as gentle as a low wind. “But it is a question asked by many with our affinity. And the answer is that it’s not possible.”

“You’re lying.” Tears poured down Selina’s face as her voice broke. “You’re lying, aren’t you?”

She couldn’t allow herself to hope. She couldn’t.

The queen weighed her words carefully. “I am not, nor would I. Ask yourself this question Selina: you have mana in you, but have you ever made magic? Have you ever accidentally cast a spell or used power before anyone taught you to?”

“Well… no,” the young girl admitted. “But fire could be different. You said it was inside me, so it could come out!”

“That’s like saying that because a baby has hands, she could wield a sword,” the queen said gently. “The world is full of many wonderful things that I will never understand. But I know fire. And I know affinities. And I tell you that what you fear is what many fear… yet it is impossible. It cannot be.”

“But what if it is!” Selina insisted.

“It’s not,” Alex said. “Even if it were, then you couldn’t blame yourself. It’d be like blaming a baby for crying. You were too young to know any different, even if it were possible. But, Selina—and I mean this—it’s not possible. You didn’t do it, and you shouldn’t blame yourself for it. It… was an accident. A horrible, horrible accident. And… sometimes that’s what happens in life. Sometimes… we just lose something, and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

The queen rose from the table. “He is right, Selina. It is not your doing. There is no fault. It was just fire being fire. And—hate it, reject it, or love it—fire is a part of you.”

“But what if… I don’t know if I want it to be part of me?” she asked.

Queen Ishtar rounded the table, looking down at her. “Sometimes, as we’re growing, we hurt ourselves. But we cannot reject that part of ourselves any more than one can cut out their own soul. Instead, we must master it. That is the way I see it. So tell me, how do you see it?”

Selina paused for a moment, looking at the fireplace.

All her life, she’d been yearning for fire… but since her parents died, she’d been running from it.

She wanted to make cold from fire… but even if she did, that would mean learning about fire. Mastering fire.

Selina looked at her big brother.

He’d been Marked with something that nearly ruined their lives, something that could have destroyed his.

What had he done? He’d mastered it.

What would she do?

She sniffled. How could she use fire to make cold… or for anything else if she didn’t face it?

Her hands clenched into fists.

“Um… you said you learned that fire spell really fast?” she asked the queen. “Could you teach me one? Could you teach me a fire spell… right now?”


Chapter 65


Arc of Fire



“What?” Alex’s jaw dropped. “You can’t do that!”

“I need to.” She looked Alex directly in the eye, her gaze not wavering. “Fire is a part of me, just like it’s a part of Khalik’s mom. If I don’t do this now, then I’ll never do it. Please, Alex. Just let me do this.”

Her brother watched her closely, his expression drifting between concern and fear.

“Selina,” he started. “Maybe we can save this for another time. Maybe we should think about all of this and discuss it, then maybe⁠—”

“Please, Alex,” she begged. “You’ll be right here. You can watch me and check to see if I’m doing anything wrong. You can stop me whenever you want, just let me try. I’ve been doing well in school and with all my lessons, right?”

She meant the forceball lessons he was giving her in secret—bringing them up seemed to strike a chord in him. His broad shoulders lifted—as though he was preparing to brace himself against an invisible weight—then he looked at the queen.

She glanced back at the young wizard for a moment, a firm expression on her face. Then she looked away, hand to her chest. In that moment, Alex could not tell what she was thinking… but it felt like she was pulling away. At least that’s what it felt like.

“I don’t like this—” he began to say.

Selina took a step toward him. “Alex, please!”

“Now, hold on.” He held up a hand. “Let me finish. Queen Behr-Medr… I don’t like this… but I’d be willing to let her try if you’re willing to do this with her. If you don’t, I’d understand. You came to see Khalik and relax, you didn’t come here for this. But, um…”

The young man paused, searching for the right words. “Look, I’ll speak plain: people with fire affinity aren’t common, and I think you’re the only person with one that I know of among our group of friends and family. And, like—Ugh, I’m rambling.”

He drew up his chest, and hardened his jaw, then lowered his head. “I don’t have a fire affinity. I can teach Selina all the wizardry I know, but I’m never going to really understand fire the way you do and the way she will. It’s not in me. So, I think you’d be a better person to teach her, her first fire spell. And… for something as delicate as this, I don’t think I want to trust something so important to a stranger. I trust Khalik, and you raised him, and you raised him with honour, so I trust you. More importantly, Selina trusts you… So… please.”

His head dropped even lower. “If you do this, I’ll make it up to you.”

“Yes, Mother.” Prince Khalik rose from his chair, bowing his head to her. “I think you want to do this, but I will still ask that you do it as a favour to me. You taught me many things as I grew up. I can think of no one better to do this. You would be good for her⁠—”

“Stop, stop, by the gods, stop!” The queen’s hands rose to her cheeks. “All this begging is unbecoming of both of you, though I understand the sentiment. I was going to do it from the moment young Selina asked me. Guiding fire to its proper place is something that brings me joy. I will be happy to guide her fire.”

Alex thought about her body language earlier, then realised he might have misinterpreted her looking away as rejection. Sometimes, he lost sight of things when it came to his sister’s wellbeing. He was glad she was willing.

She turned to Selina. “Are you sure you feel ready for this, my child? It is a big step. You can stop at any time… Though I tell you this from experience, fire is a part of you and once you begin, you will not want to stop anymore than you would want to stop walking once you’ve tasted the freedom of taking your first steps. So, are you sure?”

And at those words, Selina wasn’t so sure.

Regret played inside her, dulling the spark in her mana pool. She began wishing she’d never brought any of this up, and considered dropping it, pretending it never happened. She could apologise to everyone she’d dragged into this room and then go back to lunch.

She could force herself to smile and laugh, tears could come later, when she was alone tonight. Then tomorrow, she would make sure her smile and laughter was real.

The thought was tempting, growing in her mind, and as it grew, the spark dulled as she came closer to turning away from the fiery precipice that lay before her.

Then, her eyes fell on Claygon.

The golem’s head was cocked slightly to the side. His hands were raised, and he was staring at his fire-gems. Then, he reached up and touched the gem sitting in his forehead.

And she knew.

If she ran away now, not only would she be running away from a part of herself… she might be putting her own fears and guilt onto Claygon.

‘I’m not a baby, and I shouldn’t act like one,’ she thought, both hands forming fists. ‘If I do that to me and him, then that makes me as bad as that fire.’ She caught herself, suddenly remembering what Queen Ishtar had said. ‘No, I’d actually be worse. She was right: fire just is. Mom and Dad died because that fire was just being fire. Just like wind is wind, and water is water. If Generasi had a big flood and people died, I wouldn’t blame water for being water. So, if I run away, it won’t help me or Claygon… it’ll be because I’m just being scared. And I’m not going to do that either of us.’

Selina looked up at her brother, her jaw tightening. “Alex, could you go get Theresa? I… should’ve asked her to come. I want her to be here for this.” She turned to Queen Ishtar. “I want to do this. I’m ready.”
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“I will not teach you the same spell that I started with,” Queen Ishtar said, sitting across the table from Selina. As she spoke, a pair of Wizard’s Hands floated beside her—each burning in a bright orange radiance—each one drawing a spell array onto a piece of parchment. “Let’s begin with the spell that I wish I had started with: Create Flame.”

Nearby, Khalik sat beside Shiani. Alex hadn’t returned with Theresa yet, and Selina fought the urge to keep looking at the closed door.

She couldn’t wait for them to get there—if she stopped now, she might lose her nerve.

And she couldn’t let that happen.

“That’s a good spell to start with,” Shiani said with approval, keeping her voice low.

“What does it do?” Selina asked.

“Just what its name says,” the queen explained. “It creates a floating flame in your palm, one you can control. You can hold it and use it for light, like a torch. You can use it as a weapon and throw it at anyone coming to attack you. Or you can simply use it to start a fire in your fireplace. Which is what we’ll be doing.”

She nodded to the hearth, Claygon was putting kindling and foot-long logs inside.

Selina swallowed, then breathed deeply.

She didn’t know what she was more afraid of: the fact that she was about to literally handle fire… or just how excited that thought made her.

“Should I be worried about setting the room on fire?” she asked nervously.

The queen reached across the table and squeezed her hand, her smile reassuring. “I have already cast Control Fire, it allows me to regulate the intensity or movements of a fire source. I’ll make sure your flame doesn’t get away from us.”

“I’m glad you’re here,” Selina said softly, her eyes falling on the parchment.

Queen Ishtar’s Wizard’s Hands finished jotting down the spell array, then put their pens aside and slid the parchment across the table to Selina.

Her hands shook as she examined the spell array and the incantation above it. There were areas of the magic circuitry she recognised from forceball. Certain parts responsible for calling and controlling mana were similar.

There was also another section that was familiar to her; the part responsible for the spell’s mana manipulation.

“Can I control fire like I could a forceball?” Selina asked.

“Not quite,” the queen said. “But you can control your flame’s intensity with mana manipulation. Are you good at that? It’s a difficult skill that I, even at my age and experience, still struggle with.”

“Me too,” Shiani admitted.

“It is not as easy as Alex makes it look,” Khalik said. “It is alright if you have not developed that skill quite yet, Selina.”

“No, no, I can do some mana manipulation… but Alex is a lot better at it.” Selina’s eyes were fixed on the sections of the spell array that she didn’t recognise.

Her inner spark flared when she spotted them, letting her know that they had to be related to fire.

Suddenly, fear gripped her, making her flinch, screaming she should give up and do something else. Screaming she should stop.

Except she didn’t stop, she looked back at Queen Ishtar. “Will you teach me the words of the spell?”

“Of course,” the queen said. “That is why we are here together.”

In slow, patient tones, Khalik’s mother sounded out the words, making sure that every syllable was clear. She had Selina repeat each word after her, correcting her pronunciation as they went.

There were very few corrections for her to make. The words rolled off Selina’s tongue as smooth as cream, as though she’d been saying them her whole life.

Within seconds, Queen Ishtar was nodding. “Now you know the words of the spell, take your time and review the array.”

“I…” Selina said. “I think I already know it.”

“Oh?” Ishtar raised an eyebrow.

“Her affinity is very strong,” Shiani reminded her.

“Ah, of course, that would make sense then.” The queen nodded. “Perhaps you would learn it so easily since the fire in you is so bright. Well then, are you ready? I’ll be here to help you.”

Selina swallowed, looking at the door.

No sign of Alex or Theresa.

“I believe you are… ready, Selina,” Claygon said. “You are ready.”

“…Thanks, Claygon.” She took a deep breath and picked up the parchment.

She exhaled then took another deep breath, focusing her mind as Alex had taught her over those many nights training in his lab.

And—for the very first time—Selina Roth began speaking the words of a fire spell.

Her inner spark bloomed, seeming to rejoice as it burst into a bright, blazing flame.

Her spirit sang as something missing from her soul finally united, and—before she knew it—the words of the spell were flowing unbroken from her lips as though she’d always known them.

Across the room, the door swung open.

Alex and Theresa rushed in, stopping dead in their tracks, mere inches beyond the threshold.

“By the Traveller!” Alex gasped.

Within Selina, her mana sped onward, filling the magic circuit as it assembled itself. Magic blazed, coming to life, eager to do what it was meant to.

And in that moment, all of the young girl’s fears were forgotten.

All the trepidation. The reluctance. The shame.

In that one breath, they all burned away as wonder ignited within her.

She almost missed the moment she completed the spell and the magic circuit flared.

Suddenly, in the palm of her hand, a small point of orange light sat.

And—with a triumphant roar—fire erupted, coming to life.

“By the gods!” the queen gasped.

A towering blaze hovered above Selina’s hand, rising into the air to nearly half her height. Yet, this was no unruly, spitting fire.

It was bright and obedient, like a loyal pet simply waiting for her.

And it was the most beautiful thing the young girl had ever seen. All the wonders of Generasi paled compared to that cheery fire created by her own mana and her own hand.

She felt like she could watch it forever.

Then some of her elation began to crack.

She remembered what this was. It all came rushing back: the thing that killed her parents. That ruined her and her brother’s lives.

Shame rose in her, but the queen’s words silenced it.

‘Fire doesn’t do,’ she thought. ‘It just is. I do.’

She carefully rose from her chair, watching the flame closely. “I’m going to the fireplace.”

“I will help you keep control, if you need me,” the queen said, though her words sounded like they were coming from a dozen miles away.

“Are you helping me control it now?” Selina asked, though—deep down—she already knew the answer.

“No, I am not. Your control is extraordinary. I cannot believe this is your first time casting fire. Go. Bring the flame to the hearth.”

“You can do it, Selina,” her brother’s voice came to her. “I’m proud of you.”

“Me too,” Theresa said. “You can do this.”

“You were meant for this, Fire-Kissed,” Shiani’s voice was filled with pride.

“It’s beautiful…” Claygon said.

“Wonders upon wonders,” Khalik murmured.

Their words hardened Selina’s resolve.

The young girl strode across the room, her steps measured and even. Standing before the fireplace, she turned her hand toward it, then pressed the flame to the wood.

Instantly, the kindling caught, a dazzling blaze roared to life around the logs. Selina stepped back, watching the fire dance in the once-cold hearth.

There.

Fire created by her.

Not runaway fire that burned and killed.

Her fire.

And in that moment, she knew she had a choice.

She could step away from the flame, and just learn the fire magic she needed to resolve her dream of moving heat. Or… or she could embrace the flame, using it as it was meant to be used.

Selina looked at Alex’s right shoulder.

And she smiled.

Was fear why she hadn’t seen it before?

Alex was given the Mark of the Fool, he could’ve run away and lived his own life with his family, or he could have served Thameland’s needs and fought alongside the Heroes to defeat the Ravener.

In the end, he hadn’t really chosen either, had he?

He’d left Thameland for Generasi, and he’d also gone back, stronger and better prepared.

He’d done both.

And she could do the same.

“I did it, everyone!” she cried.

Tears ran down her face, both happy and sad.

They could be both.

“I did it!”


Chapter 66


The Flame’s Journey



“She did it.” Alex sat staring into the countryside. “She actually did it.” His tone was a mixture of awe and disbelief. “I don’t know if I want to applaud, high-five her, or scream.”

“She looks happy.” Theresa craned her neck, looking back at the villa.

An hour had passed since Alex watched his little sister bring a shaft of flame to life in the palm of her hand, and even now, he got goosebumps when he thought about it. The moment had been beautiful, yet terrifying.

The sight of the flame dancing in her hand, the power radiating from it and the reflection of it sparkling in her eyes… all seemed like he was looking at someone else.

At that moment, his little sister was gone, replaced by the image of someone, who in the course of time, would become a fearsome archwizard, controlling flame like she would her own breath.

In her, he now saw the seeds of someone who could wield a power that would make other mages and enemies tremble. He’d always looked at Selina as just his baby sister, though she’d grown a little taller, and a little wise. Even as he taught her magic in the quiet of his lab, he’d merely seen her as his little sister who was safely taking in the lessons he gave while following his timeframe.

But today?

Today had shown him a prelude of what could be: a powerful woman destined to become a great wizard with devastating powers of flame.

And he wasn’t quite sure how he felt about that.

“She looks really happy,” Theresa said. “Come on, look for yourself.”

Wincing, Alex turned to peer through a window looking into the villa’s study. Brilliant fire light flickered in the room, glowing red and orange. After Selina—in her first try—had mastered the Create Flame spell, Queen Ishtar wanted to teach her the first-tier Control Flame. Used together, the two spells would let her conjure fire, and command it like a forceball.

“But the spell requires great concentration,” the queen had said. “If you do not mind, I will teach Selina this spell alone. It is best if she has no distractions while she learns it, especially since her affinity is so strong.”

Alex expected his sister to tell her that she wanted her family and friends to stay with her.

He was wrong.

She’d completely surprised him.

“It’s okay,” she’d said to everyone. “I don’t want to hurt any of you, so I should do this by myself. I need to be able to control my fire properly.”

“You don’t have to do this right now,” Alex had told her.

Selina had simply shaken her head.

“I do. And I really want to do it now. When I’m done, I’ll be able to make and control fire. And I have to be able to control it if I can create it,” she’d said.

And how could Alex not agree? She was right.

Watching her now, he knew it was the right choice. She looked delighted, standing there while she suspended a small ball of flame between her palms.

Queen Ishtar’s lips were moving, watching Selina closely as she made the ball of fire drift back and forth between her hands.

“She really does look happy.” Alex sighed, watching her body language closely. Tension lay in her shoulders. “But…”

He let the word hang.

“But you’re not happy about that?” Theresa said, one of her hands falling on his.

“It’s not that I’m not happy, I’m just worried.”

“About what?” she asked softly.

“Well, is she really ready? What if she was caught up in the moment… This whole thing came out of nowhere, Theresa. I had a plan for teaching her magic. It was safe… it was slow… it was perfect.”

“Maybe not for her?” Theresa pointed out. “Not perfect for her, I mean.”

“How do you mean?” He gave her a puzzled look. “Was I doing something wrong? Was she telling you that I was messing up her lessons or something?”

“No, nothing like that,” Theresa said, searching her thoughts. Her ebony hair glistened in the afternoon sun. “Listen, Alex. Do you remember what we talked about before we went into the Cave of the Traveller? Back when we first left Alric?”

“Which part? And what about it?”

“Remember you wanted to go into the cave by yourself, to protect Selina? And I told you that she would fight to get back to you? She wouldn’t just accept some excuse and go with me to the ships. She’d sneak off and try to find her brother, remember?” Theresa’s voice was filled with a fierce sort of pride. “And I still believe I was right. So, what did you do next? You gave her the choice of going into the cave with you, me, and Brutus, or taking another route. And she chose the cave, even knowing that there could’ve been silence-spiders in there. Alex, that was less than a day after one of them nearly killed her.”

“Yeah, she’s brave, I get it,” Alex said. “I always knew that, and I know she’s growing up, but⁠—”

“I’m sorry, but you don’t really get it.” Theresa pressed her hands to his cheeks, turning his face toward her. “Listen to me, Alex. People might call us all brave—or crazy—for going into that cave, but think about it. I wasn’t a fraction of the warrior I am now, but I was still a warrior. We had Brutus, and he’d hunted bears before.”

At the sound of his name, the cerberus let out a low groan as he sunned himself on the villa’s wall behind them.

“Yes, you’re a very good and brave boy,” Theresa told him. “Then there was you. You were basically defenceless, and you went in⁠—”

“Now hold on, don’t go calling me brave,” he interrupted her. “I was desperate, that’s what I was. I had to go in there if I wanted a chance at my own life outside of being Uldar’s stooge. That doesn’t make me that brave.”

“Doesn’t it?” Theresa asked. “You could have given up and hidden in the woods, but we’re not talking about you. We’re talking about Selina. She chose to go with you. She knew she could have left and gone to the ships with me, but—instead—she walked into a cave of silence-spiders and who knew what else, at the time, when she was only ten years old. Alex, that’s crazy brave. It’s strong and it’s decisive. She’s more ready than you think she is. She just needed to realise it herself.”

Alex thought on that for a moment.

“Yeah… when you put it that way, I get it. Still… it feels a bit, I dunno, lonely? Maybe even more so if she is actually ready for this. So, okay, Theresa, just look at it this way for a moment.”

He began listing off points on his fingers. “Selina’s really smart, and she’s got a great head for geometry and architecture. That’s going to come in real handy for understanding spell arrays. She’s also starting magic really early. Her affinity is nuts. Like, she’s going to be picking up fire spells super fast. Honestly, I’m probably going to be spending most of our lessons teaching her restraint, judgement, and different forms of magic other than fire. She’s not going to need me to teach her how to channel flame magic beyond just introducing her to some of the basics.”

Alex shook his head. “She’s probably going to hit a wall because of the size of her mana pool and because she’s still a kid, but… by the time she enrolls in the university, I bet you she’ll probably have learned fourth-tier fire spells. She’s going to be a monster.”

“Uhm… you mean… like the rest of us?” Theresa pointed out.

“Well, yeah… I don’t know… maybe she could just be a kid for a little longer?”

“Alex, you’re overthinking this. She’s still your sister and nothing’s going to change that. Just because she learned some fire magic doesn’t mean she’s not going to need you anymore. If anything, she’ll need you more than ever now. I mean, sure, when I was fourteen I was running off into the woods all the time and I got into a lot of fights with Mom and Dad, but I stayed with them and I got along with some of my brothers. Mostly. She loves you, Alex. She always will.”

“I hope so,” Alex grumbled. “Remember that travelling skald that came to Alric four summers ago? Remember he told a story about how this jarl’s son became some super powerful sorcerer, then turned all arrogant and evil, and how it all ended with everyone dying?”

Theresa raised an eyebrow. “Alex, do you really think she’s going to turn arrogant and evil?”

“Well, no, but⁠—”

“So many buts,” she laughed. “Too many! Just relax. There’s going to be dark days ahead, and you shouldn’t be spending your happy ones worrying about things that probably won’t happen.”

He gave her a long look, then sighed. His shoulders slumped.

“You know, you’re probably ri—No, I know you’re right. You are. A lot,” he said, putting his arm around her and kissing her gently.

‘It’s one of the reasons why I wanna marry you,’ he thought.

“I know,” she said, holding him close. “And listen, if you want to prove to her that she still needs her big brother around? We’d better kick some ass in the Grand Battle.”

“Hah, that’s the plan,” he said.

“We’d better have a plan. I bet you a stack of coin that every team’s going to be coming for us.”

“No doubt, but I’ll have a surprise waiting for them.” Alex smiled. “I’ll show Selina that her big brother’s still got a few tricks up his sleeve.”
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“I wanted to… tell you that I’m sorry,” Claygon said, his head and arms hanging low as though he was a marionette with his strings cut. “If you want… I won’t use my fire anymore.”

“What?” Selina cried, her large eyes blinking in shock.

It had taken over an hour of practise before Queen Ishtar was satisfied that the young girl had gained proper mastery over her two spells.

She’d made fire dance, snuffed it out and made it blaze brighter each time, doing it with ease, as if she’d learned the spells from the moment she could talk.

She’d hugged the queen like she didn’t want to let go when they were done, then rushed out of the room to find Alex and her friends.

Yet, it had been Claygon that she’d found first, standing just down the hall.

He’d called out to her and…

“Why are you apologising?” Selina demanded. “You didn’t do anything wrong!”

“I was using fire all this time… It was hurting and scaring you… wasn’t it?” Claygon asked.

“Claygon, it’s okay!” Selina went to the golem, wrapping her hands around one of his enormous stone fingers. “It’s okay.”

“It is not… I am here to protect you… and Father,” he said. “If I am hurting you… I am not fulfilling my purpose, Selina.”

“Claygon, you used your fire to protect us and you’re part of our family, you’re not just here to fulfil a purpose!” Selina cried. “And it’s okay. It was scary when I first saw them but… your fire is beautiful. It burns demons and monsters, and that’s a great thing. You don’t have to apologise!”

Claygon looked down at her in utter silence before speaking again. “Are you sure…?”

She wrapped her arms partly around his waist. “I’m sure. I’m really sure. Your fire is awesome. You’re awesome, and you don’t have to apologise to anyone for using it.”

“…Okay… and you are certain… you are sure?”

“I’m sure! Your fire-gems are a part of you, like fire’s a part of me,” she insisted. “It’s okay. Now, come on, let’s go find Alex and the others, okay?”

“Okay…” Claygon said slowly.

Together, the young fire mage and the golem walked down the hall—and with Claygon’s finger clutched in Selina’s grip—they went searching for their loved ones.
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As the pair turned the corner, Queen Ishtar stepped from the doorway of the study, listening to the golem’s thundering footsteps receding in the distance.

“She’ll be great, one day,” Ishtar whispered, remembering her early days of mastering fire. “She’ll be better than me… Am I getting old? Maybe I should start practising again.”

The queen of Tekezash shook her head. “Come now, Ishtar, you have no need to keep up with the young and talented. Let them have their time. That’s what Father would say. It’s time for them to have their time.”

Smiling to herself, she slipped down the hallway.
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“Welcome to the final and most spectacular event of the Games of Roal!” Gemini shouted. “The Grand Battle!”

The crowd screamed and whistled, a sea of bodies in the stands.

“This is the most prized event in all the Games! One that tests prowess and spell, teamwork and instinct: the culmination of every event in the Games, and the ultimate display of prowess!”

Suddenly, from a doorway in the middle of the stadium, brass constructs resembling cylinders with stick-thin arms floated, each holding a unique banner. The constructs circled the teams on the field in a cluster, stopping, then separating and shooting toward an individual team, coming to rest beside it. Banners fluttered in the breeze. The flag waving beside Alex’s team was a deep orange with a black star in the centre.

“Here we go again,” Alex whispered, standing strong among his team.

The final event of the tournament had arrived.

The excitement in the arena was alive.

And at last, the Grand Battle was set to begin.


Chapter 67


Prelude to the Second Grand Battle



Days of intense competition had built to this moment, capping them with an event that all of Generasi longed for, the most anticipated test in the Games of Roal: The Grand Battle.

Gemini floated in the air, pointing to the illusion of a low, flat-topped mountain sitting high above her. Her commanding voice gave the competitors their instructions, “For reaching the central point of the island, a total of sixty points will be awarded. For holding that position—and preventing other teams from reaching it—the successful team will receive ninety points for each hour it’s held under their control. The Grand Battle shall run for the duration of four hours, or, until only three teams are left standing!

“Remember, if an entire team is eliminated, it doesn’t matter how many points they’ve accumulated, all points will be forfeited and that team will suffer defeat. Now, with that being said, I wish you all good luck, and may the greatest warriors of weapon and spell triumph! And please, we expect no less from you than to act with integrity. No dishonesty, underhandedness, or duplicitousness will be tolerated. Monitors are watching the island from above.”

Toraka Shale was seated in a VIP box in the stands with Sim, pointing Claygon out to a new crop of investors. Richly clad, and leaning forward, they watched the golem with marked interest.

Near them, King Aksuma and Queen Ishtar sat with Sinope, surrounded by a squad of alert plainclothes Tekazashi honour guards, blending in with the crowd. The royals’ applause remained polite, but not quite as subdued as it had been—it seemed the dryad’s enthusiasm had infected them over the course of the tournament. Their cheering was animated, far more than when they watched Khalik and Najyah compete in the Duel by Proxy, especially in Queen Ishtar’s case.

For his part—her husband seemed to actually be paying attention to people for once, and not just the bea⁠—

Huh… wait…

Alex squinted, looking closer, realising that the king’s attention was on Vesuvius as much as it was on his son and his team. His eyes were lit with delight as he admired the enormous beast.

The young wizard could only smile and shake his head. ‘Everyone’s got their hobby, I guess,’ he thought, looking for Selina in the crowd.

He found her looking relaxed and a lot more at ease than he’d seen her for a while. That subtle tension that played in her body language since the demon attack last year was mostly gone.

She looked excited.

Happy.

Content.

Watching her, relief spread through him, knowing that she’d started to heal. Her journey wasn’t over, it was just beginning, but—at least for now—she’d come to a good place inside herself. She was sitting beside Kybas, laughing at something he was saying and waving around a placard covered with figures representing her brother’s entire Grand Battle team. The young fire mage was cheering like she was about to burst as Kybas whooped and jumped up and down, holding up his own placard of… what looked to be Harmless and Grimloch eating the competitors.

‘Well, at least his heart’s in the right place.’ Alex smiled to himself. ‘I wonder who else is here?’

He spotted Carey seated high in the stands, surrounded by members of the expedition team as she made short work of what looked like a fried pastry, her eyes rarely left Alex’s and Tyris’ teams.

She did look different. Her expression was harder, more confident, surer than before. Alex remembered what Tyris had said between matches during the Duel by Proxy—about Carey changing—he could see what she’d meant, the difference in the young woman’s manner was pretty stark.

She was talking to a few people near her with a self-assurance he hadn’t seen in her since he first met her back in first year when she was trying to get him to join Campus for Uldar.

‘Looks like maybe she’s making friends,’ Alex thought. ‘Which reminds me… I guess Baelin’s still with his.’

He looked back at the VIP box, noting one conspicuously empty seat.

The chancellor was nowhere to be seen during this year’s Games. Alex hadn’t seen him at a single event at any rate, and now, he wasn’t even at the most important one of all—The Grand Battle.

He wasn’t gonna lie, it made him… nervous.

His thoughts went back to the demon attack and how much chaos it had caused almost exactly one year ago. He knew how crucial having the chancellor around had been to stemming the amount of destruction and death those demons had brought to Generasi.

Knowing Baelin was still absent made Alex feel like something was missing. In lots of the most dangerous moments in the past two years of his life, the chancellor had been there, if not right there, then at least within teleportation distance. Lately, Baelin had been off among the stars somewhere with his own cabal mates.

Baelin had only returned to the university to take care of duties needing his personal attention, then he’d leave for days or even weeks at a time.

If demons were to attack…

Alex shook his head.

‘You’re being paranoid,’ he thought. ‘We’re going to have a nice, safe, clean Grand Battle. We’re going to win, and no demons are showing up to try to kill us. Though, maybe the competition might.’

All around, competing teams seemed to be watching Alex and his companions, sizing them up, making their plans.

Wolud Ranier was whispering to his teammates, eyes fixed on Alex’s team. Tyris was grinning at them, her smile almost as shark-like as Grimloch’s. Even her own team looked unnerved, keeping a respectful distance from her and Vesuvius, who was eyeing Claygon with his tongue poking out.

The Ursa-Lupine brotherhood, clad in their traditional green shirts, were glaring at Alex’s team openly. One even ran a finger along his throat that sent Grimloch and Thundar into hysterics.

Some of the brotherhood were exchanging knowing glances with the Hydra Companions as they clustered together in their customary blue shirts. This year, none of the Hydra’s had sought to join forces with Alex’s team like they had last year. If anything, they seemed to have aligned with their rivals—the Ursa-Lupines.

They must have had their reasons.

‘We’ve grown a lot this past year.’ He thought about his fight at the windmill in Greymoor, training sessions with the Heroes, trips to the Hells with Baelin, harvesting dungeon cores. ‘Throw in Claygon’s evolution, and it’s pretty clear that we’re the biggest threat.’

His attention fell on Hanuman’s team. ‘The Grand Melee had only helped to confirm that.’

The life enforcement practitioner stood in the middle of his comrades, arms crossed as he stared at Thundar, Theresa, and Grimloch. His eyes were hard, his face twisted in a scowl, in no way trying to hide how much he resented losing to them. The sting of defeat still played through the tenseness of his muscles, the guardedness of his stance, and the tightness in his jaw.

Now and then, he would rub the side of his face as though feeling the pain of the final blow he’d taken in the Grand Melee.

This year’s event had mostly started off similarly to last year’s. The one difference was a slight change in the rules; after Claygon’s and Vesuvius’ performance in the Grand Battle last year, folk had petitioned to allow beasts and servants to participate in the melee, aside from mounts, to spice up the competition.

Now the field was deadlier than ever.

Alex thought back to this year’s Grand Melee. Like last year, Theresa, Grimloch, Thundar, and Brutus formed a team to take on all contenders. The competition had been stiff, ready for anything. Proud knights clad in full plate armour, warrior-monks—some martial artists, and some life enforcement practitioners—horse archers, giant beastmen, monster wranglers, and more had vied for first place.

None suspected the intensity of battle Theresa and her team brought to the table.

Alex certainly did. Over the last year, Theresa, Grimloch, Thundar, and Brutus had transformed, gaining might from every challenge they’d faced. Going up against Ravener-spawn and demons didn’t provide a lot of different outcomes.

It was either grow or die.

Last year, their plan had been to fight by making quick decisions, and to use skill and strategy to sweep the competition. This year, their strategy had been much simpler.

Come out swinging.

And dominate.

They’d split themselves into two teams for the Melee, Theresa was with Brutus, and Grimloch was with Thundar—and they’d attacked like… like…

Well, like Grimloch at an open buffet.

Even without the Twinblade, the huntress’ speed, skill, and strength—honed against foes like Zonon-In, and trained against the impossible might and skill of Hart Redfletcher—was unstoppable. She’d blurred among the warriors, every strike taking down an opponent as her dulled tournament blades gleamed in the daylight.

Brutus hardly had anything to do. He simply trotted behind her, jumping on anyone who’d slipped past the blades and circled around to his mother’s back.

In truth, Alex had noted that it looked like he was having trouble keeping up with her.

He was still young and energetic, but she’d grown to the point of outpacing him from time to time. Alex had also noticed the concern on her face whenever she slowed her attacks to wait for him to catch up.

Brutus didn’t seem to mind, but the fear on his partner’s face had been clear. The gap between her and her beloved hunting hound was growing. There’d come a day when the cerberus wouldn’t be able to adventure with her anymore.

And as time passed, she’d grow stronger with life enforcement, while Brutus would do what most companions did, grow older.

Until finally…

Alex shook his head. ‘I’m going to do something about that.’

Grimloch, for his part, crushed entire groups of warriors with broad swings of his stone-headed maul.

Thundar hadn’t been content to trot behind the sharkman and deal with strays like Brutus had. He’d leapt into the midst of danger, mace dancing in his hands.

Even without using illusion magic, combat spells, or his magical mace, he’d become master over a host of fighters on the field. Maybe he didn’t have the supernatural strength and speed that Theresa did, or the titanic force and mass of Grimloch, but what he did have was untold hours of training with the two of them, and testing himself against towering, demonic foes like Kaz-Mowang, and Yantrahpretaye.

Compared to that? The average knight or mercenary was just a bit more meat to be tenderised.

At the start of the Grand Melee, Alex had noticed that his friends weren’t the only ones showing increased strength and skills. The warrior-wizard, Hanuman, was faster and stronger than last year, and seemed intent on wiping the shame of losing the foot race to Grimloch away.

Unfortunately for him, wanting to defeat the sharkman was not the same as actually defeating him.

Hanuman and Grimloch had come together in an epic clash of strength, speed, and power. Their weapons had blurred, lips pulled back, baring gleaming teeth as their eyes burned with intensity and a deep desire to win.

Well, Hanuman’s had been burning.

Grimloch’s eyes still held the same dead, doll-like stare as he drove his maul through his rival’s defences. Poor Hanuman fought with everything he had, but—as skilled as he was—he was like a toddler compared to the heroic force that Grimloch often faced in practise—Hart Redfletcher—and the sharkman crushed the smaller warrior like a fly.

Once Hanuman was soundly beaten, his team scattered, seeking advantage and rallying the other competitors, forming a small army that bore down on Theresa and Grimloch’s teams, intending to swarm the four warriors.

They shouldn’t have wasted time joining forces.

Together, the fearsome four had upped their plan of domination and handily stomped their opponents with power, speed, and sheer brute force, leading to a commanding lead, and a first place win in the Grand Melee for the second year in a row.

Every team present for this year’s Grand Battle had witnessed just how dangerous members of Alex’s team had become.

His eyes swept over the entire field of competitors, locking eyes with those seeking to intimidate him. Only their former classmates from the Art of the Wizard in Combat seemed to not be focusing on them, instead talking among themselves.

Malcolm, Rhea, Angelar, Caramiyus, Eyvinder, and a few others Alex didn’t recognise were paying attention to their own flag, intent on keeping it safe.

Their strategy looked simple, yet practical. Let others take the risks first.

‘They’ll let us take on the alliance of doom that’s uniting against us, while they—and any other team that’s smart—focuses on protecting themselves and scoring a few points,’ he reasoned. ‘While we, being super gracious, wipe out their competition. Well, that’s alright. We’ll carry you to second or third place.’

He smiled, gripping his aeld staff tightly and nodding to their competitors.

The entire tournament had been leading up to this moment.

All of his friends’ planning, training, and hard work.

By now, they’d all made a ton of coin thanks to Kybas’ bets, so this final victory would be the very plump cherry on the top of the cake.

‘We didn’t win last year,’ he thought. ‘So the odds aren’t in our favour. We’ll either make a killing… or lose it all.’

He took a deep breath, his eyes on Brutus.

He’d pulled an all-nighter to make his plan happen, and his gift was ready. No matter what, he was going to ask Theresa to marry him.

‘After the Grand Battle ends, my real battle begins,’ he thought. ‘So, let’s just finish these Games with a bang.’


Chapter 68


The Unstoppable Juggernauts



“And without further delay, let the Grand Battle begin!” the lead Watcher cried.

Magical machinery—each piece resembling a circle of six golden orbs the size of human heads floating above brass platforms—began to hum. Spell-marks appeared on every contestant’s hands, ready to whisk them away before any grave injuries could occur during the battle.

“I’ll save your places,” Alex said, drawing the gazes of his teammates. “Let’s go wreck shit!”

“Let’s wreck shit!” they echoed, save for Isolde, who looked on as wizards floating above cast teleportation magic.

“Let us achieve an undisputable final victory,” she said.

And then, Alex was gone.

He hurtled through space, cloaked in the warmth of teleportation magic that transported him to the sky above a sandy beach. The ocean crashed against the shore to his left, while flashes of teleportation magic sparked throughout the island to his right.

Alex felt where each team came from, and where they were appearing. Wasting no time, he closed his eyes and raised his staff, focusing on those flashing sparks, calling on summoning magic.

As he felt his teammates appear around him, a trusted celestial fox, swarms of elemental beetles, and several air elementals were already waiting with him. These air elementals were new to his spellcasting, their girth was broad, each one as wide across as Alex was stall.

They were the results of the newest fourth-tier summoning magics he’d learned and enhanced the aeld staff with: Conjure Medium Air Elemental.

Each crackled hungrily.

“What’s the situation?” Theresa asked, drawing her swords.

“We’ve got three teams within five hundred yards of us,” he reported as his teammates surveyed the beach. “Two to the north and one to the east.”

“Claygon and Grimloch, why don’t you take care of the one to the east?” Khalik suggested, raising his arm, launching Najyah to the skies.

She soared away, circling the sky as the sharkman cracked his knuckles and Claygon banged the butt of his spear on the sand.

“That is a good idea…” Claygon said.

“Consider them dead,” Grimloch growled.

“You mean eliminated, of course,” Isolde corrected as Hogarth and Svenia took position on either side of her.

“I know what I said.”

Isolde sighed. “How did I find myself involved with such a gang of hooligans?”

“You’re at least half-hooligan.” Thundar twirled his mace.

“Right then, well, let’s start hooliganing,” Alex said. “We’ve got destruction to deal before whoever’s allying against us gets together. Let’s thin the pack.”

He conjured a few more air elementals, then pointed his staff north. “Isolde, Khalik, get flight spells on Brutus and Theresa. Thundar, you look for any illusions or invisible opponents around us. Grimloch and Claygon? I’ll get you to your prey.”

“Question?” the celestial fox said.

“Yes?”

“Will there be more of those divine sweets waiting for me?” She batted her eyelids.

“Absolutely.”

“My, my, then, I’ll need to try my best.”

Alex smiled, and with a wave of his staff, covered Claygon and Grimloch in flight magic, concentrating on the location of the group to the east.

“Everyone, hang onto your butts,” then, he teleported his team into battle.
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Ram could only shake his head as Alex Roth, Claygon, and that horrible sharkman manifested in the centre of a circle of surprised competitors made up of eager students and hired mercenaries.

The confident team was huddled together, discussing a plan of attack when—within seconds of arriving on Oreca’s Fall Island—challengers appeared out of the blue.

Students froze, eyes wide with shock while the mercenaries raised their weapons to defend them.

Before they could strike a single blow, the battle was over.

Claygon’s fire-beams and war-spear swept the astounded students aside, while Grimloch’s maul smashed the mercenaries straight to oblivion.

In the space of three of Ram’s heartbeats, no one was left, every member of that team had been whisked to the healing station on the island.

Alex Roth was nodding his approval at flames dancing through the spot where the opposing team once huddled, looking like a warlord watching his army sack a city. He reached out and claimed the defeated team’s flag. With a wave of his staff, he, Grimloch, and Claygon were gone.

“Baelin’s a bad influence on the young,” Professor Salinger’s voice said from above. The magical botany professor floated down from a higher altitude, shaking his head. “He’s turning a perfectly good gardener into a crazed conqueror.”

“Hm, there’s not too much wrong with that,” Harsha said, watching the golem, sharkman, and hulking wizard appear farther up the beach.

Roth’s aeld staff glinted in the sunlight, and suddenly, he and several members of his team disappeared. Abruptly, an explosion rocked the forest to the north, and the Thameish wizard reappeared, joining his remaining team members on the beach.

He vanished again, taking three of them with him. Another foursome disappeared.

More blasts echoed over the island from the forest to the north.

He reappeared in heartbeats, transporting the rest into battle.

“Scry and Die tactics? Really?” Ram raised an eyebrow. “From a second-year student?”

“Come now, you’re being overdramatic, Harsha.” Professor Salinger squinted to the east, scanning the quiet forests in that part of Oreca’s Fall. “Scry Image is a tricky spell, and it takes a crystal ball or some other⁠—”

“It’s an expression, Holden,” Ram said, watching the explosions fade in the north. “It means somehow they’re locating opponents and teleporting in on top of them.”

“Don’t patronise me, Harsha. I may not be a force-headed battlebrain like you, you crazy bastard—entering the Duel by Proxy at your age and skill level—but I know enough about combat magic to understand what it means.”

“I don’t think you get it—” Ram started to say.

Another explosion tore through the forest, this time a few hundred yards to the east. Harsha gestured in that direction, one eyebrow raised at his colleague. “You see that, Holden? Something unusual’s happening. Roth’s team is locating their rivals like they already know where they’re going to turn up, or like they have a spy, or spies, flying above the island.”

“Maybe Khalik’s eagle… I don’t remember her name… is acting as their spotter?” Holden suggested. “But, exactly what’re you saying, Ram? Don’t tell me you’re going to accuse them of cheating?”

“No, I don’t think that’s what it is,” Ram said. “I’m not sensing any fifth-level spells and I’m certain the deployment map wasn’t compromised. It’s just uncanny. How would they know where their opponents are so fast?”

Holden threw his hands up. “I don’t know, Harsha? Luck? Fairy allies? I dunno, there could be a dozen reasons. I don’t know what you’re so worried about.”

“It’s not cheating, it’s just…” Ram said.

Another explosion ripped through the trees, this time a few hundred yards south of the last. Roth’s companions had found another team and were wiping them out like a swarm of locusts attacking a cottage garden.

“When you’re a warrior, anything on the battlefield that you can’t explain or account for raises your curiosity,” Ram said slowly. The fingers on his prosthetic arm twitched as he remembered the battle between Prime and Claygon.

“You mean it makes you nervous, don’t you?” Holden grinned, patting the taller wizard on his shoulder. “You’re getting old, friend. That’s all. You should stick to gardening, like me!”

“Quiet, you!”

“Hah! You’re afraid! I knew it.” Holden laughed so hard, he doubled over in midair, slapping his knee. “Just stop making a big deal out of nothing, you’re not going to be replaced yet. Roth’s not being particularly smart.”

“What do you mean?” Ram asked.

“He pushed his staff to the limit teleporting Claygon around in the battle with that oversized prototype of yours, right?” Holden pointed out. “Well, now he’s teleporting an entire team around. By the time he actually meets any of their true threats, he’ll already have burned away most of his staff’s mana. His team’s going to lose at this rate.”

Holden nodded to a field in the centre of the island. “Especially since everyone else is joining together to get rid of them.”

Harsha followed his friend’s gaze.

There, in the centre of the island, rival teams gathered like a storm cloud forming. Tyris Goldtooth’s squad, led by the titanic Vesuvius, flew over the field toward the sprinting forms of Hanuman and his companions.

The Hydras and Ursa-Lupines emerged from the trees alongside several other teams. Wolud Ranier’s group popped out of the tall grass like raptors, invisibility magic bleeding from them.

“Roth’s team’s going to burn through their resources, then everyone’s going to attack them at once. It’ll be a bloody slaughter. They likely won’t even get third place this year,” Holden sighed. “The young are often prone to rushing in too fast at times. So have no fear, you won’t be replaced quite yet, old frie—oh! Hold on, sixth-tier spell to the south. Let’s go take care of that, shall we?”

“Yes,” Ram said, thinking on Holden’s words.

On the surface, they were true. Roth did seem to be burning his mana far too quickly. By the time his team met that devastating alliance forming against them, he probably will have spent all the energy in his staff, and personal mana pool.

It was the only logical conclusion, considering the rate he was using mana at.

‘So then why do I still feel like I’ve missed something?’ Ram thought.

Even as he teleported south to apprehend the cheaters, his warrior’s instincts screamed at him:

There was more going on here than met the eye.

[image: ]


“Plan fast!” Wolud called, paying close attention to his screens. “They’re going reach us in a few minutes.”

“Already?” Hanuman demanded incredulously, staring over Wolud’s shoulder at his illusionary screens. “How⁠—”

The question died on his lips.

The doom squad that was Grimloch’s team was teleporting from place to place, destroying every single team in their path. Alex Roth—along with Khalik Behr-Medr—acted as their leaders and tacticians.

Other teams had been moving through the wilderness cautiously, readying ambushes or fighting another team when Roth would suddenly appear among their ranks between Grimloch and the golem, Claygon.

A couple more teleportation spells later would bring the rest of his team into the skirmish, and they would unleash such devastation that all opponents would be wiped out before they could resist.

They were a team of unstoppable juggernauts…

Meanwhile, Roth’s summoned monsters were spreading through the wilderness in every direction, rooting out enemy teams trying to stay hidden among the brush. If they found anything that wasn’t a forest creature, they’d quickly fly into the sky, howling or giving some other signal, bringing Roth with his death squad in tow.

“How many fourth-tier spells is that?” one of the Ursa-Lupines asked nervously.

“Too many,” a Hydra Companion answered. “We should’ve allied with them again this year.”

“Less chatting. More planning,” Wolud said through clenched teeth. A stream of curse words rolled off his tongue as a screen was suddenly obscured by red and gold light. “That bloody celestial fox of his is disrupting my Wizard’s Eyes! We’ll be completely blind soon if it doesn’t stop!”

“Calm down, calm down. You get way too excited about things, Ranier!” Tyris’ grin was broad, and her gold tooth sparkled. Behind her, Vesuvius ground brush under his massive feet, turning it to paste.

All eyes turned to the redheaded battle mage as she casually strode up beside Wolud, looking at his screens.

“Goldtooth, you fight beside these people in Thameland, right?” Hanuman asked. “Do you have a way to beat them?”

“Easily? No.” She pursed her lips. “Claygon’s too powerful, Theresa’s too fast, Grimloch’s too strong, and the rest of them are some of the most coordinated battle wizards I’ve ever seen. But there is a chance.”

She pointed to a screen showing Roth from a distance, standing between his golem and Grimloch. “Look at how he’s taking down the other teams: he teleports those two towering monsters in with him first, then goes back to get his teammates. I know he’s a bit slow when it comes to spellcasting. You ever notice he doesn’t use spells very often in combat?”

“Yeah, now that you mention it,” Wolud said.

“It’s simple. Some of us wait out here as bait. Alex teleports in, and we hit him with everything we’ve got. Wolud, you make sure Hanuman’s invisible. Hanuman, you grab his staff then hit him with it hard enough to eliminate him. Then, their mobility’s gone.”

Hanuman was nodding. “Right… right… then what?” he asked.

“We eliminate Grimloch—” Tyris continued.

“I like the sound of that.” Hanuman cracked his knuckles.

“Even if we lose some people when we’re getting rid of those two, it’ll be worth it. Then me and Vesuvius slow Claygon down, and we all escape. The golem will be separated from the rest of his team, and they would have lost most of their mobility. Then, we find the rest of them, blow them all away, and go our separate ways.”

“Solid plan.” Wolud was nodding enthusiastically.

“Mhm, and they’ll be low on mana while we’ll be fresh,” Hanuman said. “You’ve given us the victory, Tyris.”

“I’ve given us a chance,” she corrected. “Trust me, these bastards are probably going to have something else up their sleeves.”

“We’ll see what he’s got left when I get his staff,” Hanuman said.
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“Hello, folks,” Alex grinned, teleporting above a field with Claygon and a grinning Grimloch flanking him.

Swarms of elemental beetles were flying through the sky above, combing the air for invisible threats. Below them gaped a group of stunned Ursa-Lupines and Hydra Companions.

“Bad luck, I’m afraid,” he said lightly. “Better luck next year.”

The Ursa-Lupines and Hydras gasped as Claygon aimed his fire-gems at them.

Girmloch grinned, diving toward his prey. “Feeding frenzy!” he roared.

Alex smiled, lifting his staff, preparing to collect the rest of the team.

Then an elemental beetle began buzzing loudly.

To his left, it sat perched in midair, resting on something invisible.

His eyes flew wide.

“Ambu—” he began.

Something unseen grabbed his staff.

“What th—” Alex cried as Hanuman materialised in front of him, the warrior’s muscles bulging as he strained against Alex.

“Father!” Claygon cried, as a stream of lava washed over him, followed by a series of ice bolts that struck the molten rock, turning it solid.

“Hello, Alex.” Tyris appeared about forty feet above him, standing on the head of a flying Vesuvius. She grinned broadly, gold tooth and green eyes shining with malice. “Welcome to the trap.”

“Thanks,” he grunted between clenched teeth.

With a growl, Hanuman—his muscles powered by life enforcement—barely managed to twist the staff from Alex’s hand. He laughed at the Thameish wizard as he pointed the aeld branch—it gave off waves of indignation—like a spear.

The aeld’s staff’s power built in retribution, but the battle wizard quickly aimed it.

“Goodbye,” Hanuman said politely, thrusting it at Alex’s chest.

It was a solid, perfectly executed blow, the kind that would have easily sent the Thameish wizard to the healing camp and eliminated him from the Grand Battle.

He had no time for spellcasting.

No time to draw a weapon.

And all Alex could do…

…was smile.

And—without his staff or uttering a single syllable of a spell—he disappeared.

“What?” Hanuman cried, his head swivelling left and right. “Where did he go⁠—”

A large hand fell on his shoulder from behind.

“I’ve been waiting for this,” Alex said lightly. “This is the reason why you don’t reveal all your trump cards. Now let’s go on a trip, shall we?”

“Wai—” Hanuman started.

Then they both disappeared.


Chapter 69


The Second Trump Card



Alex Roth had come to the Games of Roal with two trump cards up his sleeve, each born from realising that for him to understand the Traveller’s power, he’d had to recognise that destination point, and origin point, were key.

Knowing those two things, he’d been able to make Hannah’s energy flare inside him, letting him control it as naturally as he could his own mana. The first time, he was shocked to find himself teleported ten feet across a hill in Greymoor. The second time, he’d gone eleven feet.

He’d immersed himself in the days and weeks leading up to the Games, exploring the new ability he’d finally grasped, learning how to manipulate and tie it to spellcasting.

Every bit of effort had paid off when he’d gained what felt like a wondrous pair of gifts.

The first one was revealed during his fight with Ram. He’d discovered he no longer needed to touch someone to use Planar Doorway on them. All he had to do was focus on where they were as the origin point, and where he wanted them to be as the destination point, to teleport them without ever laying a hand on them.

He’d practiced for days after he’d first discovered what he could do, transporting objects across his room, repeating the process over and over again, but never touching a single thing.

Practising had borne fruit against Harsha Ram and Prime in the arena… but it was the second thing he’d gained that had been the most exciting, something he and his teammates had taken great pains to hide from everyone else around them… until the time was right.

Which was right now.

Reaching deep within himself, he’d found he was able to touch the Traveller’s power.

And with it?

He could teleport without spell or alchemy.

And no one had seen that coming.

Not even Hanuman.

“What’s going on?” the life enforcement practitioner cried, as he and Alex appeared inches beside Vesuvius’ beak.

“Boo!” Alex shouted.

The massive familiar startled, swinging his head to the side, still spewing lava.

“No!” Tyris cried.

“Too late,” Alex said and vanished, taking his staff from Hanuman.

The life enforcement practitioner—now at a complete loss as to what was happening, stared in confusion and—was suddenly drenched in Vesuvius’ lava.

“What’s going on?” Tyris cried, looking around. “He’s not casting spe⁠—”

Alex appeared in front of her.

“Argh!” she cried.

“Argh?” He took her by the hand. “As far as last words go, Argh, is pretty shit.”

They vanished together, with Alex laughing madly as he and the cursing battlemage hurtled through the space between planes.

They materialised on the ground.

Directly in front of Grimloch, whose maul was raised. His lips pulled back in a predatory grin.

“Last chance to pick something else as a last word,” Alex said lightly.

Tyris stared up at the sharkman. “Shit.”

The word was punctuated by a terrible crash, and the lava mage vanished beneath the sharkman’s maul.

“Well, it’s not creative, but at least it’s a classic.” He smiled at the gaping Ursa-Lupine Brothers. “I knew that was a trap, by the way. Didn’t know the details, but I know bait when I see it. Anyway, I’ll be right back.”

He reached inside himself, focusing on both where he’d left his other teammates, and where he was, floating a few inches above the grass.

Hannah’s power sang within him.

And he vanished.

An instant later, he was beside Theresa, Thundar, and Brutus. “Trump card’s out in the open, but Tyris and Hanuman are gone. Who’s up for some exercise?”

“Oh, me, me!” Thundar shouted, his grin wide and his eyes shining. “Never had such an easy battle, I could get used to this!”

“Hah! I hear you!” Alex said, still high on pulling out his trump card. He grinned at Theresa. “Honey, want to go fight a lava turtle?”

She gave him the smile of a predator. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Brutus barked.

“Well, then, off we go! All aboard the Good Ship Roth!” Alex laughed.

Theresa, Thundar, and Brutus touched him and—together they vanished.

Half a heartbeat later, he appeared in the grass, then his friends materialised around him.

All remaining Ursa-Lupines and Hydras gaped.

“Don’t know why you all look so shocked, I told you I’d be back,” he said lightly.

“Brutus?” Theresa glared at the allied wizards.

His six ears perked up.

“Walkies, fetchies, and bities!”

The cerberus let out a happy bark as he, Grimloch, and Thundar charged their retreating opponents.

“Alright, brace up, honey,” Alex said, touching Theresa’s shoulder.

They vanished once more, appearing just above Vesuvius’ head. The familiar who was looking around for his master froze when a pair of leather boots landed on his head.

“Hi, Vesuvius, it’s nice to see you,” Theresa said, her death stalker face on.

The beast let out a groan.

“Say hi to your mommy!” Alex saluted him, before teleporting back to the rest of his team.

The Traveller’s power still blazed in him, and as he called upon it, he could feel some of its energy lessening. But he had more than enough for what he wanted to do.

He reappeared in front of Khalik, Isolde, Najyah, Hogarth, and Svenia. “We’re winning!”

“As expected,” Isolde said, lightning crackling around her fingers. “Shall we clean up, Khalik?”

“Like we were sweeping the floor clean of debris.” The prince grinned.

With a gleeful laugh, Alex hugged his friends, teleporting them into the fray.
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The ambush was a disaster.

Cursing to himself, an invisible Wolud Ranier flew between the trees as fast as he possibly could, eyes on the battle unfolding through one of his Wizard’s Eyes.

“Shit, shit, shit!” was all the distraught mage could say.

The field burned, sweeping up wizards and mercenaries. That golem was blasting everyone and their summoned monsters to oblivion. Isolde Von Anmut, her bodyguards—whose names he didn’t care to know—Thundar, son of Gulbiff, and Khalik Behr-Medr and his familiar were raining destruction from all directions.

Brutus the Cerberus had joined that sharkman, Grimloch, and the two of them were tearing through panicking allies who were desperately trying to escape.

Above, Theresa was floating down from the sky, her blades shining in both hands. There was no sign of Vesuvius anywhere.

Meanwhile, Alex Roth was teleporting around the battlefield as easily as he might casually walk across a room. The hulking wizard was making him dizzy, vanishing in one heartbeat, and appearing beside one of his allies in another, then teleporting them into the path of one of his friends.

When elemental beetles landed on invisible competitors, Roth would teleport beside them, grab them, and transport them to who knows where. Wherever that was, they definitely weren’t coming back.

“Never seen anything like it,” Wolud muttered. “Never seen anyone teleport so fast. And that’s without even casting spells! How in blazes is he doing it?” Wolud Ranier took a breath. “Okay, stop panicking. You’ve got to get out of here. Got to find somewhere to hide and survive.”

His plan was simple.

By now, Wolud knew very well that there was no way he was going be winning first place. His team had been all but annihilated, and—if there was anyone left besides him—they’d be scattered to the four winds.

There was no way he was going to beat an entire team by himself, let alone succeed at challenging Roth’s group to take first place.

‘No, this is the perfect time to find a place to hold up, wait for the storm that’s Roth’s team to pass, and then slip out. Cloaked in invisibility magic, I can use my illusions to hunt down individual members of other teams.’

He could capture their flags and get points from all over the island.

If he moved carefully, he could squeeze out a third place win.

Maybe even second.

“Ugh, if only I could use fifth-tier spells,” he grumbled. “Oh well, no sense in crying over that. Just need to hide for a bit, and then⁠—”

“Hide from who? Little old me, perhaps?” a female voice came from behind him.

Wolud whirled, hand raised and mouth open, ready to cast a spell.

His eyes darted around, scanning the trees for any sign of a pursuer.

“Try up here,” the voice called again.

His eyes slowly rose, locking onto a celestial fox sitting on a tree branch, her three tails slowly wagging back and forth. “Hello, I can smell you, you know.”

“Shi—” Wolud began casting.

The celestial fox raised her head, letting out a horrific, vulpine shriek that echoed through the trees. Her snout pointed downward, straight at the invisible illusionist, eyes burrowing into him.

Her screams continued echoing through the wilderness.

Hairs on the back of Wolud’s neck stood up.

He desperately tried finishing his spell.

A hand fell on his shoulder.

Fingers clenched with a grip of steel.

“Where ya going, Wolud?” Alex Roth asked him, his voice dripping with malice.

Ranier finished his spell, casting Planar Doorway. He vanished through the planes, images of different worlds blurring by him, until he reappeared in a meadow about eight hundred feet to the south.

“Took you long enough to get here,” Alex said, his hand falling on Wolud’s shoulder again.

“What th—” Ranier cried, as he was dragged back into the space between planes.

Disoriented, he hurtled along like a ball through a narrow tunnel, and when he reappeared in a burning field, his equilibrium was completely off, leaving him struggling to stop his head from spinning. He felt sick.

“Present for you, Thundar.” Alex took his hand off Wolud’s shoulder.

His world turning, Ranier slowly looked up, finding a towering, grinning minotaur beside him, his mace raised high, ready to fall on his head.

“Oh, this is bullshi—” he protested, as Thundar’s weapon came crashing down.

The next thing he knew, he was standing in a circle on a beach, being swarmed by medical staff. His eyes were darting back and forth like he was in REM sleep.

“You too, huh?” Tyris called from nearby, sitting atop Vesvuius’ shell.

“Yeah…” Wolud grunted. “Yeah…”

Right then and there, he vowed to never enter the Grand Battle again if Roth and his team of monsters were in it.
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“Oh, the humanity!” the announcer screamed. “The mortality! The devastation! The anti-Golem-team alliance is destroyed! The remaining team members are being hunted down one by one like muupkaras in the Barrens when the bone drinkers are hungry! The crowd is loooooving iiiit!”

His cry rose over the stadium, echoing through the stands as the audience roared.

“Goodness, this is loud.” Carey winced. “Is it always like this?”

“Not always!” Owen—another member of the expedition team—cried. “People rightfully have a lot of energy this year, considering what happened last year!”

“Right!” Carey shouted, her voice barely audible above the crowd’s screams.

On the illusionary screens, Alex and his friends were tearing through the island with the efficiency of an iron golem grinding up beast-goblins.

He teleported around the battlefield, scouting alongside Najyah while directing his team. The last members left of the alliance that had formed to stop them had been hunted down, and now his team was eliminating every other team they came across.

By now, the flags floating behind them looked like a small armada as they moved through the competition with efficiency.

Carey let out a self-conscious snort.

‘Here I am thinking that I’ve become something of fighter for Thameland,’ she thought. ‘But my friends and colleagues are what real fighters look like. Well, at least I can still handle myself in the field, and that’s what matters most.’

Gently, she reached for a pendant hidden beneath the neckline of the colourful, floral dress she was wearing.

‘And this is rather marvellous, I must say. I get to see my friends achieve a victory they clearly deserve. Yes, Cary, just enjoy yourself. It’s not time to be self-critical, let your mind leave your troubles behind for the day.’

Having the Grand Battle as a distraction was a welcome thing for her. Lately, her trips to Thameland had become… complicated.

It was becoming harder and harder to hide her rejection of having any faith in Uldar, as well as her growing interest in another deity. Yet, she wasn’t ready to reveal any of that to Merzhin.

Not yet.

Not until she came to grips with where she truly stood, which deity she would worship, or if she would even worship any at all.

Unfortunately, hiding all this from him had left her dreadfully anxious, perhaps even a little paranoid.

Lately, when she went out on an expedition, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching her.
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“Najyah reports no other teams near us,” Khalik said, his smile broad and his arms folded across his chest.

He pointed to the mountaintop. “Why not take the peak now? We can wait there for anyone who wants to come after us.”

“Why bother?” Thundar said. “We’ve basically won already.”

“Don’t say that, you’re just asking for someone to come out of nowhere and wipe us out,” Alex said, looking up at the mountain.

“Do not be superstitious, Alex.” Isolde smiled. “We have destroyed our greatest competition, while suffering no losses. In the end, victory is ours. And you ask why bother, Thundar? Because we have won, effectively. Last year we were defeated on the foothills of this mountain. Would it not be poetic to finish the battle on the summit?”

“I like that idea,” Theresa said.

“I agree…” Claygon said.

“Alright,” Alex said. “Let’s get up there.”

Together, the team made their way toward the peak of Oreca’s Fall Island and took their place at the top. Still alert, they set up watches and a perimeter, and camped out on the peak of the mountain.

And that’s where they waited, looking down at small skirmishes between the remaining teams. The competition fought each other fiercely, determined to capture as many points as they could for the coveted second and third place spots. No one tried to scale the mountain.

When the bell sounded, announcing the end of the Grand Battle, Alex’s team celebrated, hugging each other after having spent the rest of their time on the mountain peak, unassailed, and unchallenged.

“You were right, Isolde,” Alex finally agreed. “This was poetic.”

Everyone almost looked a little teary-eyed.

“And look at us, we did it, we’ll be taking first place in the Grand Battle of the Games of Roal.”

“Congratulations to us!”


Chapter 70


Victory, Spoils, and Celebrations



“Serving a crushing and total victory to every team who opposed them! Leaving devastation in their wake! Here are our first place victors in the Grand Battle! The Team of Terror! The Masters of Mayhem! The Destroyers of Dreams! The team of Alex Roth: Theresa Lu, Isolde Von Anmut, Khalik Behr-Medr, Thundar, son of Gulbiff, Hogarth of the Rhinean Empire, Svenia of the Rhinean Empire, Grimloch, Najyah, Brutus, aaaaand Claaaaaaygooooon!” the announcer screamed, his voice rumbling through the air.

The crowd’s roars seemed almost loud enough to shatter the sky, and Alex felt like he was ready to drop as he stood on the centre podium with the rest of his team.

In one stroke, they’d wiped out their closest rivals from last year with a victory so decisive that their point total was quite nearly an order of magnitude higher than that of the second place team.

Meanwhile, the team to his right who’d claimed second place, was the very team Alex thought would do so. Their elated friends from first year of the Art of the Wizard in Combat had taken second place…

Doing so by using a strategy Baelin would have likely encouraged. Picking their battles, destroying remaining members of any team that Alex’s wrecking crew had already rolled over, and making short work of those weakened teams. Like a proper, opportunistic wizard would.

Malcolm, Rhea, and Eyvinder looked particularly smug, and the fire wielding elven wizard gave Alex’s group a wink, while Malcolm mimed buying them a drink.

Alex and Khalik caught each other’s eye, bursting into laughter as officials approached them with gold medals and congratulations ready to drape on them.

“Well, we did it.” The prince grinned through his beard.

“We sure did!” Alex cried.

“We will have to drink to this later.” Khalik clapped him on the shoulder.

“Maybe until we burst,” Alex agreed, high on victory.

Their team—filled with giddy energy—fell silent as the announcer continued.

“And now, let’s welcome Gemini—leader of the Watchers of Roal—to offer a few final words summing up the Grand Battle!”

As he drifted down, Gemini floated up, meeting him in midair, her single eye fixed on the crowd like an eagle.

“And so this concludes the Grand Battle, the final event in the Games of Roal,” she said, raising her hands to quiet the crowd. All around, the audience’s voices lowered, soon falling to a rapt silence.

She nodded in the stillness. “Thanks to each one of you for coming out to support our Games and helping to make them, and our final test of skill—the Grand Battle—a rousing success. As all good things must come to an end, it’s time to turn our attention to the closing ceremony for the Grand Battle, but I have a few words to say, if I may.”

Gemini gestured to an illusion of Oreca’s Fall floating above her. “The Games of Roal are both fun, and games… literally, as it states in the name. But now, more than ever, we cannot forget what the Grand Battle represents: an exciting mock battle between wizards, their companions, guards, and minions. In the course of the battle, we may be fortunate enough to witness great victories, the likes of which we saw today.”

Above her, the image shifted away from an aerial view of Oreca’s Fall to a close up of the monument to the fallen who’d fought and lost their lives repelling demons the previous year.

“But we can never forget that, though there are glorious victories in war… there are also crushing losses. Or often victories that cost lives. The warrior’s path has a price, and even for those who do not take the sword, spear, and battle-spell into their arsenal, they can also be part of the price that is paid. Keep this in mind, young competitors. We must always pay attention to those who fell yesterday to help to preserve the lives of those living today.”

She bowed her head. “Their sacrifices are the greatest gifts that they could give, and that we could receive. May they know peace.”

She looked back at the crowd. “But today is not a day of loss. Today is a day of victory! Let us celebrate and enjoy the fruits of the fine displays of arms, might, and skill that we witnessed. Here’s to the victors of the Grand Battle!” She bowed her head to the podium where the winners were assembled.

“To the victors!” the crowd roared.

The audience’s voices and applause thundered through the air, and Alex beamed as he drank in their appreciation.

‘Well, if you have a mind to grab me and bring me back to Thameland, oh hidden church, I think you’re going to get some pushback from folks who object,’ he thought to himself.

Alex closed his eyes, listening to the sound of the audience cheering his team’s names.

It was the most beautiful sound he’d heard in a long time.
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“So, we made hundreds of thousands,” Kybas whispered, making the crowd’s roar the second most beautiful sound Alex had heard, at least today. “If we total our winnings from all the bets we made, then it’s well into the hundreds of thousands. This is a lot better than winning the Games’ grand prize! I was sad I didn’t enter enough events, but who cares!”

Thundar and Alex gaped at the small goblin, mouths hanging open like they were welcoming flies as the group gathered in a forest some distance from the stadium grounds. Isolde kept looking around, making sure they hadn’t been followed; since after the closing ceremony, a massive crowd had formed around them, asking for autographs, demanding interviews, and trying to involve them in all sorts of ventures.

It took the combined intimidation factor and might of Grimloch and Claygon to help them get through the crowd and make their escape. After meeting up with Selina and Kybas, Khalik had greeted his parents and Sinope before gathering around Alex and the other wagerers so they could teleport across campus in a series of short bursts of teleportation.

Now, they were surrounding the goblin, waiting for news of their winnings.

And the news he had?

Was fantastic.

“Kybas, are you telling me I’m rich?” Thundar gaped. “Like… swimming in gold rich?”

“You’re up over a hundred thousand after everything!” Kybas’ voice was filled with awe. “It’s amazing. Really, really amazing!”

“That’s uh… that’s one way to put it.” The minotaur leaned against a tree, barely holding himself up. “I never thought I’d have so much gold.”

“Me neither,” Theresa said in a dreamy voice. She pinched herself on the cheek. “I should start talking all posh and wearing silk gloves. Hah… haha… But seriously, I’m going to buy my parents the biggest house.”

“They’d like that,” Selina said. “I’m glad everyone got what they wanted from so much evil, illegal gambling.”

Everyone looked at her in shock, until Isolde erupted in laughter. “Yes, Selina. That was exactly how I told you to say it. You are a very wise young lady.”

“Isolde, you traitor!” Theresa cried mournfully.

“Someone has to stop the young from falling into degeneracy.” The noblewoman sniffed.

“No,” Grimloch rumbled. “Degeneracy’s called for. We should rent a hall. Drink our faces off and laugh.”

“I like the sound of that. I’d say that’s one of your better ideas,” Thundar agreed.

“My better ideas involve eating, let’s do that too,” Grimloch added.

“True, so let’s be degenerates then, let’s drink, stuff our faces, and celebrate. We can talk about what we all did, especially that crazy teleporting you did, Alex… cuz like… I didn’t know you’d gotten that good with it.” The minotaur laughed.

“Yeah, Alex!” Selina cried. “That was amazing. You’ve gotta tell me what you did!”

“Well, let’s see if we can get a hall rented. Oh wait, uh… probably not going to happen. I bet you every restaurant and beer hall in the city’s completely booked up,” Alex said, scratching his head.

Khalik’s eyes twinkled. “Let my mother and father worry about that.”

“Oh?” Kybas blinked at the prince. “They can get us a reservation?”

“Let us just say that they are… well connected.”

[image: ]


Alex had visited a number of nice restaurants and bars since coming to Generasi, but the Golden Dragon was far more than just nice.

The building was massive, resembling a small castle of white stone with hulking golden towers, sitting on a hilltop in one of the wealthiest areas in all of Generasi.

Curving through the restaurant’s spires was an immense dragon statue, plated in gold, looking ready to launch into the sky. Its eyes—seeming to watch all who entered the grounds—gleamed like rubies the size of Selina’s head.

The interior was palatial, crafted of marble, mahogany, crystal, and brass. Its walls were lined with fine oil paintings. Fountains, standing in the middle of multiple dining rooms, sprayed water the colour of the sea into the air, then cascaded down in waterfalls, water sprites dancing through the falls.

The place was built for comfort and awe.

Every seat was as soft as a cloud.

Literally.

Each seat was an actual conjured cloud, every chair back was woven in the shape of a curve—glowing with inner light—inviting guests to sink right in. While sitting on them, it was easy to imagine what it must feel like to relax on the softest, lightest cushions from the heavens.

And they well suited the ambience.

The tables were forged of brass and carved elfwood, alive and pulsing with calming auras.

In a corner of each dining room stood a large podium, on which a series of tiny constructs—no larger than one’s thumb—stood, playing magical instruments wrought of wood and platinum.

Their tinkling tunes filled the air, brightening the faces of even the king and queen’s dour bodyguards, who were paying little attention to either food or drink as they carefully scanned the room, doorways, and everyone who came through them.

The watchful guards, whose tables were positioned around the central one, were solemn, but the boisterousness of the central table more than made up for that.

Everyone was there.

The king and queen sat at the top of a long table beside their son and Sinope. Farther down, sat Alex and Theresa with Selina on her brother’s right side, while Claygon stood behind them, chatting with the dryad.

Their friends were spread out on both sides of the table.

Thundar passed a bowl of gravy to Isolde, who sat between Svenia and Hogarth.

Grimloch was practically inhaling an entire basket of lobsters, shell and all. Kybas was happily sucking out the sweet flesh from a blue crab’s shell.

Their other friends were there too, joining in the celebration.

Toraka Shale and Sim sat across from Lucia, who’d been in the stands for the Grand Battle, though Alex hadn’t seen her. Friends they’d made in first-year Art of the Wizard in Combat, including Nua-Oge and Shiani were celebrating, though the fire mage seemed somewhat distracted by all of the opulence around them.

And finally, Carey, who Alex had spotted in the stadium.

The air was filled with warmth and cheer, as well as the excitement of victory.

Alex was grinning, explaining to Selina just how they’d achieved that victory.

“You remember that thing I’ve been working on?” he asked her, pulling out a pendant, forged in the shape of a lantern. The Traveller’s symbol sparkled at the end of a chain.

“Yeah,” she said, taking a pendant with a similar symbol from the neckline of her blouse. “But like… how did you teleport around like that? I didn’t even see you casting spells! And you did it so many times!”

“Hah! I know, right? Well, you know what I figured out? Using it is a bit like using a muscle. Each time I practiced and pushed it a little further toward its limit, the more that limit expanded. It’s been taking less energy to use, and I’ve been able to teleport further and further each time I’ve practiced with it.”

“So that’s why you’ve been hiding out in your lab?” Theresa asked. “Practising?”

“Yes,” Alex said. “I’ve been trying to explore the power. If I manage it, then I’ll be able to get to the empire pretty soon.”

“Great, that’s great news,” Theresa beamed.

“Yeah…” He looked at her sidelong. “It is.”

The young man thought about Brutus, Harmless, and Najyah, who were, no doubt, being spoiled in a room designated for familiars.

‘In the next day or two,’ he thought. ‘I’ll propose and give her my engagement present. Then after that? It’s Irtsyhenan Empire time.’

“Sinope, I just want to say that you have been wonderful during the tournament,” Queen Ishtar said softly, drawing Alex’s attention. “Meeting someone who has supported my son so well, someone who makes him smile as much as he does, and who brings her own wisdom to your partnership, has been a joy.”

Khalik suddenly looked embarrassed.

“You are good for our son,” the king agreed. “And I hope you will always take care of him. We were always going to give your pairing our blessing, unless you proved to be… not who you seemed.”

Aksuma looked at Sinope closely, almost as though he was seeing through her, and something clicked in Alex. The whole time, Khalik’s parents had been watching her, seeing if she was genuine, looking to see if she was sincere.

They’d been cautious, measuring her, quietly observant, trying to see if her intentions toward their son were honest.

Sinope beamed, kissing Khalik’s cheek. “You are both wonderful as well. Fine trees to my mighty oak flower. Though, I will tell you that even if you had said no, I would have never let him go.”

“We know,” Ishtar said. “We know that well, and that’s one of the reasons why we accepted you.”

Khalik’s shoulders shook. “Thank you, Mother and Father. Thank you!”

His relief touched Alex to the core. ‘What a moment… by the Traveller, I wish I could preserve it forever… Huh… maybe I can!’

Digging into his pouch, he retrieved Hannah’s artefact. “Listen up, everyone, there’s something I want us to do together!”

With her ‘phone,’ he could capture this moment forever.

Though he had no way of knowing just how important that decision would be.


Chapter 71


To the Beach of Before



“Alright, I need you all to squeeze in a little closer,” Alex said, viewing the scene through the phone’s screen.

“Like this?” Thundar asked, suddenly body checking Isolde.

“Oof! He certainly could not mean that, you ruffian!” she complained.

“Something’s poking me.” Selina looked behind her.

“Oh, sorry, that’s the hilt of my dagger,” Theresa apologised.

“How amusing!” King Aksuma laughed. “I cannot wait to see what wonder you are creating!”

“If we’re not all crushed to death first.” Khalik winced as Claygon pressed against his back. “My friend, you are not light, and your body is swallowing mine.”

“Sorry… Father said… to get closer…” the golem apologised, taking a step back.

“No, no, no!” Alex cried. “Don’t step back, Claygon! Come on, this is supposed to take less than thirty seconds!”

“We might not be alive in thirty seconds,” Toraka muttered.

“I heard you!”

“You were meant to!” she fired back.

Alex sighed, peering into the artefact’s screen. “Why did I even bother?”

The party had moved to a balcony at the king and queen of Tekezash’s direction, just outside the dining room. The outdoor space was accessed through a bank of glass doors overlooking the Prinean Sea, providing a view that stretched for miles from the castle-like restaurant.

It could make the perfect backdrop for a painting, or one of the curious images captured and stored on Hannah’s device.

Alex aimed the artefact’s ‘camera lens’ toward his assembled family and friends—Brutus, Harmless, and Najyah were at the front—trying to get the unruly lot together for a group portrait.

He wanted the perfect memento of this day… If he could get everyone to fit into the image.

“Grimloch, bend down a little,” Alex said. “I’ve met shorter mountains. Your face isn’t in the image.”

“No,” Grimloch said. “I do what I want.”

“I’ll get your sister.”

Grimloch stared at Alex for a long time. “You wouldn’t.”

“I’m right here and I can hear the two of you!” Nua-Oge reminded them.

“I would, so don’t test me, I’ve done worse!”

“I’m right here!” Nua-Oge repeated.

“Come on, Grimloch.” Kybas looked up at the giant sharkman with huge eyes. “Harmless wants to be in the portrait with you.”

The sharkman growled and slowly bent down, allowing his face and enormous dorsal fin to fit in the image. “Fine.”

“Oh, so you listen to him?” Grimloch’s big sister rolled her eyes.

“Perfect!” Alex said, before Grimloch could change his mind.

Everyone was in view now, pressed together like a great big, happy family that somehow included enormous, evolving stone golems, eagles, crocodiles, sharkmen, and cerberi.

Finally, he could⁠—

He paused, rolling his eyes as he caught something in the corner of the screen. “Oh, come on, Carey! We don’t have the waking sickness! Join us! I can’t see you in the shot!”

“Oh, don’t worry about little old me,” Carey said modestly. “I don’t know everyone here that well, and I wouldn’t want to get in the way.”

“Bah, that’s nonsense!” Thundar boomed. “You’re one of us. You fought alongside us in the expedition, and you’re trying to rip the Ravener in two. Come a little closer.

“Yeah, squeeze in, Carey,” Theresa said.

“If you’re not comfortable, you don’t have to be in the portrait,” Alex started. “But we’d love to have you, though. I mean, I’m letting Khalik in⁠—”

“Hey!” the prince cried.

Queen Ishtar laughed.

“—so you should join us, too,” Alex finished.

“I…” Carey paused.

“Come on, you should be with the rest of us,” Selina said.

“Please… I would be happy… if you joined us,” Claygon said, his voice sounding like a sad child’s.

Carey looked at Claygon and the others—even those who didn’t know her personally—as they waited for her to come closer. She sighed then squeezed in beside Shiani.

“There we go!” Alex said. “Perfect! Now give me some big smiles. No, not you, Claygon, you’re always smiling. Kind of. Ugh, Grimloch, that smile of yours is the stuff of nightmares.”

“Deal with it,” the sharkman said simply. “You wanted me in the portrait.”

“True… alright… and click, snap!” Alex pressed a button on the device.

And there.

The artefact made a loud click and an image froze on its surface. There on the screen were his friends, all close together and smiling with the backdrop of the sea and blue skies behind them.

“Well? Show us!” Toraka demanded.

Alex quickly went over, showing the image to everyone.

Gasps, shocked whistles, and exclamations of surprise filled the air.

“What is this?” Sim exclaimed. “It’s like an auto-portrait, but the details… are astounding. Can I see it?”

“Where in the world did you get that thing?” Toraka asked, looking at the Traveller’s artefact with curiosity.

“It’s a trade secret—well, that’s not quite right. Let’s just say I found it,” Alex said.

“Oh, is this the item that allowed you to teleport around the island like you did?’ she asked as others crowded around, trying to see the image up close.

“Let’s just say the two things are related… but less related than you’d think,” Alex said.

“So that’s what that was!” Selina said. “I remember you pointing it at us one night. You were making a portrait, weren’t you? You never showed it to me!”

“Don’t worry about it,” Alex said. “I’m still figuring out how this thing works, and I don’t know how to get images off of it yet. I wanted to show it to you when I figured that out, but… this moment was too perfect. I had to capture it.”

“It’s wonderful,” Carey said contentedly. “You can see someone’s face whenever you want to. No matter where they are.”

“Yeah, pretty great, isn’t it?” Alex smiled, looking at Theresa as the huntress admired the image. “We’ve got to keep our precious moments. We really have to. They’re special for a reason.”

As the Thameish wizard spoke, a certain location came to mind.

“Sometimes they could become even more special.”
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“What is all this?” Theresa laughed as Alex lifted a huge basket. “What a surprise!”

“Yeah, well… nice surprises are a good thing, right?” He cleared his throat, trying to calm his hammering heart.

Today was the day.

He was going to ask Theresa to marry him.

And everything had to be perfect.

A day and a half had passed since the celebration at the Golden Dragon, and Alex was getting ready for his date with Theresa. Yesterday was busy. He’d spent it in a whirlwind of get-togethers with different people.

The day had started early.

First, he’d arranged an excursion to the countryside with Selina, Claygon, Khalik, and Sinope, before heading to Khalik’s parents’ villa for a goodbye brunch before they returned to Tekezash. His afternoon was then spent scarfing down a massive lunch Kybas had insisted on buying him as a thank you for all the opportunities he’d given him.

That evening, he’d had a meeting with Lucia and Toraka to discuss business, and then he and Thundar had gone ale and spirits sampling well into the night. Meanwhile, he’d been subtly arranging certain matters so everything would be perfect for his plan involving Theresa and Brutus.

Finally, when he and Thundar had returned to the bakery from their night of drinking and he’d used blood magic on both of them to escape the pain of a hangover from mixing beer and spirits, he’d wished the minotaur a good night, grabbed a couple of hours sleep, then loaded certain supplies into his massive picnic basket. Food wasn’t the only thing he’d be bringing along when they went on their picnic.

All in all, yesterday had been quite the day.

This morning, shortly after dawn, he helped Troy with the early morning breakfast rush—now even busier since the tournament—then asked Theresa if she and Brutus wanted to go on a picnic to relax and spend some time together, since they hadn’t had much time for dates lately.

He needed her loyal hound to accompany them so he could give her his engagement present.

Now, finally, everything was ready to go. All he had left to do was to make it through his plan without passing out, or worse, chickening out.

‘Don’t panic, don’t panic,’ Alex thought. ‘She’s probably not going to say no, but if she does, then the beach is right there. You can just throw yourself in the ocean and be done with it. Isn’t that a convenie⁠—’

“Alex? Alex!” Theresa clapped her hands to his cheeks. “Are you alright?”

“Of course I’m alright!” he said, his voice shrill. “Never been better! I am so alright, that I basically don’t have a left hand! Or foot!”

“…What?”

“Because, er.” He picked up his right foot and held his right hand in front of her face. “I’m all right. No left, get it?”

Theresa looked like her brain was on the verge of abandoning ship. “Alex, come on. What’s going on? You should be happy. We should all be happy. Things are going well. But you look terrified, like you’re ready to collapse.”

“No, no, I’m fine. Everything’s fine!” he insisted. “A little fresh air is all I need, I swear. Come on, let’s get going. I could only book the gazebo for a few hours, and I don’t want us to miss out.”

She gave him a piercing look, then sighed. “Alright, but if you’re sick, don’t go through with this surprise, okay? Dates are nice—and it’s been a while since we’ve gone on one—but I don’t want you collapsing over it.”

“I’m fine, I’m not going to collapse. Right, Brutus?” he asked the cerberus.

The three-headed hound looked up from his bed, sniffing the air lazily.

“Thanks for the support,” Alex said sarcastically. “Anyway,” he walked to Brutus, placing a hand on his back, then reached for Theresa. “Take my hand?”

She raised an eyebrow. “You’re not bringing your staff.”

“Don’t need it. The trump card already did what it was supposed to do at the tournament. So why don’t we give Hannah’s power a bit of a workout.”

Theresa smirked. “We’re going on a date, and you’re already mentioning other women.” She took his hand. “What a bad man, you are.”

“The baddest,” he said, not even convincing himself.

He cast flight magic on himself, Brutus, and Theresa, then glanced out the window, choosing an empty bit of sky. Calling upon the power inside, he catapulted the three of them across the gulf between planes, covering nearly a thousand feet in an instant, appearing in the midst of the sky.

All around, sky-gondolas and flying beasts drifted past. People pointed when they suddenly appeared.

Teleportation wasn’t rare in Generasi, but it was still powerful magic. Even in a sky full of flying ships and beasts, they drew attention. They didn’t linger long.

Turning his focus toward campus, Alex took them across the city in measured hops, appearing above the campus gates, then toward green spaces dotting the school grounds.

They materialised over the insula, and then—after a few more hops— appeared above the beach.

“Oh my goodness, Alex, by the Traveller!” Theresa exclaimed. “This is where we had our first date!”

“Yep,” he said, trying to keep the shakiness from his voice. “And that’s exactly where I thought we should spend the day!”

Barking happily, Brutus dove from the sky, landing on the sand, and immediately began chasing seagulls along the seaside. Giggling, Theresa landed beside Alex, watching her cerberus with a contented smile.

“Yes, this is nice,” she said, kissing him softly. The huntress looked up at the sky, letting the sun’s rays fall on her face and ebon hair.

As Alex had felt more times than he could count, he was struck by just how… lucky he was. Lucky that the woman there with him loved him enough to call him her partner. And had agreed to be his.

‘I’d be crazy not to want this to last forever,’ Alex thought. ‘Absolutely crazy.’

“Shall we set up for our little picnic?” Theresa asked with a dreamy smile.

“Yeah, definitely.” Alex abruptly pulled himself from deep in his own thoughts.

Together, they floated to the gazebo with the sound of gentle waves lapping against the shore. They unpacked their picnic basket, laying out a spread of hot meats, roasted potatoes, different cheeses, crusty breads, and pastries. Nothing fancy, but⁠—

“They’re all my favourites!” Theresa exclaimed. “You’re really going all out with this!”

“Yeah… yeah you could say that,” Alex said. “Come one, let’s dig in.”

They sat together, enjoying their picnic, laughing at Alex’s jokes, and feeding each other morsels of goodies. Brutus sniffed the air and bounded over, leaving the seagulls alone in favour of food he didn’t have to chase and had little chance of catching.

Time passed with only their relaxed conversation, the call of seabirds, and the sound of waves washing against the beach, touching the peace around them.

Alex enjoyed the moment.

Theresa was enjoying the moment, her laughter drifting over the sand.

But no moment could last forever.

“It’s time,” he whispered.

A puzzled look came over her as she buttered a hunk of warm bread. “Time for what?”

He stood, offering her a hand then pointing to the sky. “Come up there with me for a moment.”

Alex Roth took a deep breath, as probably the most important question he would ever ask in his entire life played in his mind.

He just prayed he was ready to say the words.


Chapter 72


A Simple Proposal



“What does forever mean to you, Theresa?” Alex Roth asked Theresa Lu as they floated away, hovering above sand and crashing surf.

“That’s a strange question,” the huntress said, cocking her head to the right, while pulling her raven hair back as it tumbled down her shoulder. “What does it mean to you?”

They flew higher, the scent of brine wafting in the breeze. Below them, Brutus picked up where he’d left off, chasing screeching gulls along the shoreline, blissfully unaware of life-changing events unfolding above.

“No fair, I asked you first.” Alex smiled, still holding Theresa’s hand, taking her higher. “You can’t answer a question with a question.”

“Baelin does.”

“Baelin can, he’s a super ancient wizard.”

Theresa chuckled, glancing across the sea. The sun lit up the distant water, lighting the surface like a thousand torches were floating beneath the waves. She smiled contentedly. “Well then, I guess I’d have to say it means being able to see and experience things… for all time. Or whatever all time means to us.”

When the couple stopped their ascent, they were high enough that the gazebo looked like a large dollhouse, and Brutus a three-headed squirrel snapping at giant flying ants far below them.

“I think we’ll die one day,” she said, though her voice wasn’t grim. “Or at least I will. Life enforcement extends life, but only for so long. Even if my body looks strong, my internal energies will diminish one day, according to Professor Kabbot-Xin. So even if I look like I’m thirty when I reach a thousand, I won’t feel anywhere near that young, and in time, my life energies will shrink away until I pass on.”

She sighed wistfully. “That’s the way it happened for great-grandfather, and I’m sure it’ll be the same for me. Maybe your magic can let us live longer, but…” A frown took her face. “The thought of my parents never seeing my face in the afterworld… or my brothers… makes me feel a bit lonely. I don’t think I could be like Baelin and stay in this world forev—” She paused. “For all eternity.”

“There’s a difference?” Alex asked softly, thinking about her words. They were true. If he decided that immortality was what he wanted—like Baelin seemed to have chosen—that would mean he’d never see his parents again or meet Hannah in the afterworld. Anyone he cared about who didn’t want a life that lasted forever, would die long before him. And, if he chose to live for all eternity—that’s if he even could—he’d never be with them, never see them again.

The thought… made him feel lonely too.

It suddenly dawned on him why Baelin seemed so melancholy at times.

“There’s a difference, if I think about it,” she said. “When I first started life enforcement, I remember thinking that it was like finding a new forest to explore. When I was younger, the Coille seemed endless… Then one day, I suddenly found I’d explored almost all of it. Life enforcement also felt endless in the beginning. But it’s not. One day I’ll stop increasing the power of my lifeforce and I’ll hit a wall, and that’ll be as far as I can go. It’ll be the end.” She slowly breathed in. “But I believe that there are certain things that are truly eternal.”

She looked into the sky. “Time, maybe. Some deities might be. Demons, engeli, other spirits all live for eternity… Though that’s different from what forever means to me. Eternity will go on after I’m gone. Maybe forever means—” She paused again. “I guess it means ‘for the rest of my life.’ Like if I decided to explore the world forever… it’d be until I got too sick or old to do it anymore. That’s what my personal forever is.”

Alex smiled at that. “There’s a bit of philosophy in thinking that way. A bit of romance too, I think.”

“Really?” She laughed at herself. “I don’t know, now that I’ve said all that, it feels a bit silly. Like, I bet if you told any of your fancy professors what I just said, they’d just laugh at me.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Alex said. “I don’t think Baelin would, and… you know what? I think I agree with you. Eternity means all time… but my forever means for as long as I stay in this world. That fits, somehow. It really does.”

She looked at him sidelong, her hand squeezing his. “You’re not making fun of me, are you?” she asked quietly.

“No, of course not! I wouldn’t. Not for something like this. I just agree with you.”

“Oh.” She blushed, looking away.

For a time, they floated there in the sky, surrounded by a warm wind and the scent of the sea. Brutus barked below. Waves crashed. The sun was warm.

It was perfect.

It couldn’t get any more perfect.

And Alex couldn’t let this moment pass.

He took a deep breath to steady his pounding heart and the blood rushing through his ears. “Theresa…”

“Yes?” she answered, still looking across the Prinean.

“If I asked you to be mine forever… what would you say?” His voice hovered just above a whisper. “I… in return, I would be yours. Forever. For all eternity if that’s how long I live.”

Silence.

The breath after he’d said those words felt like an eon passing over the world. All seemed to slow to a crawl as sound fell away like the world was disappearing around him. There was no ground. No clouds. No sky.

Only sun.

His breath.

And her.

Time stopped until finally, she turned to him. Never had he seen her so quiet. Cloaked in utter stillness. Her eyes were wide and shining. Her face glowed.

Her free hand slipped across her mouth. The other one never let go of his. “What do you mean?” she whispered.

In midair, Alex Roth dropped to one knee.

Theresa Lu gasped.

“Theresa, whether it’s for my forever or all eternity, there’s no one I’d rather spend the rest of my life with than you.” His green eyes locked on her brown ones. “No matter where we are, or even when we are. What we face, or who we face, I want you to be there. Even if we have to part physically, I want us to always be together. If I live as long as Baelin, I want you by my side in one, or even fifty millennia from now.”

He took her hands in his. “The world might be different. The universe might be different… but even if it is, I want us to be the same to each other. No matter what changes, I just want one thing: for us to be husband and wife.”

He stood then and wrapped both arms around her. “I want you to share my life with me… to marry me, Theresa. I think I’ve always known that.”

Silence washed over the beach like fresh rain.

And Alex didn’t dare to look away lest he catch sight of her body language. He didn’t want to see a ‘no’ reflected in her mannerisms, or the way she held her body, he didn’t think he could take it.

He didn’t want to know.

Not that way. Whether she told him yes or no, he had to hear the words come from her mouth.

He stood before her as her expression crumbled, emotion claiming her face, her lip quivered as her eyes held his. Tears came next, running down her cheeks as the salty air blew them away.

Her voice caught.

Then she was a blur.

And in his arms, kissing him, whispering, “Yes, yes, I’ll marry you! Finally!” Then she started giggling. “You remember the first time you told me you loved me? We were at Isolde’s cousin’s ball, remember? Well, your proposal might be just a teeny bit more romantic than that was!” She squeezed her thumb and index finger together, giggling and crying at the same time.

In Alex’s state of mind, all he could do was laugh helplessly.

She said yes!

He could hardly believe it.

He was as giddy as a small child who’d been spinning like a top and couldn’t stop laughing.

“You had to bring that up, didn’t you?” He hugged her fiercely. “You know you just ruined the moment, right? What the hell’s wrong with you?”

And they kept laughing and kissing and holding each other in the sky.

…Until a cold wetness slapped them across their faces.

“Gah!” Alex cried, coming face to face with Brutus as the cerberus floated beside them, whining and staring at them worriedly from three sets of eyes.

“Brutuuuus!” Theresa laughed. “Come on boy, don’t worry, Mommy and Daddy are okay. These are happy tears. The happiest tears!”

She kissed one of the giant pup’s cheeks.

“The stupidly happiest.” Alex was ready to burst, laughing with joy and patting Brutus on a head that kept swivelling back and forth from Theresa to him, and back again. A grin spread across the young wizard’s face. “Actually, Brutus, your timing’s kinda perfect. You’re right in time for Theresa’s engagement present.”

Alex beamed at the two of them, chuckling as the huntress and hound tilted four heads in total at him.

“What present?” she asked.

“That’s ridiculously cute,” he whispered, tilting his head in turn.

She blushed. “Stop it. Now what’s this about a gift?”

“It’s important.” Alex beamed. “Very important, and I think you’re going to love it.”

“What? Alex, I don’t need a gift. You’re the gift.” She hugged him tighter.

“Trust me, when you see it, you’ll change your mind.” He pat Brutus on his centre head. “Stay here.”

With a pulse of the Traveller’s power, he teleported to the gazebo, picked up the picnic basket, and teleported back beside Theresa and Brutus. “I packed a bit more than food.”

With trembling hands, he took a leather bound booklet from the basket and handed it to Theresa. “Go on, open it. I didn’t want to give it to you earlier and have you start thinking that I was trying to bribe you into accepting my proposal.”

“Alex, I would never have said no,” she said, opening the book. “What is this? A book on travel or some…” Her eyes grew wide, turning to Alex. “What is this?”

Written at the top of the very first page were the words: Operation Brutus Forever.

Below them was a neat, detailed diagram, showing all the paths of lifeforce that ran through the cerberus, including pressure points where energy would flow in and out… if the right rituals were applied.

“Turn the page,” Alex encouraged her excitedly.

“Okay…” she said, slowly turning the page then gasping. “Is this me?”

On the second page was an incomplete diagram of Theresa, and sketched within her silhouette, were a series of life pathways as they appeared in most humans that he’d drawn in graphite which could be erased as needed.

“It’s getting there,” Alex said. “I couldn’t study you without making you suspicious, so the diagram is only temporary. We can finish the real one with a bit of an examination later. But… turn to the next page.”

She flipped the page. Her jaw fell open.

There were two diagrams: one of Brutus and one of her, as well as a pathway of lifeforce linking the two of them together. Below them, he’d written instructions and a list of ingredients.

“Remember last year when you and I talked about something called a blood familiar?” he asked. “Remember it meant making a familiar through blood magic? Which means we would basically set up a deep blood connection between you and Brutus, binding your lifeforces together. His lifeforce would flow through you, and yours through him. In other words, that means… if you die, he’ll die. And if he dies, then it’ll greatly damage your lifeforce. In return, though… Your lifeforces will resonate together, and—because he’s a beast, and a lot closer to nature than we sapient mortals—your reinforced life energy will flow into him, reinforcing his.”

Her eyes grew wide. “You mean… Brutus will live as long as I will?”

“He absolutely will,” Alex said, petting the hound’s head once more. “And! And! He’ll be a lot stronger, faster, and healthier. His skin will get tougher and… heck, there might be additional mutations as your nature-empowered lifeforce interacts with his bestial nature. Kinda like… it’s a little like golem evolution, but a lot less drastic. My point is, the transformation might have additional pluses for good ol’ Brutus here. And uh… I know some men give their wives jewellery, houses, horses, and stuff like that for engagement or anniversary gifts. But this felt right.”

He smiled warmly. “If you want, Brutus will be part of our forever too. As long as you live.”

“Aleeeex!” Theresa screamed, jumping on him and hugging him so hard that his spine cracked dangerously. “You are the most thoughtful, amazing boyfrie—No, the most thoughtful, amazing fiance in the world! Do you hear me?”

She threw her head back and screamed, “I’m the luckiest woman in the world!”

Her voice boomed across the ocean, echoing through campus.

Now that? That was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard.

“Can we start right away?” she asked him excitedly. “I’d love to get started right now.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I’ll just need to examine your lifeforce through blood magic, and then we can finish lunch, go back home, and do the ritual.”

“This is the best day of my life!” Theresa cried.

Brutus cocked his heads, then gave them both a thick, sloppy lick.


Chapter 73


Prelude to the Ritual



The predator stalked its prey. Cunning, silent, deadly.

Fangs gnashed. Low growls rumbled from the beast’s throats, sounding like stone grinding deep in the earth’s core. Rippling haunches catapulted the creature through the underbrush.

At least, that’s what was probably going through Brutus’ minds as he dreamt, curled up in Alex’s lab beside a piece of equipment that brewed potions. Every now and then, his growls were followed by snarling, twitching, and high-pitched whining, nearly drowning out the sound of bubbling liquid drifting from the potion-brewer in the background.

As the cerberus hunted his dream-prey, Theresa watched him, her brow creased and her expression thoughtful. Her frown seemed to hold all the troubles of the world, and a very nervous Alex wondered what was going through her mind as he ground blood lilies.

‘Oh, by the Traveller, don’t tell me she’s sorry she said yes,’ he worried, almost not wanting to ask. ‘I did surprise her, after all. Maybe she’s had time to think about it and decide she’s not ready.’

He continued watching her while she stared at Brutus, noting the nerves and reluctance playing through her body.

He took a deep breath, unable to stand the tension anymore. “Hey… is everything alright?”

Theresa didn’t answer him for a time, then sighed. “I’m not sure if I want to go through with this.”

Alex felt like a catapult stone had hit him.

“This ritual, I mean. I was really excited at first.” She nodded to her dreaming cerberus. “But now, I’m not sure it’s the right thing to do.”

Words couldn’t describe the oceans of relief that washed over Alex, though he’d never admit what he’d been thinking to Theresa.

“Yeah, I guess it’s gotten a lot more real, hasn’t it?” he said, looking around the laboratory.

Everything was ready, the results of weeks of study and preparation.

Claygon had cleared a space in the centre of the room, where Alex had drawn two large magical circles across the floor. They glowed, tinged with the same hue as fresh blood, each inked with an alchemically preserved pigment of sterilised monster blood, iron, and mana-treated water. Blood magic symbols rippled within each circle, which in turn surrounded images of Theresa and Brutus sketched in the same glowing pigment.

The diagrams had been perfectly reproduced from Alex’s notebook, with one notable change: the lifepaths within Theresa’s form were now accurate since he’d had an opportunity to examine her lifeforce earlier.

He’d drawn red symbols across the huntress’ skin, visible on her neck and below the sleeves of the gown she wore. Lifepaths were in the same crimson pigment as those on the floor, and glyphs marked each channel’s intersection.

When the ritual began, the glyphs would support her life energy, while the tonic readied her and Brutus’ lifeforces for the joining.

Beside the sleeping cerberus, the slow-brewer was almost finished heating a tonic, and when the blood lilies were ground to a smooth paste, Alex would paint it on the aeld staff. He had imbued the branch with all the magics he needed to conduct the ritual, and the blood lilies would be the final step. As he pulverised the flower petals, the staff was leaned against the wall, giving off feelings of anticipation and bathing in the crimson light of the laboratory.

Red, alchemical flame, positioned at the laboratory’s edges like the points of a crimson star, flickered in five floating braziers, lighting the space. If anyone walked into the room, they might think he was conjuring a demon, since the preparations for the ritual looked so sinister.

Theresa looked at Alex, her eyes reflecting the unnatural light. “Something doesn’t feel right about this.”

“Well, I’ve got to admit the ritual is a bit creepy,” he joked nervously. “Blood magic tends to be like that. A lot less aesthetically pleasing than magical botany is, for example. I’d be having second thoughts too, I suppose.”

She bit her lip.

“Sorry, sorry.” He put the pestle down on the table beside the mortar and turned his chair to face hers, taking her hand. “What’s got you worried? It is a big step.”

It took a few moments for Theresa to speak again. “Well, I don’t know if Brutus would want this,” she said quietly. “I know you said that he’d weaken but… what does that mean exactly?”

“Of course it would be just like you to worry about that part and not what happens to you if he dies,” he said, smiling. “That’s the caring spirit in you talking as usual.”

She wore a faint smile though she was still frowning. “Am I so caring, so kind? This is selfish. I mean I’m putting Brutus at—No, no. First, tell me what exactly happens to him if I die?”

“Well, according to what I’ve read about the ritual, the exact same thing that would happen to you if he dies, which is the reason why you don’t see a lot of blood familiars everywhere,” he explained. “See, what we’re doing is essentially building a permanent bridge between your life forces. It’ll make both of you more resilient while the other one is healthy, and he’ll benefit from your life enforcement. Since your life force is connected to him—a creature of nature—then it should advance your life enforcement training too. But…”

He made a chopping motion with his hand. “It also means that your life forces are united. If one of you dies, it’d be just like if I lost an arm and a leg at the same time. I’d bleed from the wounds; in the same way, if one of you dies, the other one will bleed life force. Now, said wound will close fairly quickly, but the injury to your life force would be critical and you would still have lost a lot of energy. You’d become very sick. You might even die.”

Theresa gasped. “Then⁠—”

“No wait, let me finish,” he said, holding up a hand. “But you could also recover, especially if you’re treated with Mana-to-Life, or divine healing miracles. The trouble is, even if the survivor recovers, their life force will be diminished. Like I said, it’s like having an arm and a leg torn off your body. You can live, but something will be lessened. Imagine it like this… Say you were to suddenly age really fast, you’ll still live, but you’ll be weaker than before. That applies to both of you, but there’s something else to consider with Brutus.”

He pointed to a glyph on the back of Theresa’s hand. “Remember, the power of life enforcement comes from you. If you die, he loses the benefit of that. So, with that whole weakening thing I talked about—Traveller forbid—if you die in a year from now, he’d go back to his regular self. But if, let’s say, you died a hundred years from now, since that’d be way beyond Brutus’ natural lifespan, he’d die almost immediately after your life enforcement left him, probably within seconds.”

Alex sighed. “Or at least, that’s how it’s supposed to work. I’ve never done this before, but all the tomes basically say that’s what would happen. I should also mention that since you’re a life enforcement practitioner, you’ll probably make a full recovery if he dies—at least according to the books—since the power of life enforcement comes from you. Recovering your full strength though would take a very long time.”

Theresa shook her head. “I’m not worried about myself.”

“I get that, I do, I just thought that you should have all the information since you’re having second thoughts. Also, I just want to let you know that this is your decision. Don’t feel you have to do it because I set it up.” He pointed to the circles. “Say the word and I’ll wipe everything away, you’re the one who has to be comfortable with all of this, right now, and in the future.”

She smiled, squeezing his hand. “Thanks… but do you think it’s a good idea? I’m still not sure.” The huntress looked down at Brutus. “He can’t tell me whether or not he’d want this, and even if I tried to explain it to him… he’s a dog, he’d never understand. So, I’ve got to be a good mother and make the right decision for him, not for myself.”

“Yeah, if I was in your shoes, I’d be thinking the same way.” His fingers traced the skin on her palm. “But like I said, I can’t make this decision, it has to be you. You’re Brutus’ mom and you know him better than anyone does. Anyone in the world.”

“I know,” she said. “I guess… it’s hard for me to see the entire situation clearly. I want this. I really, really want this. I want to live for a thousand years with you and Brutus and Claygon, but that’s what I want. The thing is, Alex, I live a dangerous life. I could die a thousand years from now. I could die five thousand years from now… or I could die tomorrow with some monster’s claw through my chest.”

Alex stiffened. “That won’t happen.”

“But it could, couldn’t it? And if I did die tomorrow, then—even if Brutus recovers—he’ll be like an old dog. I would take his youth from him. I’d hurt him.”

“Theresa…” Alex said gently. “You’d also hurt him if you died, even if we didn’t do this. If anything happened to you, he’d pine, and he’d pine hard. Remember three seasons ago, when that shepherd, Philip, disappeared back in Alric? His sheepdog wouldn’t eat. Hardly slept. Hardly moved. Well, if you died, I think that’d be Brutus. You dying would hurt him either way. He doesn’t like to be separated from you for too long. He’s an independent pup, but he’s been glued to you since you found him all alone in the woods.”

She smiled at the memory. “It’s true. We’ve always loved to hunt together. I remember that first time we went, he snapped the rope tying him to his doghouse and scented me until he found me in the woods. And now we always hunt together, everywhere…” Theresa paused, her smile fading. “And things hunt us everywhere.”

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

She looked at him soberly. “Do you remember when Baelin strongly suggested that Selina join us in the Art of the Wizard in Combat?”

He shuddered. “How could I forget?”

At the time, he hadn’t even liked the thought of the idea, afraid of exposing his little sister to so much violence. It was astonishing how much had changed in so little time.

“Baelin said that because wizards gain a lot of power—no matter what—somebody or something’s going to challenge them eventually, whether that’s another wizard, monsters, dragons, demons, some warlord or whatever. They’ll come looking for you, even if you try to live the most peaceful life in the world. Just because you have power and they want it, they’ll come for you. Power attracts trouble.”

He thought about the chancellor’s reasoning. “I remember him saying that—even if someone close to you doesn’t have power—they could still end up dead if an enemy attacked you. He said Selina should learn ways to defend herself just in case, because enemies aren’t inclined toward leaving your family alone… even if they’re just children…”

“Or a beloved dog,” Theresa finished. “I want Brutus to be able to defend himself.”

Alex looked at the pony-sized cerberus. “I think he can.”

“From bandits and bears, maybe,” Theresa said. “But you remember how Zonon-In fought? How she moved? What she was capable of?”

“Oh I remember,” Alex said darkly. “That was a rough fight.”

“It really was,” she said. “And what if someone like that came to our home one day? If Brutus was just his regular self, he’d just die.”

“Trust me, I’m already looking into extra defences for this place,” Alex said. “And if we move, I’m making sure our next home’s going to be more secure than your average fortress.”

“But still, he’d be in trouble. If he got hurt, or worse, I’d never forgive myself. And like you said, enemies will go after family—Brutus is family,” Theresa said, her voice like flint. “You know, now that I think about it. What would happen to him if I died by some enemy’s hand? Where would he go?”

“I’d take care of him. You know that.”

“Alex, that still has the same problem. You’d be looking after an ageing, pining cerberus. But what if you died too? Selina would probably take him, but she doesn’t like hunting… and giving him to anyone else—even if they didn’t have enemies—would be like giving away family.”

Alex winced. “Brutus would never understand that.”

“Yes…” she said, frowning. “And… Alex, do you ever get bad feelings about things?”

“Yeah, but what do you mean specifically?”

She took both of his hands. “Well, we’re planning on getting married and that feels too good to be true, and we’re also going up against whatever’s going on with the church, right? We might even be facing a god. I just get the feeling that maybe it’s time to make sure Brutus can better protect himself.”

A bell sounded.

“Oh, hold on, the tonics are done.” Alex got up, looking at the potion slow-brewer. Brutus hadn’t woken up. “You know, maybe I have a way to help you make your decision.”


Chapter 74


Blood Ritual



Alex eyed the finished tonics as he searched for the right words.

He knew that Theresa was having doubts and feeling uncertain, so he didn’t want to push, or influence her in either direction.

“Last year,” he said, “in one of my magic theory classes, we learned that a good way to make decisions is to make a list of the pros and cons of whatever it is that you’re considering, summarise the situation, then choose whichever has the most advantages.”

Theresa raised an eyebrow. “How does that have anything to do with magic?”

“We sometimes learn logic and different life skills in magic theory,” Alex said. “Professor Jules told us during one of her labs once that,” he cleared his throat, mimicking her speech pattern, “‘There are few things more dangerous than an impractical wizard: magic’s impractical enough as it is, you don’t need your brain to be impractical too,’ or something to that effect.”

“Okay… so what about this list? Do I just list what would be the good points of each decision, and what would be the bad ones?” she asked.

“Yes, that’s right,” he said.

“Okay. Sounds reasonable, I’ll start with the bad then. So, if we do this…” She looked at Brutus. “First off, if anything happens to me, it hurts him even more than it already would under normal circumstances. He’d go from only being sad and pining, to also being weakened. Maybe even dying. Second, I’d suffer the same consequences if he died. It’d hurt me even more too.”

“Right, and what about the cons for not doing it?” Alex asked.

She listed them off on her fingers. “One, he’d die a lot earlier in life. Cerberi live longer than an average dog, but that’s only about twenty years, if they’re lucky. Two, he wouldn’t be protected. If anything nasty attacked our home and we weren’t around and he needed to defend himself, he couldn’t. Not against something very powerful like a greater demon. Three, he’d have to stay home most of the time. We’re fighting tougher and tougher opponents, he can’t do that for much longer, which means we’d be spending less time together, and he’d be miserable being stuck at home.”

“Alright, and what are the pros?” Alex asked.

“Well, if we didn’t do it, his lifeforce wouldn’t be damaged if I got killed, and mine wouldn’t be damaged if he got killed. We’d just be heartbroken forever,” she said, her tone grim. “The pros of doing it is that—one—he could protect himself if our home gets attacked. Two, he’d be able to keep up with me in battle which means we could keep spending lots of time together, and we could protect each other. Three, he’d live as long as I would. Four, he’d be healthier and stronger for his whole life, and as I got stronger, he’d get stronger. Five, he’d be with his family for a lot longer. And… I think that’s it.”

“Right,” Alex started. “And⁠—”

“Wait, there’s one more,” Theresa interrupted him. “Six: if he keeps fighting beside me, he’ll learn more about how to fight different opponents, which will make him safer when he’s alone.”

“Okay, that’s a lot of reasons both for and against,” Alex said, replicating how his teachers walked their classes through decision-making exercises. “Do you find things look any clearer?”

“Yes, actually,” Theresa admitted. “Honestly, there’s a lot more reasons to do it than there are not to do it… and I plan on getting stronger to protect him. Which would make him stronger too, and let him protect himself, as well as our whole family. And, honestly, the one thing that stopped us from getting killed in a lot of situations was having a strong team that worked better together than our enemies did. Our team’s gotten us through a lot.”

“Yeah, I agree with that,” he said. “And by making Brutus more powerful, it would also make our whole team more powerful.”

“Alright, then as his mother.” Theresa nodded decisively. “I think we should do it. It’ll make him stronger, healthier, and happier.”

“And I’ll protect you both,” Alex said, putting the tonics on the table.

“No.” Theresa stood, kissing him on the lips. “I’ll protect you both.”

Alex almost wrapped his arms around her, but remembered how much smudging that would mean for the sigils and glyphs he’d painted on her body. “Maybe we should just protect each other, then.”

“Yeah,” she said. “So, are you ready to begin?”

“Absolutely, we just need to wake up Brutus and⁠—”

“He’s already awake.”

Alex looked over to find the cerberus stretching, three mouths yawning wide. Giving himself a shake from his tail to his heads, he straightened up and padded over to Theresa, sniffing her, begging for attention.

“I see you boy, I see you.” She scritched his ears. “Don’t you worry, we’re going to take good care of you. Are you ready for the ritual?”

Brutus cocked his heads at her.

Alex chuckled. “I don’t think he’s suddenly going to say—” He made his voice sound like a ‘talking dog’s,’ “—res reresa, I’m reary for the ritual! I hope rou give me Rutus snacks!”

“Oh, by the Traveller, Alex.” She rolled her eyes. “I love you lots, but you are a silly, silly man.”

“Hey, you’re the one talking to a dog,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Now let’s get Brutus ready. Keep him still for me.”

The cerberus watched in curiosity as Alex picked up a bowl of pigment and a brush with a blood magic glyph etched into its handle, from the nearby table.

“It’s okay, boy, it’s not a bath,” Theresa promised, kneeling down beside him. “Just keep still for your dad, okay?”

Alex bent down beside the curious hound, dipping the brush in the crimson pigment and slowly brushing it across his fur. One of Brutus’ heads turned, wanting to sniff the brush, but Theresa gently turned it back.

“Keep still, boy,” she said.

And he kept his eyes on her, panting and watching her with large, inquisitive eyes.

Once the first symbols were complete, Alex conjured Wizard’s Hands and had them join him, taking up brushes waiting in bowls of pigment on a nearby table. Together, they swarmed over the hound from top to bottom, painting symbols and red lines along his entire body.

Soon, the diagrams and symbols covered him from tail to noses, glowing in the red light of alchemical flame.

“Alright,” Alex said. “The symbols are ready. While I prepare the staff, why don’t you two drink your tonics. There’s a bowl there for Brutus to drink from. Make sure he drinks every drop of his tonic.”

The Thameish wizard began painting his staff with the extracted red lily dye, each symbol burned with power on completion, siphoning the dye through the aeld’s inner magics. When he’d finished preparing the staff, its crystalline blooms boiled bloodred.

“Alright, we’re ready. Are you both?”

Brutus was lapping up the dregs of tonic in his bowl, as Theresa placed her empty bottle on the table.

“We’re done,” she said.

“Okay, then step into the circles and relax, stay very still,” Alex said. “The process won’t hurt, but you’ll be paralysed while the ritual is being completed. Don’t panic. It’s all part of the magic.”

“Okay,” she said a little uneasily. “I love you.”

“Love you too,” he said as she and Brutus stepped into their circles.

After some coaxing from Theresa, the cerberus laid down on his image, then the huntress did the same. She exhaled deeply. “Ready whenever you are.”

“Then, it’s showtime,” Alex said, stepping in front of the circles.

Concentrating, he poured his mana into the staff, manipulating the inner magics. Crimson light flared from the crystalline blooms as the braziers simultaneously flared, bathing the room in ruddy light.

“And so we begin,” Alex said, his voice booming through the laboratory. “Blood binding to blood. Soul touching soul. Two bodies as one. Fate intertwined.”

The flames blazed higher at his words.

Brutus whimpered, one head cocked as the circles flared with power.

“Let the magic take you,” Alex’s voice rose, resonating in the room. It sounded ancient, low, boundless.

The hairs on the back of his neck began rising as magic—old magic—joined with the aeld staff’s and his own power. He felt like a first-year student again, watching Professor Jules conjure a shoggoth deep within the Cells.

“Let the power fall upon you, keeping you still. Let the power take you and make you more,” he intoned.

The staff struck the ground two times, each impact rumbling like thunder.

Brutus’ and Theresa’s forms relaxed. Their muscles grew limp. Their breaths lighter.

Their eyes flickered, slowly closing.

The rings surrounding them glowed even brighter.

“By the oldest of magic, I call the lives of these two forth. One greater in mind. One lesser in mind. One greater in body. One lesser in body. One of sapience. One of nature.” He held his staff high. “But stronger together.”

Alex continued to manipulate the mana within the aeld, and power pulsed from the burning braziers, striking the staff from five directions. Instantly, a red, five pointed star pulsed into being, connecting the staff to the flame at each tip.

Power, in a growing tidal wave of life blood, swelled around the young wizard.

He could feel the lifeforce pulsing through Theresa and Brutus, made more malleable by the tonic coursing through them.

Ready to be moulded as easily as clay.

“By the power of blood and life—born at the dawn of creation and lasting until the end of light—I now join these two beings together as master and familiar. Two lives joined not by mana, but by blood and life. Two halves. One stronger whole.”

He charged the mana within his staff.

The aeld’s blooms were like blinding red suns.

His hair was tossed about in a gusting wind.

“Let these two beings be bound! By my power and their life! Two as one!”

These final words crescendoed, echoing through the laboratory—and gripping his staff with both hands—he drove it into the stone floor, rattling the chamber’s walls.

Without a sound, Brutus and Theresa floated from the ground.

Higher and higher, they hovered—held in the grip of blood and power—their bodies twisting until they were posed in the exact image of their diagrams within the circles. Red lines running across their flesh burned with bright light, and glyphs across their skin rippled like water.

Their mouths opened.

Two streams of lifeforce poured forth, writhing through the air like serpents reaching out for each other. The flow of life pouring from Theresa glowed brighter and thicker than that streaming from Brutus, yet, without hesitating, each moved toward the other. They drifted along, forming a red bridge between the two circles.

Pulses, sounding like hearts beating, thrummed through the air as the life energies intertwined, wrapping around each other, joining like cords forming a single rope. Red lightning crackled from the braziers as Alex guided the mana through his staff and the ritual.

He could feel the lifeforces of Brutus and Theresa winding together, ready for the final step that would join them as one.

Alex closed his eyes, guiding the mana through the last steps.

His staff pulsed again, and the red symbols across it flashed bright, immediately consumed by crimson flame. Beams of red light lanced from the aeld’s blooms, striking conjoined cords of connective lifeforce, sealing them together like fire magic would a pair of steel rods.

For a moment, the cords of lifeforce flashed a blinding white. Linking two lives as one, becoming master and familiar.

Steadily, Theresa and Brutus floated down, settling in the centre of each circle. The tide of blood magic began to ebb as the staff’s energies ran low.

Alex was spent, feeling like he’d run a dozen miles as the crimson flames dimmed to a flicker, sending the lab into a ruddy gloom. The aeld’s blooms flickered softly, returning to their natural hue, and the cord of life tethering Theresa and Brutus, faded from view.

For several breaths, all was silent.

Then the huntress sat up, covered in sweat.

“How’re you feeling?” Alex knelt beside her.

“Tired,” she said. “And—ah!—not so loud.”

Alex paused, confused. “But I’m talking quietly.”

“Really?” she groaned, squeezing her eyes shut. “It sounds like you’re yelling, and by the Traveller, you smell like chemic—wait…” She slowly opened her eyes. “I can see better and hear better. A lot better. And—Brutus!” she cried, whirling toward her cerberus. “I can feel him, something’s different!”

In his circle, Brutus growled, slowly climbing to his feet.

He shook himself once.

Then twice.

Then came the dry sound of bone shifting, and he began to change.


Chapter 75


Metamorphosis



Flesh rippled.

Bone cracked.

The cerberus was gripped by a terrible change.

He growled and snarled, eyes shut tight—every muscle tensed—as Theresa’s enhanced lifeforce poured through him, empowering and transforming his form.

“What’s happening to Brutus?” Theresa tried to rise, her voice filled with alarm. She managed to partly stand before stumbling, still weak from the ritual.

“It’s okay! It’s okay!” Alex caught her, holding her up. “It’s normal… probably.”

“Probably?” Theresa demanded.

“Everything I’ve read said that a reaction like this could happen from the ritual,” he explained. “But… since I’ve never done this before…”

Brutus continued snarling, shaking himself as red light moved beneath his skin like worms tunnelling through loose dirt.

His skin began to split.

His shoulders, haunches, lower legs, paws, and tail, sprouted thick plates of bone—like those of a silence-spider or bone-charger—dripping with a honey-coloured liquid as the armoured plates covered those parts of his body.

His tail lengthened, a sheath of bone armour forming over it as it cut the air, whipping back and forth.

Suddenly, his growls stilled.

No, that wasn’t right.

Everything about the cerberus stilled, from the sound of his nails scraping against the stone floor, to the snap his tail had made as it whipped back and forth. Even the tearing noise of mutating flesh had ceased. He moved, yet made no sound.

“What in the Traveller’s name?” Theresa gasped. “I can… I can feel something. I can feel our link. There’s no pain, but what is⁠—”

Brutus’ jaws opened.

The huntress’ eyes flew wide.

“Alex, down!”

“Shit!” he shouted as they tumbled to the ground.

Silence fled, sound returned to the cerberus.

With a vengeance.

From three fanged mouths, undulating waves of sonic power shot out as howls lanced through the lab. Waves attacked the wall they were aimed toward, cracking it, bursting it with pure force.

Sonic howls punched through the earth beyond the wall like force magic, until at last, Brutus was spent. From three newly formed holes in a wall of Alex’s laboratory, bits of stone, debris, and rock dust flowed.

Yet, nothing else was damaged.

Not a single glass beaker had so much as shuddered while Brutus’ howls tore apart earth and stone.

Alex’s mind raced, trying to make sense of what was happening, but before he could⁠—

“What’re you doing, boy?” Theresa said to Brutus.

“What is it?” Alex asked.

“There’s… something… it feels like a knot of power inside him. It… almost feels like an organ somewhere in his body. I don’t think it was there before, and now he’s making it do something, but I don’t know what⁠—!”

Before she could finish, his body flashed red. The sound of flesh shifting soon followed, as the cerberus reached into the pulsing knot of power.

His body began to grow.

Already bearing the height and bulk of a small pony, the hound grew beyond that. Bone elongated, thickening. Fangs tapered. Muscles bulged.

Soon, he was the size of a draft horse… perhaps bigger.

More bone armour emerged.

Plate after plate erupted from his skin, sheathing his entire body in a suit of dense bone. Every inch of him was growing armour, even surrounding his mouths with thin slits that also encircled his noses and eyes.

The bone armour spread, covering his fangs and claws, lengthening and protecting them, turning them to serrated, merciless, blades. A thick bulb of ossein swelled over the tip of his tail, transforming it from a bone-sheathed whip to a deadly flail.

The armour was also strategically peppered with spikes. It started with the bone-club capping his tail, transforming it into the head of a spiked mace. Barbs now covered his body armour like porcupine quills, and when at last this secondary transformation had ended, Brutus was enormous, protected in a spiked covering of plated bone armour, complete with deadly natural weapons. His hulking form—thick with powerful musculature—had transformed into an engine of destruction, radiating vitality and power.

He let out three low growls, each rumbling through the laboratory like boulders grinding to dust.

His eyes glowed bloodred, and the air rippled around his jaws with every breath he took.

“Brutus…?” Theresa asked. “Is that… are you alright?”

The cerberus whirled, releasing three ear-shattering barks, and bounded toward her, a giant wall of charging spikes.

“Oh gods, the spikes!” Alex screamed.

“Wait, wait, boy! Calm down! Calm down!” she cried. “You don’t want to hurt Mommy with those barbs, do you?”

Brutus abruptly stopped—armoured nails scraping trenches in the floor—pausing a single pace away, looming over them. He cocked his enormous heads.

He let out three quiet barks.

Then went silent.

Again, sheathed in that eerie, silence-spider-like stillness, Brutus began to shrink. The spikes withdrew into his bone plates, and they in turn melted back into his skin, leaving only flesh and soft fur.

Only the plates that had initially formed over his shoulders, haunches, lower legs, paws, and tail remained, now free from deadly barbs. The last of his new powers to go—the crimson glow in his eyes—dimmed and died.

Aside from the remaining plates, he was his old self again, happily bounding to Theresa and bowling her over.

“Agh! Brutus, you’re so strong now!” she cried, laughing. “Oh by the Traveller, look at you!”

“What just happened?” Alex asked. “Did the transformation partially undo itself?”

“No,” she said. “It’s like there’s a well of power inside him.” She was giggling as three enormous tongues licked her face. “He can draw from it to transform and then change back, only those bits of armour stay. Haha! It’s amazing. He took to my power so well! Look at how strong he is!”

“Yeah, I’ll say,” Alex murmured, staring at Brutus, then quickly going to his desk, he began recording what had happened. “I’ve got to get this down before I forget any of it!”

“Always the scholar, aren’t you?” She laughed as Brutus continued to slobber on her with sloppy kisses. “Well tell me this, Mr. Genius. Why did Brutus change the way he did? The armour and silence… it reminds me of silence-spiders.”

Alex paused his writing, squinting at the friendly—now semi-immortal canine—and scratched his head. “Well, I’m not going to lie and say I know what just happened. All I can tell you are some theories… No, they’re hypotheses… I’ll be honest, they’re more like guesses. Educated guesses, but guesses.”

Theresa giggled. “Well, tell me your educated guesses, Mr. Educated Genius.”

“First of all, the first monster Brutus ever killed was a silence-spider, right? Same with you. Before that, all you two had ever killed were forest animals you were hunting. Maybe that left an impression on him, and that’s how his new power manifested. To be honest, there’s… not a lot of science to this kind of magic. It’s old and terrifying, and even modern wizards don’t quite understand the causes of its different effects. Some things we’ve figured out, but others…”

He paused. “Though, you know what? I’m wondering if maybe you have something to do with it.”

“Oh?” She raised an eyebrow, using Brutus to pull herself to her feet before Alex could get there to help her. “Oh, stay there, stay there. I’m just tired, not dead. And I’m already feeling like I’m recovering. Anyway, what do I have to do with it?”

“Well, our life energies reflect us to a certain degree,” Alex began.

“Alex, I’m a life enforcement practitioner. I know that. Our emotions, personalities, reflect us and our souls.”

“Exactly. And you really wanted Brutus to be able to keep up with you and also protect himself,” Alex said. “So what happened? He developed a larger, more powerful body. That way, he can fight the kinds of enemies you fight in melee these days. You wanted him protected, so he developed armour with thorns that’d make any enemy think twice about hitting him. You use your arrows a lot, so he developed an attack at range to strike your enemies with you. You and he are hunters, so he developed silence to better sneak up on prey. What else…”

He looked at the bone plates. “Actually, you know what? I’m only thinking about half of this. Brutus isn’t sapient, but he’s got wants and wishes too. His lifeforce would reflect that. And maybe the silence-spider made an impression on him. He couldn’t bite through its armour when it attacked us back in the Coille, and he was helpless against the hive-queen. So, maybe he copied them, because he remembered how successfully they fought him.”

Alex scratched his head again. “But honestly, this is the same kind of magic that came out of a world where wizards only got power by making blood sacrifices and calling on demons to make bargains for power. This is the stuff of souls, and genie wishes, and fairy curses. The most advanced archwizards of our day don’t quite understand that old magic the way we do most things, so I can only guess.”

“Your guesses are good enough for me,” she said, smiling and kissing her cerberus. “Alex, this is—without a doubt—the greatest gift anyone has ever given to either Brutus or me. You know that? Seriously, nothing else compares.”

Alex put down his notebook, leaning back against the desk and blushing a little. “Well, uh, I put a lot of thought into it. I really wanted it to be special.”

Theresa scritched Brutus’ ear. “It is. It really is. Now why don’t you go thank your dad for the wonderful gift, Brutus?”

Barking enthusiastically, the cerberus bounded across the lab and leapt onto Alex, licking him mercilessly.

“Agh! Not the face! Not the face!” he cried.

“Yes, the face!” Theresa commanded mercilessly. “Don’t leave him alone!”

“Arrrrgh!” Alex screamed in defeat as Theresa giggled.

A vicious look sparkled in the huntress’ eye. “You know what? I feel like some exercise. Do you feel like some exercise, Alex?”

“How do you mean?” the Thameish wizard asked between sloppy cerberus kisses.

She flexed her fingers, making a tight fist. “What do you say we go to Thameland and maybe find ourselves a dungeon to raid? I feel stronger than ever. I can smell so many things in this room… I can hear so much better. I think I’m faster too. And I want to see Brutus in action.”

The cerberus barked.

“See! And he wants exercise too!” Theresa said, leaning on the desk. “Why don’t we tear apart some bone-chargers? Maybe even a behemoth or two? I feel my strength coming back.”

“Oh no,” Alex said. “None of that. What you two are going to do is rest for the day, while I feed you and give you plenty of fluids. In a few days we can talk about exercise.”

“What? Oh come ooooon,” the huntress whined. “We have to go to Thameland. We just have to! We have so much power now, we have to test it out. I might only be slightly stronger and faster, but Brutus is going to be a juggernaut now. Completely unstoppable, I just know it! Come on, let’s gooooo.”

“No, no, no,” Alex said. “No you don’t. Like I said, this ritual is old magic, and every book I’ve read says both master and familiar need to be monitored for a few days after the ritual is complete, just in case there’s complications that don’t show up initially.”

“Come on, we’re fine. I can feel my strength returning and I can feel Brutus’, oh—” Theresa looked sharply at the cerberus.

Suddenly, the hound stopped licking Alex and yawned, tottering back to his mother. He gave her a big lick, then turned in a circle and collapsed at her feet in a ball.

In no time, he was fast asleep.

Theresa glared at him as though he was the biggest traitor in all of Thameish history.

“See?” Alex said. “The process takes a lot out of you, and you two won’t be at your best for at least a couple of days. You feel strong, but exerting yourselves will be too much. Come on, I made a fantastic dessert for us—frozen vanilla cake covered with whipped cream and roasted chestnut slivers—and you and Brutus can just relax until Selina and Claygon get back. Khalik’s parents are leaving in a couple of days. And after that? We can go and have some fun.”

“Awww, but I want to try out this new power right now,” Theresa said, disappointed. “Come on, future husband—Oh, what’s the use? You’re being annoyingly reasonable.”

“I know, I know.” Alex walked over and hugged her around the waist. He kissed her forehead. “But we’ll get a chance to try it out. I’m sure the enemies in Thameland will be there after you’ve recovered. Then, we can have at all the bone-chargers we want. Hells, maybe some other type of Ravener-spawn. Any kind we want. Who knows what we’ll find waiting when we get back to Thameland.”
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“Uldar’s servants will be here tomorrow,” Eldin said, his whispering voice mixing with the sounds of the woods.

His agents watched him with eyes burning with fervour.

“Then we can begin our holy task as given me by the Third Apostle.” The priest’s smile was serene. “And we will bring together all those who threaten Uldar’s great plan. And like festering wounds, they will be cut away by our hand.”


Chapter 76


Uldar’s “Servants”



The early morning sun trickled through the forest, filtering down beneath the lush canopy.

“Are you certain, holy leader?” one of Eldin’s agents whispered, alarm in her tone. The young woman—shockingly young—watched the clearing through the dappled light.

Ahead, figures emerged from the trees.

Monstrous figures.

“Do you mean if I am certain that these creatures are agents of our god?” he asked calmly.

The twenty agents under Eldin’s command tensed, their hands smoothly reaching toward implements of war. Chain links clinked beneath clothing of brown and green, and the tingle of Uldar’s power danced around weapons hidden within their clothing.

Their nerves were wound tight, and the only thing staying their hands was their boundless faith in their leader.

“Steady,” Eldin warned, watching more humanoid figures leave cover of the dense woods, as he noted subtle movement within the trees. Something massive and silent remained concealed, keeping well out of view.

His nerves were also winding tighter by the heartbeat.

But his faith was strong in Izas and the First Apostle.

And even stronger in Uldar.

“Third Apostle Izas has said to be not afraid, that though these servants of Uldar wear forms that we would find foul, do not shrink away from them. Let this be a test of faith for you. The scriptures say that Uldar once moved among the people in guises folk would not expect. This is the same.”

“Yes… yes, holy leader,” the agent whispered, though no tension left her voice.

The other followers of Uldar moved their hands away from their weapons.

Just not too far away.

And looking at the monsters gathering before them, Eldin prayed, calling on Uldar for greater strength.

More humanoid Ravener-spawn poured from the forest, rare beasts, of a kind very few had ever heard of. They were seldom called to serve, often not seen for many cycles, making them a rare sight within the wilds of Thameland.

No official records ever stated why they appeared, but every account highlighted their matchless levels of stealth, and their deadliness against foes. Countless Thameish lives had been lost to these unrivalled Ravener-spawn, but Eldin knew that Uldar must have had his reasons to sheathe these servants in such foul guises.

Slowly, the Ravener-spawn leading its fellows raised a hand in greeting.

“Our enemy lies before us, spreading the plague of the soul,” the creature’s hideous mouth formed its words in an unnervingly human voice.

Eldin’s agents whispered to each other, commenting on that fact. He would discipline them later for breaking focus, for now, they needed their wits, not idle commentary.

Eldin raised his hand in return. “And so our enemies will fall before us, and will be laid low”

“Yes, priest, you have offered the words as was foretold.” The monster’s human voice struck Eldin’s nerves, making it hard to believe that this creature was truly a servant of Uldar.

‘Ah, ye of little faith,’ he chastised himself. ‘There was a time when most would have scoffed at you being a servant of Uldar. You should be better.’

“That’s right, holy servant of our god,” Eldin replied. “It is good that we are here, united in this task. But I must know something.” He looked into the trees. “Are there others with you? Something waits within those trees, and I must know if they are with you.”

The monster looked at him in surprise. “You are astute, holy servant of Uldar.”

“Yes, he is,” a monstrous voice came from within the trees.

There was the sound of wood cracking, and another shape emerged from the woods.

…No.

Three towering shapes.

A trio of imposing creatures—grey-shelled, long-legged, bearing eyestalks that swivelled above oblong bodies—materialised as though stepping through a curtain of liquid.

With the appearance of these three, his agents held their tongues, but Eldin could feel their tension.

“You could sense us,” the monster in the centre spoke. “You have gifts which are rare among mortalkind.”

Spittle dripped from its mouth.

Eldin briefly closed his eyes, reminding himself that the abominations before him were holy servants of his god. It was the only thing that stopped him from striking out with full divine fury. He had to be an example for his agents.

“Uldar gifted you with fearsome forms,” he said. “Which will better serve our lord.”

“To serve,” each monster said as one.

“You are aware of what must be done?” one of the three titans asked.

“Before we continue,” Eldin said. “What do I call you?”

The monster’s eyestalks swivelled toward its companions. Even the humanoid Ravener-spawn below it looked around in confusion.

“Call us? We do not have names like mortals,” the titan said, puzzled. “They are unnecessary for servants such as us. We know who we are. And our enemies do not need names for us.”

“Hmmm, but among us mortals, the practise of naming is important. It serves to avoid confusion,” Eldin said.

“If names are important to you… then call us what will be easy for you,” the creature said.

Eldin’s eyebrows rose, the situation striking him as familiar. In the time before coming to Uldar’s service, he’d often thought of aliases for those who worked with him.

Those were pleasurable days.

Bloody days.

Now, he shed blood for a higher purpose.

“Respect, then, servants of Uldar,” Eldin said. “If it is you—” He looked from the three titans to the lead humanoid, “—that will be working with us directly, then you will need names.”

His eyes settled on the towering creature to his left.

Something about the situation left him feeling oddly whimsical, even if he was naming monsters and not new recruits. In the end, these were servants of Uldar, not true Ravener-spawn.

He was sure Uldar could understand a degree of whimsy, judging by his use of parables.

“I’ll call you Butcher,” he said to the titan that had spoken the most. “And you’ll be Baker.” He pointed to the one on the left. “And you’ll be Miller.” He nodded to the one to the right.

“And you…” His attention turned to the lead humanoid. “You have a human voice, so you should be Singer.”

The monsters didn’t react.

“If that helps you identify us for our task,” Singer said. “Then so be it.”

“Now, what do you know of what must be done?” Butcher asked.

“I know that there is a special threat to the natural order of Uldar and Thameland,” he said. “And I know that we must unite against that threat, and I was told I would be given more information when we met.”

“Then you know the beginnings, I will explain the rest,” Butcher said, and its eyestalks twitched. “There are three mortals plotting to destroy all that Uldar has built. We must slay them to stop them spreading their taint to others.”

“Yes,” Eldin said. “My orders are to capture these great enemies of Uldar and bring them before the First Apostle. He will learn the true extent of their evil before they are killed. But three… Hmm… Three will be difficult to find within the vast reaches of Thameland.”

“That is of no issue,” Baker spoke. “We will be able to track these enemies easily. We can find them, and—together—eliminate them.”

“It is well that Uldar has blessed you with such gifts,” Eldin said. “But, when you lead us to them, we will decide what must be done to bring them before the First Apostle.”

“So be it,” Miller said. “But know this: these enemies will take guises that may surprise you. We must eliminate them.”

“Yes, of course.” Eldin touched the symbol of Uldar hanging around his neck. “My faith in Uldar is absolute. My own mother—though she now rests in Uldar’s grace—could be one of those threats, and I would still eliminate her without hesitation.”

“Good,” Butcher said. “Then come. Our forces have already found two. They are near.”

“Lead the way,” Eldin said.

Uldar’s servants growled at each other and began moving into the trees at speed. Eldin followed, his form shimmering as he transformed into a massive bull elk and galloped after the monsters that served Uldar, hooves springing over the forest floor.

Behind him, the agents of Uldar bowed their heads before transforming.

Wearing the guise of wolves, they too loped after Uldar’s servants.

Together, those who served the god of Thameland, and those that served its greatest enemy, disappeared into the woods.
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“This cannot be…” the agent of Uldar whispered as she stared into the spyglass.

“Hold your tongue,” Eldin said, watching through his own spyglass.

“But, holy leader. One of them is the Sage⁠—”

“I said, hold your tongue. Discipline and faith. Channel them through you,” Eldin commanded.

“It is true…” Miller’s voice said from somewhere above them. The monstrous servant of Uldar clung to the mountainside, invisible to the eye. Nearby, the unseen forms of Butcher and Baker were tucked discreetly within the crags of the peak.

Eldin’s agents were under cover on a bluff, while the humanoid Ravener-spawn were nestled among the rocks below them.

Together, they watched the war-party camped in a valley below.

The mortals were familiar. Eldin had sent agents among them some time ago, and they had reported odd things.

Strange things

This was the war-party of the Heroes, and unexpected occurrences were taking place among Uldar’s greatest warriors.

The Champion, Sage, and Chosen were regularly leaving their sacred duty to mix with the Generasians in their enclave, creating a rift between them and Uldar’s Holy Saint, according to reports from the church’s spies.

This news by itself would not have troubled Eldin at all.

Oftentimes, there were personal conflicts between Heroes of the past. There had been one generation where the Fool—a sailor—had been completely dismissed by the Sage of his time.

What was noteworthy in this situation, was how three of the Heroes seemed to be moving in secrecy. They had been seeking access to different church archives from towns and villages they passed through, often taking counsel by themselves, away from all others.

Including the Saint.

Eldin witnessed similar secretive behaviour before. It reminded him less of interpersonal conflicts, and more of dangerous undertakings.

Like sedition.

Or treachery.

And the Heroes weren’t the only ones who had been acting suspiciously.

The Saint had been spending too much of his time with a young Thameish woman, a member of the Generasian expedition; one Carey London of Wrexiff was not a remarkable individual, or at least she should not have been.

Digging into her family background revealed little to raise alarm. A proper family line with many members taking up local leadership, or the clergy, a proper record of attendance at her local church, and little else of note.

Except the conversations she’d been having with the Saint had not been those that should have passed through the lips of a faithful member of Uldar’s flock. Her surface actions indicated that she was dedicated to the destruction of the Ravener, as was right and proper.

So why did she refuse to join the prayer circles led by the Saint? Why did she speak to him in a questioning manner, spreading hidden seeds of doubt designed to eat away at any child of Uldar’s resolve and faith?

Why did she show little interest in visiting churches of towns freed from Ravener-spawn influence.

Now, much was made clear.

According to Miller, there were two great threats to Uldar’s plan in this group.

The first was Carey London.

And the second was the Holy Sage herself, Drestra of Crymlyn Swamp.

“I see why you warned us to trust our faith,” Eldin said, his voice filled with irony as he pointed his spyglass from Carey to Drestra. Even now, the Sage was preparing to step through a fae gate with the Champion and Chosen. “Evil wears forms that are familiar and fair. Allies wear forms unknown and foul. This is no surprise to me.”

“Good that you understand,” Butcher said from nearby. “United, we can attack, capture then kill.”

“What of the third threat?” Eldin asked.

There was a pause.

“You have had trouble locating that one, haven’t you?” the monster said.

“Yes, they are probably appearing in Thameland… then disappearing. When did you last locate them?”

“They were… in the place where those outsiders are,” Miller said.

“I see, that means that these threats are conspiring… but if one continues to disappear, then trying to capture all three will be difficult. They might be able to teleport… hmmm…” Eldin calculated the quickest path to victory. “It would be best if we could strike them away from the protection of potential allies in the Generasian encampment. Make them come to an area of our choosing.”

“A trap. That seems… valuable,” Butcher said.

“Good, but we will need one thing for this to work. Something to lure all members of this conspiracy.” Eldin’s eye narrowed through the spyglass.

“What is it? What is it?” Miller asked.

The spyglass lens filled with the image of Carey London, speaking in low tones to Merzhin, the Holy Saint.

And Eldin uttered one word:

“Bait.”


Chapter 77


Leaving in the Face of Storms



“This weather isn’t what I would have expected in Generasi. I’m truly surprised.” King Aksuma shook his head, watching the outdoors through a window lashed by rain. “People travel to this land for its beautiful sunny skies, not gloomy pelting rains.”

Outside, the world was wracked by wind and driving rain.

Thunder boomed in the distance.

Through the torrent of rain stretching beyond the horizon, lightning flashed, striking the Prinean Sea.

Flower beds bursting with blooms that had hours before stood tall, now drooped in the dirt, weighed down by the deluge. Puddles swirled along the courtyard as the rain streamed against glass, wood, and stone, sounding like erratic war drums. Even the Tekish royal guards—disciplined and strong—looked dejected as they maintained their duty on the villa’s walls.

Fortunately for them, that duty would soon end.

“I know why the sky has opened so intensely,” Khalik said from across the room. “It weeps because you and Mother will soon depart Generasi. It is as heartbroken to see you go as I am.”

“My mighty oak flower, aren’t the weather wizards releasing the rains from the spells that held them away during the Games?” Sinope asked. “That is what you said happened last year.”

The prince winced. “Sinope…”

“What?” She cocked her head at him.

Queen Ishtar, standing near a wardrobe, burst out laughing at her son’s cringing as her battalion of servants piled luggage––including plenty of souvenirs—in the centre of the entrance hall, “Nice try, Son,” she said. “You are too kind for your own good… Perhaps try friendly lies that are at least a little believable next time.”

“Well someone just got told.” Thundar grinned, sitting at a table piled with treats and snacking on a sugar-coated strawberry. “Uh, your majesties… are you sure it’s okay for me to be eating in here just before you leave? I don’t wanna leave you with a mess.”

“One would normally ask that question before making the mess.” Isolde gave his sugar spattered placemat an icy glare.

“Shut up, Isolde.” He rolled his eyes.

“It is of no consequence.” King Aksuma finally turned from the window. “Some of the staff will remain here to take care of clean up and other loose ends. They will return home tomorrow, leaving the villa cleaner than when we found it. After all, that’s the best way to be a guest.”

He smiled, looking at the group seated at the table. Khalik, Sinope, Alex, Theresa, Selina, Claygon, Thundar, and Isolde were all there to say their goodbyes. Claygon stood at a tall window, watching as rain coursed down the glass. Brutus was curled up behind Theresa’s chair, his bone-sheathed tail swishing back and forth as he slept, while Najyah stood on a jewel studded perch—a gift the king had brought her from Tekezash—by the window he was standing at.

Aksuma had been feeding her like it was her last meal.

And the others were being treated similarly.

Earlier, when they arrived to wish Khalik’s parents farewell, a feast was waiting for them, soon followed by endless trays of snacks that kept appearing while they waited for the king and queen’s servants to finish packing for their departure.

Alex felt like he’d eaten enough for ten, yet whenever he tried to politely refuse any more food, another servant would arrive with a tray.

When Isolde had then tried to decline the seemingly endless platters of food, pleading that she didn’t wish to burden them further, King Aksuma simply waved away her concerns.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come back with us for a time?” the king asked his son. “You are on summer holiday, after all. Why not return home for a week or four? You are greatly missed at court, you know.”

Khalik shook his head. “My place is here, Father. I have things that I must get to. Affairs to arrange, and spells to practise. Besides, I know you only want to see Najyah for longer… and you likely only want to spend more time with Brutus.”

The king threw a look at the cerberus, curiosity burning in his eyes. “Can I not simply want to spend more time with my son? Is that so difficult to believe?” he scoffed. “But, of course, your friends would be welcome as well, including Theresa and Brutus.”

“I knew it!” the prince threw up his hands.

“Oh, calm yourself, Son, you know how your father is,” Queen Ishtar said. “But he is correct, you are all welcome to visit Tekezash. In fact, I insist on it. As soon as you can, I want to host you as you have so graciously hosted us in your realm.”

“It was… a pleasure to meet you…” Claygon said.

“Yes, and indeed a rare pleasure to meet you too, Claygon.” King Aksuma smiled. “It was a pleasure to meet all of you, though our time together was too short, and I am sorry we could not have spent more time together. The Games were delightful, but you must join us in Tekezash when there is more time to just socialise.”

He looked at Alex and Theresa. “We should hunt together. I am sure you would find hunting in my kingdom thrilling.”

“And before we speak too much about further trips, my husband and I wish to offer you our warmest congratulations,” the queen said. “You two make a lovely couple. When is the wedding, my dears?”

Alex glanced at Khalik, his expression saying: ‘You told them?’

Khalik’s smile simply said: ‘Why would I not?’

“We haven’t decided yet.” Theresa took Alex’s hand. “There is a lot we have to do still, and Alex is still a student. We’re thinking of waiting until after he graduates.”

“And not long after either.” Alex squeezed her hand.

She looked into his eyes, a dreamy grin crossing her face.

“Ugh, if you two are going to be this gross all the time, I want to move out,” Selina said.

“Oh please, you’re going to be disgusting to be around when you get your first crush,” Thundar said. “Trust me. I’ve got a lot of younger cousins. They all lost their heads as soon as they got a boyfriend or girlfriend.”

“No, that’s not going to be me,” Selina insisted.

“Ten gold says it is.” Thundar grinned.

“Thundar, don’t teach children to gamble.” Isolde shot a look at him. “Even if you will win.”

“Hey!” Selina said.

Queen Ishtar’s laugh was knowing. “Young love is its own fire, my child. You’ll learn that soon enough.”

“No, I’m going to be sensible and normal and not gross if I fall in love.” Selina raised her chin.

“Mhm,” King Aksuma said, feeding another bite to Najyah. “Well, you will find out sooner or later.”

“Your majesties.” Tiz swept into the room, bowing deeply. “The last of your luggage is packed and Roba has arrived. Everything is ready for your departure whenever you wish.”

“Thank you, Tiz,” Queen Ishtar said, her expression sad as she looked first at her son, then at her husband. “Well, Aki, do you think it’s time?”

“If I wait any longer, I’ll simply convince myself to stay,” the king said, patting Najyah on her head before stepping away. “And the work waiting at home will be more of a mountain than it is now, I have no doubt.”

The king and queen of Tekezash approached the stacks of luggage in the centre of the chamber as their guests rose from the table.

“Come for a hug, my son,” Queen Isthar said. “And you too, Sinope.”

The dryad and the prince hugged the queen and king tightly as Roba, the teleportation wizard, and their honour guard entered the room.

“You have two weddings to look forward to now.” The king clapped a hand on Khalik's broad shoulder. “Make sure you tell us what your plans are after your engagement has passed. You must come home so we can throw you a ceremony to end all ceremonies.”

“We will speak more about the details later, Father,” Khalik laughed. “Be well and take care of Najyah’s mother.”

“I always do.”

The eagle flew from across the room to land on her master’s shoulder, nuzzling up to the king one final time.

As the others formed a half circle around the royal family, Selina stepped forward.

“Um,” she started, looking at Queen Ishtar.

“What is it, my child?” Khalik’s mother asked.

“Um, I just wanted to thank you for telling me everything you did and showing me all that you did. I’m… happier now,” she said, her voice was confident. “And I hope I can see you again.”

“Of course, you are my son’s friend and a fellow Fire-Kissed, child. We will meet again. Hopefully sooner, rather than later,” the queen said gently. “Have care for yourself and listen to your brother. He seems to be a sensible wizard.”

“I’ll take care of her, your majesty, and thank you for showing her something that I never could have.” Alex bowed his head.

“Please, it was my pleasure. I just hope to see you all again soon.”

“You will have to come back,” Khalik said. “It is unfortunate that Baelin was not here this time. He has been incredibly busy lately.”

“Oh?” King Aksuma raised an eyebrow. “And you know the chancellor well? I thought he was a professor of yours?”

“He is more of a mentor to all of us, especially Alex.” The prince gestured to his friend. “It is too bad you could not have met him on this visit. He is one of the most interesting people you could ever meet, and I guarantee that.”

“I am sure he is quite busy, a man like that, and our visit was not announced in advance,” Queen Ishtar said.

“Still, I think he would’ve liked to have met you,” Alex said. “But the timing was bad. He’s been travelling all over the place, and I’m not sure when we’re going to be seeing him again regularly.”

“Well, perhaps he will be free next time we return,” the king said. “Now, I do understand that you all live lives of danger, but such is the path of magic, and we know this well.”

“But for the sake of yourselves and us, take care.” The queen took her husband’s hand. “Especially you, Khalik and Sinope. You will both be in our prayers and spirits.”

“Be well, Mother and Father.” Khalik and Sinope bowed.

“May the summer flowers be sweet to you,” the dryad said.

“And to you, as well,” the king replied. “Eat well and be well. You may stay in the villa as long as you like until the servants depart.”

He glanced out the window. “Take shelter. The storm seems like it is only going to get worse.”

“Indeed. Farewell for now, until we meet again.’” The queen turned to the teleportation wizard who stood nearby. “Roba?”

“Of course, your majesties.” Roba bowed.

He began to cast a spell.

Alex could feel teleportation magic building.

“Farewell,” Queen Ishtar said.

“Farewell,” King Aksuma said.

“Goodbye, Mother and Father!” Khalik waved.

And then Roba finished his spell.

In a heartbeat, Khalik’s parents vanished.

Tiz stepped into the empty space in the centre of the entrance hall. “You may stay here and wait out the weather while we go about our duties. If you need anything, simply ask.”

“We will, Tiz,” Khalik said, offering Sinope a seat at the table before sitting down himself.

The servant bowed, then left the room.

Thundar crossed his arms, looking through the window.

“Well, we might be here for a while,” the minotaur grunted. “That storm doesn’t look like it’ll be letting up any time soon. Can you teleport us all the way back to your place, Alex?”

“Well, I can travel even farther than I could during the Grand Battle, but all the way back to the city? No, not yet,” Alex admitted, pulling out Selina and Theresa’s chairs. “But I’m working on it. It’s getting easier to make longer jumps. Soon, maybe in a week or so, I should be able to reach the city from here with the way things are going.”

“A marvellously convenient power,” Isolde said. “Has anyone been asking you questions? You raised quite the commotion during our battle.”

“Oh yeah, lots of people have been asking me how I did what I did.” Alex crossed his arms. “I just said I was developing some new magic, which is true, and that I wouldn’t be talking about it for a while.”

“That’s good,” Thundar said. “I was scared they were going to accuse us of cheating.”

“Wasn’t a fifth-tier spell.” Alex shrugged. “So no problem there.”

“Good! It’ll be amazing when you can teleport us really far,” Selina said. “We could see so many things, just like the Traveller did.”

“Yeah, we could, couldn’t we?” Alex said. “We should be doing that, one day.”

“When do you think we’ll be able to?”

The Thameish wizard thought about it, looking out at the storm. “I can’t say for sure, but I’ve got faith it’ll sooner than later.”

Selina watched the storm as well.

She touched the Traveller’s symbol around her neck. “Then I have faith too.”
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In Thameland, under a clear sky, Merzhin the Saint stared at his symbol of Uldar. The white hand of his god seemed to blaze bright in the sliver of morning light peeking through his tent flap.

He’d been staring at it for a good hour now.

But he had neither felt divine revelation.

Or heard his god speak.

At last, he sighed.

“I must follow your will,” he said. “At all times. And I have put this off for too long. Do not worry, my God. I will do what must be done.”

With those words, he left his tent.

And the Saint of Uldar went in search of Carey London.


Chapter 78


Broken Glass



“If I might have a word,” Merzhin’s voice came inches from behind Carey.

The young woman yelped, the specimen jar in her hands slipped to the rocky ground at her feet.

Glass shattered, gleaming like crystals as she whirled, finding herself face to face with an apologetic Saint of Uldar.

“Oh, I am so sorry!” He bent down, hastily picking up shards of glass.

“No, no, stop!” she cried. “You need gloves, you’ll cut yourse—Ah.”

A line of red ran from one of Merzhin’s fingers.

“It’s alright,” he said, not looking up at her or even pausing, continuing to gather glass despite the red dripping on the ground. “I have this. I can fix this.”

“No, you’ll hurt yourself!” She crouched before him, picking up jagged fragments of glass with the sturdy alchemist’s gloves she’d been wearing to pack her specimen containers, tools, and ingredients she’d be needing to conduct experiments in the field.

“I am Uldar’s Holy Saint, I can fix such wounds with ease, once the job is done,” he said. “Uldar’s glory blesses me… It blesses us all.”

There was an odd quality to his voice as he uttered those words, but Carey couldn’t quite grasp what it was.

‘It almost sounds like he’s in pain,’ she thought, before dismissing it. ‘Oh, don’t be silly, Carey, of course he’s in pain. He cut himself.’

“What are you doing?” she asked as he scooped up the last bits of glass.

He held his hand over the glass, then spoke: “Holy Uldar, as you relieved your flock of the Great Drought, please wash away the blood on this field.”

His hand glowed with divine light, and water rained from his fingers, washing away the red.

“There, all clean,” he said, still not meeting her gaze.

“Really? You’re going to wash away blood from broken glass before healing your own wounds? Merzhin, you really must take better care of yourself,” she chided him.

“Ah, priorities. I must fix the problem, then fix the perpetrator,” he said, divine light now playing over the wound on his hand. In seconds, it was gone.

“Perpetrator?” Carey scoffed. “Merzhin, it’s only a bit of glass. We have more specimen jars than I can count. If I’d been carrying the ingredients for today’s experiment, then yes, you definitely would be justified in apologising to me and Professor Jules. They’re too expensive and volatile to be dropping. Fortunately, everything’s all safely in my pack, since I’m responsible for running the experiment today. Ah… the joys of heading into third-year. But anyway, about this jar.”

She took the broken glass to the portable sharp-disposal bin.

“One jar won’t be missed,” she said, dropping the pieces into the bin. “You’ve committed no major crimes,” she teased.

“I was careless, and needed to take responsibility for that,” he said, still not looking at Carey.

“Really now, it’s only a piece of glass, Merzhin. You shouldn’t beat yourself so thoroughly, but… oh, will you look at me? You’re making me feel like some stern school mistress with your head hanging low like that.”

Sheepishly, the Saint raised his head. “I… apologise for scaring you.”

Something about the way he looked at her—his large eyes wide—tickled at her spirit.

She began to shudder. Then giggle. Then finally broke into a low, rolling laugh.

“What? What’s wrong?” he asked, his boyish features twisted with worry.

“Nothing is the matter, Merzhin!” She raised her hands as though asking for mercy. “I think it’s just simply so absurd. I’ve never seen you so shame-faced, and yet it’s over such a trivial thing. Now what is it you wanted to talk about?”

“First, let me apologise for the broken glass,” he insisted.

She rolled her eyes. “Fine, then. ‘I forgive you, Merzhin, Saint of Uldar.’ Is that what you wished to hear?”

The relief on his face was so earnest that it actually caught Carey by surprise. His slight shoulders visibly relaxed. “That is good. That’s a relief. In any case…” He paused, as though each word he uttered would decide the fate of Thameland. “I want to discuss a matter of faith with you, Carey.”

Instantly, her heart dropped.

‘The last thing I want to hear is you praising Uldar right now,’ she thought, looking around the camp hoping to find someone to save her. Unfortunately, no salvation was near. The expedition members were in the middle of planning the day’s excursion, preparing their gear, and reconnecting after some time apart.

Many of the invisible barriers between the Thameish army and the Generasians had melted away, and folk now chatted, catching up like old friends.

No one looked like they were on the verge of leaving, or of needing her attention.

Even Tyris was away, out scouting surrounding mountains with Vesuvius, Watchers of Roal, and Thameish rangers.

No help would be forthcoming.

‘Looks like I’ll just have to swallow my medicine as early as… right now, whether I planned to do so or not,’ she thought grimly.

“Well, I cannot say I am surprised,” she said gently, trying to bury her displeasure. Carey was definitely not looking forward to some big lecture on Uldar, and all the hiding of her true feelings that would require. She exhaled slowly, steeling herself. “You are St. Merzhin, after all. What is it about Uldar you wish to discuss?”

“It is not about Uldar,” his voice rose, and his eyes burned with zeal. “It is about you, Carey. I have reason to believe—from how you’ve been speaking lately—that you have wandered away from Uldar’s guiding hand. Am I right?”

Carey London’s thoughts stopped.

Of all the conversations she thought she would be having with Merzhin, this was among the very last.

Her mind whirled, panic seizing it, trying to find some lie or excuse to get out of the conversation.

Her silence only spurred him on.

“I knew it! Carey, you must come back to Uldar’s love,” Merzhin said, stepping toward her. His expression was like that of a forlorn child. “I… I would like to think that over the months we have fought beside each other that we… I… I would like to think that we’ve become something like…” His voice trembled. “…Friends. And I do not want friends to lose their way.”

Silence followed.

Carey noticed eyes falling on them from nearby.

Some of the priests, who’d been planning the day’s journey with Watcher Hill, looked at the Saint in curiosity.

She cursed beneath her breath.

“Must we have this conversation now, Merzhin?” she whispered.

“Yes, I really think we should, I think we’ve already waited much too long. Matters of the soul cannot wait.”

She sighed, looking at the surrounding wilderness. There were copses of trees among the boulders and ridges rising above either side of the valley, which the scouting teams had swept both last evening and this morning.

There was no sign of Ravener-spawn for at least a mile, according to the Watchers and Thameish rangers.

“Fine,” she said. “Then if we are to have this conversation, perhaps we should go elsewhere?” She looked meaningfully at the ridges.

Merzhin followed her gaze, then laughed bitterly. “Yes, of course, privacy. My fellow Heroes leave for the wilderness to have their secret meetings often enough. I should enjoy the same privilege as well. It was wrong of me to start such a personal conversation in the presence of others. You are right, we should move our talk elsewhere.”

“Mhmmm.” Carey nodded to a nearby ridge. “Over there?”

“Yes. And don’t worry about Ravener-spawn, I shall protect you.”

She rolled her eyes. “There’s no monsters for at least a mile.”

Merzhin shrugged. “One never knows.”

“Hmm… I suppose you’re right, at that. Give me a moment.”

Quickly, the young woman went to fetch a few extra items from the supply cache, adding them to the gear in her pack.

A few more daggers.

More oil for her lantern.

Some rations.

These joined what was already in her pack: alchemical supplies, rations, water, some potions of body enhancement…

And the vital item for today’s experiment.

Something she would have to be extra cautious with.

“Alright, I’m ready,” she said, strapping the pack to her back and returning to Merzhin. “I’ll lead, you follow.”

Together, the young woman and the Saint left camp, greeted the posted guards, and made their way up the rocky terrain above the valley.
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“So, you wanted to talk to me about my faith?” Carey asked, sitting down on a smooth boulder.

Merzhin and Carey hadn’t ventured far from the encampment, only about fifty yards to the west, and some twenty or thirty yards up the mountain side. They’d settled into a little crag shielded by boulders and a series of trees.

She watched the trees from the rock.

Memories of the invisible monster that attacked the castle returned, but the Watchers had scanned the immediate area, searching for anything lurking there and had found nothing. The mountains were quiet, save for bird calls and the buzzing of insects.

The spot was far enough for their talk, yet close enough to call for help should they need it.

Now, as far as Carey was concerned, it was just a matter of getting this over with.

Pacing in the middle of the copse of trees, the Saint of Uldar mulled over his words. “The more we talk, the more I’m convinced that you have left the faith. You speak of Uldar not with any glowing awe as befits him, but with something akin to dismissal. You speak of the cycle with bitterness and distrust. I have come to believe that you have lost your faith in Uldar. Is this true?”

Carey thought of how exactly to answer him.

A part of her wanted to lie and return to camp as soon as possible… but it would never work. Merzhin already felt her distrust for Uldar. Perhaps if she was as good at hiding her feelings as Alex was, she might be able to lie her way out of this.

But she was not Alex Roth, who carried the knowledge of Uldar’s possible betrayal seemingly without burden. She was Carey London, and the burden of that knowledge had lain heavy on her. Heavy enough for Merzhin to notice her shoulders bowed beneath it.

She sighed.

“The truth is, Merzhin…” A part of her wanted to trust the Saint; he seemed so earnest, after all. But so had so many of the priests she’d ever known. A partial truth would be needed here. “I wonder where Uldar is. I wonder why he is not back to help us.”

“Many have asked that—” he began.

“Hold now, I am not done,” she said. “Is he truly worthy of our worship, Merzhin? Truly?”

His face blanched. “Is our god… worthy? Carey, it is us who must be worthy of him.”

“That goes both ways. Uldar helps us by granting his priests spells and giving us the Heroes,” she said.

“Exactly, his gifts are⁠—”

“I’m still not done, Merzhin. So, where is he? You and I have heard the Initial Parables. Uldar used to walk among us, helping directly. His powers were great and his kindness unending. Sometimes his love would be harsh, but no harsher than any parent’s love toward their children. He was not cruel to us. He fought our enemies alongside us. He united and protected these lands, taming the weather and helping the earth yield great bounty. So, where is he now?”

“He has ascended, Carey,” he said. “And left proxies for us.”

“But his proxies have been fighting the Ravener for how many cycles? Do we truly know? How many times have we fought over and over again, praying to Uldar in fear?”

Anger boiled in her now.

“How many times must we go through this? How much pain? How much death? How much is enough?”

Merzhin’s face began to grow red. “Carey, do not disrespect the deity who has protected us for all those cycles.”

“No. You’re wrong,” she said. “You protected us for all those cycles.”

He paused. “Pardon?”

“You, as in, you Heroes.” She pointed at him. “People like St. Avelyn, like St. Merzhin, like the Traveller.” A warmth spread through her as she uttered the Saint of Alric’s title. “Like Cedric, Hart, Drestra, and all the other Heroes of the past, including the Fool. And where is Uldar, Merzhin?”

“He watches us, guiding us from his throne,” he insisted.

“And yet he does not speak to us? Why doesn’t he send more Heroes? Armies of spirits, of engeli? Nothing? Not even counsel? Let me ask you this. How does it feel when you pray to Uldar—begging for guidance—and all you get back is silence?”

The young man recoiled as though she’d struck him. “He speaks to us subtly.”

“But why?” she demanded, pulling a chain from beneath the neckline of her blouse. There was a tiny symbol of a lantern attached to it. The symbol of the Traveller. “The Saints of the past aided us directly. They provided guidance. They fought for us. The Saint of Alric dedicated her life to battling the Ravener and working to save our people. She fought in one cycle just to lose her life in the next…”

Carey swallowed. “I am not sure where I am spiritually, Merzhin. But I can tell you this, when I think of a Saint that gave her life and everything for our people… praying to her brings me warmth. But when I pray to Uldar? It brings me nothing.”

“We see his works, Carey,” his voice sounded frantic. “His works are mysterious, but they work. Look, he even brought us your friends! You’re all looking into the Ravener, seeking to end the cycle. That is Uldar’s plan.”

He turned his back on her. “You’re my friend. I don’t want sorrow to crush you, Carey. Uldar’s faith has blessed me with great power. It has kept me warm. His church has fed me. Taught me. It taught you, and all of us. I understand anger, that is only natural, but—even if you were angry at your mother and father—surely forgiveness and union is better than abandonment of bonds. You have fought with friends, and made up, have you not? Anger is natural, but I don’t want that to turn into something that drives you away from divine protection. No one deserves that… especially my friend.”

It took every ounce of her will to stop herself from screaming at him.

She wanted to tell him everything. About the evidence that those who believed in Uldar could control dungeon cores. That faith in their god brought control over something that was supposedly his greatest enemy… and that he’d failed to tell his people that.

But she couldn’t.

She could only hope that—in time—all would become clear, and Merzhin could know a little more about what was really rotting in the centre of Thameland.

Taking a deep breath, she opened her mouth to speak to him calmly.

To offer comfort.

She never got the chance.

A large, calloused hand clamped over her mouth.

And a powerful force began dragging a struggling Carey into the stone.


Chapter 79


Taken



Merzhin, the Saint of Uldar was troubled.

Carey’s words played through his mind, biting at him, gnawing at his resolve. There was a kernel of terrible truth in what she had said, echoing doubts he’d left unspoken, even in his own mind.

All of his life, there had been only silence.

Faith had filled his spirit, but he had never been graced by Uldar’s words, or the majesty of his revelation. No wisdom had ever come from his god. No guidance. Nothing save for what was written in ancient books and translated by mortal hands and tongues.

He knew well that the whispers of Uldar were subtle.

Yet the sounds of a struggle behind him were anything but.

Fear struck Uldar’s Saint like a thunderbolt, freezing his blood in horror. “Carey!” he cried, spinning around.

The young woman was clawing at a pair of powerful—and very human—arms dragging her down into the boulder she’d been sitting on. Scarred, calloused hands clutched her mouth, her eyes were wide with fear.

Her outstretched hand reached for the Saint, pleading for help.

And Merzhin answered.

“Begone, foul cultist!” he shouted, his high-pitched tone piercing the air. Uldar’s power flowed through the divine gate in his soul. His wrath grew. “You dare enter these lands to corrupt Uldar’s children!” his voice boomed, loud enough to reach the encampment below.

But no one seemed to notice.

He began channelling Uldar’s power.

Abruptly, his words stopped.

As did his actions.

“What?” Merzhin whispered.

A ward was closing around the copse of trees. He felt its divine energy smothering sound, preventing it from reaching the valley.

“What is this?” he gasped in confusion, feeling divine energy from the barrier. It was as clear as the midday sun, and as mighty. “Why… why has our lord’s power manifested like this?”

His lip trembled, his mind was in shock.

“Mer—Merzhin!” Carey had bitten the heel of the hand holding her mouth, and called out to the Saint. She began speaking the words of a spell, but the hand clamped harder. She tried biting it again, but it wouldn’t budge, fixed in place like stone.

She was sinking into the rock.

“Carey!” Merzhin shouted, raising his hands. “Holy Uldar! Guide my power! Let me command this⁠—”

Before he could finish, the grip on Carey tightened.

Thick arms flexed, muscles bulged, pulling hard.

“Merz—” she screamed.

And slipped away.

His prayer stuttered.

“No!” Merzhin’s voice broke as he ran to the boulder.

His hands felt along its surface, but it was solid. There were no hidden entrances or trap doors concealed by illusion.

“What… what is happening?” He still sensed the presence of the ward. “My lord Uldar, why are you hiding our cries for aid? No, no. There must be a mistake. I—I have to call the others, we need their help!”

He raised his hand, calling upon Uldar’s power to pierce the barrier.

When it was destroyed, he would bring to bear the wrath of every priest and member of the Thameish army under his command, and every Generasian ally down upon the blasphemous creature that took Carey. Together, they would scour the mountains until they found her, then punish the one who’d mimicked Uldar’s power and abducted her. Holy Uldar was⁠—

“Peace, Holy Saint,” a grizzled voice spoke from behind him.

Merzhin whirled, holy lightning playing about his hands; his eyes blazed.

His arms rose, only to stop.

Standing atop a boulder before him was an old man, squat, muscular, and bearing shoulders that would put a blacksmith’s to shame. Despite the grey in his beard, his eyes had a youthful shine.

And—within large, calloused hands—he held…

…Uldar’s symbol.

“What treachery is this?” Lightning danced between Merzhin’s fingers. “What are you doing in our lands, cultist? Remove that ward and tell me where my friend is, or I swear on Uldar’s name, I will destroy you!”

“Please, Holy Saint, there is much here beyond what there seems to be at first glance,” the man said, lowering his head. “I am but a humble priest of our god, and I am here to bring peace to your heart and tell you to trust in our god’s plan. I heard your words earlier. You’ve been carrying a great burden, haven’t you? But you know Uldar works in divine mysteries, not mundane words.”

“You are not answering me…” Merzhin said, though some of the certainty had left his voice. A priest? The man did have a holy symbol of Uldar, but anyone could have…

No…

Merzhin looked at him more closely, opening his divine senses.

What he felt shook him to his core.

The man was sheathed in more objects bearing Uldar’s power than even the Heroes had the privilege of wielding. His clothing was blessed with it, items about his person glowed with it, his cloak was swathed in it, and unseen wards played about his person, blazing with it.

‘How is it possible that a cultist could possess so many artefacts of Uldar’s power? And that symbol…’ Merzhin’s eyes fell on the symbol of Uldar dangling from the man’s beefy hand.

His god’s power flowed around it.

“You seem to doubt my words, Holy Saint. I cannot fault your skepticism, but observe.” The old man jerked his chin toward a pinecone lying on the ground. “May I?”

Merzhin’s mind raced. Something buried in the back of his thoughts screamed at him to shove this old man aside. Every moment wasted put Carey in more danger.

But the mystery before him tugged at his thoughts, tearing them apart.

Was this a test of faith?

He needed to know what was happening.

He needed to know what trial or boon Uldar had placed before him.

“Go ahead,” the Saint said evenly.

Eldin nodded. “I will act slowly, to show that I’m not trying to deceive you.”

His words rang with sincerity, quiet with apologetic tones as he carefully made his way to the pinecone. Almost gingerly, he bent down, scooping earth between his rough palms.

He buried the fruit of the pine tree, taking his time, patting the mound of soil, then holding his hands mere inches above it. “And Uldar came forth to smile upon the wicked,” he intoned, his words ringing with holy conviction.

Merzhin startled as he felt Uldar’s divine embrace.

“And he cleansed their hearts and their fallow fields, so that they came unto him and gave their thanks—” he continued.

Merzhin’s patience was thin, he didn’t trust this man, he was too much of a puzzle. He had no time for puzzles, and yet he forced himself not to demand that the old man finish his prayer. He remembered how Drestra would grow annoyed when he took ‘too long’ to call upon Uldar’s will.

He, better than most, understood that these deeds took time, and if successful, would confirm or deny the righteousness of the man’s actions.

It would illuminate what was happening.

“They wiped away their greed and gave themselves over to worship. In return? He made their fields fallow no more,” the old man finished.

A surge of Uldar’s divine power poured into the earth covering the pinecone.

Suddenly, a green shoot wriggled free from the soil, reaching toward the sunlight, delicate branches spreading out as though in praise of Uldar’s glory.

Merzhin’s jaw fell.

This was no ordinary divinity. It was rare, only channelled by those very high in the church’s order.

No random cultist would know it.

Which could only mean.

“You are a priest,” Merzhin’s voice shook. “Holy man, what is happening? Why have you taken my friend?”

“Hmmm, it seems you are troubled, my child,” the priest said, slowly walking toward Merzhin. His shoulders relaxed, and the gentle smile on his lips reminded the Saint of the kindly priests who’d raised him.

Who’d brought him into Uldar’s glory.

“I am troubled because you took my friend!” Merzhin snapped. “Where is she?”

“I suppose I owe you an explanation, young child of Uldar.” The old man scratched his chin. “I took her because she needed protection.”

That gave Merzhin pause. “Protection? From what? She is surrounded by friends.”

“Is she? Are they really friends?” the old man countered. “Tell me, how have things between you and the Heroes been of late? Have you not noticed a distance between you and them? A growing distance?”

Merzhin blinked rapidly. “How… how do you know that? Who are you?”

The old man’s tone grew quieter. Tender, soothing.

As gentle as the Saint imagined Uldar’s voice would be in his dreams.

“I am a servant. My name is not important beneath Uldar’s glory,” the priest said, with eyes as kind as his voice. “And I know of these things because it is my duty to preserve Uldar’s flock. My task is to bestow upon you a test.”

“A… test?” Merzhin asked.

“Yes.” The old man’s smile faded. “Ask yourself, Holy Saint Merzhin. Ask yourself what has happened to you! Your entire life has been spent at Uldar’s bosom, warm in his embrace. The church fed you. Your faith guided you. It led you to that Mark of Uldar on your body! But you have been suffering lately, have you not?”

The Saint bit his lip.

“Oh how you have suffered my child. Loneliness in the face of the Heroes. Secrets among you where there should only be union against the Ravener. Pain and mental anguish. The argument between you and your friend, just now. Tell me, didn’t this turmoil only begin when the Heroes began leaving you behind, departing for Greymoor? I have seen what they do there.”

“What?” Merzhin said. “What do they do?”

The old priest sighed deeply. “They train. They plot. They exclude you. Falsehoods are swarming among them like vermin… Among us all like insects in the mist. They hide our true path from us.”

“Just… just as the mists hid the path of Uldar’s pilgrims when they sought the sea during the eleventh cycle?” Merzhin asked.

“As it was then, is as it is now. More things in life are circular than you might think. When you grow old, you will see life’s repetitions. You will recognise them, just as I recognise what is happening to your friend, Carey,” the man said softly.

“What is it?” the Saint choked.

“She has been caught in a deadly maelstrom that threatens all of us. That threatens you, and the other Heroes. That threatens Uldar’s great plan, just as surely as any Fool’s betrayal, or any interloper can,” the old man pronounced. “We are protecting her and luring out those who wish to do her, and all others belonging to Uldar, harm.”

“Who? Who works against us?” Merzhin demanded.

“The same threat that turns the other Heroes against you. The same one that brings doubt and fear,” the old priest said. “Come, Merzhin. Take calm. Have faith. Trust in Uldar.” The man’s voice lowered. “He is speaking to you.”

And Merzhin desperately wanted that.

Desperately wanted to hear him.

“And… Carey will be safe afterward?” he asked.

“She will. Once the evil influence is lifted from these lands. Your friend will be back in Uldar’s embrace,” the old man promised.

“But what do you need from me?” Merzhin asked.

“The Story of Cromwell. How long do you take to recite it?” the old man asked.

“About a quarter of an hour, why?” the Saint said.

“Recite it to yourself. Here. On your knees. It will provide you with clarity. And afterward—when the others ask—simply say that Carey was lost. We will take care of the rest. If you pass this test, Uldar will reward you,” the old man instructed.

“I… and she will not be harmed?” Merzhin asked.

“She will not.”

“I… I understand…”

“Good, then may the story give you clarity. May our paths cross again.” The old man stepped backward.

“No, wait! Wait!” the Saint suddenly cried. “I wish to come with you.”

And the man paused. “What?”

“I wish to come with you. You say you are helping her. I know her, and I am the Saint of Uldar. There is none whose holy power matches mine. Not completely. I can help, and I can help protect Carey.”

“You are needed here, among the Heroes,” the old man reminded him.

“They seem fine without me,” Merzhin said sadly. “And if speaking to Carey is more likely to reveal what is trying to twist them, then I wish to be there to help. Please. My faith is strong.”

The priest stared at him for a time.

“Fine, do you know the crossroads to the west? The one below Owl Rock?”

“Yes,” Merzhin said.

“Finish your prayer, then meet us there. If you are coming with us, do not wait for the expedition. Simply come to us on your own.”

“I… understand.”

“Now, recite the parable of Cromwell,” the old man said.

“Yes. I will see you soon.”

“You will.” The old priest went to the nearest boulder and melded into the stone.”

For a time, Merzhin could only sit with a seed of doubt still swimming in his mind.

‘Clarity,’ he thought. ‘I need clarity.’

And he settled down on his knees.

And prayed.
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Eldin emerged from a rough, stone wall into a cavern, thanking Uldar that none of his agents were still there. “They’re already on their way. Good.” He looked over his shoulder toward the Saint’s direction. “Things grow complicated.”

He must send Uldar’s monsters away before meeting up with the Saint. The young man would not understand.

For a moment, Eldin was tempted to simply let him wait at the crossroad while he fulfilled his duty… but doing so would be unwise.

If the Saint thought he had been betrayed, there was no predicting what he would do. He could very well inform the Generasians of everything he’d seen.

The risk could not be abided.

“Should I kill him?” he wondered aloud. “No… we need our Heroes, and if they can be saved… then… oh…”

A thought brewed in his mind.

Perhaps the Saint was being tested by Uldar.

Perhaps it was time for him to be initiated into the greater secrets of the faith.

Eldin could see how troubled Merzhin was, but he could also see his deep resolve, and strength of his belief in Uldar. Those were seeds that if properly tended, would yield strong recruits to the secret order.

“And besides,” he whispered. “This young Saint wouldn’t be the first Hero to join our ranks.”

Eldin slipped into the rock he was standing near, moving through it like water, making his way back to Uldar’s other servants.

Meanwhile, where two once stood in the cavern, only one now remained in the shadows, one who had been observing the old priest for a while.

“Huh…” the Guide whispered. “The game grows more and more interesting. If this keeps up, I’ll be holding some fine quarry in my hands soon enough. I just know it.”


Chapter 80


The Falling Dark



“Come, we must keep moving,” Eldin said, emerging from the cave wall about a mile from where he’d left the Saint.

Several of his agents startled, hands reaching for holy weapons and only relaxing when they realised it was him who had spoken. They formed a circle in the wide tunnel, filling the space they’d been led to by Uldar’s monsters, ready to defend not only against attacks from the rear and front, but also from the walls.

Just as Eldin had taught them.

He nodded, well pleased.

In the centre of the formation, two agents held a litter between them, bearing the still form of Carey London—deep in slumber from Uldar’s divinity—while a circle of defenders surrounded them.

If the first lines of defence were breached, their precious cargo would still be protected.

“You are here,” Miller’s voice came from farther down the cavern. There—beyond the white radiance of holy light held within orbs of sanctified crystal—lurked Uldar’s monstrous minions. The humanoid monsters, whose scabby flesh blended with the dark rock around them, eyed Carey with ill-intent.

Some twitched like beasts straining against an unseen chain.

But none approached as Eldin joined his agents.

“Yes, I wish there had been no delays, but, I am finally here.” The old priest sighed. “Do not stop on my account. I kept the Saint occupied for as long as I could, and I see you have made good use of the time, advancing as far as you did.”

“Yes, Holy Leader,” an agent said. “We moved as quickly as possible, as you instructed. Tell us… how did you distract the Saint? Did you learn more about our enemies?”

“I will tell you as we go. There is often much to learn in Uldar’s service. Now, come, we must be away before the expedition is alerted,” he said.

The old priest began walking, recounting his conversation with Merzhin as they pressed ahead through the tunnels. Uldar’s monsters led the way. When Eldin’s tale was done, a younger agent bowed her head in deference.

“That was masterful,” she almost crowed.

Eldin sighed heavily. “There is no mastery in confusing an already confused child. I only had to speak the words he wished to hear. It was simple. The greater learning is not in the manipulation, but in the research. Learning about and observing the Saint allowed me to say what I needed to say. Keep this lesson in mind.”

“Yes, Holy Leader,” the agent said. “So, what do we do now?”

“Now, we deliver the bait to the First Apostle.” He looked down at the sleeping form of Carey London. Her breathing was light.

“I instructed the Holy Saint to spend time contemplating our lord’s parable of the Story of Cromwell to gain clarity, and when he finishes his reflection, leave without word to either the Heroes or Generasians, and meet me at the western crossroads below Owl Rock,” he said. “Once the foreigners realise that both he and their companion are gone, they will go searching for them, and by that time, we will have our captive far from their grasp. I told him I will return to him, and I shall, which will leave him none the wiser to my true intentions. But for the moment, I must speak to our companions.

“Butcher, Miller, Singer, and Baker!” he called through the tunnel, amused at his mundane names for such dangerous servants of Uldar.

Many sets of eyes turned to him from amongst the monstrous horde, raising the hackles of his agents.

Singer slowed, falling back and nodding to Eldin.

“What is it, child of Uldar?” the humanoid monster asked.

“I will need you and your companions to part from us for a time,” the old man said. “With respect, servant of our god, the Saint will be joining us, and if he sees you… he will misunderstand.”

“What of the plan?” Singer asked.

“It will work even better now,” Eldin said. “To Uldar’s enemies, it will appear that the Holy Saint and our prisoner have disappeared together, making them likely to panic and deliver themselves into our hands all the quicker. And when they do, you know precisely what to do next.”

“Yes,” Singer said. “Our task is simple, we are to capture any Usurper who comes looking for this human, and destroy all other mortals with them.”

“Precisely, and when your part is at an end, we meet where we met in the woods earlier, and together, bring the prisoners to our sanctum for questioning and disposal,” Eldin said.

“Yessssss,” Singer hissed. “Death to those who threaten the great works that must be done!”

“Umm, forgive my intrusion, Holy Leader.” One of the agents cleared his throat. “May I speak freely?”

“You may,” Eldin said. “What is it?”

“It’s about the Holy Saint. What if he proves… unprepared for the truth of our order?”

“I believe he is ready,” Eldin said. “He is confused, but his faith is strong. Having a new truth to cling to will do him good and bring him to us. And I admit, I feel somewhat sorry for the boy. He is abandoned, alone, and struggling. Better he stride with us than chase the backs of Heroes who are leaving him behind for their own purposes.”

“That is noble of you, Holy Leader,” the agent said.

“Nobility is a privilege,” Eldin said grimly. “One we only have because—for the moment—we are winning. If we lose that privilege, or it becomes clear that the Saint’s loyalties will develop… differently… then our duty is to do away with him.”

No outcry of protest rose from his agents.

No cry of confusion or reluctance.

Just a single phrase was spoken, uttered with determination and union of purpose, “Yes, Holy Leader.”

Eldin could not help but smile.

His agents were a blessing, and he was proud of their dedication.

He only hoped that Uldar would look upon them and smile too.
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“A Hero will be near a Usurper,” the petrifier named Miller said.

The pack of Ravener-spawn had separated from the humans some hours ago, and were now travelling overland at speed, heading south to their objective: the mortal enclave of Greymoor.

“Yes,” Baker said, the creature’s long legs propelling it through the wilderness. Positioned carefully in its maw, the Ravener’s Hunters were well concealed, poised to act. The monster moved its jaws with care, to avoid crushing them. “What if the Saint hinders our plans? What if they are ruined? What if the Hero interferes?”

“Then we will deal with him,” Butcher growled. “He is a small cog in the Ravener’s great plan, if he must be sacrificed to achieve our goal, then so be it. Our master’s plan is solid, and when set in motion, the Usurpers will be destroyed. Balance will return to the cycle as it should. For now, save your breath. We have the bait. The trap must be readied.”
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Loud pounding on the bakery door drove Alex from a peaceful sleep.

“What?” he grunted, shaking away the cobwebs and unfolding his body from a chair in his lab.

He checked the time.

Only thirty minutes had passed since he’d fallen asleep, hoping to catch a restoring couple of hours of rest. It was still the middle of the night.

“Who in all hells is that?” Alex muttered, pulling on his boots.

Thundering footsteps echoed from upstairs.

Claygon was moving.

‘Who is that, Claygon?’ Alex asked, making his way to the stairs. He fought back a yawn. ‘Is it another customer who doesn’t understand what opening and closing hours me⁠—’

‘Father… Vesuvius is outside. I can see the glow of his lava from the window.’

“What?” Alex was now fully awake. “Vesuvius should be in Thameland with Tyris.”

The young wizard took the stairs two at a time, reaching the lab door and pulling it open.

Orange light poured through the bakery windows.

A familiar voice was yelling at the front door.

“Alex! Alex, open up, it’s me, Tyris!”

“What’s going on?” He rushed to the door, flinging it wide.

Tyris Goldtooth stood in front of her enormous familiar, looking like she hadn’t slept in days.

“What’s wrong? Come in and⁠—”

“I don’t have time,” she said. “I’m only here because Professor Jules told me to tell you. Carey’s gone.”

Alex’s heart froze.

He heard Claygon’s thunderous footfalls pause on the stairs.

“What are you talking about…?” the young man murmured.

“Exactly what I said, she’s gone!” she snapped. “Look, I’ve got to get back to the portal so I can keep searching, but this morning, she went for a walk with Merzhin and never came back!”

“What?” Alex’s heart pounded in his chest. “What about Merzhin, doesn’t he know⁠—”

“He’s gone too,” she said through a clenched jaw. Her gold tooth gleamed when she spoke. “He completely disappeared! No one knows what’s happened to him, and the priests are losing their shit. The rest of us are out looking for Carey⁠—”

Claygon thundered down the steps.

“How long has she… been missing?” the golem asked.

“Over twelve hours now,” the battle mage said. “Jules is organising searches with Watcher Hill. The Heroes have been searching for them, but they said we needed to bring you in.”

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?” he demanded.

Tyris’ green eyes flashed. “Because I was looking for Carey. Watcher Hill said that every minute that passed counted, and we’ve been turning the world upside down for every single one of those minutes. I didn’t have time to come get you until they made me, and I still don’t. Now, I’ve got to get back. The professor and the Heroes want you there right now.”

She turned.

“But wait, what about Baelin?” Alex asked.

The battlemage growled. “No one knows where he is. We’re on our own. No, we’ve got each other. Carey’s on her own… no, she’s got Merzhin.”

Alex grimaced.

He desperately hoped that ‘having Merzhin’ was a good thing.
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“And why were these tunnels not located earlier?” Professor Jules shouted as Alex opened the door. “We’ve lost almost an entire day! Had we known about the—Oh, Mr. Roth. Good. You’re here. And Claygon too.”

“Yeah, I’m here,” he said, scanning the room.

The map room in the Research Castle was filled with Watchers bent over the central map with Professor Jules.

She looked up at them. “Leave us for now, but this conversation is not over. And someone go find the Heroes. We need to assemble.”

The Watchers looked at each other grimly before bowing to the alchemy professor and filing out of the room. Behind them, the sharp click of the door sounded final.

“What was that about?” Alex asked.

“Yes… you sounded… angry…” Claygon’s voice was soothing.

“Tunnels, Mr. Roth,” she grunted, jamming a finger against a spot on the map. “These grey rises and bumps represent Finnegan’s Crags, a mountainous region in northern Thameland. It’s where Carey and Merzhin disappeared, and where our earth mages found tunnels hundreds of yards below the ground around there. They’d been recently collapsed.”

Alex flinched. “The same way dungeons make tunnels under Greymoor.”

“Exactly, which is why I am disappointed that no one thought to have earth mages check for them until hours after Ms. London disappeared,” she growled. “What or whoever took her, could have killed her by now, for all we know. And Merzhin too, for that matter. This is a nightmare!”

She turned from the map in disgust, pacing back and forth.

“You should have sent for me earlier,” Alex said. “I can teleport. I could have searched⁠—”

“In truth, neither you nor Miss London should have been here!” she snapped.

Alex took a step back. “Professor?”

“I warned that old goat!” she snarled. “What you discovered about the dungeon cores is an unknown among unknowns. And unknowns can be fraught with danger. The castle was attacked by monsters targeting you and Carey specifically. It was a sign that you should have stayed away! Done research in the safety of Generasi! But, no! You all needed to buy into this madness and get yourselves into… what? Conspiracies involving gods and monsters? And now Miss London could be dead!”

Alex’s stomach dropped.

“This is not… Father’s fault,” Claygon said, his tone defensive. “Please… don’t be angry… at him…”

“I’m not angry at Mr. Roth, Claygon,” she said. “I’m enraged at myself and that old goat bastard!” She looked at Alex. “You are children. Not even twenty yet! It’s the responsibility of us older wizards to guide you safely. And what did I do? I let that half-crazy ancient sorcerer convince me to let Miss London have free-rein! I even rewarded her, letting her lead the experiment that we were to run today. And now, even those dangerous materials are missing!”

“What materials?” Alex asked, his mind racing. “Wait, does she have a dungeon core?”

“No,” she said. “She has⁠—”

The door burst open.

Hart Redfletcher strode in, eyes blazing. “Jules,” he nodded curtly, then looked at Alex. “Come on. We’ve got go.”

“What?” Alex asked. “Did you find Carey?”

“No,” Hart said. “But someone did see one of those clawed monsters that were hunting you two at the Castle. Let’s get out of here, there’s no time to lose.”


Chapter 81


Terrifying Solutions



“What?” Professor Jules cried, grabbing Hart’s arm. “You mean one of those creatures that took so many lives at the Research Castle?”

“Ya,” the Champion of Uldar said. “It was spotted to the north.”

“Was it seen near where Carey was lost?” she asked, dread in her voice.

“We’ve gotta go, I don’t have time to be standing around giving anyone long explanations right now,” Hart pulled away. “C’mon, Alex, I’ll brief you on the way.”

Professor Jules looked as though she was ready to scream, but exhaled instead, making her way to the door. “You can explain to me as well while you’re on your way, Mr. Redfletcher.”

“What?” Alex said, following his professor. “You don’t mean to come with us, do you?”

“Of course not. As I’ve said before, I’m of little use on the battlefield,” Jules reminded him, hurrying down the hallway. “I need something from my office. Come along, gentlemen, it’s on your way.”

“Maybe we should speed things up a little then.” Alex raised his staff. “Planar Doorway should do nicely.”

“Fair enough,” the professor said, reaching toward him.

The teleportation magic awakened, joining with the Traveller’s power, and in a blink, the map room was gone, and Professor Jules’ office was before them.

The white-haired alchemist blinked, surprise in her eyes.

“I should have known. I heard that you were teleporting Claygon all over the arena at the Games without even touching him. You’ll have to tell me how you’ve been able to do that sometime,” she said absently, unlocking her office door and stepping inside.

Moments later she emerged, clutching two runed stones in the palm of her hand, giving one to Alex.

“This is an improved model of the far-speaker I showed you last year. You can use it for communicating from a distance, much like the devices we’ve been experimenting with on campus,” she said. “Except, these are prototypes, they have better range, and can function outside of mana rich environments like Generasi. Keep in mind that there are only five of these available at the moment, so, please, handle it with care, Mr. Roth.”

As she pressed the device into Alex’s hand, she continued, “I’ll be listening in while you search. Press this rune to activate it and keep me informed as much as you can.” She pointed to an oval shaped rune then slid her finger down to a yellow one below. “This glyph cuts the connection, but fair warning, don’t you dare do that! I swear, if you shut me out, I will singe your eyebrows off, Mr. Roth. Now, go.” She turned to Hart. “You can explain what you’ve learned to Mr. Roth, Claygon, and I. I must be kept informed.”

“Understood,” Alex said, gripping the far-speaker. “We’ll… we’ll find Carey, Professor.”

“We… will…” Claygon assured her.

“You had better. Now go!” Professor Jules said. “Oh, and Mr. Roth?”

“Yeah?”

“Keep yourself safe. You as well, Claygon, and you Mr. Redfletcher,” she said primly. “I understand that all of your unique talents make you qualified for this search, and even if I had kept you back in Generasi, Mr. Roth, I know the instant you heard, you would have started a search of your own, anyway. But for the sake of yourself and my sanity, please be careful.”

Her lips tightened to a single line.

“I don’t need any more young people turning up missing… or dead.”
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“Where’s Theresa and the others?” Hart asked over the wind.

The Champion of Uldar, the Fool and his golem flew through the breezy summer night.

Moonlight was dim.

The cloud cover heavy.

And not surprisingly, it felt unnaturally cold.

“She’s on her way,” Alex said. “She had to take my sister over to one of her friends’ houses for the night—maybe even a few days—then go get the others. They should all be here soon.”

“I’ll tell you when they arrive,” Professor Jules said through the far-seeker. “Now, give us the details, Mr. Redfletcher. What did these sightings involve?”

“Mr. Redfletcher… never gonna get used to that,” his deep voice rumbled, shaking his head. “And it’s just the one sighting for now.” Thick fingers coiled around the hilt of his sword, his large eyes scanning the moors as they flew above them. “Some of the rangers were scouting around Nevington, which is about two days’ ride north of here. They met a troop of soldiers and were asking them if they’d seen Carey and Merzhin or anything else strange in the area. No one had seen either, but one of them had spotted Ravener-spawn in the distance about six hours ago.”

His jaw clenched. “The way he described the thing, it sounded like one of those hunting things from last year with those wicked looking claws.”

Alex swallowed, a lump of anger and fear lodging in his throat.

“If one of those things took Carey, then she’s…” Professor Jules started.

“Now hold on, don’t jump to that yet. Something weird’s happening here,” Hart said. “Drestra figures that, first of all, it doesn’t seem like monsters are what took Carey and Merzhin. We know Merzhin’s not the most fun guy to be around, but he’s not going to take shit from some monster either. Even if he got captured or killed, he woulda lit up half the mountain resisting. There’s no way he went quietly. No way.”

“Yeah, that makes sense…” Alex frowned, his mind working. “Look, we’ve been thinking that there’s some secret arm of the church, right? Would Merzhin have trusted a priest from some secret order?”

“Hard to say for sure,” Hart rumbled. “But he trusts priests, they raised him.”

“What are you thinking, Mr. Roth?” Professor Jules’ voice came through the far-seeker as clear as day.

“Honestly? I’m not sure. The thing is… we’ve been expecting the church to make a move at some point. But this is surprisingly early. We haven’t really done anything against it yet. Also, how did they know that Carey needed to be targeted?” His frown deepened. “And at the same time, these Ravener-spawn just happen to appear? Right now? I’m thinking something’s off.”

Silence followed.

“Mr. Roth… you might have a point,” Professor Jules’ voice crackled through the far-speaker. “That would make for a very strange coincidence, wouldn’t it? Normally, I would disapprove of generating a hypothesis from a simple coincidence. But this seems like much more than simply an odd converging of events.”

“Yeah, those particular Ravener-spawn can track anyone who tampered with the dungeon cores,” Hart said. “And at the same time, the church grabs Carey? Yeah, something does stink.”

“It does,” Alex’s tone and mood darkened. “Something’s changed, and I think we’re a step behind whatever that is. Something about this also smells like a trap.”

More silence.

“We will… destroy any trap…” Claygon said. “Do you have a plan… Father?”

“Working on it,” Alex said. “Anyway, you got anything else to tell us, Hart?”

“No, that’s it,” the Champion said.

“Then let’s speed this up,” Alex said. “How far is the nearest fae gate that’ll get us there fastest?”

“About ten more minutes,” Hart said.

“Let’s make that about one.” Alex raised his hands. “Grab on to me.”

Hart and Claygon took the Thameish wizard by the sleeves, and instantly teleported through the night, leaping forward a thousand yards with each jump.

Soon, they arrived at a circle of mushrooms tucked under the shadow of a boulder.

“Through here,” Hart said. “Cedric and Drestra are waiting for us.”
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“Ya made it!” Cedric called as the young wizard stepped through the fae gate. “Don’t y’be worryin’, there’re no priests close by.”

“Glad to hear that,” Alex said, looking around the forest.

The woods were hushed and dim, with the only light coming from the blue-white glow of a miracle playing around Cedric’s hand, and the sliver of moonlight peeking through the canopy.

“Alex.” Drestra nodded, stepping from the darkness, her reptilian eyes flashing. “Did Hart tell you everything?”

“Yeah,” he growled, scratching the back of his head. “And I don’t like it. Where did this soldier see that clawed monster?”

“Just a few minutes from here,” she said. “But we haven’t been able to find its trail. I tried asking the fae if they’ve seen anything, but they said they hadn’t, so they’re either lying to me, not feeling particularly helpful, or they really don’t know anything.”

“Great,” Alex said, his tone simmering with anger. “Just great. I hate being behind anyone, especially the enemy.”

“Y’got a plan?” Cedric asked.

“Working on it,” he said.

“I might have a plan,” Professor Jules’ voice emerged from the far-speaker.

Both Cedric and Drestra yelped, taken by surprise.

“Don’t scare me like that!” the Sage hissed, her voice crackling. “I thought we were being ambushed.”

“Sorry,” Professor Jules said quickly. “Listen up, I just finished speaking with the Watchers and learned that there was another sighting of one of those clawed monsters, about half a day’s ride south of where you are.”

Drestra and Alex looked at each other.

“They’re heading south… toward Greymoor,” he murmured. “This feels coordinated, which makes it really feel like a trap.”

“I agree,” Drestra said.

“I know… but this trap might give us the key to finding Miss London,” Professor Jules said.

“How…?” Claygon asked.

“It’s quite simple. We know these Ravener-spawn can track people like Carey, Drestra, and Alex: people who’ve controlled dungeon cores. Or at least, we have very strong evidence to indicate that.”

“Right,” Alex said. “That’s why these monsters can find us, we can say that much.”

“If,” Jules said. “If I had the proper specimen, I might be able to isolate the organ that allows them to track you, and either reverse engineer it, or even remove it from the creature to use as a type of tracking device.”

“Professor, that’s brilliant!” Alex said. “But wait, we have specimens of those things at the Castle. Can’t you use one of them?”

“No,” she said. “The specimens we currently have are problematic for two reasons. First of all, they have been brutalised. Secondly, they are dead. In order to properly study one of these organs, I will need one alive.”

A hint of burning steel entered her voice. “I usually abhor vivisection, but this is one case where these monsters deserve it, and Miss London cannot afford for me to be squeamish.”

Alex swallowed, nodding grimly. “If that’s what you need, we’ll make sure we get you a living specimen. I’ve got some sleeping potions in my bag. They’ll do the trick.”

“There is one potential flaw with the plan,” Professor Jules said. “I suspect these hunter Ravener-spawn will be accompanied by the petrifying ones again, as they were before. Remember, they have the ability to self-destruct, and if they do so, any specimen we’re hoping for would be destroyed.”

“Hmmmm,” Alex said, deep in thought. “I should be able to teleport one of them away if that happ—Wait… hold on a minute.”

He thought back to the petrifying monster that attacked the Research Castle during the winter. He remembered feeling something deep within the petrifier—a mana-charged organ—that allowed it to self-destruct.

If that organ was removed…

A memory of a conversation he’d had with Baelin a long time ago returned to him.

“I found myself working as a hunter of these assassins for a time,” Baelin had said. “Of course, by the time monarchs had seen the wisdom in hiring wizards and priests to guard them against such magical threats, any assassin with foresight had concluded which way the wind was blowing and either retired or moved on to different methods. Still, some of the younger, less experienced ones tried to keep the trend alive.”

The ancient wizard had burst out laughing. “I swear, Alex, you do not know comedy until you see a young man—dressed all in black leather in the summertime—confidently saunter across a crowded ballroom with a smug expression and a knife in his hand, convinced that no one can see him. Ooooh the look on his face when my first Disintegration spell hit him.”

Alex’s eyebrows had risen. “So, one moment he’s walking across the ballroom, and the next he’s dust?”

“Hah! Well, at least a part of him was! You see, if you become very adept, you can gain a certain finesse with a Disintegration spell. You can actually choose which parts of something you want to turn to dust, and which parts you want to remain intact. With enough practice, you can use it with the precision of a sculptor.”

Alex had swallowed. He hadn’t been sure he’d liked where the conversation was going. “So… this young assassin… what did you do to him?”

“Hah, I disintegrated his skeleton and left the rest! You’ve never seen a human body lose all of its skeletal integrity just like that, have you? Ploop!” Baelin had snapped his fingers for emphasis then made a motion like paste splattering on the ground. “It becomes no more than a mewling pile of meat!”

Alex remembered something else—there was someone in Generasi called a deleo whose job was to punish the guilty by specific means. They were wizards with mastery of the spell Disintegration, who carried out the court’s will by executing criminals who’d committed capital crimes.

“Professor,” Alex said. “Do deleos have pinpoint mastery over Disintegration?”

There was a pause. “Why? They’re not combat mages.”

“Doesn’t matter. Do they?” he repeated.

“Some do,” she said.

“Excellent,” he said. “Then I need you to do me a favour: I think I can stop the self-destruction problem. But to do it, I’ll need one of Generasi’s executioners. Can you make that happen?”

“I can certainly try. Gemini might be able to commission one, considering the emergency.”

“Please ask her, Professor,” Alex said. “With a deleo? We can make your plan happen.”

“Understood, and good hunting, Alex.”

Her voice faded from the far-speaker.

Alex looked up to find the Heroes staring at him.

“What’s uh… what’s vivisection?” Cedric asked.

“It’s like dissecting a body,” Alex explained. “With the difference being, the subject’s still alive at the time.”

Cedric paled. “That’s kinda sick. Aye, the Ravener-spawn deserve it… but can’t believe you’re not even hesitatin’ over doin’ somethin’ like that.”

“It has to be done,” Alex said plainly. “These bastards crossed a line. So we’ll make them wish they never did.”

“Yes… Father…” Claygon echoed.

“You can be a dangerous bastard when you want to be,” Hart said. “It’s almost like you’ve done something like this before.”

“I have.” The Fool of Thameland looked at his golem. “You should’ve seen what I did to a mana vampire to make Claygon. Now, come on. We’ve got monsters to capture. The professors’ scalpels are waiting.”

His hands balled into fists. “And let’s pray to the Traveller, Merzhin and Carey still are.”


Chapter 82


Shadow over Luthering



Sir Sean Swift had been awake for so long that he could mark the number of nights since he’d last seen his bed on most of the fingers of one hand. Sunrise after sunrise had found him sleepless and worried.

That was simply the way of things lately.

“Sir Swift, you must have your rest,” the soldier couldn’t hide her concern.

“Not until this is done!” the knight barked, his irritation plain.

Chewing on the inside of his cheek, he forced his wavering eyes to focus on the forest path ahead. Morning light bled through the canopy as the third sunrise since he’d last slept rose on the horizon.

The shadows were deep.

But the hunt couldn’t wait.

“In every report of a sighting of these clawed monsters we hear that they’re getting closer to Luthering,” he said. “Foreign battle mages are stationed in a town that lies under my protection, so, how can I sleep if others are pushing so hard?”

His hands tightened on the reins. “How can I sleep when the Saint of Uldar is missing?”

Nearly three days had passed since St. Merzhin disappeared alongside a young Thameish woman who was working with the Generasians.

The entire realm had been turned upside down, with every able-bodied man and woman—from the lowliest soldier to the king himself—mobilised to find the missing Hero.

Sir Swift was no exception. For days now, northern battalions had reported sightings of strange, clawed Ravener-spawn. Unnervingly humanoid creatures, never before seen in any bestiary that the knight knew of.

He’d been told that identical creatures had attacked the Generasian’s Research Castle in the north last winter.

“A Fool is expendable,” Father McDowell, one of Sir Swift’s closest spiritual advisors, said. “But a Saint? A Saint is the Heroes’ greatest healer. Chances of past Hero parties surviving was always much lower if their Saint was injured or killed.”

“We know,” Sir Swift said. “And that is why he must be found. If there are strange monsters heading toward Luthering? I won’t rest until I lay my eyes, and my blade on them.”

“Sir Swift, we won’t be much good to anyone if you collapse,” one of his rangers said. “You must rest.”

“The scouts are due to return soon,” the commander said, pushing aside a branch hanging over the path. “If we⁠—”

A woman suddenly shouted from ahead, “Commander! There’s something over here! Follow my voice!”

The knight recognised his scout-captain’s voice.

“Forward!” he ordered, drawing his sword and spurring his mount ahead.

The charger thundered through the woods, leading the column of soldiers behind him.

Alba’s voice continued calling through the trees, bringing the warriors to a clearing of thick brush and undergrowth.

And nothing more.

No sign of Alba. No sign of the scouts who were with her. No sign of anything but a clearing dotted with vegetation.

“What’s going on?” Sean murmured, bringing his horse up short, skidding to a halt.

Standing in the clearing, soldiers on horseback—and three mounted priests—formed a circle around him, scanning the surrounding trees, hands hovering over weapons. Wide-eyed horses snorted nervously, steam rising from flaring nostrils.

“I could’ve sworn her voice was coming from here,” Father McDowell said, gripping his flanged mace. Sweat trickled down the priest’s deeply, lined face.

“Alba, where are you?” Swift called, squinting through the early dawn light. He guided his horse forward at a slow pace. “Alb⁠—”

A squelching noise came from the forest floor as the horse trod on something wet.

Its ears flicked back and forth.

Sir Swift looked down.

Beneath the mount’s hoof, glistening remains belonging to his scout-captain oozed. Part of a gauntlet was all that identified her.

His heart thundered.

“Ambu—”

But the word came too late.

A dark shape sprang at the party, landing squarely in McDowell’s saddle. The Hunter’s head shot forward, bared fangs clamping on the shocked man’s neck, throwing him to the ground. The priest’s strangled cries turned to gurgling, then stillness.

In a blur, the monster’s talons struck out on either side of the priest’s mount, splitting the faces of the two priests that once flanked the elderly cleric.

The tang of iron rose through the early morning air, and within heartbeats, Sir Swift’s priests were dead.

Then the other monsters came.

They moved through the undergrowth like phantoms.

Some leapt from the trees.

All bore claws that slashed like blades.

The exhausted knight tried to fight back, but the ambush came too fast, and these monstrous opponents were too vicious to stop. Claws split muscle. Envenomed teeth punctured flesh. Heavy fists smashed bone though it was covered in muscle and chainmail.

Panicked cries, both human and equine, tore through the clearing as the Thameish troops fought to live.

All vestiges of Sir Swift’s exhaustion fled, and the knight fought with the fury of a rabid wolf. His sword swiped all around, delivering strokes that in the past had ended scores of Ravener-spawn.

But these creatures were made of sterner stuff.

The edge of his blade recoiled from hardened hide, or missed the nimble creatures as they darted by, killing with impunity.

“Damn all of you!” he screamed, gripping the reins of his rearing steed. “For Luthering!”

The knight readied for what would be his last stand against the enemy of his realm and god.

His horse, however, had other ideas.

The terrified beast squealed as claws slashed its flank, then reared and bolted from the clearing, galloping for dear life. Other mounts followed, hooves churning bloodied soil, eyes wide with terror. Their riders—those who still lived—could only cling to their reins, praying for escape.

“Back!” Sir Swift demanded. “Turn back!”

But the frightened beast kept running, no matter how hard the commander tugged its reins. The knight looked back, watching as his warriors were slaughtered at the fangs and claws of these creatures that only dispensed death.

With eyes facing his dying troops, Sean never saw the tree branch hanging over the path. The back of his helmet struck it with such force, that his neck nearly snapped.

Consciousness fled, and the last thing he heard was the churning of hooves, and the screams of the dying.
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The Hunter, known as Singer, swallowed a hunk of flesh from the leg of a human who’d been slain minutes before.

It licked its lips, watching other humans flee into the trees on the backs of beasts of burden. The monster made no effort to give chase. It snarled, mimicking a grin and facing a nearby tree. “It is done, leader.”

There came a tremendous racket, like something enormous shifting through the branches as Butcher appeared, dissolving its invisibility while it eyed the fleeing humans. “The trap is set. So, where are the Usurpers?”

“Close,” Singer said. “I feel two close by. They will come to investigate and then they will die.”

“Good, all is going well then,” Butcher said, satisfied. “I will meet with the others and wait. When the time is right… we strike.”
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“A sighting in Luthering?” a troubled Professor Jules repeated.

“Yes, Professor,” the Watcher said. “A band of Sean Swift’s troops were annihilated this morning. We had Watchers combing the forest, but there was no sign of any Ravener-spawn.”

“It appears the creatures are waiting for their real targets.” Professor Jules took the far-speaker from her robe and pressed the activation rune. “Mr. Roth, can you hear me?”

There was a crackle, then the young wizard’s voice came through, “I can hear you, Professor. Any updates?”

“Yes. The soldiers in Luthering were attacked. After all the sightings, the enemy has finally made their move.”

“So, the jaws of the trap open.” Alex’s voice was clear, sounding older. “Is the deleo at the Research Castle yet?”

“Yes,” Professor Jules said. “She arrived about an hour ago.”

“Good. Then it’s time for a trap of our own.”
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It was late afternoon by the time they were ready.

Alex had gathered everyone back at the Research Castle to fill them in on the details of the plan. The deleo from Generasi—a towering woman in black robes and an iron mask who went by the alias of Reaper—was key to his plan, and he’d explained her role very carefully.

“You’re saying I must be ready to shoot at the exact coordinates you indicate?” she’d asked.

“Yes,” he’d confirmed, “and you can’t afford to miss, or we’ll have a huge explosion on our hands.”

“I don’t miss,” she’d assured him from behind her mask.

They’d met with his full team: Khalik, Isolde, Thundar, Theresa, Claygon, Grimloch, Brutus, Hogarth, Svenia, Hart, Drestra, Cedric, a half dozen Watchers of Roal, and Tyris and Vesuvius.

A devastating force was assembled and ready. The experienced team had enough powerful members to fight and cover each other’s backs, while being a small enough force to be teleported with ease to where they needed to be.

Once everyone was ready, Alex transported them from the Research Castle in a series of jumps, taking them across Greymoor in groups of five or more at a time.

They took position in the hills outside the forests near Luthering, far enough not to be discovered by anyone lurking in the trees, but close enough to be ready for the next stage of their plan.

From there, he’d teleported Drestra and himself, the two flying through the skies above the woods.

Alone.

“You’re handy with that,” the Sage said, letting go of his hand and eyeing the forest below. “The power that lets you teleport, I mean.”

The Sage and the Fool floated a hundred feet above the tallest trees.

“I’m getting better at it too,” he said grimly, raising his staff. “But I wish I was better. We’re going to need every resource, tool, and ounce of power we can muster. Whatever’s happening right now is big.”

“Well, the enemy finally made their move,” her voice crackled.

Alex’s aeld staff began to glow.

“Ya, they took the initiative,” he said, conjuring a flock of aervespertillos. “And we have to take it back.”

He sent the summoned monsters out over the trees, their screeching calls echoing through the sky. If there were any Ravener-spawn hiding in the woods—or under invisibility—they would find them.

“Five of them,” Drestra said, counting his monsters.

“Enough to scout around us,” he said. “But not enough to drive the enemy away. If we brought an entire army⁠—”

“—they might not attack us,” she finished. “I know, I know, you already explained your reasoning, and I agree, it’s sound.”

“Sorry. I guess I’m just nervous,” he said, moving forward. His eyes—sharpened by a sensory enhancement potion—scanned the forest below. “I’m not worried about me, but if we don’t figure this out fast, Carey and Merzhin could be dead. Maybe they already are. And I don’t want anything happening to you, either.”

“What about you?” she asked.

“I’m worried about me too, but… well…” He tried to control a tremor in his voice. “I’m too mad to think about myself much. Anyway, let’s focus up. What we’re doing is risky, so we need to be on high alert.”

He took in the woods from above.

“If I’m right, they’re already watching us.”
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Baker watched the Usurpers through a tree canopy, its mouth open and drooling with anticipation.

It had worked. Two Usurpers were now within grasp.

“I see the Sage,” Miller said from nearby. “But who is the other?”

“I don’t know,” Baker answered. “I have not seen that one before, but… do you feel that?”

“I do,” Butcher growled. “There is a power in him… a familiar one. One that causes… worry.”

“Yesssss, it is familiar somehow,” Miller growled. “We will have to strike swiftly.”

“Do we kill them?” Butcher asked. “This is a ripe opportunity. They came without many reinforcements. Those small monsters are few and can be easily eliminated.”

“But their cries…” Miller’s eyes followed the aervespertillos. “There is something about them, something similar to our own voices.”

“We should be wary of them, but the Usurpers must be captured,” Butcher growled. “No. The Sage will be captured. The other? The other will be turned to stone and shattered. That power feels strange. We must lower our risks.”

“Yes,” Baker said. “We⁠—”

Suddenly, one of the small creatures released a different cry.

“There you are!” the male Usurper shouted, pointing his staff downward.

He conjured swarms of flying insect-like creatures, sending them into the trees.

The Sage cast a spell and suddenly multiplied, becoming nine copies of herself, circling one another in the air.

“They see us!” Butcher cried. “Activate the dungeon core!”

Miller hissed, concentrating on the dungeon they’d formed below ground.

The earth rumbled, ground churned, then split apart.

Hundreds of blood-draks swarmed from hidden tunnels, soaring into the air.
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Alex watched the ground rupture with a cold detachment.

“Just as expected,” he said. “Looks like they’re using similar tactics to what they used at the Research Castle. Those Hunters and petrifying things will probably try and kill the two of us in all the confusion… But we’ll see who kills who. C’mon, it’s time to get the others.”

He touched Drestra and—together—they disappeared.


Chapter 83


Vivisection



“What?” Butcher said. “What happened?”

“Track them!” Baker snarled, turning to a Hunter looking skyward. “Where have they gone?”

It frowned in confusion.

“They are not far… and are also not moving. I cannot tell where they went!” the Hunter cried.

The sky shimmered.

Earth shattering roars split the heavens.

The male Usurper had returned, and he was not alone.

Beside him floated a tortoise the size of a hillside, a giant man of metal and stone, and…

A line of winged creatures growling in warning.

“Impossible!”

The Sage of Uldar—and her many images—had returned.

But she was no longer a small human woman.

Not at all.

A Usurper’s energy emanated from the enormous body of a black-scaled, sinewy beast. A powerful creature that had given even the greatest of the Ravener’s spawn pause in the past: a dragon.
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“Kill the blood-draks,” Alex instructed Claygon, Drestra, and Vesuvius. “Thin them out while I go back for the others.”

“Yes, Father…” Claygon’s voice was low and rumbling like an angry beast’s.

Vesuvius roared.

Drestra hissed, flame pouring from her jaws.

Tyris, mounted on her familiar’s shell, raised her hands. Burning lava dripped from her fingers. “For Carey,” she snarled.

And the four monsters flew into the pack of Ravener-spawn, prepared to obliterate them.

Alex glanced sideways. “Ready?”

Theresa’s disembodied voice answered. “Very. We’ll find them.”

Brutus’ three growls rumbled, his massive body invisible.

“Good luck,” the huntress said. Alex felt her lips brush his cheek. “Stay safe.”

He felt a rush of air as they dove into the forest.

“Hunt well,” he whispered, teleporting back to the hills.

Waiting for him were the rest of the strike force, armed—and sheathed in defensive and enhancement spells—ready to take on whoever had captured Carey and Merzhin.

“Theresa and Brutus are on their way.” He nodded toward the woods. “Keep your attacks focused on the blood-draks but watch the forest. We don’t know if there’s a petrifier or something else hiding in there. Grimloch, Cedric, Hart. You’re next.”

“Gooood…” The sharkman cracked his knuckles then placed one hand on Alex’s shoulder.

“Let’s crack some bloody skulls,” Cedric said.

He and Hart reached for Alex’s back, and suddenly, they were over the forest.

By the time the Chosen, Champion, and a very bloodthirsty Grimloch leapt into the swarm of blood-draks, Alex had already teleported back to the rest of the team.

“Isolde, Khalik, Thundar, you’re next,” he said.

His cabal gave him grim nods.

It took two more trips to transport the rest of the strike team to the battle. Reaper remained behind.

“Alright, be ready,” he told her. “The instant I come back for you, I need you ready with Disintegration.”

“I guarantee you I’ll be ready. One cannot hesitate when one does what I do. I would pose too great a risk to the security of Generasi,” she said, giving him a firm nod.

He nodded and teleported back to the battle, this time to stay. With one hand, he reached into his bag for booby trapped flight potions, and with the other, raised his staff, calling on its power.

Elementals shimmered into being around him.

“Alright, Theresa,” he said softly. “The next part’s up to you.”

Clenching his jaw, he unleashed hell on the Ravener-spawn.
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The sky was an apocalyptic scene.

Ravener-spawn clashed with battle wizards, summoned monsters, a massive dragon and her identical copies, and a volcanic tortoise the size of a hill. Flame filled the air. The Heroes tore through the monsters’ ranks like fire through dried leaves.

Alex floated in their midst like the general of a bloodthirsty war god, heralding the end times. With a sweep of his staff, he conjured troops of flying monsters that swarmed blood-draks. His free hand launched potions in twos and threes, sending the flying Ravener-spawn careening into disaster, striking each other at speed, cracking bone while pulping flesh.

At his side, Claygon raked the creatures with beams of flame, his war-spear slicing through swaths of winged monsters.

Alex’s cabal attacked with combinations of magics, and the Watchers of Roal blasted the creatures with force jets, lightning, and flame.

And below, the real battle was yet to begin.

Theresa Lu crept between trees with Brutus at her side, both sniffed the air, searching for any sign of their quarry. Though the young huntress could neither see nor hear her cerberus, she felt him through their blood connection.

She felt what he felt.

She knew when he wanted her attention.

When he found something.

And the instant he did just that.

Following close behind her blood familiar as he broke into a run—now silent from the power he’d gain from her lifeforce—the huntress moved between trees in near silence.

The pair dodged broken blood-drak bodies as they fell from the sky, plummeting through the canopy, crushing whatever they struck.

Closer and closer they crept to their prey, until at last, Brutus stopped.

Theresa saw why.

Ahead, a clawed monster crouched: one of the Ravener’s bloodhounds.

It huddled among the brush, looking up, watching the battle with hate filled eyes.

No doubt waiting for its opportunity to strike, maybe drag a wizard to the ground if they flew too low. Or maybe it was waiting to pounce on the back of a blood-drak and soar into battle.

Her nostrils flared, sniffing the air, taking in the creature’s foul odour.

‘It could be waiting for some petrifier to paralyse our team members then get them when they drop,’ she thought, easing the Twinblade from its sheaths.

‘I smell something that stinks even worse than that Hunter does.’

Her sense of smell had sharpened since the ritual joining her and Brutus. Something disgusting filled the air, unlike anything she’d ever smelled before… but she knew Brutus had. His nostrils were flaring, scenting a foul odour he would have smelled in the Research Castle’s courtyard. The snowy ground had been littered with the dead, both mortal and monster alike; including a single petrifying Ravener-spawn.

‘I get it now,’ she thought. ‘Petrifiers are the size of titans, but fight like ambush predators… and also have their own unique stench.’

Her swords rose. ‘You wait until the exact right moment, then you jump whoever you’re after. Well, too bad for you. You waited too long.’ Theresa grinned.

Planting the tip of her sword in the earth, she took potion bottles filled with sparkling, purple liquid from her belt.

She cocked her arm back. ‘We may not have Baelin’s spells to make you visible, but there’s more than one way to find an invisible monster. Thanks, Alex.’

She launched the vials, and as they flew, she retrieved her planted sword in one fluid motion.

Then she and Brutus lunged.

The potions blurred through the forest, striking something unseen hiding there.

There came a screech of surprise as glittering mist filled the air. Tiny, sparkling droplets enveloped everything they touched, outlining all in brilliant purple light.

Theresa swore.

Three titanic shapes materialised among the trees, eyestalks whipping in her and Brutus’ direction.

And before the trio could blink, she and Brutus were on them.

The cerberus barreled into a set of towering legs, his invisibility fading. A pair of jaws clamped down, puncturing a monster’s chitinous shell like melting butter.

His other heads swivelled toward the creature’s other leg.

Two mouths spread wide.

Howls erupted, pouring from Brutus’ maws in concentrated cones of sonic energy. They split the monster’s shell, shattering it even as his third head shredded the creature’s remaining leg. He spun, lashing out with the spiked bone mace at the tip of his tail.

It battered the broken limb, crushing it in a single swing.

The petrifier shrieked, collapsing against the trees as Brutus jumped, tearing at its eyestalks.

The other two petrifiers pivoted toward the three-headed beast, poised to turn the cerberus to stone.

But they had miscalculated.

There wasn’t one monster attacking them.

There were two.
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Miller had been taken down in seconds by the three-headed beast and could only flail in agony as it tore away its eyestalks.

The other two petrifiers levelled their gazes at the creature, but Butcher shrieked, sounding tortured. Even as it turned its eyestalks at Miller’s bone-armoured assailant, several of its eyes were abruptly blinded.

A human materialised atop Butcher, swords chopping away its vision. Protective chitin that should have turned aside blows from the strongest human, was split with ease. In a whirlwind of motion, the petrifier’s eyesight was taken as every eye-stalk was severed.

It could only scream, as blinded and bleeding, it writhed, trying to dislodge the human.

The Ravener’s Hunters sprang at the attackers, desperate to rescue their masters, but were shredded in a blur. Using all three heads, the beast grabbed any Hunter in its path, crushing humanoid bodies to paste.

Its sonic howls tracked Miller’s remaining eyestalks, rupturing them with sound. It plowed its spiked and armoured form into Ravener-spawn, impaling them as if their chitin were paper.

The human, however, wasn’t done.

Her blades whipped around with precision. Each time they connected, they avoided vital parts, seeking the Hunters’ limbs, cutting them away with quick strokes, working to immobilise the monsters.

In less than a heartbeat, three of the Ravener’s Hunters—creatures that had torn through a horde of human fighters with ease—fell to the bloody ground.

Each limb was gone, leaving them with no means of killing anyone.

“This can’t be!” Baker screeched, levelling one of its petrifying eyes toward the human. It was beyond taking steps to avoid hitting its Hunters, now all it wanted was to be rid of this assailant. It unleashed a volley of paralysing beams.

The woman leapt clear—her body weaving through the air—catching a ray with the flat of her sword and reflecting it back, freezing Baker for an instant.

Just for an instant.

But it was enough.

“You don’t need those eyes, look at the harm you do with them,” a male voice said from behind Baker.

An eye-stalk swivelled.

It found the male Usurper, his hand firmly planted on the shoulder of Uldar’s Champion. The larger man swung his massive sword.

Baker’s vision washed red as the giant of a man severed the eye-stalk with two swings of his sword.

An instant later, it felt its legs carved away by more strokes from a blade. Its trunk crashed to the forest floor, blind, helpless, and in agony. Humiliation burned within the Ravener’s petrifying monster. Even the humans the Hunters had massacred had not suffered such a shameful state.

“We… we have to atone for our failures!” it called to its fellows. “We have much to be ashamed for and the Usurpers must still die!”

Though it could not see, it could feel the energies of self-destruction begin to burn within Miller and Butcher. Baker called upon its inner power, starting the events that would obliterate it, leaving no trace.

Then something shifted.

Suddenly, the male Usurper vanished.

A heartbeat later, he reappeared.

‘Good!’ Baker thought. ‘Stay! Die with us as you should!’

“There,” the human said. “Right where I’m pointing… precisely five feet below the shell.”

‘What is he doing?’ Baker thought. ‘What is happening?’

Suddenly, Butcher shrieked with such intensity, that the forest shook beneath its sonic cry. If any mortal had been paralysed and their body was near, they would have been turned to dust, but the three petrifiers had been dealt with before they could act.

There were no petrified bodies waiting to be shattered.

Baker felt Butcher’s self-destructive energies vanish.

It was as if a flame had been snuffed out with one quick breath.

One moment it was there, the next, it was simply gone.

“Six feet to the left, five feet deep,” the male Usurper spoke again.

Another scream, this time coming from Miller, its self-destructive energy disappearing.

Something terrible was happening.

In growing panic, Baker tried accelerating the self-destruct energy, needing to make the organ burn faster.

The Usurper spoke again, “Four feet deep from our position. Just where I’m pointing.”

Something lanced Baker’s side, a searing power burrowed into its body like a hot blade. Within the monster, its organ of self-destruction—its very last hope of atonement in this body—vanished in a white hot sun of agony.

Baker screamed, less from pain and more from despair.

It had failed.

They had all failed the Ravener.

They’d gone against these Usurpers and been outmaneuvered in every way. Now, here they were, captured, helpless.

“Professor?” the Usurper’s voice came from nearby.

If only it could see!

“Alex!” a woman’s voice said. “Is everyone alright?”

“More than alright. You wanted one sample? We got you a few more than that. Three petrifiers and Traveller-knows how many Hunters. Prepare your operating tables, Professor.”

Baker coughed up a foul-looking liquid.

“Hold on, don’t go dying yet,” the Usurper said. “My friend here’s gonna try to patch you up before you bleed to death. And then… I don’t even want to think about what Professor Jules is going to do to you. Never seen her so angry. You should never have taken our friend,” he hissed.

In frustration, Baker screamed.

“Oh, stop it,” the Usurper said.

There was a crack of glass, and more mist enveloped the Ravener’s servant.

Suddenly, a weariness fell over it. Its consciousness began to fail even as it struggled to resist.

“You might want to save your strength,” the Usurper’s words were cold as Baker lost consciousness. “After all, you have a whole lot of surgery waiting for you.”


Chapter 84


In the Belly of the Beast



“Wake up, my child,” an ancient voice called to her.

Carey’s eyes flew open. “What?”

“Don’t worry, you’re safe now,” the soothing voice said again. “No harm will come to you. You will be well taken care of among us.”

The young wizard’s mind raced.

‘What’s happening to me?’ she thought. ‘Why is it so dark? Am I… am I still in the… forest?’

The last thing she remembered was talking to Merzhin. They’d been in Finnegan’s Crags. But it was morning then. Had night fallen so quickly? What in the world was happe⁠—

Her breath caught in her throat.

Now she remembered.

A rough hand reaching from behind her. A grip she couldn’t break. Sinking, feeling cold stone sliding around and through her body.

Panic. Struggling.

Then being pulled from the stone and into a place lit by lantern light. She’d been surrounded by strangers. One had said something she couldn’t quite hear.

Oblivion had followed.

Now she was awake, in a dark place, hearing a strange voice, and never feeling more afraid in her life.

“Wh… where are you?” she stammered. “What do you want? Please don’t hurt me. Why is it so dark? Am I trapped inside the stone?”

Her voice broke. She fought back tears.

“No, child,” the gentle voice said. “There is no rock except the walls and floor of this holy chamber. I would tell you again not to fear, but I’m sure it would be futile.”

“Were you the man who kidnapped me? Why is it so dark?” Carey asked.

Her eyes began to adjust to the darkness, detecting dim shapes around her. A hint of light was seeping into the chamber, allowing her to see the outline of a massive object nearby. There was a familiarity to it, but try as she might, she couldn’t quite tell what it was.

“Ah yes, light. I should have provided that. Forgive me, I often find the dark comforting when I am in prayer and contemplation,” the voice said.

‘Prayer?’ Carey thought, her heart began beating faster. Was she⁠—

A blue-white light suddenly burned into being just below a ceiling dozens of feet above her. Carey squinted against the radiance—trying to shield her eyes with her hand—as her vision gradually adjusted.

She slowly lowered her arm, rubbing her eyes.

“Oh… oh my goodness,” she murmured.

She was in a church.

Or what looked like a church.

Carey was on her back on the floor of a large chamber with no windows, ensuring no light could enter from outside. The only exit appeared to be a massive metal door behind her, and stone pews filled the space on either side of her. Candelabras stood against smooth walls holding unlit candles.

And smiling serenely at the front of the vast room?

Uldar.

At least, the most lifelike statue of the deity Carey had ever seen in her young life. He looked down with unseeing eyes, a gentle expression gracing his bearded face.

At his feet, a man crouched with his head bowed in prayer.

Carey struggled to stand.

“Careful,” the priest said. “You do not have your balance yet.”

“Please…” Carey choked out, stumbling then catching herself on the back of a pew. “Please, let me go.”

“We will speak of such things later, child.” The man rose and turned.

He was quite tall, rail thin, and very, very old. His face was deeply lined, and every hair of his long beard was as white as snow, yet his back was unbent, and he moved with the agility of a man only a few years older than her.

A symbol of Uldar hung from his neck.

“I am sure you have many questions,” he said in that gentle, calm tone. “But we also have many, many, many questions. Well, to be precise, my dear, my superior has many questions. I am simply here to make sure you are comfortable.”

She swallowed. “What is this place?”

“You are in the holiest place in all of Thameland—deep within the core of Uldar’s Escarpment.” His eyes seemed to twinkle. “Congratulations. Very few outside of my order have visited the site of our god’s ascension. Rejoice, child. This is a rare privilege.”

Carey’s blood ran so cold, it might have turned to ice in her veins.

This was it.

The place Alex had talked about. He’d been right. His theory about a secret order of priests… was actually true.

And now they had her. She was at their mercy.

What did they know? What did they want with her? Were they going to take her to Uldar? Did they know her heart—her change of faith—would they rip out her soul as punishment for losing faith in Uldar?

She had to fight.

Trying not to make any sudden movements, she considered the best spell to cast to save herself.

The man frowned at her, taking one quick step forward. “I wouldn’t be doing any spellcasting if I were you. I might be old, but don’t let my age deceive you. I suspect I’ve come through more conflicts than you. Remember that.”

All words died before leaving Carey’s mouth.

A note had entered the ancient man’s voice.

One that was as threatening as any blade.

‘Save your strength,’ she told herself. ‘You’re in this dark place with the Traveller knows what waiting outside the door. Save your strength for later.’

Swallowing her fear, she asked a question that had been burning in her mind, “Where is Merzhin?”

“Also safe,” he said simply. “He is a guest here, and you shall see him very soon. For now, though, I am Third Apostle Izas.” His eyes bore into her. “And I have many questions for you.”

Carey gulped. “I… I am ever so tired, I don’t want to talk at the moment.”

“And you can rest,” Izas said gently. “But rest cannot come until certain important matters are dealt with. The glory of Uldar’s kingdom depends on it.”

“I—”

“How far have you succeeded in your experiments with dungeon cores?” he asked.

“W-what?” she stammered.

“Do not mistake me, I am something of a wizard myself.” He gave her a broad smile. With a groan, he eased himself into a pew at the front of the chamber, stretching his back like a cat. In that moment, he seemed no more noteworthy than any old country priest tending to his chapel. “The thrill of discovery is a great thing. Don’t think that I’m some stodgy old priest who looks at arcane magic and mana like it’s an affront to Uldar. Even he himself took an interest in magic. However⁠—”

Izas looked at Carey closely. “It is important to be sure that we do not make missteps that ruin things for future generations, and our Thameish siblings. So, tell me exactly what have you done with the dungeon cores you’ve been harvesting?”

“I…”

“Were you able to get a living core to work for you?” he asked without warning.

Carey gasped, then desperately tried to hide her reaction, but the priest was already smiling.

“Ah, I see,” he said. “So you have found that little quirk about them, have you?”

“You… you know?” she demanded, heat sparking in her. “You know that Uldar’s children can… control them?”

“Indeed, I do. And how many of you have managed this feat? There are three of you, are there not?”

Carey’s heart thundered in her chest. Her breath quickened.

‘How does he know?’ she thought. ‘How in the Traveller’s name does he know? What else does he know?’

“What are you doing?” she demanded, taking a step forward. “If you know that we can control dungeon cores, why do you keep it a secret? How could Uldar possibly allow⁠—”

“Careful.” He held up a hand, his smile fading. “I will not tolerate blasphemy in Uldar’s most holy place.”

“But how do you know?” she pushed him for an answer. “Have you controlled them yourself? Do you use them? Why are you hiding that information?”

Another man spoke, “I might answer those questions, young one.”

A chill ran down Carey’s spine.

Izas froze.

This new voice was deep, powerful, and aged. It reminded her of Baelin’s in some ways… and Cedric’s in others. It was a voice that she could easily believe belonged to Uldar himself.

Izas scrambled from his seat, bowing deeply as Carey slowly turned.

The figure standing at the chamber door… was not what she would have ever expected… not at all. She’d imagined it would be Uldar standing there, looking like his statue, or even another old priest.

Instead, she saw a young man, perhaps only a few years older than herself.

His broad shoulders filled out his drab priest’s robe, and he probably stood over a head taller than her. Even the towering Alex would have been shorter than this… man, by inches. He wore his dark hair cropped close to his scalp, and his chiselled jaw was razored smooth.

There was also something about his eyes that didn’t fit.

While the man might have looked like a young warrior, cut from the same cloth as Cedric, his eyes seemed to be from a time long ago, again reminding her of Baelin’s in many ways… and… and…

She glanced up in horror at the statue filling the front of the room.

A terrible possibility hit her.

“U-uldar?” she whispered.

“Blasphemy, child!” Izas barked. “Apologies, First Apostle. This child does not know what she speaks of.”

“First… Apost—” She cut the question off, looking back at the ‘young’ man.

“Ah, if only I could claim that so glorious a name was indeed mine.” The First Apostle pressed a hand to his chest. “But I am but a humble servant of Uldar, and nothing more.”

“And nothing more?” she doubted his sincerity.

The man radiated power. There was no way he was no more than a humble servant.

“Well.” His eyes drifted up toward his bushy, black eyebrows. “I must admit—among the living servants of Uldar—I would hold the highest spiritual authority in the entirety of the church, save for that wielded by St. Merzhin himself. And in terms of church administration, there are none closer to Uldar than I. My word is as close to his as you will find in this world.”

He gave her a grave look. “Which is why—my lost lamb—you must take what I say very seriously.”

Carey did not trust herself to speak. She merely eyed the door behind the ‘young’ priest.

“First Apostle.” Izas rose from his bow. “Should you not be in seclusion? In contemplation in the darkness of your bower?”

The First Apostle sighed deeply. It was the sigh of one who bears an entire world of responsibilities. “I was in contemplation, but sadly, the situation has only grown more dire. It would seem that Uldar’s holy servants have been defeated.”

“What?” Izas gasped. “Three of them wore the forms of the creature that stopped the last Second Apostle. They were supposed to be fearsome champions of our god!”

“That might all be true, but I have been informed they have been lost,” the First Apostle said softly. “Now we must rely on ourselves to defeat our new enemies. I fear they are rapidly growing in power, and—if left unchecked—the cycle will be permanently sent into chaos and remain off-balance.”

“This—” Izas started.

“Off-balance?” Carey demanded. “What do you mean, off-balance? There’s no balance in the fight with the Ravener, we want to defea—” The words died in her throat as her mind suddenly made a connection, and her voice dropped to a whisper, “You… You want the cycle to continue, don’t you?”

Silence lay heavily upon the chamber.

“Perhaps we should have this conversation away from our guest?” Izas suggested.

“No. I think this young one deserves some explanation.” The First Apostle took a step toward Carey.

The young woman stepped back. “Don’t come any closer!”

He stopped. “Very well. We honestly mean you no harm. I simply wish to tell you the truth.”

“Truth?” she asked. “You’re obviously secretive. Why tell me anything?”

“Because, young one, you are never leaving this place,” he said sadly. “We will not kill you unless the holy purpose commands that we do so, or you force us to. But you’ve uncovered an aspect of the dungeon cores that cannot be shared outside of this sanctum. The moment you did, your life as you knew it was forfeit. You will either join us as a priestess, or one who lives among us, acting only for Uldar’s glory and basking in his light, or you will spend the rest of your life here in solitude. Or die, if you resist us.”

He pronounced her fate with the same matter-of-fact tone as someone discussing how their garden was growing.

She fought back tears.

“In return for this, you will be shown as much truth as I can share with you,” he said. “First of all, the cycle must continue. The safety of all Thameland is dependent on this. The destruction of the cycle would mean the destruction of life as we know it.”

“What are you talking about? The cycle kills so many!” she screamed. “How can you not care, these are Thameish people dying! The children of your god!”

The First Apostle’s eyebrows rose. “My god, not our? Even if you do not show Uldar love, he still loves you, young one. As for the cycle killing many? How should I say this… Perhaps before I go further, you should know why the world cannot know that Uldar’s children can control dungeon cores. Let me tell you a story that you will not find in any priest’s sermon. It is the story of the twenty-first individual to bear the title of the Fool of Uldar. It is a story of betrayal, and one we call: The General’s Folly.”


Chapter 85


Folly



“The General’s Folly is something of a parable only taught in our holy order.” The First Apostle sat in a pew near the back of the chamber.

A seat very near the door, Carey noticed.

He gestured for her to sit, giving her a kindly nod.

She exchanged a look with Izas; the old man had returned to his pew, looking tense. Nervous.

Reluctantly, she forced herself to sit.

The First Apostle clasped his hands in his lap. “You should understand something about the Marks, young one. They often attempt to choose those children of Uldar who are best suited for their roles. Champions arise from those who—if they are not outright warriors—possess a will to fight. Sages are sought from our brothers and sisters with strong inner mana. Saints are drawn from those who possess an especially strong dedication to Uldar. Chosen…

“The Chosen arises from Thameish youth gifted with courage, the potential for leadership, strong faith, physical capability, and deep mana. As they are the greatest of Uldar’s Heroes, they are not merely commonplace individuals. The same cannot be said of the Fool.”

The First Apostle clasped his hands in prayer. “Uldar’s wisdom is as boundless as his love for the people who worship him, and in this wisdom, he foresaw that the Heroes would need a force to bind them, to bring unity to them in all ways. Whether that was to ready their equipment, resolve disputes, or serve as the heart of their group. In other words, a companion to offer support from behind. While Uldar’s wisdom is boundless, those who his Marks choose, at times…”

He leaned back, clearly searching for the words. “Are not the wisest. They do not understand their role, like the one who is the subject of our story. That Fool was a young knight named Cain, who came from a country household. In his holy pursuit to serve his kingdom, he had trained both his skill as a warrior, and learned rudimentary miracles through his faith. He was not the most talented of individuals, but he did seem to have a bright future ahead of him. And then, his future brightened further when he was blessed with the Mark of the Fool.”

Carey grimaced; she couldn’t help herself. “How did his future brighten further? The Mark would have taken away the skills he was proud of and made his future darker, not brighter.”

The First Apostle shook his head. “No, my child, that is narrow thinking. Too often do children of Uldar discount the Fool. In Uldar’s wisdom, he determined that the Heroes needed someone in that role. The Fool truly serves as their heart—a body cannot live without a heart, can it? Past Fools have been able to help their heroic companions destroy the Ravener, then go on to live quiet, but successful lives afterward. That is reward enough.”

Carey shifted uncomfortably in the pew.

There was a time when she would have strongly agreed with him. Now, she couldn’t help but question every word she’d been told by Alrich’s priests.

“When a child is born,” the First Apostle said, “it dreams all the time, both at night and during the day. Peasant children dream of being knights. Children of knights dream of being lords. Young lordlings imagine kingdoms of their own. Such dreams are harmless.” His look turned stern. “But as one becomes an adult, one must put away childish dreams. Peasant children are, in fact, often needed on the farm, and do not have the necessary skills to become good knights. A child from a knight’s household must serve their lords in battle, or serve their king in some other way, perhaps through the priesthood. The children of lords must grow up to rule their vassals, and not turn their blades against their monarchs. It is mature to accept what one can change, and what one cannot. In adulthood, one must accept responsibility and duty. Unfortunately, Cain could not leave his childish dreams aside. He refused to wake up.”

The First Apostle made a chopping motion with his hand. “At first, he tried forcing himself into the role of a combatant, putting his companions at constant risk when they were made to rescue him. Soon, he felt the need to take on the responsibility of leader, usurping the Chosen’s divine role. When neither way worked, he rebelled, rather than accept the gifts and life path Uldar had handed him.”

The sound of teeth grinding came from the pew as the high priest’s jaw flexed. “We do not know if low cunning or an unhappy accident led him to the knowledge that dungeon cores could be controlled by Uldar’s followers, but he somehow discovered it and used the information to build an army of monsters, then went about his business carving out his own kingdom within Uldar’s divine kingdom. Bandits and other ne’er-do-wells joined his banner and he styled himself as a sort of general of this personal army of his. It was folly.”

“But why can—” Carey started.

The First Apostle held up a hand. “Allow me to finish, young one. Many lives were lost in the ensuing struggle. The Sage of that cycle died in battle, and it cost five long years or suffering for the Ravener to be finally destroyed, and it was all due to the Fool’s folly and selfishness. By the time the mad dog was defeated, Thameland had lost more than in the entirety of the prior three cycles. His actions were shameful.” He went quiet, breathing steadily.

“Dungeon cores can be ground to powder and used to make different items, which are valuable to the Heroes. Those are the spoils of war which Uldar has blessed us with. But to use the enemy’s armies for one’s own gain? That can only spawn tyrants, tyrants worthy of death. Our branch of the church has worked tirelessly for generations to prevent such tragedies. We are not always successful, but we have been able to hide such terrible knowledge from Uldar’s kingdom. And so we keep his children safe.”

“But why can we control dungeon cores?” Carey was determined to get an answer. “And why only those of us who worship Uldar? What possible reason could there be for that?”

“That is a divine mystery,” the First Apostle said. “We know, from our oldest scriptures, that the practise was forbidden, but Uldar’s word on the subject has been lost.” For the first time, a look of utter sorrow crossed his face. “Records from the first half dozen cycles have been lost to time, and sadly, details are near impossible to come by from those earlier days. I can tell you that for many reasons, I regret this, not the least of which is because I cannot offer you Uldar’s words to satisfy your curiosity and soothe your anxieties. But we have seen why such things harm humanity.”

“Oh, please, you must think me quite stupid if you believe that I’d be satisfied with your non-answer!” she said, her hands balling into fists. “My people—our people, have suffered for untold generations, and you’re telling me that no one has questioned why we can control the ultimate tools of our god’s greatest enemies? And please, spare me lectures about how Uldar speaks through silence, and how his word lies in mystery. Too many people have suffered because of that. You cannot tell me that—in your heart of hearts—you have never questioned why we can control dungeon cores!”

“I have, child,” Izas interjected. “In my younger days—when I first learned the truth, I questioned. But I also looked at the evidence. Every time a child of Uldar had taken up the weapon of the enemy, things ended in disaster for all. I also wondered if lost records had offered more explanation, or even if there was some sinister plot that past priests had undertaken. In the end, the knowledge we have is enough. Uldar protects us.”

He lowered his head. “And we must continue to feed him our faith and show him our gratitude. Which leads me to this question, when we took you away from the influence of those foreigners, you were wearing the symbol of Alric’s Saint. Why would that be? Why put your faith in a Saint when that saint follows a god?”

Carey flinched, reaching for her chain. The symbol of the Traveller was gone, along with her other possessions.

“Where is my bag?” she asked nervously, thinking of what Professor Jules had assigned to her. If they started fiddling with it… “Where are my belongings?”

“All of your possessions are safe, my child,” Izas said.

“But where are they?” she pressed. Something told her not to tell them exactly what was in her bag. The more information she kept to herself, the better. “How can you do any of this? You say I don’t put my faith in Uldar, but you are kidnapping and hurting people! And you have all of these terrible secrets!”

She stood up. “How? How can you justify yourself? This isn’t supposed to be Uldar’s way. It’s not what we were taught.”

“Oh, young one,” the First Apostle sighed. “Our order is meant to be secret. We are the guardians of the cycle. We move in shadow so that others can live in Uldar’s light. We act out of Uldar’s will, just as the Heroes do. Where they fight under the sun, we fight under the darkest of nights.”

“How can you be so sure of what he wishes?” she demanded.

“Because he tells me his wishes,” the First Apostle said calmly.

Silence followed.

“He… he speaks to you?” she stammered.

“The First Apostle has a holy privilege that no other can enjoy,” Izas said. “Through the greatest of his servants, Uldar speaks to him, as he has for generations. While we must listen to the whispers of the world to hear Uldar’s word… to the First Apostle, he speaks a little clearer.”

“And it is his will that the cycle continues,” the First Apostle said. “You asked how we could let such a thing go on? I will tell you. Thameland’s cycles of battling against the enemy not only strengthens our people, but also empowers our god’s divine purpose. He promised us that—one day—the cycles will end. But if we, his servants, make them end by way of random circumstance?”

The ‘young’ man shook his head. “Catastrophe will befall each and every one of us. The land will wither and die. All will be destroyed. This is what was told to the First Apostle who came before me. And it was then told to me. That is why we must do everything for Uldar.”

Carey shuddered at those words.

She had once promised to give everything she could to end the cycles. To save her people. Now these priests were claiming they must give everything to continue the cycles of suffering.

It was almost like hearing her own past words repeated to her through a monstrous mirror.

She couldn’t stand it.

“Is that why you have kidnappers working for you?” she sniffed. “And murderers? You plan to kill me if I don’t cooperate with you?”

“We do,” the First Apostle said. “Our hands are not sinless, but anyone can do Uldar’s will if they believe. And—sometimes—Uldar’s duties require unpleasant sacrifices. Just as one cannot win a war without death, one cannot serve their god’s divine purpose without sacrifice, even if it’s simply by way of prayer and faith to empower our god. And that is not without its rewards.”

The First Apostle raised his hand.

A soft blue light with a gentle warmth began radiating from it.

At one time, the sight of that light would have filled Carey with comfort.

Now, it only made her skin crawl.

“He blesses his priests with miracles,” he continued. “He gives us a fine, fertile land. He grants us this place for our home and church, a place hidden from the eyes of most. His people are wealthy and well cared for. Is that not enough?” He paused for some time before speaking again.

“Now, young one, don’t you think it’s time you answered some of our questions? Tell me, how many people know of the dungeon cores?”

Carey bristled, opening her mouth to scream at him.

“Not many,” the words leapt from her mouth. “Baelin knows, and Professor Jules, and a few others.”

Her heart hammered.

“What?” she cried, her hands clamping over her lips.

“Do the Holy Chosen and the Holy Champion know as well?” the First Apostle asked.

“Ye—” Her treacherous lips moved. She pressed her fingers against them firmer, but they also betrayed her, peeling away on their own. “—es. They do. What is happening?”

The First Apostle raised his glowing hand. “Uldar grants me many gifts because of my abiding love for him. This divinity is the Light of Truth. Under its glow, all in Thameland must speak the truth. You will answer me.”

“No—Yes, I will answer you,” she contradicted herself.

Panicking, Carey tried to leave. A sudden surge of mana surrounded her, and glowing chains formed, enwrapping her body, forcing her to stay in place.

“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” Izas said. “We’ve answered so many of your questions, now you must answer ours.”

“No, let me go!” she cried.

“Give us the names of all those who know that followers of Uldar can control dungeon cores,” the First Apostle said.

“I… Carey London,” she stammered. “Alex Roth, Drestra of Crymlyn Swamp.”

‘No! Stop!’ her thoughts screamed, trying to seal her lips, bite her tongue, or do anything to stop from speaking. ‘Someone… Traveller, please! If you can hear this! Please help me! Save me!’

A steadying warmth filled her chest.

“What?” the First Apostle shouted. “How are you doing that?”

Carey’s mouth stilled.

The warmth of Uldar’s light shifted, as though funnelled to a far distant place.

“What have you done?” Izas demanded. “What have you done?”


Chapter 86


Faith



The First Apostle’s face reddened, and he raised his hand higher.

Uldar’s divine light flared brighter, but Carey still felt none of its unwelcome warmth from earlier.

“What is happening?” Izas demanded again.

“Wait, Izas,” the First Apostle said. “I feel something… it feels much like a divine presence.”

“Who do you worship, child? The Traveller?” Izas asked. “If so, why? She is nothing more than a dead mortal.”

“Faith has power, even when directed at nothing, let alone the dead,” the First Apostle said. “Something strange has occurred. This is… Hmmm. The Traveller lived during the time of another who controlled a dungeon core. That one hunted for us. Perhaps… I should consult the archives, this could be a complication. Izas, take the young one to her quarters. We will try this again with more knowledge. And bring the holy symbol of the Traveller to me. Something odd is going on here.”

“Yes, First Apostle,” Izas said.

Carey felt a surge of mana behind her, and then a great weariness fell upon her mind.

The world quickly disappeared beneath the blackness of slumber.
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“Not again,” Carey groand, waking up in another strange place.

This time, she found herself laying on a soft bed with sunlight streaming down on her face from a small window carved in a smooth wall of stone. Thick iron bars lay across it, each marked with glyphs she recognised, there to disperse any mana if she began spellcasting.

“No escape,” she said bitterly, looking around the room.

It was sparsely furnished but comfortable, containing plain wooden furniture that included a small dining table, a sitting area, and a narrow bookshelf filled with sacred tomes.

Her hosts had arranged for a platter of warm, buttered bread, vegetables, and a cup of what looked like weak wine to be left on the table for her. She looked at the meal and her surroundings with distaste. “How quaint, as if some serviceable furniture and a half decent meal would make a prison cell anything more than what it really is,” Carey muttered to herself.

Of course their treatment of her had been nothing but gentle, so far.

They wanted something. She had no illusions as to how quickly that could all change if they wanted it to.

“I have to get out of here,” she said, staring up at the bars. “That terrible Apostle is going to search his records and then set upon me so terribly. I…” She bowed her head in prayer. “Traveller, thank you for protecting me in my time of need… I know that you are still gathering your strength. I thank you and know that I can’t expect you to just take me out of here. But… what did you do earlier? Did you grant me a divinity?”

She swallowed. “Do you want me to be one of your priestesses?”

Carey didn’t know how she felt about that. After so many years serving a god who turned out to be using and betraying his people, she was reluctant to join with another one so deeply and so quickly.

But, if the Traveller was offering her help, should she not take it?

A gentle knock on the door drew her from her thoughts.

“Carey?” a small voice came through the door. “Are you alright?”

“Merzhin? Merzhin!” She rushed to the door.

It was crafted of thick slabs of wood reinforced with black iron, completely solid except for a small, barred window just above eye level.

‘I wish I was just a little bit taller,’ she thought, standing at the door on tiptoe. Merzhin was in the hallway, looking very uncomfortable.

And he wasn’t alone.

Flanking him were two women with dangerous eyes and swords at their hips. And behind him stood another ancient priest, this one built like a bull and all muscle.

She gasped.

His face was one she recognised from the cavern. She’d seen him after she was dragged through the rock. She shuddered at the memory.

“Merzhin, run, he’s the one who kidnapped us!”

The man stared at her with the impassiveness of stone. The deadness in his eyes sent chills up her spine. He wore the robes of a priest, yet looked at her in the same way the demons had when they’d attacked the Campus for Uldar Rally.

“Carey, don’t worry, it’s not what it looks like,” Merzhin said. “I’ve been talking to them and arguing for you.” His small hands reached up, gripping the bars. “They said you’ve been led astray. That someone has filled your head with lies against us and Uldar.”

‘Wait, what does he mean by us? Was he part of this? Was he one of them?’

She stared at him in disbelief.

Was that how she used to sound not that long ago?

“Listen, it’s not too late,” he pleaded. “They’re trying to save you. They’re⁠—”

“Merzhin, we have to get out of here,” she cut him off. “These people. They’re evil, they want to keep the cycle going for Traveller-knows⁠—”

“Uldar knows,” he said with confidence.

“I don’t bloody care who knows!” she screamed. “They want to keep the cycle going! They hurt people! Thameish people! We have to get away.”

“It’s not true,” he said. “Carey, you should look out your window. Did you know that this place is where Uldar ascended into full divinity? It is the closest place to his divine realm in all the material plane! And it shows! I’ve seen it, Carey. This valley is peaceful, its inhabitant’s kind. Uldar protects those who do his will. He will protect you, too.”

“What are you talking about? Is that what they told you, and you actually believed them? I don’t know if you were part of this before, but it certainly seems you’re part of it now!”

“You don’t have to worry about anything, Carey. Evil has seduced the Heroes and your Thameish friends from that wizard school, but we’ll take care of that⁠—”

“Merzhin. Listen to me! They. Want. To. Keep. The. Cycle. Going,” she hissed, glancing at the old priest behind him.

The broad-shouldered man did not move. His mouth didn’t twitch. He did not smile, nor frown. He simply seemed as unconcerned as a fisherman standing beside a pond on a peaceful summer morning.

“They’ve been explaining things to me over the past few days,” Merzhin said, his voice dropping low. “I don’t quite understand all of it yet, but they spoke of Uldar’s plan. I’ve met a holy man who seems even more blessed than any priest. He’s called the First Apostle, and he told me that he hears Uldar’s voice! Do you hear me, Carey? Uldar speaks to us through him, and he loves us!”

Carey took a step away from the door.

The depth of yearning in Merzhin’s voice.

The pleading and relief in his eyes.

And she understood.

She saw it as clear as day.

For months she’d been plagued by doubts and fears. The entire time, all she’d wanted was for Uldar to come and explain himself. And now Merzhin had the next best thing: a powerful, secret priest of Uldar who claimed to speak to the god’s greatest divine servants.

A holy man who knew his sacred will.

How would she have reacted if she’d met the First Apostle months ago? Back when all she’d wanted was for someone to reassure her. To explain how the path she’d always walked was still the right one.

To tell her that the god she’d loved and dedicated her life to hadn’t abandoned her.

‘If I had heard that back then,’ she thought. ‘I would have accepted it. I longed for it and would have embraced it with my entire being.’

That was why these villains—these thugs in priests’ robes—didn’t look worried. They’d already told Merzhin what he’d desperately wanted to hear.

And he’d believed them.

“Carey…?” Merzhin said. “You’re…”

Tears trickled down Carey’s face. Despair gnawed at her. Fear threatened to tear her apart.

What hope was there? The Traveller protected her… but the First Apostle was strong. Terribly strong. The only reason he’d stopped interrogating her was to research his enemy.

She knew the tactic well. The expedition members—when they encountered a new enemy—would stop to learn more about what they were facing. But once they’d done the research?

They would strike with a vengeance.

And she knew the First Apostle would do the same.

Could the Traveller keep protecting her?

She swallowed. At different times in her life, when her fears were almost drowning her—she would turn to her faith in Uldar for support. But now, Uldar and faith in him were the very things that threatened to drown her, her friends, and all she’d come to believe in.

So what could she do?

What could she believe in?

She swallowed.

A clinking noise came from above, startling her, catching her attention.

Carey looked up. Hanging from the ceiling was a large glass lantern framed in iron, suspended from the end of long links of chain. It was the room’s only light source. It hung low enough so she could reach up and touch it—if she stood on a chair—yet high enough to clear the top of someone’s head who was of average height.

A brisk breeze had churned up out of nowhere, rattling the chain while sunlight reflected off the glass, lending the fixture the illusion of water shimmering over soft, soothing light.

She clasped her hands together.

‘That’s right… it’s not over yet,’ she thought. ‘I can have faith in the Traveller, but not just her. I can also have faith in my friends. My teachers. And myself…’

She turned back to the door, her eyes shining.

‘…And even in him. Besides, I vowed I’d give everything to save Thameland. So what do I have to fear?’

She stepped back to the door and gripped the bars, her eyes looking into Merzhin’s with such ferocity, that he startled.

The old priest uncrossed his arms.

“What is it, Carey?” the Saint asked.

“Wolves, Merzhin,” she said.

“What?” he said.

“I remember when we talked about Thameland. How we were shepherds defending our flock from the wolves,” she said. “And we talked about what would happen if the wolves turned out to be the hounds of the very sheep farmer we were guarding the flock for.”

She nodded to the priest behind Merzhin. “We found the hounds, Merzhin.”

“Alright, that’s enough,” the old man growled.

“How much blood? How much Thameish blood have they shed to make their own sick little slice of paradise?” she demanded. “You wish to serve Uldar, Merzhin? Tell me, are you really serving him and his people right now?” Her eyes settled on Eldin. “Are these his people, or are they hounds?”

“That’s enough!” the priest stepped forward.

“Watch them, Merzhin,” she said. “You are the most holy living man in all of Thameland. You get to say what is divine will. Not them.”

“I…” the Saint stammered.

“You are tired,” the old man said. “I think this visit is over. Do not let her corrupt your mind as I cautioned you about earlier.”

“Yes… yes…” Merzhin said, turning from the door. “I hope you… see the truth, Carey.”

“You too, Merzhin,” she called back. “You too.”
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As Merzhin the Saint walked down the hall, he fought the urge to look back.

‘Do not doubt,’ he said to himself. ‘Have faith. You have finally met people who know Uldar’s will. Carey just needs to see the truth… she just needs to see the truth…’

Even as he told himself this, a seed was being planted deep in his heart. One nestled within fertile soil that had been prepared during those long conversations with his friend.

A seed of doubt.

[image: ]


‘He’s wavering,’ Eldin thought. ‘Was I mistaken?’

The old man kept his eyes on the Saint as the young man walked ahead of him. Instincts within the old assassin screamed he should kill the boy now, eliminate a risk.

Remove risks. That was what he’d been tasked with in service of Uldar, after all.

‘But this is the Saint of Uldar,’ he thought. ‘A most powerful tool in our order. If you are wrong…’ He pushed aside conflicted feelings. ‘Just wait and trust, Eldin. Have faith. He’ll see the truth of our mission.’

Even as he thought this, a seed had been planted in his heart.

A seed of doubt.
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Alexander Roth squinted against the wind, scanning Finnegan’s Crags far below him as he gripped his staff in one hand. A battalion of air elementals searched every nook, crack, and stone they could find.

His breathing was slow and steady.

His shoulders slumped and relaxed.

His mind was calming his body, using every meditation skill he’d ever learned.

Yet his heart still thundered with barely suppressed anger and fear.

“Where are you?” he whispered.

Ten days had passed since Carey’s disappearance, and he’d spent every waking moment searching for her and Merzhin. He and his companions had scoured Finnegan’s Crag, the forests near Luthering, Greymoor, and anywhere else they could think to search.

They’d found nothing.

Less than nothing.

If anything, they had gone backwards.

Trails had grown colder, and leads were disappearing.

As was the case with information they’d received about a group of rangers.

The Watchers of Roal had learned that Thameish rangers who’d been combing the area for Carey and Merzhin—rangers who’d recently joined the expedition—had disappeared.

They’d been checking the woods, then completely vanished, leaving neither sign nor trail.

Alex had remembered a young man who’d accompanied the Heroes to the encampment in the early days of the expedition; a young man who had moved as though he’d been well taught how to conceal his body language.

And with that memory, more pieces had fallen into place.

Whoever had taken Carey and Merzhin had been preparing for some time.

Every moment they had them was another moment they could be dead. Even with half the kingdom looking for them, it seemed they were no closer to being found.

‘Come on, Professors,’ Alex thought, watching his summoned elementals dart across the land below. In a way, he wished he’d brought Claygon and the others… but better they search different areas and cast a wider net. ‘Baelin, please come back soon. Professor Jules, we need answers. We need something.’

Questioning the Ravener-spawn hadn’t gone well either. No matter which creature, or how they’d tried to get them to talk, the monsters had said nothing. He’d learned that interrogators from the city were brought to the Research Castle to try… certain high level magical techniques that loosened the tongue, even though they damaged the mind.

Even with that intensity of questioning, they’d learned nothing. The monsters resisted every method used to probe their minds.

Which left only one option.

Professor Jules.


Chapter 87


Three Eyes to Find



Interrogations were useless with obstinate creatures like the ones Professor Jules had in her lab. They would neither bend, yield, nor crack, so she’d taken a different tack, locking herself in her lab with her assistants, the single-minded Ravener-spawn, and leaving strict orders for everyone else to keep out. According to the Watcher team standing guard—the sounds coming through the sealed doors were the stuff of nightmares.

Whether day or night, howls, explosions, long drawn out shrieking and worse, emanated from Professor Jules’ laboratory.

Soon, one assistant emerged, looking stunned and grey.

Then another.

And another.

Until only the most hardened remained.

Alex’s only wish was to be there with them. If not for Professor Jules stopping him, he would have been.

“Listen,” Jules had said. “Each one of us is needed where we can be most useful. I’m most useful with alchemy, but you can do much more. Go and find her. I’ll crack these monsters from here.”

And so Alex had been tasked with searching for clues, though he’d found nothing.

One good thing that did come from scouring the realm for Carey, was how much he’d improved with the Traveller’s power in the past weeks. Now, he could jump longer distances with ease.

When he’d first discovered how the power worked, he could barely move ten feet. Even during the tournament, he only made jumps of a few hundred feet.

Now, after days of teleporting from place to place hunting for Carey and Merzhin, he could teleport himself and anyone he touched over two miles at a time, and the distances were increasing.

‘If only I had somewhere to go,’ he thought, watching his summons search the land. ‘If only I had more clues to work with… and why do I have this damn creepy feeling all the time!’

Alex spun in midair, eyeing the landscape, finding nothing but greenery and rock below him.

He’d been feeling like he was being watched since they’d trapped the Ravener-spawn for Professor Jules. Every time they went out to the wilderness, that uneasy feeling trailed him, like piercing eyes were tracking his every move.

Yet no one, not even his mass of summoned monsters, could find anything or anyone lurking around.

It was enough to make him wonder if he was going slightly mad.

‘Just keep focused,’ Alex thought. ‘Don’t let your mind conjure phantoms. And⁠—’

The far-speaker suddenly crackled in his satchel.

“Mr. Roth! Come back to the lab!” Professor Jules sounded elated. “I’ve done it! Five dead specimens later, but I’ve done it!”

“What!” He fished the far-speaker from his bag. “Done what, Professor, done what? Did you find Carey?”

“No, but now we have a way forward!” He could hear the smile in her voice. “I isolated internal organs that the creatures use to track anyone who made a connection with a living dungeon core. I took the monsters apart and modified the tracking organs so we could take control and use them to find Carey. Come back at once, we have testing to do!”

“By the Traveller!” he shouted. “Professor, I could kiss you! I’ll get the others and we’ll head to a fae gate. We should be back at the Castle in under an hour!”

“Hurry!” her voice called.

The far-speaker went silent.

“Alright, hold on, Carey. We’re coming. I feel sorry for whoever took you,” he said, his voice gruff with anger. “No, actually, I don’t. I don’t feel sorry for them at all.”

With that, he closed his eyes, and vanished.

Far below, the eyes that were watching him blinked.

A blue hand ran stubby fingers through a snow-white beard.

Bells tinkled.

And the fae some called the Stalker pondered aloud, “He is a determined hunter, and one who is still growing. True… he has power that can let him escape; the chase will be more interesting. He has magic to fight back; the chase will be more thrilling. He has a mind to plot and plan; the chase will be more challenging. Yes… he will definitely make good prey.”

Bells jingled on his mount’s antlers.

“I will need new hounds,” he said mournfully. “And I must also petition my lord. The latter will be no trouble… but the former? My last hounds are long mouldering. Hmmm, oh… oh!”

He grinned, revealing sharp teeth. “Yes, yes that would be delightfully ironic! This will be your test, my prey. If you survive, you will make hounds for me. If you do not? Well then, you will have proven yourself to be unworthy quarry, anyway. Yes, this is good. Soon, I will have a new trophy to show off at the lodge.”

The fae moved back into the fae roads, licking his lips.

He rode toward an escarpment.

One that most mortalkind in these lands had long forgotten.

But the Stalker had a feeling it would not be forgotten for much longer.
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In the war room, a tense group was gathered.

Alex and his cabal were there, huddled with Claygon, Tyris, Brutus, Theresa, Grimloch, Svenia, Hogarth, Watcher Hill, and the Heroes of Thameland. Vesuvius was waiting in the courtyard.

And then there was Professor Jules.

She looked like she’d aged a dozen years in half as many days. Dark circles ringed her eyes. Her white hair was wild, her robes dishevelled, but a look of triumph burned in her eyes as she stared at a device.

On the map table, a tankard-sized crystal jar ribbed in steel, with runes of blood magic running up the sides, lay upon it. Within the jar, three eyes were suspended in a thick clear liquid.

One of the eyes watched Drestra and another Alex, black pupils bore into them. The third bobbed listlessly in the jar of mana-infused water and viscera, swivelling in different directions. Behind each eye, sinewy cords of flesh connected to a pulsating, erratically shaped knot of organs. They throbbed in time with each other like hearts beating as one.

“What in every hell is that? It looks gross,” Thundar said.

“My thoughts exactly,” Hart muttered.

“This device is going to help us find Carey, judging from the way two of those eyes are fixed on Drestra and Alex,” Jules said confidently. “Through a great deal of trial and error, I found the tracking organs deep in the Ravener-spawn you captured and linked them together in suspension powered by blood magic. The Eye-Finder is what I’ve called it. Perhaps it’s not the best name, but I won’t quibble about that now. Naming it isn’t important. What matters is that this device could be our key. I attuned an eye to the individual who controlled a dungeon core in the past, using remains each one handled.”

“What’s the range on it?” Alex asked.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “We were able to amplify the organs’ natural capacity for detection, so they should have a longer range than they did in their original hosts. But I don’t quite understand how the detection works… It seems to send out some sort of ping, like a bat would using echolocation, but—” She shook her head. “It doesn’t really matter. What’s most important for our purposes is that you can use it to find Carey.”

“Good. Thank the Traveller.” Theresa sounded anxious. “We should get going and try it out. We’ve already lost days.”

“Aye,” Cedric said. “I doubt things’re gonna be gettin’ any safer for Merzhin an’ Carey, so let’s do it… But where d’we start? The thing sniffs out Carey like a bloodhound, right? So where’re we gonna start? Finnegan’s Crags?”

“That’s our only lead at this point,” Alex said. “Carey and Merzhin disappeared from there and we found monsters coming to Greymoor from that direction. Let’s start there and hope this thing has the range… It might be our last hope.”

“It will work,” Professor Jules said, taking a deep trembling breath. “It has to. Carey’s parents have been informed that she’s disappeared and they’re making their way from the Rhinean Empire to Generasi. We want her back safely for them, for her, and for us.”

“Then let’s go find out if this works,” Alex said. “Okay, everyone, come with me. We’re heading to Finnegan’s Crags. Hopefully, we’ll have Carey and Merzhin back home by morning.”

At this, Prince Khalik gave Alex a look, but said nothing.
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“Please work,” Tyris said as the group stepped through the fae gate. “It has to work.”

“It will,” Isolde said. “There are few alchemists in the world who can equal Professor Jules’ abilities. It will work.”

“Well, we’re about to find out,” Alex said, keeping his eye on the jar.

So far, there’d been no response from the third eye.

“I’m going to teleport to the spot Carey disappeared from. You all stay put. I’ll come get you if I find anything,” Alex said.

“Um, might I come with you?” Khalik asked, shooting Alex a meaningful look. “Najyah might see something we missed earlier.”

The Thameish wizard nodded. “Alright. We’ll be right back.”

“Be safe… Father…” Claygon said.

“We will.” Alec touched Khalik and Najyah—perched on her master’s shoulder—and the three of them disappeared.

A couple of jumps brought them to where Carey was last seen.

“Come on.” Alex held the Eye-Finder. “Come on…”

“Alex, there is something we must speak of,” Khalik said, looking at his close friend with concern.

“Yeah, I had a feeling you wanted to talk about something.” Alex waved the jar around. The first eye pointed at him, the second toward where they’d left Drestra, and the third still bobbed listlessly in the liquid. He bit down on rising agitation. “What’s going on?”

“Listen, once we locate Carey, if you wish, the rest of us can rescue her while you return to the Castle,” the prince said. “I’m sure you have thought of this but… if we find Carey, we will likely find Merzhin. And if we find Merzhin⁠—”

“His symbol’s going to start singing,” Alex said. “And then my secret comes out, right?”

He continued waving the jar around, his frown deepening.

“Exactly,” Khalik said. “But, by now, you have no doubt realised this.”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “I have, just… look. I’m not just going to let you guys run into what might be the biggest nest of Ravener-spawn that we’ve ever come up against, or some order of kidnapping, murderous priests who’ve been hiding Uldar’s secrets for Traveller-knows how many thousands of years, without me.”

“Do not fear for us,” Khalik said. “We can handle ourselves.”

“You can, but I’m the only one who can teleport,” Alex said. “And finding another wizard to teleport all of you is going to take time, and that’s something we don’t have. Plus, we fight better together. If anything goes wrong, I can get you guys out of danger. I can grab Carey and Merzhin and teleport us away in a second… there’s lots of ways I can be useful.”

“I know… and that is true.” Khalik’s eyes dropped. “You do know this will mean that at the very least, Merzhin will know your secret.”

“At this point? We’ve obviously drawn the attention of someone powerful.” Alex’s irritation grew. Still no response from the third eye. “People might be coming for us anyway. And let me tell you… The mood I’m in? If some priest tells me I’ve got to come back and help Thameland in the way they want me to? I’ll tell them exactly which hell they can go to. We’ve been to a few. There’s lots of options.”

“What if they try to take you?” Khalik asked. “Not that we would let them just do so.”

“Thanks, man. I also don’t know if Generasi will simply hand me over. There’s a few contracts that Shale’s been working on that… let’s say the city’s ruling council would be pretty upset if the guy who can actually make advanced golems is taken captive by another realm. And if they try to force the issue at this point, Khalik? If Baelin was here, I’d be up for fighting Uldar himself. I’m tired of all of this. So, if Merzhin demands that I go along and do Uldar’s bidding after I’ve rescued his ass? I don’t care what the Mark does. I’ll find some way to punch hi—Oh, for Traveller’s sake!”

“What is it?” Khalik asked.

“There’s no response from this damn thing!” Alex floated higher, waving the jar like a madman. He glided around the campsite—from where Carey and Merzhin had disappeared—in wider and wider circles.

“Come on, this has to work!” he snapped. “Professor Jules is a damned good alchemist. You’re telling me she can’t reverse engineer something some shitty Ravener-spawn can do? Don’t make me laugh!”

He resisted the urge to shake the jar in case it flew from his hands.

“Work!” he shouted at the device. “Just wor—Oh, by the Traveller. By the Traveller!”

Alex stopped dead, floating a few dozen feet over a copse of trees on a bluff above the abandoned campsite.

Inside the jar, the third eye had snapped into focus, pointing southeast.

“Khalik!” Alex cried. “Khalik, we found her! We finally have her trail!”


Chapter 88


If We Happen to Die



This was it.

They had a direction.

Floating freely in the jar, the third eye was fixed on the southeast—Alex had placed the Eye-Finder down on the peak of a mountain—its ‘vision’ piercing hills, distance, and woodlands. Somewhere to the southeast, Carey waited along with one of the greatest trials of their lives.

Alex could only pray that he was ready.

“We need a plan,” Watcher Hill said, standing near the peak.

The other Watchers, Alex’s cabal, and everybody who’d come searching for Carey stood on the mountain, all eyes on the southeast. A gusting wind licked at their clothing.

Determination filled their hearts.

Doubt played in their minds.

“We have no idea what we’ll find when we get to wherever Carey is,” Watcher Hill said. “But whatever’s waiting, it’s best to assume that it’s not just going to give her or Merzhin up without a fight.”

“We don’t know what state she’s in either,” another Watcher added. “She could be⁠—”

“She’s not dead,” Professor Jules’ voice was like flint through the far-speaker. “I examined the organs Ravener-spawn use to track people who’ve controlled dungeon cores, and they bear similarities to the lifesense organs of aether drakes.”

“Aether drakes? What are those?” Drestra asked, her interest piquing at the word drake.

“Dragons, close in size to horses. They can sense living things within a certain distance,” Hart rumbled. “But, they can’t sense anything dead, or undead for that matter. They gotta rely on their eyes, ears, or noses for dead things, so smelling a rotting zombie’s real easy for them… or anything else with a nose.” He grinned.

“That… is correct,” Professor Jules said, surprise in her voice. “How did you know that? Are you a scholar, Mr. Redfletcher?”

“No. The Ash Ravens killed their share of wizards along the way. You’d be surprised at what kinda beasts wizards keep locked up in their towers as guard dogs. No offence,” he said.

“None taken. And I’d be less surprised than you might think. But Mr. Redfletcher does have the right of it. The sensing organs in Ravener-spawn seem to only pick up prey if they are alive, that’s if they work similarly to the organs of aether drakes, as they seem to. Which means, Carey’s most likely still alive.”

“Though we can’t be sure how long that’s going to last,” Alex said, his tone dark. “So yes, Watcher Hill. What’s your plan? You’ve got the most combat experience of anyone here.”

“I say we go crack some heads open an’ take our people back,” Cedric cut in. “Like y’said, Alex, the time we spend here jawin,’ could be takin’ Carey and Merzhin another second closer t’dyin’. We need t’bring ’em home.”

He flexed the quicksilver gauntlet sheathing his arm. “Be they mortal or beast, whichever it is, they declared war when they started kidnappin’ people. So maybe we should jus’ kick their shit in!”

“They’ll kill Carey if we do,” Drestra’s voice crackled.

“And Merzhin too,” Hart rumbled.

“Exactly,” Watcher Hill said. “There’s a strong likelihood that they’ll use them against us.” She looked at Alex and Drestra. “There’s also a good possibility that they’re using Carey as bait to lure you two, considering what Professor Jules told me you three can do with dungeon cores. The moment you show up, their usefulness expires, and the kidnappers could end both of them without a thought. That being said… I wouldn’t be able to convince the two of you to stay behind, could I?”

“We’ll need every hand on deck,” Alex said, feeling a bit weird knowing that some of the Watchers had been told what he, Carey, and Drestra could do with dungeon cores. He supposed in this case, some secrets had to be sacrificed. “Drestra’s too powerful to leave behind, and I’m our best bet for extraction. Though I do agree that I shouldn’t go in at first. The best place for me is at a distance, somewhere where I can grab people fast in an emergency.”

“Then we’ll make use of you. First, since you move faster than any of us, take the Eye-Finder and locate where Carey and Merzhin are being kept. Once you find them, figure out where the closest fae gate is, then return here,” Watcher Hill said. “The next thing will be to teleport an infiltration team of Watchers—lead by me—to that location, while the others travel over the fae roads. Once everyone’s gathered at our target, my team scouts the area, then goes in and gets our people. I understand that you can sense teleportation magic quite acutely, Mr. Roth?”

“That’s right,” Alex said.

“When we find Carey and Merzhin, one of us will cast a Call Through Fire spell as a signal, then you can teleport to our position and extract both the hostages and us. When everyone’s safe, we return and hit them, neutralising and investigating these kidnappers. We can modify the plan as needed once we actually see the location. Any questions?”

“I’ve got one,” Cedric said. “Who’s gonna be on that stealth team, an’ what’re the rest of us gonna be doin’?”

Watcher Hill pointed to the other Watchers under her command. “I hate to even say this, but under my watch, I’ve allowed enough young people to be captured, so the infiltration team will be solely made up of my own people.” She looked at everyone else gathered around her. “The rest of you will form the core of what is to be the second wave.”

She made a chopping motion with her hand. “Your jobs will be to adopt an extremely aggressive approach if our infiltration is compromised.”

“So the plan is basically for you and your Watchers to rescue our people and—if something goes wrong—the rest of us hit the enemy while you complete the rescue? Is that right?” Prince Khalik asked.

“You have it,” the Watcher replied. “I know a lot of you will want to rush straight in, but please don’t, just be patient.”

“You will not have to worry about us acting foolishly or prematurely,” Isolde said. “Chancellor Baelin has trained us well on tactics and priorities. We all want Carey and Merzhin returned, and taking any foolish risks that could put them in further danger is not what we have learned to do. Your plan is rational, and we will stick to it.”

Cedric agreed, words like, “we should jus’ kick their shit in!” gone like they’d never left his lips minutes before. “Aye, better t’go crackin’ skulls after we get our people back,” Cedric said thoughtfully, sneaking a quick glance at Isolde. “There was a time when I might’ve gone ahead wit’out thinkin’ too hard, but if that ruins our chances, then I’ll not be doin’ it. I’ve learned too much t’try that kinda shite anymore, knowin’ what’s at stake if I did any o’ that kinda silliness.”

Isolde stared at Cedric, looking so proud and taken with him at that moment that—if things were less tense—she might’ve run right into his arms. He gave her another sidelong look and a small crooked smile, almost as if asking: ‘Did I do good?’

She took a step toward him before catching herself and blushing furiously.

Thankfully, Watcher Hill saw none of that; being too busy looking southeast to pay any attention to the two of them. “Time to get moving. We have our preliminary plan. What’s left to do now is find our people. We can finish our assessments once we know exactly what we’re dealing with.”

“Right,” Alex looked at the jar. “I was thinking I should take Thundar and Drestra with me. They’re powerful, know illusion magic, I can move across the land faster than anyone else, and with them watching my back, chances of success increases if anything goes wrong.”

“What about me… Father?” Claygon asked.

“Yeah, you know what? You come too,” Alex said. “Everyone else? If you could go back to the Research Castle through the fae roads and round up anybody you can for our strike force? That’d be great. Bring them here to the mountain to meet up.”

“Sounds good,” Grimloch rumbled. “This is gonna be a battle to remember. We want people with us.”

His demeanour surprised Theresa. “What’s the matter, Grimloch? Where’s your excitement? You’re always excited before a tough fight.”

The sharkman growled. “Something’s different. Any predator in the sea’s gotta know when the tide’s changed. And the tide’s changed.”

His growl deepened as his black, doll-like eyes took in the land.

“There’s blood in the water.”
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“So…” Thundar rumbled, his deep voice carrying over the high, summer wind. The minotaur was invisible as he, Alex, Claygon, and Drestra flew above the countryside. Forests, rivers, and fields sailed by far below. “Is the eye still pointing southeast?”

“Like iron drawn to a magnet,” Alex said, looking at the jar. He’d been holding the Eye-Finder when Drestra had cast invisibility magic on them, which made him the only one who could see the third eye and the direction it faced. “Directly southeast, and be ready to jump, I’ve almost recovered enough to go again.”

“Yes… Father,” Claygon said.

The group of four had been travelling for some time now, alternating between flying and using Alex’s inner power to move them through space, eating away the miles. His strategy was to push forward until he burned away nearly half of his energies, then stop, letting them replenish before starting again.

He could have pressed himself harder, but that might have meant reaching Carey and Merzhin too drained to teleport anyone.

“Father… do you know… if we’re getting close?” Claygon asked.

“It’s hard to tell,” Alex said. “Professor Jules’ device can tell us what direction Carey’s in, but not how far she is. I just hope we get there soon.”

“Better we find her when there’s still plenty of light to work with,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “I can see in the dark, but many of our allies can’t.”

“Yeah,” Thundar said. “And we don’t have a clue if whatever we’re about to pick a fight with can see in the dark or not.”

Silence hung for a moment.

“Hey… Drestra, can I ask you something?” Thundar said, his voice growing quieter. “It’s something I’ve been wondering about.”

Another moment of silence.

“…Go ahead,” the Sage said.

“You let people see your true form at Luthering, right?” he said. “I mean, all of us who were in Tenebrama with you already knew, but the Watchers weren’t there. Neither was Tyris. The deleo Alex brought from Generasi… Even the Ravener-spawn saw. So, I was surprised you decided to show your true self to everyone.”

The wind blowing past them was the only sound they heard at the moment.

“The situation we’re in is urgent,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “We need to do everything we can to get our people back. I don’t know Carey very well, but she seems to have a good heart and can control dungeon cores, and even if I didn’t care for her, no good could ever come from letting some enemy use her to make an army for them or find a way to make dungeon cores more dangerous by experimenting on them. And… truth is, I don’t like Merzhin, but he doesn’t deserve to die somewhere alone.”

“So you decided to use your full power?” Thundar said.

“Yes. And I’m probably going to use it on whoever took them anyway, so better I did it early and make our lives easier.”

“Yeah,” Thundar said. “Makes sense. I’d do the same thing if I was you. As a matter of fact, if I was a dragon, I don’t think I’d keep it a secret, no matter how much sense it made. I’d be a dragon every waking second of every day. It’s cool as hell, and I couldn’t resist it. As a matter of fact, I’d use illusionary duplicates all the time just to show off my dragoness.”

After a startled moment, Drestra’s crackling laughter came from thin air. “Even at a time like this, you know what to say to make me laugh, Thundar.”

“Yeah…” the minotaur said. “Yeah…”

Another few heartbeats of silence.

“Listen, there’s something else I want to ask you, if you don’t mind,” the minotaur said.

“What is it?” Drestra asked.

“Look, I don’t know what’s about to happen,” Thundar rumbled. “Maybe Grimloch’s just got me nervous but… it kinda does feel like the winds are changing. So, I dunno, best to just put yourself out there before anything happens that you can’t recover from… and uh… do you like festivals?”

“Pardon?” Drestra asked.

“I mean… uh… exactly what I said, do you like going to festivals?” the minotaur asked.

“We don’t have many festivals in the Crymlyn… We do celebrate the spirits and the passing of winter to spring with a festival. I like those, but why?”

“Well, Generasi has a bunch of festivals,” the minotaur said. “Y’know, they’ve got like… good food… music and stuff like that. Some can be really good. Uh, I was wondering, if—if we’re all in one piece after this—if maybe we could, I dunno, go to a festival together or something. Just you and me?”

“…Thundar, are you asking me to step out with you?” Drestra asked.

“Well, uh, I mean… yeah, I guess. Look, you’re smart and you’ve got a good heart, and I like your voice and you’ve got the most interesting eyes I’ve ever seen, and I like the way you tell stories and—I dunno—maybe we could like… see how much time we’d like to spend together alone and—you know what? I’m gonna cringe myself to death if I keep talking⁠—”

“No, don’t stop talking,” the Sage said. “I like listening to your voice too. Ever since you… supported me in Tenebrama… I’ve always liked listening to your voice. I’d… love to listen to it at a festival with you.”

“Good, uh, it’s a date then,” Thundar said awkwardly. “Once we make it out of this… which is what everybody who’s about to die in all the stories always says.”

“You owe me some time stepping out together,” Drestra said firmly. “I’ll make sure you don’t die.”

“I think they say that too—” Thundar rumbled.

Suddenly, the third eye turned downward, looking toward an expanse of forest they were over.

“Hold up!” Alex hissed. “The eye’s shifting. We must be getting close!”

As he said those words, a wave of emotion surged from the aeld staff strapped to his back.

“Father… the staff…” Claygon said. “It says… this forest is familiar… This is where it came from… before the blue annis hags’ minions took it to Greymoor.”

“What?” the young wizard exclaimed. “Then we’ve⁠—”

He felt something pass through his mind.

“I dunno, Alex,” Thundar grunted. “I’m thinking maybe you’re misreading the eye.”

“Yes,” Drestra said, a note of irritation in her voice. “We’re wasting time. Look. There’s nothing down there.”

Alex had the same thoughts that they did.

But he knew enough, having experienced the Mark for more than two years, to recognise interference.

Those thoughts were definitely not his own.


Chapter 89


The Coming Storm



It was subtle.

So subtle that most folk wouldn’t have noticed it.

From deep within Alex’s mind, an intruding urge and an insistent whisper sprouted.

There’s nothing down there, it said.

I’m wasting time here, it whispered.

Spending time here will only delay us, I need to stay away from there, it murmured.

Each thought followed deep feelings of aversion, bubbling a range of emotions inside of him. That sense of discomfort, of growing fear, a persistent urge to be away, and even irritation, all simmered in his mind, demanding not to be ignored when his attention stayed too long on the forest below.

At the same time, his mind rationalised those feelings, working to justify them.

‘It’s just a forest. An empty one at that. There’s no way Carey would be down there. Maybe someone, or something’s influencing Professor Jules’ device. That’s what I’d do. I’d find a way to stop Carey from being tracked. I’d find a way to hide my location from any magic that could track her. There’s no way a regular-looking bit of woodland has Carey and Merzhin hidden in it. I don’t feel any mana or dungeon core magic down there. Time’s precious, we can’t spare any wasting it on this place.’

The more Alex tried focusing on the woods below, the more insistent his thoughts encouraging him to leave became.

He had to anchor himself.

“Illusion,” he heard Thundar say. Though he couldn’t see him, he could hear the strain in his friend’s voice. “Listen to your own voice, Thundar,” the minotaur said to himself. “Ground yourself. Let it go. It’s just like in the Hells. Intruding thoughts worming their way into your head. Let them pass. Let it pass.”

“Yes,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “Just like in Tenebrama. Just like the Hells. We’ve dealt with this before. It’s not new. Let it go.”

Together the three wizards took on the power invading their minds, letting it pass over them while acknowledging the interfering thoughts as something not their own.

“What is… happening?” Claygon asked.

Slowly, Alex felt the aversion begin quieting, loosening its hold on his mind, never fully dying, but by being mindful of its presence, he could sort through it to anchor to his own thoughts.

Moments later, Drestra and Thundar’s breathing returned to a calm, even pace.

“We’re alright now, Claygon,” Alex said. “I think we’ve got things under control.”

“Damn, that was rough,” Thundar growled. “It felt like we were right back in the Hells again. I could see shit like that happening in the Hells, but not out here in Thameland, and it came right outta the blue too. No warning, no nothing.”

“I find anything controlling someone else’s mind is beyond any line that should ever be crossed.” The Sage of Uldar’s voice crackled with heat. “What was it? I didn’t feel any mana, and I don’t know of any dungeon capable of doing something like that.”

“Might’ve been a divinity.” Alex focused on the forest. “I haven’t studied divine power much, so I can’t say for sure, but…”

“It’d explain a lot,” Thundar finished. “Would pretty much confirm that it was the church that took Merzhin and Carey, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, and that would explain why Merzhin disappeared without a fight. If some priest told him to follow, he might have gone willingly…” Drestra said. “…Which means, we might have to fight him too—Wait, hold on. What about the Ravener-spawn? Those petrifying monsters couldn’t be a coincidence. If the church took Merzhin and Carey, does that mean they’re working with the Ravener?”

“At this point, I’d believe just about anything,” Alex muttered, his jaw tensing. “I would—Claygon!”

The Thameish wizard suddenly remembered what the golem had said. “Did you say that the aeld branch remembers this place, or did I imagine that? I still feel like someone was trying to turn my mind into scrambled eggs.”

“You didn’t imagine it… Father…” Claygon said. “The staff remembers… since it’s connected to the tree… It remembers this place.”

“What does it remember?” Alex asked. “What does it remember before it was taken by the hags?”

“It remembers… growing in this place… undisturbed… Always sensing great power nearby…” Claygon said.

Alex could feel waves of emotion and thought passing between the staff and the golem.

“There was always power… near. But it never saw who… the power belonged to… then one day, humans came…” he continued.

“What’d they say? Who were they?” Thundar asked.

“It doesn’t know… Things are too foggy… But humans intended to dig the tree up… take it. It knew their hearts… it knew they were selfish… but also not.”

“Is that a riddle?” Drestra asked.

“Maybe not,” Alex thought carefully. “Selfish and not selfish… Maybe they meant to take the tree for someone else. A god, for instance.”

“Well that’d fit with the theme of the day,” Thundar said.

“Yeah,” Alex said, a mix of growing excitement and dread filling him as his mind fought the aversion that was still trying to control it.

He checked the third eye—it was fixed on a point somewhere below them.

But when he followed its gaze, all he saw was the vast forest.

The trees were unusually tall—abnormally so for Thameland, in fact—and thick—but there was no sign of any mortal activity. As a matter of fact…

The forest was strangely quiet, even from where he and his companions floated.

“There’s no sign of birds anywhere,” Alex pointed out. “I don’t hear a single peep or see any flying around where the eye’s pointing to.”

“There’re some quite a ways in the distance,” Drestra said. “I can see them… but you’re right, there aren’t any directly below us or close by. Another illusion, maybe?”

“Well, if it is an illusion, it’s one of the best I’ve ever seen,” Thundar said. “There’s nothing that gives it away if it is one, because it moves with the wind, the trees are rustling, the sunlight’s dappling the leaves properly. If it is an illusion, it’s basically perfect.”

A feeling of dread was moving along Alex’s spine.

“The Traveller said to find where Uldar ascended from… and she also told me to look for the hidden church.” He watched the mysterious forest below with its strange features. “Something tells me we found it…”

“Irony…”

“Hm? What is it, Claygon?”

“I read about irony in a book on humour… It can mean… a kind of surprise, or a contradiction between what someone expects to happen, and what actually happens…” The golem’s voice was quiet. “People from the church… used Carey to try to find us… Now we used what they did… to find them. After thousands of years… we found them. The first ones… to do it…”

“Thank the Traveller for that,” Drestra said.

As she invoked Hannah, Alex felt the feelings of aversion lessen. Something drew him to the forest. Like a beacon.

“I dunno about that, Claygon,” Thundar said. “Thing is, this place is damned hard to find unless you got something guiding you here like Professor Jules’ invention, right? And if you stumbled across it by accident, with those thoughts taking over your mind and making you want to get away from here, most folk probably left without giving it a second thought. But would everybody have left? I don’t know if Professor Jules or Baelin would buy that. What I would buy is that even if just one person got around their magic and got inside… I doubt they woulda been in any position to tell anybody much of anything afterward.”

“Well, all of that stops today,” Drestra’s voice crackled.

“I’m with you on that one…” Alex said, pulling the far-speaker from his belt. “Let’s get everyone together, if they’ve gone to so much trouble to hide for all this time, I’d bet my life they have wards up to detect outsiders. Damn, this’d be so much easier with Baelin around. But… he warned us that he wouldn’t always be there. Now, we just have to think for ourselves and adapt.”

He activated the far-speaker. “Professor? I think we found them. Get everyone together. Tell them to get ready, it’s going to be rough. We’re on our way back.”
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The valley was idyllic.

In fact, it strangely matched Merzhin’s most private imaginings of what the afterworld at Uldar’s side might be like. Surrounded by lush forests and greenery on all sides, the land of the hidden church was built in a depression carved deep into the earth.

Perhaps it was less of a natural valley and more of a crater; Merzhin did not know enough about such things to tell.

What he could easily tell, though, was that those who lived here were some of the happiest people he’d ever known in his young life. In the centre of the valley rose an enormous escarpment of stone—Uldar’s Rise—taller than the tallest trees he could have ever imagined.

An outer wall of stone surrounded farmhouses built of granite quarried from mines below the escarpment, the same stone had also been used to craft countless statues of Uldar. They lined the roads in the village. They stood outside nearly every door.

They rose from bountiful fields—filled with an abundance of thriving vegetables, fruit trees, golden wheat, and the promise of a fine harvest—watching over all with his wondrous smile.

Everyone here—from the oldest to the youngest—were trained warriors of Uldar, performing the gods’ most special tasks. Merzhin watched children—easily half his age—training on an extensive course built solely for that purpose.

Weapons that bled Uldar’s divine power hung from nearly every hip… Neither did these contented people have the foul look of Hart Redfletcher, or the haunted one of a veteran from Thameland’s army.

Rather, they appeared innocent to the ways of the world. Like hardship had never touched them. As though—beneath the shimmering half-sphere barrier that defended the area—they were unscathed by all of the evils consuming Thameland and beyond.

Yet, despite this idyllic atmosphere, a deep frown creased Merzhin’s brow.

So why did he⁠—

“—look troubled?” Third Apostle Izas asked.

“I’m sorry, what was that, Third Apostle?” Merzhin asked. Young children giggled as they ran past him, caught up in a game of tag. The Saint watched them with melancholy. When was the last time he’d seen a child. Two years now?

Two long years of constant war against the Ravener.

The Third Apostle gave the young man a kindly smile. Behind them, Eldin and a pair of guards followed closely. For a fleeting moment, their eyes reminded Merzhin of a loyal bloodhound’s.

“I asked if you knew that you looked troubled,” Izas said gently. “I can see that something weighs on you. What is it, my child?”

“Was it so obvious? Apologies, Third Apostle, I should be more disciplined,” Merzhin responded sheepishly.

“Think nothing of it. We all have thoughts that plague us. Unburden yourself.”

“I…” Merzhin looked up at Uldar’s Rise, at the top of the escarpment. It was the very last place on this earth that had been graced by Uldar’s feet before he’d ascended to full divinity, never to touch Thameland’s soil again. Never to walk among its people. Never to fight along their side.

The Saint looked around at those who lived here in idyllic bliss.

He remembered the eyes of the soldiers killed in Uldar’s name, battling the Ravener. The dead eyes. And the entire time, these lively children, and these unburdened warriors had been living here in peace.

“Is it alright for those in this place to enjoy such… comfort, Third Apostle?” he asked. “Is that truly Uldar’s will. Many suffer to defend Thameland and save Uldar’s kingdom. And yet these warriors⁠—”

“Are among the best in all of Thameland,” Eldin said proudly. “Few can serve Uldar’s will so well.”

Merzhin paused at that. He questioned his thoughts. His feelings. He desperately tried to avoid temptation and blasphemy. He desperately tried to stamp down that seed of doubt in his mind.

“Yes… I imagine so,” he stammered. “Then why not go out and fight the Ravener? Should each of us not focus on the enemy? I… understand that the cycle has a purpose we do not know, and it would harm us all if it ended. I do not doubt Uldar’s word, but surely making sure the Ravener is defeated quickly would lessen harm while serving his will, would it not?”

“Hm.” Izas nodded. “A fair point and also a definite point of theological debate. To this, I ask you, have you ever laid an ambush for Ravener-spawn?”

“Yes,” Merzhin said.

“And was it effective?”

“Yes.”

“But, why?”

“Because they did not know we were there.”

“Precisely, my child.” Izas extended his hands before him. He spoke a short incantation, conjuring a ball of fire in one hand, then spoke a short prayer. The Saint felt a pulse of divinity as another ball of flame was conjured. Both orbs reached up, swirling around each other in a helix.

Merzhin was captivated by the sight. “Beautiful.”

“It is, isn't it?” Izas chuckled. “The blending of divinity and spellcraft is something that the First Apostle has mastered in a way few have. It is an art practiced by very few in Thameland, save for Uldar’s Chosen and a few others, though many who live with us here learn it.” His eyes drifted to the training course. “Yet another of our surprises. Much like an ambush, our skills and our very existence rely on secrecy to be effective. None of Uldar’s foes would think to watch for us because—to them—we do not exist. To support Uldar’s will, that secret requires sacrifices.”

“And we do sacrifice,” Eldin rumbled. “We give up our lives in the outside world for this. In exchange, we have safety and power.”

“I… see…” Merzhin said.

‘It makes sense,’ he told himself. ‘Priests give up much of their secular choices to serve Uldar, just as I have, and in return, they have their livelihood and comfort provided for by the church. So why… does this feel…’ He looked around at the village one more time. ‘Decadent.’

“Come, it’s time to go inside,” Izas said, glancing at the sky. “These old bones are hurting and there’s darkness in the offing. A storm’s definitely on its way.”

“Third Apostle, before we go… Carey’s and my companions will be looking for us. If they come, their wrath could be terrible. Will you be able to explain to them your divine purpose?” he asked.

“Worry not, Merzhin. We will not be found unless we wish to be found. For millennia, Uldar’s Rise has remained safe and hidden from outsiders. Others have searched to no avail, combing the land for us, and have never found us. There is no reason to trouble yourself. We live in complete safety here.”

Something twisted in Merzhin’s belly; that confidence from Izas. That quiet demeanour, as though he was separate from the world. It did not feel right. It did not feel holy.

Merzhin bit his tongue.

“Yes, yes, Third Apostle,” Merzhin said, turning toward Uldar’s Rise.

He resolved to see Carey again.

Hopefully, without an escort.

‘Uldar, guide me,’ he thought.

Of course, Uldar didn’t answer.

If anything, here in this valley, his silence somehow seemed more deafening than usual.


Chapter 90


Explosion



The song was driving Carey nearer to madness.

When she’d first found herself in this prison that her kidnappers were much too fond of calling her room, her thoughts had been jumbled, her mind too full of questions to notice much of anything else. Now, she couldn’t shut the grating song out. It was all she could think about. That and getting out of there. Even rain pounding on the village rooftops beneath the darkening clouds of an evening sky couldn’t drown it out.

It was an endless hymn to Uldar constantly drifting through the walls.

Sometimes the voices changed.

Sometimes the words changed.

But the song itself never did, droning on and on in a loop, seemingly designed to drive her to madness.

To her, it felt like these priests were giving her a preview of her funeral dirge.

The young woman was pacing the room—her cell, in fact—trying to find a way out.

“I am such a fool,” she criticised herself. “Spending all my time at school in prayer, alchemy, and my other studies, while Alex and his friends were off challenging monsters from all over the planes. I could use some of their resourcefulness ever so much right now. By the Traveller, how did damsels escape their prisons in the old tales?”

As far as she could remember, most didn’t.

They normally waited for some charming and beautiful knight to ride up to their prison on an impossibly swift and mighty charger, ready to slay all witches, dragons, or Ravener-spawn that had captured them, then whisk them back to the safety of their homes, churches, or marriage beds, depending on how bawdy the tale was.

On occasion, they would escape on their own, but that was usually thanks to hidden skills the storytellers would cleverly reveal at the last moment.

“The evil wizard thought he’d captured a defensive fawn, but he’d stolen a mighty sorceress instead! And his magic was no match for hers!” she remembered one such story told on her tenth birthday, right after she’d told her parents that she wanted to become a wizard in her own right.

There were other such tales where the helpless damsels revealed themselves as clever warriors in disguise, or masked thieves who slew, or lock-picked their way out of trouble.

Other age-old tales had Uldar descending from the heavens to smite a dragon, or bless the captive with enough fantastic, supernatural strength to snap a witch’s back.

Unfortunately, Carey was neither warrior or rogue, Uldar was nowhere to be found, nor would he likely be too sympathetic to her plight.

As for her magic?

The glyphs on the bars stopped mana from flowing through her, the same way they did in Generasi. It was obvious that these villains had experience capturing and imprisoning wizards.

Which left her with one option.

“You need your bag,” she whispered. “You need it, Carey. If you can get—” She paused, quickly glancing around. Uldar songs travelled through the stone walls of this place as clear as a bell, so why wouldn’t her voice?

Maybe there was a spy sitting just down the hallway—out of sight— eavesdropping on anything she said.

‘Get your bag,’ she thought. ‘Professor Jules assigned you with testing a chaos bomb on a live dungeon in the wild to see how the explosion would react with the mana of an untouched living dungeon core and its unique mana. The timer’s attached, there’s a winged construct with it to deploy, if you could get to it, you could set it, blow these horribly, nasty people to bits, then be on your way home!’

She smiled at the thought. ‘Wouldn’t that be terribly exciting? You could strike a blow against these enemies and be off to the Research Castle in time for… time for… time for what, Carey?’

Her enthusiasm began to fade. ‘Where exactly are you? Where is this place? You know you’re in some natural stone setting, the woods outside the village look like you’re probably still in Thameland… but where? You’ve only learned the beginnings of combat magic. You’d simply get lost and die.’

She shook her head. ‘No, Carey! Stop being the miserable coward that you are! Think. You know some combat magic, you’ve studied maps of Thameland, and learned at least one flight spell. You know how to get on in the wilderness since you spend so much time there with the expedition, and you’re a wizard! A wizard! And the Traveller went out of her way to protect you. If you get out of here, you will find a way home! You simply must! Now, how do I escape from⁠—’

A gentle tapping came from the door.

“Carey?” Merzhin’s hoarse whisper called her name.

Gasping, she hurried over, finding the Saint peering through the bars.

“Carey, are you alright?” he said softly. “Have they treated you well?”

“No, Merzhin, they have not treated me bloody well!” she snapped. “If they had treated me well, wouldn’t I be free and not locked up in here like some lab specimen? Or maybe we should just call me what I am, a prisoner!”

He winced. “They’re not all bad, you know.”

“Really?” She raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t you tell that to the bloody goons standing behind you, they might let me out.”

She paused.

There were no goons behind him.

That dangerous looking old man—the one who’d pulled her through solid stone—was nowhere to be seen, and the hard-eyed women who’d flanked him weren’t there either. She craned her neck, peering down the hallway as far as she could, but found no one lurking there. The only sound that met her ears were the voices raised in song, repeating their praise to Uldar.

“Where are you shadows?” she asked, her suspicion obvious.

“I said I needed to be alone for a time,” he said, glancing down the hallway on either side of himself. It had been a warm day, but the sweat running down his wan face was excessive. He had a wild look around his eyes. His breathing came shallow and quick. “I told them I needed time for contemplation and… well, to get my thoughts in order, then I used the chance to slip away.”

“And… there were no guards about?” she asked, her suspicions growing.

“None,” he said. “There weren’t any when I was down here the first time either. This place is holy, Carey, it isn’t a prison from a fairy tale. There aren’t any jailers here with more keys on their iron rings than teeth in their heads.”

“Really?” Carey said. “And you weren’t followed?”

“I checked many times,” he said. “Eldin can glide through stone like water, but I prayed to Uldar to warn me if there were any threats around.”

“And do you think Uldar would consider him a threat?” she asked archly.

“I… listen, I just needed to see you alone; Carey, I need your help,” he begged.

“You need my help?” she scoffed. “Merzhin, I’m the one in a prison cell while you totter about free—and unguarded. One of us does need help, and it’s me! I’m the one who needs it!”

He winced. “Maybe I deserve that,” he whispered. “But I can’t sort my thoughts out. You’ve seen this place through your window, haven’t you? Surely you can’t deny how wondrous it is!”

“I’m sorry, the iron bars spoil the view ever so slightly,” she muttered.

Merzhin hardly seemed to notice. “But… is it right that those blessed to live in this place, enjoying Uldar’s grace, never leave to help our soldiers and others suffering out there. Carey, when Uldar walked the earth, he helped us. He aided his people.”

“Merzhin…” Carey’s anger began to fade.

“And even when he left, he gave us… the Heroes! He gave his priests power and told them to protect and guide the land. He had us build schools in our churches, he gave us priests to teach us, he wanted his people to read and learn how to do sums and thrive! He wanted us to have bountiful harvests and forests filled with game. He gave all of that to us, he gave so much to us, and I have given so much in his name. But these people… they give too, in their own way… and they say their secret duty is important, but couldn’t they at least help our people in secret?”

Carey couldn’t speak.

The words had died on her lips.

She could see it in his eyes. The same horrified struggle she’d felt as her faith was shaken.

“Uldar is grand and perfect,” he continued. “But… people are flawed. What if these people are deeply flawed? What if… what if they’re not following Uldar properly? Remember the Parable of the Greedy Priest? The one who took tithes and simply used them to live like a false king? He was struck down for his sin! Could these people not be the same? Carey, you’re my friend… maybe my only friend in this world! Uldar’s not answering me, even here—please, help me!”

Carey London swallowed, glancing at the window.

Judging by the light, she figured there was about two or three more hours of light before twilight fell.

“Merzhin, I can’t help you. Not from this cell.” She gripped the bars. “We need to get out of here. We need to think and contemplate away from this place. We need to leave.”

“I… maybe,” he said. “I could ask them if they would place you under my protection, then we could go⁠—”

“Merzhin, do you know what they said to me when I first woke up?” She looked deep in his eyes. “They told me I will never leave this place alive.”

He startled, his hand covering his mouth. “They said that?”

“They said they would either kill me if I didn’t cooperate, or I would join their order after they learned my truths,” she said. “Do those sound like the words of good people?”

Merzhin recoiled. “Don’t ask me that! I have too many thoughts going through my mind right now! I don’t know what to think, Carey, I just don’t! They talk about Uldar’s divine will… and to serve that is to serve our ultimate purpose. If they need to protect Uldar, then…”

“Do you know that?” She pressed her forehead to the bars. “Merzhin, look at me.”

He looked away.

“Will you just bloody well look at me!” she snapped.

Sheepishly, the young man’s eyes met hers.

“Merzhin. You are the holiest man in all of Thameland. Even the First Apostle said that in some ways, you are even closer to Uldar than he is.”

“H-he said that?”

“He did. So you get to decide if this feels right to you. There is no scripture that says these people are doing Uldar’s will. The First Apostle says that he talks to Uldar, but how do you know that? Have you heard Uldar’s voice here? What does Merzhin think of this place? What do you think of what’s happened? What do you feel? Search your heart. Pray to Uldar if that’s what you want. Pray to any Saints of the past. Find what your soul is telling you. What do you think?”

With that, she’d placed her trust in him.

She knew that Merzhin was good.

He was a good person.

And she was betting their lives on that inner goodness.

The slight young man stared at his feet, and—in that moment—he looked so much like a lost child that she wished someone could just wrap their arms around him. At the same time, though, she watched the shadows, looking for any movement in the growing dark.

She couldn’t deny the possibility that someone had followed him. Or that he was working with the First Apostle and Izas to get her to say things that she didn’t want to.

But for now, there was nothing else she could do but pray to the Traveller that Merzhin was still on her side.

Finally, he looked up.

“Even if I wanted to give us some time away from these people,” he said. “I don’t have the key to let you out.”

She actually laughed. “Merzhin. You’re the Saint of Uldar. Do you mean to tell me that Behemoths and Blood-Hydras can’t stop you… but a locked door can?”

He winced, turning red. “I—I could do away with the door! But I’m not keen on using Uldar’s gifts before I’m sure whether his will lies with these people or not.”

“I’ll tell you what,” she said. “If you choose wrong? May he strike me down instead. Come now, we need to get away from here.”

He nodded slowly. “Alright.”

His mouth opened, ready to say something else.

Shadows moved behind him.

Something in the stone. Something fast.

His eyes grew wide. He began to turn.

Carey began to scream.

But it was too late.

There was a glint of steel and⁠—

The entire escarpment of Uldar’s Rise suddenly groaned, shuddering down through its core. A deafening blast erupted, shattering peace in the once tranquil village as a darkening day lit up like noontime.

The shadow froze.

Thunderous roars rolled through the air around him, chilling souls like an angry god’s wrath.

“Attack!” a voice screamed. “We’re under attack!”

Another blast confirmed those words.


Chapter 91


War Comes



Eldin froze mid-knife stroke while the world trembled as though a titan was shaking it apart.

Monsters roared from outside.

People shouted.

Steps away, the Saint began to turn.

Knowing his chance was lost, the holy leader plunged back into the stone.

More pressing things now called him.

Earlier, when the Saint had asked for time alone, Eldin suspected the young man’s faith was being tested. As the day went on, he’d seemed more troubled. He’d become increasingly distracted from the time he’d spoken to the captive. When Merzhin had asked to be excused from sharing in Uldar’s bounty in the dining hall, saying he needed time apart for contemplation, Eldin feared that her influence was too strong, and was making the Saint question.

Izas had smiled, first nodding to Merzhin, then subtly to Eldin.

And the old killer had gone into the walls.

He’d followed at a distance. The young man had set a ward around himself, but Eldin had sensed it and stayed well out of range. Deep in the stone, he’d listened to the conversation between the young man and young woman.

He’d hoped Merzhin would make the right decision and hold firm to Uldar’s path.

But the boy hadn’t, confirming what he had to do.

The old priest’s knife stroke had come quick and perfect.

Had it landed, red would have run from the Saint’s throat. His heart rate would have plummeted, taking him near to unconsciousness. In the brief time before his heartbeat stopped, Eldin would have partly healed the wound, then taken him down into the bowels of Uldar’s Rise where the First Apostle would have decided his fate.

But none of that was to be.

The quake that shook the escarpment seemed suspiciously timed. It had ruined both his blade stroke and concentration, allowing time for the Saint’s ward to warn him.

And while he was confident in his abilities, he wasn’t given to enough arrogance to have any grand illusions about his chances against a Hero of Uldar, especially a Saint who was warned and ready to fight. Not by himself, in any case.

And so, Eldin had quickly slid back into the stone.

Another quake shook the valley.

The old priest scowled.

Overtime, they’d grown complacent. Their plan had been a simple one: once the First Apostle had gathered the information he’d been seeking about the Traveller—information to determine if a new threat to Uldar was underway—then they’d planned to extract what they needed from Carey London and remove her from Uldar’s Rise.

They would have used her to set an ambush somewhere out in the countryside, then obliterate her and those searching for her, and quietly disappear back to the safety of Uldar’s Rise.

But before they could do any of that, it was now clear they had been discovered.

The worst had happened.

Their secret enclave had been uncovered.

Now war had been brought to their doorstep.

Just as when Ravener-spawn had slain the Second Apostle.

He shook away those thoughts as he slipped through the stone. This was a time for action, not regrets.

Eldin emerged near one of the cloisters where a group of his soldiers were gathering.

“Where is the Third Apostle?” he asked the closest.

She looked up, startled. “He went to the battlements. We were just about to join him.”

“Later, I need you to come with me now,” Eldin said. “We need reinforcements for⁠—”

Again, the ground rumbled.

A great beast roared from outside Uldar’s Rise.

“What is happening?” he demanded.

His agent’s face was grim as she reported the troubling events.

[image: ]


Some time earlier, an armed force had gathered beneath the rainy evening sky.

Watchers of Roal, mercenaries, and wizards had stepped from a fae gate near the place Carey was being held, girded for war and ready for whatever came. Armour clinked. Weapons bounced against hips. Folk looked grim.

And Alex Roth prayed.

“Traveller,” the Fool of Thameland whispered, standing under a tree with his hands clasped together. “If you can hear me, Hannah, give us any blessings you can spare… cuz I figure we’re going to need them.”

Around him, friends and companions prepared in their own way for what promised to be one of the greatest battles of their lives.

Some looked over spell books and made strategies.

Others checked weapons and stretched.

Some—like Claygon—simply stood among the trees, gazing in the direction of Carey’s captors’ lair. Raindrops dripped down the golem’s marble and metal surface.

Water vapour sizzled on Vesuvius’ shell as Tyris’ familiar stood beside the golem.

His master had left him in the golem’s company as she talked quietly with Hart Redfletcher, seemingly catching up, perhaps wondering if this would be the last time they might be with each other. Whether they were having a conversation similar to the one Thundar and Drestra had had about stepping out together, Alex didn’t know, but right now, he had far graver things to occupy his thoughts.

The Sage and Thundar had left some time ago, shortly after she’d detailed a plan that would give their strike force an extra edge while making it even more lethal. She was off making final preparations for the plan even now.

Watcher Hill and her hand-picked infiltration unit had gathered in the centre of the growing formation. She and six other Watchers would be entering the target area. Hopefully finding Carey and Merzhin quickly, then Alex would teleport them out, bringing them all to safety.

Knowing the Saint’s symbol would be a problem when it started singing, Drestra had suggested that Alex teleport in under invisibility with Cedric, and—using his staff—teleport everyone out without touching them. When Merzhin’s symbol began singing and the Saint started protesting—which he would—Cedric would simply slug the Saint unconscious, and Alex could then bring everyone out without delay.

They would deal with Merzhin later.

That part of the plan wasn’t exactly heavy on subtlety, but it was effective.

As for any other priests nearby?

Even if there were any around whose symbols started singing when Alex teleported into their midst, he’d be long gone well before they knew what was happening.

‘At least, I should be long gone, Traveller willing,’ he thought.

“Please,” he whispered. “Help us finish what you started, Hannah.”

A warmth spread through his chest, fighting the aversion that was still eager to settle in his mind. He could see the strain of fighting it on other faces, but if they were lucky, that would be the hardest battle they’d have today.

Somehow, he doubted it.

“Y’ready there, boy?” Cedric emerged from the woods, cracking his neck. “Feelin’ butterflies in your belly yet?”

“More like my skin’s gonna jump off,” Alex said, looking toward the direction Carey was being held. A chill was burrowing into his bones as rain continued falling, running down his face and hair and onto his cloak. No one dared cast any wind and rain shields, or any other spell that glowed.

“Aye, I’m feelin’ a wee touch o’ th’nerves m’self,” Cedric said, with a small uncomfortable smile. “Funny how I don’t feel no way about goin’ chargin’ through an army o’ Ravener-spawn, or right down a dungeon’s throat… but this… this is givin’ me the willies.”

“Yeah, same here,” Alex said. “If we are facing the church, there might be no coming back from this. They’ve been secreted away for Traveller-knows how long.”

“Aye,” Cedric said. “We could end up fightin’ Uldar.”

“I don’t think he’s there,” Alex said. “He wouldn’t need to resort to kidnapping and luring. But let’s say he is there, I’d almost welcome it. I’m tired of running around like a chicken with my head cut off. I want some answers.”

“Aye, we all do, at that.” Cedric’s morphic weapon transformed into a glaive. “Bloody hell, but c’ha know what? I almos’ gots as much excitement in me as nerves. We may be about t’do somethin’ that no one’s done in the history of the Ravener’s cycle. And⁠—”

“Everybody! Listen up, we’re ready!” Watcher Hill called.

“—I guess we’ll be talkin’ about this after the battle,” Cedric said, his face looking tense. “That’s if things don’t end badly.”

Without exception, everyone turned to Watcher Hill and the rest of the infiltration team flanking her. They were geared in light armour, staves and swords at the ready. Every face was like stone.

First, she looked over the entire group, mentally appraising them; with the addition of the expedition’s mercenaries and Watchers from Generasi, their number had swollen to half a hundred, and that didn’t include summoned monsters and the other forces from… contingency plans.

Watcher Hill looked to the fae gate next, no more forces were coming through.

“Seems we’re all assembled,” she said. “We’d like to get this done before nightfall. All of you, I want you to stay here and be ready for anything. If anyone finds you, hold and interrogate them. Otherwise, remain here and stay alert. Alex Roth will be waiting for my signal should we find Carey and Merzhin without complication. If we’re discovered, we’ll send up a red flare. That’ll be time for the rest of you to join us in battle. Are we all clear on this?”

Murmurs, nods, and exclamations in the affirmative rippled through the gathered strike force.

She gave them a curt nod. “Then I won’t waste any more of Carey and Merzhin’s time on speeches and chit chat. None of you have my permission to die or be captured. Is that clear? May you have Roal’s strength. May we all.”

With that, she and her infiltration team took to the air, sheathing themselves in invisibility spells, then silently glided through the foliage toward their target.

Alex exchanged a look with Cedric. “And so it begins.”

“Aye, an’ so it begins.” The Chosen clapped the Fool on the shoulder. “I’ll go make sure Drestra’s ready.”

“I’ll go watch for Hill and her team,” Alex said, casting invisibility on himself with his staff.

He began floating through the canopy in the pounding rain, focusing on their target in the distance. He watched for signs of Watcher Hill and found none.

Closing his eyes, he reached out with his mana senses.

Still nothing.

The Watchers were moving through the forest as silently as the gentlest breeze.

“Come on…” he whispered. “Come on…”

He had no idea how long he waited and watched, praying that—at any moment—he’d feel the tingle of teleportation magic. There was nothing to tell him how the infiltration team was doing. They were avoiding any communication since they had no idea what the enemies’ capabilities were.

And no desire to test them unnecessarily.

So, Alex waited and watched.

Below, the rest of the strike force also waited, poised and ready for anything. The day turned darker. The rain fell harder.

And then…

A flash in the distance, burning bright red.

The flare seemed to materialise from nowhere, soaring up and over the forest, abruptly rupturing, blazing in the sky.

“Red!” Alex cried. “The team’s in trouble! We’re going in!”

He flew down into the trees. “Drestra! You know what to do! Claygon, Vesuvius, Tyris, Hart! You’re the first ones in! Get ready!”

The four came together as Alex dispelled the invisibility magic on himself. He touched them, then activated the Traveller’s power.

For a second, he felt resistance. A ward of untold power brushed against the divine power of Hannah.

Only for a breath.

In another breath, he was through.

And what greeted them almost made them freeze in place as they craned their necks looking up.

Towering high above all else, a titanic stone escarpment rose high into the sky, in the centre of a village nestled within a crater. Villagers swarmed like a dungeon teeming with Ravener-spawn. Rushing toward a small group defending themselves under cover of a massive, overturned statue of Uldar that was lying in a field just outside the village.

Watcher Hill and the infiltration team crouched behind the statue, firing spells at oncoming foes, but these adversaries were no wild horde of monsters. They moved with the deadly precision of trained warriors, wielding crossbows and bolts of divine power.

They seemed like a match for the Watchers… and far outnumbered Hill’s team.

“I will… even the odds!” Claygon shouted, flying at the warriors as Alex swooped down beside Hill.

Things were bad.

One of the Watchers was dead, and two were wounded, bleeding heavily.

“What in all hells happened?” Alex cried.

Watcher Hill swore, launching a fireball at the enemy. “We made it through two wards and thought that was the end of them! The tricky bastards had a third one hidden almost on top of the second. It tore apart our invisibility spells and next thing you know, we’re completely exposed—look out!”

Alex saw a bolt of divine fire arc from the village, whistling as it plunged toward the ground.

With a deep roar, and several earth-shaking steps, Vesuvius lumbered into its path. The holy flame burst, landing harmlessly and rippling across his shell. He responded with streaming jets of lava aimed at the village.

“I’ll get the wounded to safety! Hold tight, I’ll bring the others!” Alex said.

Picking up the two wounded Watchers, Alex teleported back to the staging area. The strike force was already moving. Watchers were casting Planar Doorway, bringing their teams to the battle. More fighters were soaring toward the target.

Alex delivered the Watchers to a group of blood mages and turned to leave.

“Help them! I’m going back!” he shouted.

Raising his staff, he cast Planar Doorway, teleporting more strike force members to the battle.

Ahead, an earth shattering roar met his ears.

Drestra, in her true form, crashed through the invisible barrier. Thundar was perched between her wings, waving his mace above his horned head.

And behind them?

The contingency plan Drestra had told the strike force about. She’d brought it through the fae roads from the dungeon they’d found in Luthering. Insurance she planned to use against the enemy now that she’d mastered the dungeon core the petrifiers had so graciously left behind.

They flew closely behind her—an army of blood-draks, all created and controlled by the Sage of Uldar.

Alex never thought he’d ever say he was glad to see Ravener-spawn, but here it was, he was not only glad, but thrilled to see them, particularly since they’d help eliminate sinister priests.

As Drestra cast an earth spell that rocked the very foundations below them, the Fool of Thameland teleported into battle.

It was time for these priests to finally meet Uldar’s fifth Hero.


Chapter 92


A Living Legacy



Alex returned to the village after leaving the injured Watchers in the care of a blood mage team, and was met by the aftermath of Drestra’s first attack against members of the secret church.

She’d dipped into her vast mana pool, combining dragon power with the power of the Sage—and cast an earth spell that had raised a rampart around the strike force and Watcher Hill’s besieged infiltration team. Khalik had cast his own earth spells, providing added cover in the form of merlons—solid projections—that sat atop Drestra’s rampart, spacing them evenly. The rescue force flew to the top of the wall, returning fire with arrows, crossbow bolts, and spells.

Blood mages were already tending the wounded alongside Cedric. The strike force was taking fire from the village ahead and the wall behind, and—even as the Watchers raised wards to protect their companions—the wounded still multiplied.

The same was true for their adversaries. Neither side was being spared.

Drestra rampaged, using explosive wing beats to soar above the village, strafing it with cones of dragon fire.

Crops burned in her wake. Stone cracked. Iron weathervanes liquefied.

Seated low on her back, Thundar launched beams of force that pierced Uldar’s warriors like javelins.

Isolde hovered in the sky, waving the wand Alex had made her, using it to turn raindrops to mist, then sending balls of lightning through the vapour, electrocuting everyone it touched. Svenia and Hogarth crouched behind merlons, launching arrows in quick succession. The pair had long been outclassed by their mistress in power, but they showed no sign of retreating from these new foes, facing them with grim determination and rapid fire bowstrings.

Vesuvius spouted lava like a fountain, while Tyris launched sheets of ice, magma, and fire, casting devastating spells that Alex had never seen her use before.

“Where’s Carey, you bastards?” she roared, burying her foes in ice and heat. “Bring her out or I’ll kill every last one of you!”

Grimloch and Hart moved forward side by side, veritable juggernauts of physical power, tearing into foes with supernatural strength and skill. The path behind them was littered with broken bodies.

Claygon unleashed beams of fire while swinging his war-spear in wide arcs, cutting down anyone unlucky enough to be in its path. Ahead, Theresa blurred through warriors, the Twinblade flicking out around her, slashing both weapons and opponents. Brutus had sheathed himself in bone armour, releasing sonic howls that devastated challengers, then tearing apart any left standing with his massive fangs.

Above, blood-draks swarmed the enemy, spraying boiling blood while shredding Uldar’s devoted with fangs that gleamed like polished stone.

Though the strike force was caught in a crossfire, they struck back, hard.

Alex looked over the battle, feeling hopeful, until his eyes fell upon children.

The adults had responded the instant they’d realised they were under attack, taking their positions, reacting as though they’d prepared every day of their lives for this—so when the alarm had sounded, they were ready. Some ran to do battle, others to the village’s children, gathering them in pairs and rushing toward a solid looking iron and wooden gate at the base of the escarpment. Alex could see no more children around, but with his enhanced vision, he noted the terror on the faces of the young ones running to escape.

And in that instant, he felt guilty.

And he understood.

Baelin often talked about wizards being drawn into conflicts of questionable morality. Professor Jules had suggested that wizardry—and much of society—in different ways, had a tinge of what many would call evil permeating within it.

At one time, those notions felt removed from Alex’s day to day life.

Abstract.

But now?

A village burned as a dragon set it aflame with a horned warrior astride her back. Monsters and Ravener-spawn rampaged. Wizards rained death.

He felt the heavy weight of guilt in his chest for a moment.

But, only for a moment.

The illusion that these people were defenceless villagers was shattered quickly. Very quickly. Their warriors moved with the same skill and precision of any Watcher of Roal—or perhaps more so—while fighting with the fervour of cornered Ravener-spawn.

They had girded themselves in protective divinities and enhanced their bodies, then laid into other beings—mortal and monster alike—with weapons that blazed with holy light. Drestra’s army of Ravener-spawn was wilting under a hail of divine bolts, arrows, and⁠—

Alex heard the loud rumble of heavy wheels and groaning wood coming from the escarpment.

From a hidden parapet near the top of the rise, catapults had been rolled into place—each with prayers to Uldar carved across their frames. Abruptly their arms snapped up—launching boulders the size of Claygon.

Stones blazed with blinding, white light as they rocketed toward hordes of Ravener-spawn winging their way through the sky then detonating among them like fireballs. Shrapnel ripped through the monsters and they dropped to the ground in pieces.

The Watchers’ wards protected the strike force from bits of debris, but some found targets, breaking bone and slicing flesh.

Blood mages scrambled, trying to make their way to the mounting wounded.

But their enemies had an edge.

Warriors of Uldar prayed for each other, divine energy auras surrounding them, healing their allies nearby. Foes who’d been brutally wounded and battered in their encounters with Theresa, Grimloch, Hart, Claygon, or Brutus, were suddenly able to kip up to their feet, jumping back into battle, wounds gone as though they’d never been.

Alex swallowed.

They were outnumbered, fighting people who were equally skilled, or more so, who held the advantage of being on their own territory, and used divinity as easy as breathing. Only the transcendent powers of each Hero, Claygon, Vesuvius, and—to a lesser degree—Theresa, Grimloch, and Brutus were allowing the strike force to hold on.

The young Thameish wizard scowled, muttering to himself.

“I’d give my left arm to have Baelin here right now. Or Kyembe, Ripp, and Ezerak,” he whispered.

Even as he acknowledged those words, the scar on his left arm—the one given to him by Burn-Saw—throbbed. ‘I wonder what other scars this battle’s gonna leave me with?’ he thought.

They had to move and move fast.

Alex teleported, appearing at Watcher Hill’s side.

“How’s your team doing!” he shouted over the explosions.

Before she could answer, a red-faced Cedric growled.

“I got ’em patched up.” His tone was as hard as rock. “The ones I could save, mind.” The Chosen of Uldar’s face was beet red with rage.

But Watcher Hill seemed calm. “We can move. Where does the Eye-Finder say Carey is at present?”

Alex reached into his satchel, retrieving the device from among his potions.

The third eye looked directly at the escarpment.

“Over there,” he pointed, “but I can’t take us right to her. I don’t have a clear view of where she is. I could get us to the balconies.”

“Do it!” Hill said. “We’ll get in and get out. Hold here until we extract her, we’ll give you the signal… wait… what’s that noise?”

Through the din of battle, the notes of a song drifted through the air.

A song, and the steady rhythm of marching feet.

Alex recognised it. One he hadn’t heard since he’d been in the Cave of the Traveller.

“Priests!” Drestra roared. “A whole army of them are heading this way!”

Cursing, Alex teleported above the rampart, spotting a column of Uldar’s warpriests coming from the escarpment, girded in armour bearing symbols of holy power that blazed with light. Each holy man held a shield, a two-handed weapon, and a crossbow of divine power.

Their holy symbols sang as they tramped toward the strike force, sanctified light billowing around them. As their auras touched the villagers, wounds healed and mended bodies became filled with supernatural vigour.

In the midst of the priests’ formation, a tall, elderly man with a snow-white beard, marched. Divinity blazed around one of his hands and mana the other.

Though he’d never met him before, Alex’s blood ran cold.

The man’s gaze fixed on him.

He spoke.

“The Fool,” he said, and despite the distance, his voice seemed to echo from all sides. “And now the source of this treachery is revealed.”

His column of priests strode past a statue of Uldar.

And another.

Alex suddenly realised how numerous they were.

The statue that the Watchers used for cover was only one of many. They seemed to be everywhere. Dozens. Scores. Maybe more. Towering ones. Small ones.

All were carved from stone, and with such detail, they looked unnervingly lifelike. Alex shuddered.

Power gathered around the old priest’s hands. The rain abruptly stopped.

“Defend us from this treachery!” he cried.

A wave of combined divinity and mana blasted from his clasped hands, draping Uldar’s likenesses in power.

Stillness fell over the battlefield, followed by the cracking of stone.

And—as one—every statue of Uldar began moving, stepping from their pedestals, stony faces twisting in divine wrath, fists forming clubs of granite.

“Shit!” Alex teleported to the strike team.

A crash of metal on stone broke the stillness.

The statue of Uldar they’d used as cover was getting to its feet. Cedric leapt, landing on its torso. His weapon formed a greathammer that began smashing the statue to gravel.

“Hill! Let’s go, wee need to teleport right now!” Alex cried.

He touched the Watcher, and the remaining infiltration team members touched him.

Alex reached out, focusing on where he was, and where he wanted to be. The Traveller’s power surged inside him.

And then⁠—

“No.”

A low-pitched voice thundered through the valley, sounding like it was birthed in the belly of a dungeon.

And just like that, Alex could no longer feel where he wanted to teleport to. The escarpment shimmered as a ward sprang into being around it.

A man floated from the stone, hands clasped behind his back.

He was clad in white and wreathed in divine power.

The solitary word he’d spoken reverberated through the village.

“First Apostle!” the warriors of Uldar cried. “First Apostle!”

The man—his black hair contrasting stark white clothing—looked down on the strike force. His eyes rested on Alex. “I have spent many days and nights researching St. Hannah.”

Alex froze.

“What in every bloody hell’s happenin’?” Cedric cried, at long last smashing the statue to dust.

“Even beyond the grave she interferes,” the First Apostle’s voice reached every ear near and far. “I cannot say how yet, but we will learn. Even as I speak, I am thinking on the beginnings of countermeasures against her. I’ve spent much time pouring over the research of my predecessors. Understand this, all of you, the ward around our valley has solidified. Neither through her power, nor your own magic, will you ever leave here.”

He raised his hands. “Surrender, and I will show you Uldar’s mercy.”

Below him, every holy warrior and priest stopped moving.

They simply stopped.

The statues froze in place.

“What do you say to my offer?” he said. “You cannot leave, so resist us, and things will be worse for you. I would not see the Sage, the Champion, and the Chosen killed. That would complicate matters. I would also not see the Fool of Uldar slain, not after he’s finally been recovered.”

Alex set his jaw, noting how he’d been referred to like some object.

Divine light flared around the First Apostle. Cedric winced.

Mana burned within the priest like a star. The wizards recoiled.

“C-cedric?” Alex whispered. “How much divine power is he giving off?”

“Feels like I’m starin’ at the sun. The man’s a monster, probably in more ways than one,” the Chosen of Uldar said. “But we gots t’fight ’em. We needs to.”

“Agreed,” Hill said.

The First Apostle’s gaze switched from Alex to Cedric. “Holy Chosen, I am deeply disappointed in you. Why would you—the rightful leader of the Heroes—betray your god?”

“Betray my god?” Cedric was incredulous, his rage boiling over. Casting a flight spell on himself, he soared into the air. Alex followed, ready to teleport the Chosen away if things got away from him.

Blood-draks flew at the First Apostle—screeching and hissing—but the man’s eyes never left Cedric. Divine light blazed from his body in an aura, any Ravener-spawn that touched it, erupted in holy flame, smouldering as they plummeted to the ground.

Alex was reminded of Baelin.

Animalistic panic began to build.

“You’re the one betrayin’ folk! Kidnappin’ Merzhin an’ Carey! Sneakin’ about! Hiding shite about the dungeon cores from people!” Cedric screamed.

Drestra’s voice crackled. “You hide here while we fight and suffer! How righteous is that?”

“Looks pretty bad for you!” Hart shouted. “You’re going against the Heroes of Uldar, that’s treason last I heard!”

“You are the ones embracing treason!” the First Apostle snapped, touching his forehead. “For five hundred years, I have served Uldar, and have never seen Heroes as disgraceful as you. In my time, Heroes were better. We were better.”

“We?” Alex whispered.

“When I discovered this sacred place, I was open to the truth of Uldar’s glory and chose to serve him in an even greater capacity than before,” the First Apostle’s voice sounded like it was coming from the depths of the valley. Mana pulsed around his hand as he touched his forehead once more.

Illusion magic peeled away.

“Oh shit!” Alex swore.

The strike force collectively gasped.

“Life enforcement keeps my body strong so I might serve my god to the utmost of my ability, and until the end of his need for me,” the man’s voice rose.

Light glowed from a symbol on his forehead.

“No…” Drestra moaned.

“Oh this is bad,” Hart said.

Alex prayed to the Traveller that they survived whatever was coming next.

The symbol shining on the First Apostle’s forehead?

Was of a gleaming set of scales.

“Many cycles ago, I served Thameland as its Chosen,” he confessed. “I have seen Heroes rise. I have seen them fall. I am your senior.”

Light blazed around his hands.

“And all of you are in need of discipline.”


Chapter 93


Desperation



The world stood still.

Silence crowned the village, broken by trembling breaths, the clink of metal, and creaking of leather.

The rain had stopped.

The battle ceased.

And the First Apostle stared down on all below him.

The tension in the air was too thick to yield to even the sharpest blade.

That incessant silence built.

Until everything exploded.

Alex raised his staff, reaching out to the heavens, calling forth celestial legions. Brilliant columns of light erupted around him, each summoning a hound engeli gripping a greatsword. Celestials appeared, bowed down on one knee, but rose to stand with battle lust and a yearning for justice burning in their eyes.

Holy light now bathed both sides of the battlefield, sending shock running through the servants of Uldar.

The First Apostle watched Alex as though the young man had morphed into a devil. “The Fool… using… spellcraft?”

“Impossible!” the old man—the one who had led the column of priests from the escarpment—recoiled as though slapped. “This is blasphemy!”

Around him, his holy legion gawked at the young wizard while their amulets sang, disbelief taking them for the briefest moment.

Just for a moment.

Yet, for one as deadly as the Champion of Uldar, a moment was more than enough.

Hart blurred across the battlefield. His armoured form collided with the nearest formation like a catapult stone crushing a nest of ants. His enchanted sword, forged from a hive-queen’s massive claw, slashed the column of warpriests like stalks of grain, sending entire ranks to their deaths, at the same time, causing a spark that rekindled the battle.

The First Apostle gave his command in a voice that was heard near and wide, “Izas! The statues! I will deal with these so-called Heroes, you eliminate the rest!”

Reaching up to the sky, the elder Chosen of Uldar grasped what seemed to be thin air.

Thunder rumbled.

Lightning split the sky, erupting from storm clouds to strike the First Apostle’s outstretched hand. Blinding flashes of light and smoke followed and—when the smoke cleared—a shining sword glowed in the ancient Hero’s hand, bleeding bolts of holy energy.

His eyes fixed on one Hero after the other, then he swooped down like a falcon, sword pointing downward.

Hart cursed, leaping back.

Thunder boomed as the First Apostle landed on wet earth—rocking the entire battlefield—his sword skewering the ground where the Champion had just stood.

“You’re goo—Argh!” Hart cried mid-compliment.

Lighting whipped from the blade, licking across the giant Hero’s armour, his hair stood on end. Through clenched teeth, Hart forced himself to move, swinging his enormous weapon at the First Apostle’s head.

The smaller man parried the blow, his sword in one hand as he looked up at the Champion with sadness in his eyes.

“Repent child, there is still time for you,” he urged, sounding desperate.

“Repent this!” Hart smashed his helmeted head into the man’s face.

Holy light flared around the ancient Chosen, though he never flinched.

“Oh no…” Hart murmured.

“So be it.”

The First Apostle’s fist struck the Champion’s jaw—sounding like an alchemical explosion—sending blood and teeth flying.

Hart stumbled, his head whipping to the side.

The First Apostle pounced, sword poised to skewer the Hero through the chest.

Metal ground against metal—lightning crackled—Hart spun away, the sword scraping a deep trench along his armour. He was still off-balance when the next blade stroke came, aiming straight for his gut.

A wall sprang up between the two warriors, catching the First Apostle’s blade in a rampart of stone.

“We’ll get him together, Hart! Hold on!” Drestra shouted from above, dropping low under the power of draconic wing beats.

The exchange of blows between Champion and former Chosen had taken mere heartbeats.

Combatants began moving, targeting opponents.

“Effigies to our god, ris—” Izas began crying out, his words cut short when Alex unexpectedly appeared before him, surrounded by hound engeli.

“Oh no you don’t,” Alex said, grabbing the Third Apostle by the shoulder. “You’re coming with me.”

He called on the Traveller’s power, reaching out to teleport away. Alex’s will crashed against Izas’. The Traveller’s power surged against the old man’s divine strength.

And the Fool could not move him.

Isaz’s will towered, unyielding, forged through the fires of zeal.

A will Alex could not overcome.

“No, child, I am not going anywhere.” Izas raised his hand.

A double helix of flame sparked in his palm.

Alex vanished as it blasted toward him, mana coiling around divinity, sizzling grass hissing beneath the burning spiral, cutting through a hound engeli then striking trees that erupted in flame.

“Forward, Uldar’s children!” the Third Apostle commanded.

And as one, the statues of Uldar awakened.

The battle escalated.

Hart clashed with the First Apostle, while Drestra belched dragon fire at the former Chosen. Cursing up a blue streak, Cedric joined them while Theresa, Grimloch, Brutus, and Claygon faced the statues of Uldar. The Watchers of Roal, blood-draks, and mercenaries took on priests and holy servants of Uldar.

Alex teleported across the battlefield, summoning hound engeli to support his allies, while his mind tried to unravel the deadly trap they’d found themselves in. He kept throwing his will against the escarpment, trying to break through the divine protection placed on it by the First Apostle.

So far, he’d found no spot that he could breach.

The shimmering barrier was as impenetrable as a castle wall standing against a dagger wielding child.

Alex examined it closely, seeking flaws in its energies.

He moulded the Traveller’s energies within himself, trying to find a way to overcome the barrier.

‘Hannah could go anywhere in the universe,’ he thought. ‘There has to be a way to breach that barrier, there’s got to be!’

He continued searching with no success.

Meanwhile, the battle grew bloodier.

As the Heroes piled on the First Apostle—trying to bury him with magic, arms, and divinity—he fought against the trio swarming him. He moved like liquid, countering Hart’s heavy blows with a blur of parries from his crackling sword, shocking the Champion at each turn. Shielded in light, he blocked magic, miracles, and Cedric’s morphic weapon equally.

With prayers to Uldar constantly pouring from his mouth, he defended himself and the other priests from Drestra and Thundar’s spells, and her dragon fire.

He wasn’t tiring, seeming to only grow more dangerous.

He fought on, laying blessings on himself, enhancing his speed, power, endurance, and divine armour. Cuts increased on Cedric and Hart’s bodies.

Nearby, Theresa, Brutus, Claygon, Vesuvius, and Grimloch faced the oncoming horde of Uldarite statues. Stone fists came at them like thunderbolts, striking armour and parrying weapons.

Brutus’ sonic howls cracked stone, but never obliterated it. The sculptures kept coming, surrounding the warriors from every side. Grimloch’s maul, Claygon’s war-spear, and Vesuvius’ massive tail did damage, but more pressed forward.

Theresa’s swords split stone, leaving deep gashes.

Vesuvius sprayed magma, drenching Uldar’s likenesses. Tyris followed with ice spells, freezing the lava, encasing them in solid stone.

But still more came, testing their defences.

Vesuvius suddenly shrieked in pain as stone fingers clawed at his side.

“Leave him be!” Tyris cried.

Grimloch grunted as a massive fist hit him from the side, sending teeth flying like spears.

Theresa and Brutus dodged and ducked, but the attacks never let up.

The statues came together, forming a clot, striking at Claygon repeatedly, jarring the stone golem.

“Get away from him!” Alex shouted, conjuring more monsters to help.

Hound engeli swarmed across the battlefield. Some positioning themselves between the statues’ feet, sending them lurching to the ground. More attacked the priests and holy warriors, slowing them, while others surged at the First Apostle, bent on disrupting his attacks.

Watchers also came together, conjuring powerful magics, slowing Uldar’s statues and priests with bursts of lightning, fire, and force.

“We can win this,” Alex whispered, throwing booby trapped flight potions in the midst of the priests. “We can win this!”

Abruptly, the cavernous voice of the First Apostle reached across the battlefield.

“Enough,” he said. “This sorcery ends now. With the power invested in me by Uldar, I speak…”

The world seemed to hold its breath.

Strain gripped the First Apostle’s voice.

“…This interdiction: no mortal, who is not a priest of Uldar shall channel mana within this barrier. Let mana no longer heed their commands.”

A jolt passed through Alex’s body, like he’d been plunged in a sea of ice water.

Flight magic failed him. All connections with his aeld staff fell away.

Below, Vesuvius’ lava sputtered.

Tyris’ ice faded.

Watchers’ incantations fell silent.

Alex’s cabal’s magic failed.

Drestra’s fire-breath flickered.

Cedric’s magical protections faded, slowing him.

Then, the First Apostle struck.

He slashed his powered sword across the Chosen’s chest, splitting flesh, cutting Cedric’s Mark in two. The redheaded man screamed, the sound of anguish filling the valley.

“I cannot remove your power,” the First Apostle said, parrying one of Hart’s strikes. “But I will leave you with a Mark of my own that crosses yours. Let this scar remind you of who you must be grateful to.”

With Cedric reeling, the priest spun, uttering an incantation that battered Hart in a wave of blazing white force.

The Champion’s armour tore apart.

Massive contusions replaced healthy skin.

His body catapulted across the battlefield, spinning end over end, finally coming to rest against Drestra’s rampart with full force.

Hart slid down the wall, spitting blood, trying to gain his footing.

“Hm. You have obviously been enhanced further,” the First Apostle’s disapproval was clear. “No doubt due to something not of Uldar. Does this treachery know no bounds?”

He shot into the air, soaring toward Drestra. The dragon’s illusionary images had long faded, but she roared at him in challenge.

“I’ll protect you as best I can!” Thundar shouted. “Try to stay alive!”

The First Apostle never slowed. He crashed into the dragon with the force of a missile, flinging her like a leaf.

Blood spurted.

Drestra screamed, hurtling through the sky. Thundar held on for dear life.

Meanwhile, Alex was dropping toward the ground, desperately reaching into himself, clutching at the Traveller’s power, and teleporting before his body could strike the earth. He landed upright, avoiding the bone-crushing impact.

“I can… I can still use Hannah’s power,” he muttered, shaking.

In one hand, he held the screaming aeld staff, but couldn’t touch its power.

“This is bad…” He watched as priests decimated the remaining blood-draks and banishing his summoned engeli. “Must adapt. Think! Think like a leader!”

He looked for his friends, finding them overwhelmed by statues. Without Tyris’ and Vesuvius’ magic, they would be overrun⁠—

Wait.

Flame. Beams of flame lanced from Claygon’s fire-gems as he fought the statues with everything he had. Theresa, Brutus, and Grimloch battled by his side, giving him support.

Realisation hit Alex like a boulder.

“Holy hells! Claygon’s not mortal! He’s not mortal!” he shouted.

There was a chance.

A slim chance they could turn things around.

Alex teleported beside a statue of Uldar.

Touching it, he let the Traveller’s power flare and felt a tugging sensation.

Instantly, he and the statue vanished, reappearing a thousand feet away with the enormous construct head down in the dirt.

“Yes!” he cried, teleporting back to the battle.

He wanted nothing more than to just drop them and let them smash to the ground, but he couldn’t—not without triggering the Mark—but he could still teleport them away!

Alex reappeared among his friends and shouted, “I’ll handle these statues! Claygon! Blast the First Apostle, you’re the only one who can! Grimloch, Theresa, Brutus, Tyris, Vesuvius—you support our friends on the wall! I’ll get you there!”

“Alex, you—” Theresa started.

“There’s no time!”

He looked back at the rampart.

The Watchers had drawn their swords, as did Khalik, Svenia, Hogarth—Isolde had her dagger out—all were fighting to defend the ramparts against priests and holy warriors. Most of the mercenaries had already fallen, and of the mass of blood-draks, few remained.

“Just leave this to me!” Alex cried.

Above, Drestra screamed again.

The dragon slashed at the First Apostle with curved claws and fangs, while Thundar shot crossbow bolts from atop her back. But the ancient Chosen wasn’t stopping, slashing deeper into her body with each blade stroke.

He dodged and deflected their attacks with divine might, praying as he fought.

His white clothing was splattered red with dragon blood.

“Claygon, Drestra needs you!” Alex shouted. “Get up there before he kills her!”

“Yes… Father!” the golem said, lowering his shoulder. He charged through the statues of Uldar, enduring their blows.

It was then that Alex saw the condition he was in. His marble was cracked, and his metal plates had buckled. This was taking a toll.

Cold sweat stood on the young wizard’s skin as he teleported statues farther and farther away from the battle, as far as he could take them before the barrier stopped him.

His scar burned.

“Hannah,” he whispered. “Give us strength.”

He teleported back to the struggle they were facing.

Within him, a growing fear mounted; they might not make it through this.

If they did…

The price would be high.


Chapter 94


Everything



“You have to let me out!” Carey cried.

Standing on her bed, the young woman gripped the bars on the window, transfixed by the carnage outside. In the village, all traces of idyllic peace were gone, replaced by a bloody deluge of death.

Panic surged through Carey, and guilt followed soon after.

She knew why her friends had come; they were there to rescue her.

And because of her, they could all die.

She had to get out, so they could get away.

“Our friends are here and these evil, wicked fiends are going to kill them! Merzhin, you have to let me out of here!”

The Saint of Uldar was staring at her in shock, his eyes unfocused. “There… what is… I don’t understand… Uldar…”

Suddenly, his holy symbol began singing. “What… the… the Fool?”

Carey had heard what the First Apostle had said outside. The revelation that Alex was the Fool. In other circumstances, she might have been shocked. She might possibly have felt betrayed.

Now, she didn’t have the luxury of time for any of that. And neither did the Saint. “Merzhin! Focus! Our friends are going to die!”

In the distance, the tiny form of Alex teleported from place to place, moving statues of Uldar away from the battle, and taking his friends to positions where they could deal the most damage.

He touched Cedric, teleporting him to the injured Champion then shouted something, teleported to the wall and grabbed two priests, then disappeared with them.

Through some miracle, he could still teleport around, despite the First Apostle blocking everyone’s mana except the priests’. Carey couldn’t feel her own magical energies, so then how was Alex able to trave⁠—

Like a flame springing to life in a dark room, she suddenly saw it.

Travelling.

It must be the Traveller!

There was hope!

Carey leapt off the bed and rushed to the cell door, seizing the bars and shaking them. “Merzhin! Let me out! We have to go!”

“But… fighting… the Heroes… fighting… what is happening… First Apostle… Chosen…” He raked his fingers through his hair, squeezing his eyes shut. “Uldar, help me.”

“Merzhin!” Carey snapped. “Are you not a Hero of Thameland?”

He winced, looking up at her. “What?”

“Are you not a Hero of Thameland?” she demanded again. “I won’t ask you to choose sides, but you must admit this slaughter is monstrous! You can stop it, Merzhin! Go out there and bring peace, for the sake of Thameland, don’t let the Heroes die. Build bonds like Uldar did! Please!”

Another explosion rocked the village.

“Please, we have to go!” she begged, praying to the Traveller that she could believe in Merzhin.

The Saint shook, swallowing hard.

Finally, he squared his narrow shoulders. “If I am wrong, then Uldar forgive me.” He pressed his hands to the door. “Step back!”

In a blink, Carey fled from the door.

“Uldar, I call upon your divine fury! As you smote down the rebel fortress of Calvinar, smite this barrier so that we may go forward!”

There came a thrumming sound and a glow from beyond the door that was immediately followed by the cracking of rupturing wood. Metal shards and splintered wood exploded, shooting across the room, striking the opposite wall.

Carey found herself very glad indeed that she hadn’t been standing beside it.

She rushed through the smoking hole where the door once stood, and into the hallway where a paler than normal Merzhin stood shaking.

“The… I know where the closest exit is,” he stammered, staring at the mounds of debris scattered across Carey’s cell floor. “It might be guarded, but I think we can get through.”

“Wait, wait! I need to fetch my bag before we go!” she said. “It has something very dangerous in it that we can’t just leave lying around.”

“What?” Merzhin asked. “How dangerous?”

Carey flung her arms up. “Boom! That’s how dangerous! We mustn’t leave it here, we absolutely mustn’t!”

“How big of a boom?” Merzhin asked.

“It could annihilate this place!” she shouted. “Merzhin, people are dying, we have to hurry!”

“Right… right…” His eyes darted around. “They um… Our things are actually in my room. Come on. I had no idea I was sleeping beside anything so dangerous.”

Carey was stunned, watching him for a moment, before following him. “You had our things this entire time and you didn’t tell me?”

“They… they let me have them after they looked through everything.”

Carey’s blood went cold. They were lucky that they weren’t all dead. The thought of some ignorant priests pawing through the dungeon core substance and chaos essence sent a chill through her. If they’d combined the samples by accident…

She shuddered as they ran along the halls of Uldar’s Rise. The escarpment shook; the death and destruction happening outside seemed to be intensifying.

“We have to move faster,” Carey whispered.

“Uldar, please lend us speed so that we may save those who follow you,” Merzhin prayed.

Strength flooded her limbs, and she stumbled, pushing forward as her speed suddenly doubled.

She regained her balance, staying close behind the Saint as they sped down a staircase in Uldar’s Rise two at a time. So far, they’d been lucky. Not a single guard or priest patrolled the halls.

All must have answered the call to defend their home.

“Carey…” Merzhin’s voice was heavy with regret. “Carey, I am so sorry for this. I shouldn’t have… I shouldn’t have followed Eldin. If I hadn’t, none of our friends would be in this situation. Maybe I could have stayed back, explained to the others that you were safe—but you weren’t safe, were you?”

His voice wheezed, his words sputtering with every step. “You were never safe here. I don’t know what’s happening anymore.” His chest heaved.

Carey prayed to the Traveller for guidance and searched within herself. “All I know, Merzhin, is that you and I are the only ones who can stop this without more bloodshed. That has to be a good thing. May the Traveller guide us.”

At this, the Saint said nothing.

Inside herself, Carey reached out, trying to pray to the Traveller, trying to feel that sense of comfort that came with her prayers.

She felt nothing.

And yet, she did not feel alone.

‘You tried to help me before, Hannah,’ she thought. ‘You tried to protect me. Now I’ll do what I can for you, for my friends, and for Thameland.’ Carey took a deep breath to steady herself.

She had promised she’d give everything if she had to.

And she needed to keep that promise.

“Here!” Merzhin cried, skidding to a halt on a landing. The stairs continued into the depths of the escarpment with a hallway that branched off to the right. “My room is near here. We go down this hall, then take a left, and it’s the third door on the right. At the end of these stairs there’s a window we can climb through to get outside. We’ll have to jump, but I can shield us from harm from that great of a height.”

Another explosion shook the land.

Carey winced. They didn’t have time to get the chaos essence and have Merzhin stop the fighting.

She had an idea.

“Merzhin, you go outside and stop this madness, people are dying.” She placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll go and get our belongings.”

“What?” he gasped. “You cannot⁠—”

“We really don’t have any time to spare, look at what’s happening out there. We need to do both as quickly as possible. I’ll join you so my friends can see I’m alive as soon as I get my things.”

She didn’t mention the other thought burning in her mind. By combining the dungeon core substance and chaos essence, she could attach them to the construct and destroy these cold-hearted priests and their foul village.

Or perhaps she could blast a hole in the barrier around Uldar’s Rise, letting her friends escape.

Either way—if Merzhin failed to stop the fighting—she needed that bomb.

“But, you—” the Saint stammered.

“Merzhin.” Both hands were holding his shoulders. “We have to stop this. We must. Whatever the cost.”

“I… alright,” he said, placing his hand on one of hers. “Uldar, protect my friend with your holy light. May you deflect all things that could cause—Carey, look out!”

He pushed her away as a dagger bleeding divine power flew from below, slashing his hand then burying its tip in the stone where Carey had been standing.

She stared in horror as Merzhin’s miracle wrapped around her.

Had he not pushed her, the blade would have buried itself in her throat, not the stairwell wall.

“Saint Merzhin.” Eldin spoke from the stone above. “You are being corrupted, Holy Saint, we can no longer afford the privilege of playing games.”

From the stairs above, a mob of holy warriors came, weapons in hand.

The Saint’s eyes hardened.

“Carey, go,” he whispered. “I’ll lead them outside. Get what you need and get out.”

“But Merzhi⁠—”

“Go!” he screamed, pushing her into the hall.

Two knives struck his side, he screamed in pain.

With a battle cry, the ‘holy’ warriors of Uldar charged down the steps.

Whispering prayers, Merzhin lifted his hands, raising a wall of light between Carey and the staircase.

She screamed as he took two more knives.

He conjured a shield of light around his body, blazing so intensely, that no mortal eye could look upon its radiance.

“In Uldar’s name, I declare ye apostate!” the Saint bellowed, his voice booming through air, rock, and stone. His form grew as divine power filled him. His wounds healed. “I shall go and end this shameful conflict, follow if you dare!” He glanced at the stone around him. “Uldar forgive me!”

With a quick prayer he directed a wave of holy light at a stone wall nearby—one painted with an image of priests kneeling before an altar—and shattered it.

“Blasphemy!” Eldin cried.

“I strike stone and mortalkind!” Merzhin’s voice boomed. “You have strayed from Uldar’s protection, and you must be stopped!”

There was a tremendous flash of light as the Saint brought Uldar’s wrath to bear, holy warriors cried out. With their attention now fully levelled on him, Merzhin turned and fled down the stairs, singing a hymn in Uldar’s name.

“Stop him!” Eldin bellowed, sending Carey into action.

She ran, sprinting down the hall toward Merzhin’s quarters. In the distance, she could hear sounds of the warrior priests pursuing the Saint, his miracles of protection surrounding him as he put distance between himself and them. He was giving her time; time she needed to get the bomb.

She kept running, trying to remember Merzhin’s directions as his blessing flowed through her. “Down the hall to the right… no wait, left!”

Carey ran until she’d reached the third door on the right.

No lock barred it, she noted bitterly.

“You certainly got better treatment than I did,” she whispered. “But I’m glad you did, since it now works very nicely in my favour.” Her face lit up as she pulled the door wide open and rushed inside, looking around the sparsely appointed room. Her bag wasn’t on the cot, nor nearby writing desk. Maybe…

She opened the chest. “Yes! There it is.”

“Stop!” she heard Merzhin’s command coming from outside.

Even as she opened the bag, she was moving to the window.

“He made it!” she whispered, looking down. “Everyone still looks so small. I must be really high up in the escarpment.” She examined the window. “It’s not barred. But it’s too small for me to fit through… But the messenger construct can! I could set it up, send it to the barrier, and⁠—”

She looked in the bag, searching for everything she needed to set the bomb, then scowled.

The two sample jars were intact—as were the mana infusers on their sides—but the same couldn’t be said for the messenger construct. Whoever had ‘examined it’ must have done so with a metal club and a severe lack of brains.

Its metal wings were bent, and its inner workings had been taken apart and the pieces thrown back in the bottom of her bag.

“No, no, no!” she cried, taking the jars of chaos essence and dungeon core remains out. “You absolute fools! The construct is ruined!”

She glanced outside, almost in despair.

Merzhin was fighting off the holy warriors, while pleading with anyone that would hear him to stop. The Generasians were fighting desperately, but more and more of them were falling.

“I…” the young woman started. “What can I…”

A thought occurred to her.

One that should have been obvious from the start.

She had gotten her friends into this mess⁠—

Carey removed the lids from the jars.

—now she would get them out.

“Traveller,” she whispered. “If you can hear me⁠—”

“She can’t.”

Burning pain pierced her back and chest.

Carey gasped.

The front of her shirt washed red, a long blade protruding from the centre of it.

“Ah, I missed the heart,” Edlin’s voice whispered, his hot breath on her ear. “You can thank the misguided Saint’s protections for that. They threw my aim off.”

She turned her head.

Eldin faced her, behind him, a half dozen holy warriors stood.

Blood trickled from her mouth.

“I knew the Saint was beyond help, just as you are,” the old priest whispered. “But don’t worry about that now, child. Just sleep. Sleep in Uldar’s embrace.”

Carey’s limbs were growing cold.

Weak.

But she was calm.

Oh, so very calm.

Even now.

After all, she remembered what she’d resolved to do.

What more did she have to fear? She prayed to the Traveller for strength.

Holding the jars, words choked out through blood, “For Thameland… I give everything.”

She poured the dungeon core remains into the chaos essence, pressing the mana infuser on the side of one of the jars.

The mana infuser sparked, catalysing the substances.

The reaction was immediate.

The heat of a star burned in her hands.

The world was light.

Sound faded away: cries of battle, the shouts of surprise from behind her, all faded.

All was warm, like a blanket coiling around the world.

She felt Eldin move away.

Her knees were buckling, her body began to fall, her hands burnt away.

Then the detonation.

Light ruptured, a brightness unlike no other.

In an instant, her body was gone. Her spirit catapulted through the light, whirling end over end through what felt like a thousand realms. Hot and cold blended into one.

She was everything.

She was nothing.

Carey London felt herself travelling further and further…

And in the distance, she heard something crack.

A vast warmth enveloped her. A familiar warmth.

And then a hand wrapped around hers and she found herself looking into kind eyes as she hurtled toward the afterworld.

“Who… who are you?” her voice stammered.

A dark haired woman smiled. “I am St. Hannah Kim, the Traveller.” The voice was like a warm blanket. “Death is just another path… One that we all must take. And now I have an offer for you. I can’t give you back your life as you’ve known it, but you’ve given me and your friends so much.”

Her smile deepened.

“And now it’s my turn to give to all of you.”


Chapter 95


Everything and More



Earlier, an arrow scraped through Alex’s greater force armour, a throbbing line of pain had seared his body, burning flesh on his right side like a fireplace poker had been rammed into it.

Stone fists like cudgels rushed past his ears. Uldar’s statues missed his head by mere inches, any of those blows could have turned it into a red slurry.

Most folk would have fled, screaming.

But Alex was not most folk.

“Come on!” he taunted, dancing around a blow before teleporting through a swarm of arrows. “You stupid bastards, stop trying to hit me and hit me!”

Another fist shot past his face, missing it by breaths. He grabbed the offending arm, teleporting Uldar’s likeness hundreds of feet away, leaving it upside down on the rain-soaked earth.

He returned to the fight, drawing on more of Hannah’s power, though doing so was becoming harder.

He had never called on it repeatedly before, but for this battle, it seemed he was calling on it about as often as his heart beat in an hour, pushing himself to the limit, and at times, well beyond it.

He’d been using the Mark each time, squeezing as much as he could from his remaining power, even as he threw his energies against the barrier around the escarpment.

Slowly, he felt the power adapting to the First Apostle’s barrier, finding hidden weaknesses. With time—and the Mark’s help—he knew he could break through it.

Considering the situation, time was one thing he had very little of.

Things had worsened on the battlefield, and they now looked desperate.

Theresa, Vesuvius, Grimloch, and Brutus were pushing back, but more Watchers were falling. Some were dead, some grievously wounded.

The four of them had been fighting like demigods to hold back what looked like the end of the world as Uldar’s most devout wielded divinity, blades, and zeal with abandon. But, as mighty as the strike team was, tearing into the enemy with a ferocity out of legend, they were fighting a gruelling, perhaps even losing battle.

Grimloch roared in pain as divine flame sprayed over him, heating his armour, drying his skin. His breath wheezed from between blood coated lips, pink froth running down his chin.

Theresa bled from a network of wounds that crisscrossed her body. Her teeth were clenched in determination, staining red. Life enforcement steeled her, otherwise she would be long dead. She fought on, the Twinblade blurring as it carved through all comers. Brutus’ howls ripped the air as a white light lanced into his armour. He returned the favour, severing the offending hand from the wrist of the priest who had cast it.

Vesuvius’ shell had cracked, red trickled from it, the familiar bellowed in pain as much as rage. Tyris held a long blade, swinging it, trying to protect her familiar.

Hogarth and Svenia desperately defended Isolde, bleeding badly, yet staying by her side. Khalik’s forehead bore a jagged wound that ran along his eyebrow, dripping blood into his right eye, threatening to partially blind him. Najyah attacked Uldar’s servants with her talons and beak.

Watcher Hill’s left arm—struck by a heavy mace—hung uselessly from her shoulder.

Every blood-drak was dead.

All hound engeli banished.

And the Heroes’ battle was hardly going any better.

The First Apostle was a Chosen of Uldar with over five centuries of life enforcement flowing through him.

Baelin might have swatted him like a fly.

Except there was no Baelin here to swat anything.

Burning with divine blessings, he’d shattered one of Drestra’s wings, forcing the dragon from the sky. She’d plummeted through the air, picking up momentum, coming close to impalement, but Alex came to her aid, teleporting her away from the ancient Chosen.

Now, with her injured wing held close to her body, she seethed with rage, fighting desperately alongside Thundar, Cedric, Hart, and Claygon, trying to bring this monster down.

If they looked battered to anyone observing, it was because they undeniably were. Their clothing was slick with their own lifeblood, and if it weren’t for Alex’s teleportation and Cedric’s healing miracles, the Ravener might be celebrating its victory as the Chosen, Sage, Champion, and possibly the Fool, lay dead in this secret valley at the hands of the First Apostle and his followers.

Claygon was in an even worse state.

His stone had cracked and was peeling away in clouds of white dust. Metal inlays had been torn apart. Through crevices running along the golem’s chest, Alex watched the glowing light of his core.

He had to get him out of there.

But, as he prepared to teleport him away, Claygon spoke in his mind.

‘Father… stay back!’ he cried. ‘I have to do this… let me fight! He’s too dangerous for you to go near!’

“But—”Alex started.

A sudden flood of heat came from behind him, warning him, making the young wizard jump to the left and vanish as a double helix of fire pierced the air where he had been.

“Surrender, Holy Fool,” Izas said, hovering above Alex, surrounded by a nimbus of magic. There was no expression of triumph on his face. No hatred. Just… a look of pity and sadness.

Which sent Alex into a rage.

“We don’t need your pity, asshole! Save it for yourself! You want to give us something? Maybe stop trying to kill us!” He reached into his bag, teleporting around Izas then tossing booby trapped potions at him from all angles.

A wall of wind rose around the Third Apostle, crushing the bottles, dispersing the mist.

Alex cursed.

As much as he hated to admit it, this Izas was a very skilled wizard.

“How is it you are still able to teleport, Holy Fool?” the old man asked. “Does it involve Hannah Kim?”

“Go to every hell!” Alex teleported behind him, pulling off his cloak and flinging it at the priest’s head, trying to blind him, then vanishing as a gout of fire sprayed from Isaz’s hand, consuming the cloak.

“Uncooperative. Perhaps an example must be made.” The Third Apostle turned his hand toward Alex as the power of flame flared in his palm.

It abruptly changed direction.

And fired.

Before the young wizard could react, flame spiralled into Claygon’s back, dissolving stone, melting metal.

The golem stumbled.

And the First Apostle appeared, driving a fist sheathed in divine power into the pit of his gut.

Stone burst.

A massive hole blew open in Claygon’s trunk.

Alex screamed, teleporting to him, but he was already gone.

The First Apostle was too fast, blasting the golem, launching him at the escarpment, right in the midst of a horde of Uldarite statues. He grabbed at Alex’s shirt.

The young wizard vanished, staying clear of the priest.

“Hmm, troubling,” the First Apostle acknowledged, as he casually defended himself from Hart’s strikes. “This action will draw much of Uldar’s energy through my soul, but… so be it. I here now speak another interdic⁠—”

“Wait!” a high voice cried, the word carrying over the battlefield.

All paused.

All turned.

There, launching himself from a window in the escarpment, was Saint Merzhin.

He was just as Hart and the others had described him. Small. Child-like in features and stature, with the air of someone trying to shoulder a burden that would have buckled most men.

Floating down in a column of light, he cried out with desperation, “Stop fighting! In Uldar’s name, there must be peace!”

Landing lightly, he suddenly stiffened, screaming as crossbow bolts pierced his side, driving the breath from him. He still kept moving, one hand pressed to his side as the other ripped the bolts free, letting his wounds heal.

Holy warriors came through the window after him, divinity cushioning their fall.

“First Apostle! My friends! We must stop this bloodshed!” Merzhin shouted, running past Claygon and the statues of Uldar. He approached the First Apostle. “Every death here is another victory for the Ravener! For evil! We are all Uldar’s children! We must stop this!”

He passed near more statues of Uldar.

“What’re y’doing?” Cedric demanded.

“Get back!” Hart screamed.

“Where’s Carey?” Drestra roared.

“Why isn’t she with you!” Alex shouted.

The First Apostle sighed. “I would have thought that you, of all these Heroes, would have understood, Merzhin. We are all Uldar’s children, yes. But sometimes… elder children must bring their disobedient siblings to heel.”

A statue began to move.

One near the Saint.

“Look out!” Alex yelled, teleporting to the Saint whose holy symbol sang like a choir of voices.

The statue of Uldar clipped the rail thin man, drawing a scream of pain as Alex disappeared with him.

They crashed to the ground a hundred feet away. “Where’s Carey?” Alex grabbed the Saint by the shirt.

Merzhin coughed. “She… she said… she needed her bag… needed something in it… stayed behind… will follow.”

“Needed something from her—” Alex started.

Then his blood turned cold like the coldest of winter days.

“No, no, no⁠—”

He looked up at the escarpment, then he felt it.

That terrible power.

A flash came.

He looked at Claygon, so near the escarpment, trapped by the statues of Uldar.

He reached for him.

Then the world turned to heat and flame.

There came a popping sound and Alex heard no more. Brilliant light burned his eyes. The scent of singed hair reached his nostrils. A jolt consumed the village, the shockwave—barely blunted by the holy stone and barrier of Uldar’s Rise—catapulted him backward.

His ears were suddenly ringing.

The world felt like it was upside down.

The ground shook as though Uldar himself was punishing the land.

And then… nothing.

“No! No! What have you done!” Distant screams and the sound of wailing came through the ringing in his ears.

“Our holy place! Uldar’s home on earth!” someone else screamed.

Though his senses still spun, Alex turned, looking up at Uldar’s Rise.

Shock gripped him deep within his core.

At least a quarter of it was no more, completely incinerated.

It was as though a titanic rock-eater had taken a bite out of the upper part of the stony rise, leaving a boiling, gaping wound of lava in its side.

“The children!” someone screamed in despair.

“They’re in the chambers beneath the escarpment!” someone else shouted. “We have to go to them before the fire spreads!”

“Fire…?” a dazed Alex murmured.

Then he saw it.

The entire village was engulfed in a column of flame, burning hot enough to melt stone.

A terrible truth hit him.

Carey was dead. She couldn’t have survived an explosion like that, no one could…

Not even Claygon.

He felt like he was choking. His chest hurt.

“You…” He forced himself to his feet, his teeth clenching so hard they could’ve cracked.

The First Apostle was on his feet, but his eyes were fixed on the escarpment, his face looked lifeless.

He stood there, pointing at the ruins of his home.

“You… you… you…” Alex’s voice was barely a whisper.

Rage consumed him, mixing with grief and pain, until all fear fled his mind, replaced by naked hatred, like a hunger that must be fed.

He’d never felt a hate so strong.

Or felt a stronger need to make someone pay. To cause pain like him and the rest of them had caused. To take away what they valued. And not care one bit what the Mark did to him.

Silently, Alex reached deep inside himself, grasping at the dregs of the Traveller’s power, teleporting himself to the First Apostle’s side.

Still in shock, the ancient Hero froze when Alex appeared near his shoulder and seized the arm pointing at the escarpment.

He knew that the First Apostle would resist teleportation, but what if teleporting all of him wasn’t the goal, what if he only wanted to take just a piece of him, something he valued, something he used to bring pain. The young wizard made his decision.

Concentrating all his energy on the man’s arm, he felt the Mark scream in his mind, crushing him with every failure it could muster.

His mind felt like it was being ripped apart from the inside to the top of his skull.

His eyes throbbed.

He felt like he was suffocating.

His head thundered.

Blood dripped from his nose.

But he didn’t care.

With a howl of exertion, Alex dropped his full weight on the First Apostle’s shoulder, twisting the arm at the joint, yanking it like a wishbone, then, he vanished.

With the arm.

And nothing else.

Two howls of anguish pierced the twilight sky.

Alex howled, crashing to the earth on his hands and knees, his body wracked with spasms as his mind exploded. The arm twitched beside his hand. The Mark rampaged through him in a way it never had before. He retched and heaved, vomiting on the ground. His every nerve was ablaze.

But through his suffering, he could dimly hear the First Apostle.

The priest howled in agony. “Why? Why? Why?” Was all he kept saying, repeating the single word over and over as blood washed his side and the ground below him red from the raw wound that spurted at his shoulder. “How can I chann—Argh!”

Hart slashed at him, hitting him across the back, preventing him from stemming the blood flow with divinities as he barely managed to roll with the blow, stopping himself from being skewered.

Cedric stormed in, smashing the elder Chosen across the face with his greathammer.

“You killed my friend, ya piecea shit!” Thundar’s crossbow bolt pierced the First Apostle’s leg.

Drestra’s claw tore at the man’s other arm.

Now, he was the one fighting for his life.

“Fool! You are no Hero! You and your ilk were a mistake! Look at how you’ve destroyed this most sacred place and harmed our holiest of leaders, no other in Thameland can match him!” Izas screamed. Alex suddenly felt his presence close to him, channelling that fire.

And there was nothing he could do.

“Alex!” Theresa screamed in the distance.

“I love…” the young wizard murmured.

The Mark raged through his mind, pinning him to the ground.

Isaz’s lance of flame came down.

Then Alex was gone.

Embraced in warmth.

Tingling arms held him.

“I have you, Alex,” a gentle, posh voice said.

“What?” he stammered. “It’s impossible.”

He looked up, eyes resting on a figure of light. A figure who wore the hazy remnants of a familiar face.

Carey London smiled down at him. “Only one of us dying today, or that’d make my sacrifice ever so pointless, wouldn’t it? I don’t have much time, so we have to work quickly. Merzhin will help us.”

“Mer-Merzhin?” Alex stammered, looking at the battlefield where the Saint was rising to his feet. “But he⁠—”

“Have a little faith.” She patted his shoulder.

“Yours is the folly of man! You have grown away from Uldar,” the Saint’s voice spread over the battlefield.

“What are you doing?” Izas demanded.

“You all have!” Tears poured down Merzhin’s face as his eyes hardened, watching Izas with utter rage. “You claim that the First Apostle was the holiest man in Thameland. That is wrong!”

His voice echoed with the wrath of a god.

“He himself said that I am closer to Uldar! I am Uldar’s living Saint!” he shouted. “And though I am not as skilled with his divinity as you, I don’t need skill for what I must do! Just strength and authority! With the authority placed in me, by Holy Uldar, I revoke this interdiction! Let my will be heard!”

There was a wave of power that swept through the valley.

“No!” the First Apostle shouted.

Alex felt it.

Magic returned.

Priests were caught off guard when the Generasians and Heroes struck like cobras, burying them in an avalanche of spells. The aeld staff screamed with joy, strapped on Alex’s back.

Izas howled, “You blasphemers! Holy Saint, none have betrayed Uldar so thoroughly since the General’s Folly! You⁠—”

“Be… quiet!” a gravelly voice said.

The war-spear that was once Zonon-In’s shot from the flame burning over the village.

The blade flew, severing Izas’ arm.

The priest called out for Uldar, but he didn’t seem to answer as the arm catapulted through the air.

“Now… you match… your master…” the voice boomed from the fire.

Clanking sounds grew louder. Something immense was approaching.

‘It… it can’t be,’ Alex thought. ‘Is it… is that you Claygon?’

“I have returned… Father…” The voice reverberated through the flames. “I was born from clay through a dungeon core’s power…”

A four-armed silhouette appeared in the column of flame.

“Through a Ravener-spawn’s power… my clay hardened to stone…”

Fire-gems burned in the silhouette’s head and hands.

“And now… through a dungeon core’s flame… stone is tempered.”

Claygon emerged from the fire.

Light reflected off his body.

A body that was now all iron.


Chapter 96


The Stone Prison



The iron golem strode through flame, light dancing across his reflective form. His fire-gems glowed like embers while his metallic fingers flexed and relaxed, metal groaning each time he tensed them. All damage to his body was gone The massive hole in his torso dealt by the First Apostle was a bad memory. Claygon was whole, the surface of his body smooth, and his iron teeth flashed in the firelight.

He raised his hands, fire-gems gathering power.

Energy built slowly—as it had before he’d transformed to stone—but Alex felt something different, a change. It felt new, yet the magic was still familiar.

It felt momentous, like chaos essence combining with dungeon core remains.

The air shimmered with heat. Claygon’s fire-gems flared, significantly brighter than before, and he aimed all three at groups of statues, and the nearest group of holy warriors.

Beams burned—far thicker now—lancing out, striking the centre of his targets.

Night turned to day.

Explosions, feeling like the one that had broken Uldar’s Rise, ripped through the valley, shaking it to its foundations.

Holy protections were obliterated.

Blessed stone crumbled to dust.

Death came to the once secreted priests of Uldar.

Confusion reigned.

Panic spread through the holy warriors of Uldar. In heartbeats, their home was shattered, the Saint of Uldar had turned against them, and now their enemies were striking them with the fury of vengeful gods.

“Muster!” Izas commanded, pressing a glowing hand to his stump. “Hold fast!”

The priests responded, sending divine bolts of light at the intruders.

“Hannah has you,” Carey’s soul whispered gently, still cradling Alex in that warm embrace. “The Traveller will protect you… while she can. The barrier the First Apostle used was broken.”

Her spirit flared.

All at once, every bolt of divine power, every arrow, and every weapon that had been seeking to devastate the strike force—vanished, teleporting behind Uldar’s holy warriors, striking the very priests who had sent them, letting them taste their own fury.

“What is this?” Izas cried out, jumping away.

Alex groaned, and using his meditation techniques, he began gently guiding his consciousness through the Mark’s interference. The onslaught wracking his body began fading.

“We’ve been praying to Hannah,” Alex whispered, taking the aeld staff off of his back. “And you… you prayed to her before you died, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Carey said softly. “My sacrifice left her awash with power for now. Enough to let her act through my soul because I just departed this world, but she won’t be able to for long, so you have to finish this, Alex.”

“I intend to.” He exhaled, then took a steadying breath and raised his staff.

The aeld tree gathered its energies.

And the young wizard began casting Planar Doorway.

He teleported priests, throwing their numbers into chaos, scattering them over the battlefield. Already in disarray, it didn’t take long for their fragile formation to completely fall apart.

They cried out, begging for Uldar’s mercy.

And as usual, he didn’t answer.

Perhaps he wasn’t listening.

But the Traveller was.

And she answered.

Every attack the priests tried was turned against them, punishing their own ranks.

Their numbers were withering.

Their morale, fading.

Doom was coming.
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“Holy Uldar, guide us,” the First Apostle whispered, desperately defending himself from the vengeful Heroes.”

“Let ’im guide y’ t’yer grave, y’bastard!” Cedric spit at him.

His weapon shifted in his hand as he slashed the First Apostle’s forehead; it might have cleaved his skull in two if it wasn’t for the holy protections around him.

“There’s a wee scar fer ya too, y’bastard!” the Chosen roared. “Now we bloody well match!”

“I want his other arm,” Hart growled, his sword dancing in dizzying patterns as he closed on the Apostle.

The holy priest dodged in desperation, but still got caught by a gout of flame and force from Drestra and that infernal minotaur perched on her back.

He grit his teeth against the pain.

…But it was fading.

Blood flowed freely from his shoulder even as his divinely enhanced body was failing from blood loss. His strength ebbed. His movements slowed.

There was no time to heal or stem the flow of blood. The corrupt Heroes and the faithless with them were on him like persistent gnats.

It was just a matter of time before they took him.

Beyond the Heroes, he glimpsed Izas. The Third Apostle had healed himself, but the loss of blood had weakened him.

All around, their forces were breaking.

Their nerve hung by a thread.

The First Apostle swallowed.

His heart and his intentions told him that this battle could still be won.

But facts and evidence told him otherwise.

If they fell now, Uldar would lose everyone who had done his will in secret for so long. His duty was clear, and as much as it pained him, he must leave his important work in this sanctum and save the poor wretches who served him.

The First Apostle took a final look at Uldar’s Rise.

He gathered his will, reaching deep into the well of his divinity.

Homes could be rebuilt. Relics remade. Books rewritten. But the faithful here could not be replaced.

And so he turned his will to the heavens.

“Holy Uldar! Recall us to safety! Save us! Bring us away from destruction!” he cried.

The clouds shook with his power, lightning flashed, thunder rolled… then every drop of rain that had been held back poured from the clouds in a tidal wave.

“No!” The young spirit of Carey London and the Fool of Thameland raised their hands, channelling the power of that treacherous dead Saint, teleporting the flood of rain around the strike force.

All looked to the sky, buying the servants of Uldar several precious heartbeats.

Divine power flowed through the First Apostle’s soul—threatening to crack it—and washed out around him in a wave.

Above, the skies rumbled.

Curtains of lightning fell as a mass of bolts flowed from the heavens, finding each remaining servant of Uldar’s hidden church, touching them, transforming them from flesh to crackling bolts of electricity.

The First Apostle, Izas, all of Uldar’s followers who still breathed, transformed as one, coiling into a vast sphere of crackling light.

From within it, the First Apostle looked down on the spirit of Carey London, and the form of the Fool of Thameland.

All of this loss was because of them.

He would not forget them.

And his vengeance would be divine.

As that thought comforted him, the crackling sphere sailed into the sky, hurtling across Thameland like a shooting star.

Hundreds of miles passed in an instant as Uldar’s faithful soared through the night sky as a stream of lightning. They travelled over mountain, forest, and glen, until at last, they passed above the ocean, continuing north, and coming to rest in the centre of a small island in the seas north of Thameland.

There came a flash of all-consuming light.

When it faded, those few hundred members of Uldar’s secret church were on bended knees atop the bare stone and long wild grasses on the island.

As the First Apostle regained his physical form, he tried to stand, and with a growl of pain, pressed his hand to the oozing shoulder, calling on Uldar’s divine power.

Agony plunged through his body as healing energies suffused his flesh. The limb would regrow, but it would take time.

“First Apostle…” Izas stumbled toward him, his beard still damp with rain. “Our home… it’s gone. It’s gone!”

“Peace… child…” the ancient Chosen rasped. “And strength. It is always darkest before dawn. Our people need us to be leaders. They need all the leadership we can muster.”

He paused. “Tell me, Izas… where is Eldin?”
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“No! Don’t leave me!” Eldin screamed.

Or he would have if he could.

If he had a mouth.

In the brief moments before Carey London had blown herself to nothingness, the holy leader had leapt into surrounding stone to preserve his life and was gliding away to safety when the rock exploded.

He had felt no pain… only mounting horror as his body broke apart within the rock. Now, his form was in particles, scattered everywhere, still within the stone of Uldar’s Rise.

Bits were in the rubble.

Some had been ground to fine grit.

Much had been vaporized.

His consciousness remained within a small mass of stones that had been propelled away from the escarpment, landing in wet grass near the forest.

He was barely aware of his surroundings, but he had felt the First Apostle’s lightning spread over the valley, carrying all of Uldar’s faithful away.

But he’d been left behind.

What did that mean?

Could it not touch him because he was in the stone?

Did it not notice him?

Was he even alive?

He couldn’t move.

He feared leaving the stone. What would happen if he was to take his true form; a great deal of the stone his body was in was shattered, scattered, or had been turned to dust.

Would he simply die?

Would he live for a few painful instants as a mewling pile of flesh before passing?

He didn’t know. Despite all of the lives that ended at his hands, including those he’d left to die within the darkness of stone, he had no idea what would happen to him.

“Uldar… please save me!” he pleaded, though the rock had no voice. “I have served you, haven’t I? I’ve repented for past sins, haven’t I? Please, Uldar! Save me!”

But there was no answer.

Uldar did not reach out to him.

His servants did not come to carry him to safety.

Only cold silence answered his pleas.

“Come now, Eldin,” he said to himself. “You… you are a dead man. Let go. Join Uldar. Let go. Join him.”

And he tried.

He tried willing himself to leave every bit of rock and debris he was in and let his natural fate carry him to Uldar’s side in the afterworld.

But he could not.

He would not.

“Come on, Eldin!” he screamed at himself. “You served Uldar in life! You will serve him in death! Let go!”

And yet, each time he tried to draw on the divinity to leave the rock and let death take him… he could not. Fear gripped him.

It held him tight.

Despite himself, he had no desire to die, to leave this world and all it held.

He thought of the young woman he’d stabbed, narrowly missing her heart—perhaps that was an omen—she’d taken her own life to save all she loved. It was the ultimate sacrifice, an act committed by someone who was likely less than a third his age.

The highest price paid by a soft-willed, comfortable student.

Surely, he could do the same? He’d spent years walking this earth and had known death would come for him in time. He was a warrior, ready to die in Uldar’s service. He was a killer, used to dispatching Uldar’s foes.

His will was iron…

…Then why could he not let go?

Again and again, he tried to convince himself to leave the stone.

To let himself leave this world and meet the god he’d prayed to for so many years of his life.

Each time, fear held him in place. Despite all he believed of Uldar’s blessings, he could not summon the will to let go.

And so Eldin screamed.

Within the stone, he screamed and begged and cried for life.

How long he screamed, no one would know, for no one could hear him.

And so the rock lay, forgotten, on the outskirts of the forest.

No one would ever know whether or not his consciousness still ‘lived’ within it.

And, in the end—to most—it would not matter, anyway.

The old killer would never trouble anyone again.

And if he still screamed long after the battle for Uldar’s Rise had ended?

Well, he would be the only one who would hear it.

For even his god would not answer him.
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As dust cleared and night fell fully on the valley of Uldar’s Rise, the strike force gathered beside the dying embers of what was once a thriving village.

They had achieved victory over the hidden church of Uldar.

But the cost had been high.

Countless bodies lay in a row on the grass, each covered with cloaks, shawls, and shrouds; anything they could find to cover them. The rain slowed over the land and had already washed away much of the blood and ash.

Together, the survivors huddled around a glowing figure.

A familiar figure.

The spiritual figure of Carey London.

In death, her radiance was bright… but it was already beginning to fade.

Her friends wept.

Tyris sobbed, burying her face in the side of her familiar’s warm neck.

Merzhin, prostrate with grief, lay before her spirit. “Forgive me… forgive me… forgive me…” he whispered repeatedly.

The other Heroes—Alex, the Fool; Cedric, the Chosen; Hart, the Champion; and Drestra, the Sage—all gathered around him, their eyes lowered.

In her human form, Drestra trembled, though not because of the rain.

At last, all five Heroes were together.

Under circumstances that pierced their hearts.

“I’m sorry,” Alex muttered. “If I hadn’t… found that first dungeon core… then maybe you wouldn’t…”

“Oh, pshah,” Carey’s spirit said. “I am rather cross with you for not telling me that you are the Fool… but such things seem ever so unimportant now.”

“I apologise.” Watcher Hill stepped forward, eyeing the spirit with sadness and confusion. The woman looked like she didn’t quite know what she was looking at. “I should have protected you.” Then she looked down at the draped bodies lying nearby. “All of you.”

“I—” Carey started to say, but her form wavered.

She was beginning to fade.

“Blast it, we don’t have time for this!” She looked at her friends. “Listen to me, the Traveller is sharing her power with me so I can protect you while I’m still in this world. There’s a purpose for me… for us… but it will take time. I can’t stay long, at least for now.”

Carey looked at Alex. “I have limits, but you know her power well, don’t you? Alex, while I can still protect and help you, look for it.”

“Look for what?” he said.

“The entrance,” Carey whispered.

And he knew exactly what she meant.

As the others looked on, he took a deep breath and reached out with the Traveller’s power.

He searched. And he searched.

And searched.

And found it.

A weakness between worlds.

Slowly, his eyes drifted to the top of Uldar’s Rise.

“I think the entrance is up there,” he said. “I believe that’s where Uldar ascended… I think that’s the only place in this world where you can access his sanctum.” He looked at Carey. “Will you help me?”

“Yes,” she said.

He squared his shoulders.

Grief and anger burned in him, and in that moment, he just wanted answers.

“Everyone, step back,” he said. “Carey and I are going to open the door to Uldar’s realm.”


Chapter 97


The Five Heroes



Alexander Roth looked at the top of Uldar’s Rise while the night deepened, feeling as though he was standing on the edge of a cliff.

There—rising before him—the place he’d sought since he’d turned eighteen and Uldar, the god of his homeland, had left his mark on his life. Two long years; a blink for an ancient like Baelin, but an eternity for a young wizard, especially one in his situation.

Alex had grown in many ways.

He’d certainly changed.

Those around him had grown and changed as well.

Thameland was different.

As was Generasi.

A great many things had turned for the better over the course of this cycle. Discovering the wonders dungeon cores could be useful for could revolutionise magic, the Heroes were fighting not only to stop the Ravener and end this cycle, but to end all cycles and destroy the Ravener forever, the Traveller’s legacy was growing, blooming into something beautiful and far more powerful.

Villains had fallen.

Demons had died.

And there’d been high costs to pay as well.

People had died when the Ravener’s hunters had come seeking his life. Wizards had lost their lives in the attack at the Games of Roal. The expedition had bled hard when the petrifier came calling at the Castle in Greymoor.

Carey had lost her faith, as had Theresa, Selina, most of the Heroes, and Alex himself.

And now?

Carey was gone, her life lost because of Uldar’s servants.

Her death didn’t seem quite real yet. After all, her spirit was still there, close enough to touch.

And yet, he couldn’t sit with her over a cup of wine and a pastry at the bakery, or enjoy a delicious meal among a crowd of friends at a fancy restaurant, or even just pat her on the shoulder in acknowledgement of a job well done. He would never see her in school again or puttering around the halls of the Research Castle. She’d never join another expedition or have another debate with Merzhin.

Professor Jules’ time with her in the lab had ended.

Her spirit was with them at the moment—through the concentrated divine power of the Traveller and the young woman’s own faith—but that moment would soon pass.

Then?

She’d be gone…

Along with countless other folk who’d died in Thameland in cycle after cycle, while those living in peace in Uldar’s Rise had apparently simply looked on.

How many soldiers had been maimed?

How many families had lost their homes?

How many Fools, their lives? How many other Heroes, theirs?

The numbers were uncounted and even uncountable, and all of that suffering and loss happened under Uldar’s silent watch.

And now? Now it was time for the god to answer some questions.

“Since I don’t have a living body anymore,” Carey said, the note of sadness in her voice warring with resignation and determination. “Uldar shouldn’t be able to harm me, so, I can go and get us the answers we need.”

“Uldar?” Merzhin looked up, his eyes shining. “You can let us meet Uldar, Carey?”

“What are you people talking about?” Watcher Hill asked.

But Alex was already on his way to the top of the Rise. He doubted even Baelin could stop him now.

Carey’s spirit was floating after him.

“Wait for us!” Theresa cried.

“No way you’re leavin’ us behind,” Cedric added.

“Father… I am ready…” Claygon said.

“I can bring us there,” Carey called out, raising her hands.

Alex felt the Traveller’s power gushing from her like a waterfall, and suddenly, her flickering soul was beside him, the two stood on the ruins of Uldar’s Rise.

A heartbeat later, the others appeared.

“Ah, I won’t be doing that too many more times,” she winced. “It likely cost me some of my time here.”

“Carey!” Merzhin cried. “You cannot⁠—”

“I can and I must, we must act now.” She looked at Alex. “Hannah’s power is our best chance at getting the door open. I already feel her knowledge moving through my soul… It’s astounding quite how much she learned about passing through the barrier between planes! But, enough of that⁠—”

“You want to join forces, combine your power with mine and give us the best chance, right?” Alex asked, looking at what seemed to be empty air.

Within that space, he could feel the weakness in the barrier between planes.

“We should wait for Baelin to return, this could be beyond us,” Watcher Hill said.

“Normally, I’d say the same thing,” Alex said. “But we don’t know when he’s coming back. In the meantime, we’d have to defend this place. The hidden church is still out there somewhere, and they’ll be looking for ways to take their home back. We don’t know what other weapons they have or what other allies they might have, either.”

That was what he said to the Watcher, and while true, he hadn’t voiced his deeper desires. In truth, he was tired of waiting for answers. He needed them. That need had burned in his chest for much too long. The source with the answers was right here.

He needed to question this absent ‘god’ that had cost and ruined countless lives.

And to get those answers, well… damn the consequences.

“You’re talking about entering the realm of a god!” Watcher Hill looked wild around the eyes. “And… even though Roal did slay a demigod, the fact is, we are not Roal.”

“That’s why I’ll be going through the portal, to find out what lies on the other side,” Carey said. “To be blunt, I am already dead. I can explore his realm safely.”

“Besides,” Hart said, his voice a low growl. “If this useless piece of shit we call a god was going to get off his useless ass, then he would’ve done it by now.”

“Hart!” Merzhin gaped. “Your blasphemy⁠—”

“Shut the hell up, Merzhin,” Hart growled. “Listen, it’s taking everything I have not to punch your face in until there’s nothing left but a bloody smear. Uldar’s useless! You’re useless!”

“Hey, hey,” Cedric said. “Merzhin turned things around fer us, right in the end there.”

“Yeah, in the end.” Hart glared daggers at the Saint. “You could’ve broken outta here, Merzhin. Maybe you even came here of your own free will, didn’t you? Now Carey’s dead because of you, and a lot of other people are too, and it’s because of you! Well, you and Uldar. I mean look at this place—” He gestured to the ruins of the valley. “Don’t you damn well think that—if he really gave a shit about us—he would’ve shown up to help his people out? We’re standing on his front doorstep, aren’t we? He could’ve walked right through it whenever he liked. But no, he abandoned everybody.”

The Saint muttered something under his breath.

“Merzhin, no,” Carey’s spirit said.

“What’d you say?” Hart demanded, taking a step forward. “Go on, say it again!”

“Leave it, Hart,” the Chosen warned.

“No, I want to hear this,” Drestra’s voice crackled.

“I said that you and Uldar have much in common!” Merzhin screamed, his voice echoing over the valley. “If he is an abandoner, then so are you. How dare you judge him, you self-righteous hypocrite! You abandoned me for months! I know you did not care for me, but was I so evil? Was I so monstrous that you decided to cut me out and bury me in silence! You left me alone! How are you any better than the sin you accuse your god of?”

“Really, Merzhin?” Drestra’s voice crackled with heat. “You put this on him? Don’t blame us. You choose to argue for Uldar even after all you’ve seen? And how were we supposed to tell you anything? Uldar’s church is the enemy! Look at how you’re reacting right now. Can you blame us for not saying anything to you?”

“I… deserved something!” he cried. “I tried to help you all! To help all of Thameland! Even a kind word⁠—”

“You refused to even use my name,” the Sage fired back.

“—and you were always looking for an excuse to try and leave our land’s war to save your own skin… or should I say scales!” Merzhin snapped. “You were a dragon, and you held that back from us? Such power could have saved many lives when we were fighting the Ravener-spawn, you selfish⁠—”

“Hey!” Thundar shouted, stepping beside Drestra.

“Oi! Enough of that!” Cedric said. “Let’s leave it.”

“We don’t have time—” Carey’s spirit started.

“Oh, quiet!” Merzhin shouted at Cedric. “Look at you, the grand Chosen of Uldar, always trying to sew peace between us while keeping your own secrets and choosing your own sides.”

Cedric’s face turned red.

“I hardly think that’s fair,” Isolde started.

“I don’t even know who you are!” Merzhin shrieked, turning to Alex. “Perhaps you are with the Fool, who has been hiding for Uldar knows⁠—”

Alex held up one hand. “No,” his voice was as still as death, the Mark guiding it to a tone that clearly left no room for questions. “All of you, stop it. Now! Ya, we’ve got a lot to talk about. We’ve got anger. We’ve got questions. We’ve got tears. But we also have to leave all of that for later. Right now, we only have Carey with us for a little while, and she—who just gave us our damn lives—wants to help us get answers from Uldar himself. Let’s not waste her gift. Alright?”

The Heroes flinched at his words.

Merzhin looked as though he would say something else, but a glance at Carey finally sealed his lips.

“Well said, Alex,” Carey floated forward. “Now let’s hurry, we have a door to open.”

“We do,” Alex said. “Let’s get some damn answers.”

Together, the two wizards channelled the Traveller’s power and reached out, Carey London’s spirit and Alexander Roth touched Hannah Kim’s power.

A warmth filled Alex’s chest as her energies flared inside.

“Yes… at last…” he heard her voice whisper. “Three hundred years after my death… we have finally found you, Uldar.”

He felt the Traveller’s energy pour from Carey’s soul, uniting with his own.

Together, they imagined Uldar, thinking of statues carved in his likeness.

They felt the weakness in the barrier between worlds.

And reached forward with Hannah’s strength.

There was a muffled crack, like glass breaking beneath water.

Then came a louder sound like something crunching.

Cracks spiralled through empty air, ablaze with white light.

Alex roared.

Carey screamed.

The Traveller’s power flowed.

And—with a sound like a mountain breaking—the door burst open.

A portal appeared in space, expanding like the maw of a gaping beast. Holy light spilled into the night. A choir’s song filled the air, composed of celestial voices. When the door fully opened, the group was standing before a staircase of white stone, wide enough for even Drestra, in her true form, to pass through many times over.

The walls were as white as snow.

The floors, the same.

Orbs of sacred light—hovering below the towering ceiling—shed holy radiance.

Uldar’s sanctum spread before them.

There for them to enter.

“We… we did it…” Carey said, her voice faint. Her form flickered. “I’ll hurry through⁠—”

Suddenly, there came a surge of mana.

“Hello, children,” an ancient voice spoke. Deep. As powerful as the bones of the world, yet softer than any cloud. “Welcome to the sanctum. Come forth and receive my guidance.”

“Uldar!” Merzhin screamed. “I hear him, I hear his voice!”

With a wail, the Saint charged through the portal and up the stairs.

“Bloody hell, y’fool, come back!” Cedric cried, racing after him.

“Feeding frenzy! Never ate a god before!” Grimloch grinned, charging up the steps. “You owe me some blood!”

“What are you all doing?” Khalik cried.

There was a clang as Claygon’s iron foot stepped onto Uldar’s stone steps. “I… will protect them… Father…”

The golem charged up the stairs after the others, taking three at a time.

“Aw, hells.” Alex took a deep breath.

He wanted answers.

He needed them.

Before he could rethink it, he was charging up after Claygon.

“I’ll watch your back,” Theresa yelled, swords in hand. “Be ready to teleport us out of there if things go wrong!”

Brutus barked beside her, bounding up the stone steps.

There came a thunderous footfall behind them. Drestra had returned to her true form, and Khalik, Isolde, Hogarth, Svenia, Cedric, and Thundar were on her back.

The dragon shot up the steps, wings pressed to her sides, gliding toward Uldar. Najyah soared above her.

Behind them, Hart and Tyris—mounted on Vesuvius—the battlemage had enchanted him with a flight spell—floated after them.

“Protect the students, Watchers! For Roal!” Watcher Hill shouted.

The guards of Generasi followed.

Left alone, Carey looked around the empty space, then up the stairs in shock.

“Blast it!” her soul cried. “I did not die for this!”

She flew after them.
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“Uldar, I am coming!” Merzhin called to his god from ahead, racing up the stairs in front of Cedric.

The Chosen followed closely, not even pretending to be trying to catch him anymore.

As one, the group moved deeper into Uldar’s sanctum, desperate for answers.

The staircase spiralled endlessly, unadorned except for the occasional statue of Uldar, or his imposing angelic servants. As they made their way through the sanctum, the celestial song grew louder.

“I can feel your power, Uldar!” Merzhin sounded like he was near tears.

“Is he attacking?” Theresa shouted cautiously.

“No, s’just what he means. This place is full o’divine power,” Cedric marvelled. “Makes that First Apostle feel like a bloody ant. I think m’knees are gonna buckle.”

“It is the fulcrum of all of our faith!” Merzhin shouted. “It’s so beautiful, it all comes from here! Look at the walls, the glory of Uldar is laid bare!”

Alex glanced to the side, startling.

Though stark white, the walls had been carved with murals on either side. Each one was a scene of a group of Heroes battling the Ravener. Every generation’s Heroes were chiselled in stone by a loving hand.

They were the perfect artistic record, stretching back for cycles. Chosens, Fools, Saints, Sages, and Champions, facing armies of Ravener-spawn over different battlefields across time.

Each Hero was different. Sometimes the Champion was a gallant knight. Other times, a hulking barbarian. Sometimes the Fool was a jester or a sailor, other times a merchant.

But—across different murals—all five Heroes were shown battling together, and beneath each of their images was a carved inscription, stating which Hero they were and their given name.

Alex cursed himself. If these were in chronological order, then he’d already gone past the Traveller’s image, it must’ve been in a lower mural, closer to the bottom of the stairs.

“How many cycles…” Merzhin said in wonder. “How many… cyc—what is this?”

The Saint came to a dead stop.

Cedric nearly tripped over him. “Oi, watch it! What’s wrong wit’ch ya?”

“This… this cannot be right…” Merzhin slowly approached a mural on the left side.

Everyone stopped, some catching their breath.

“What’s wrong?” Carey’s spirit soared to Merzhin’s side, and Alex followed.

“This mural is odd,” the Saint said. “I see the Saint, Chosen, Champion, and Sage… but there is no Fool.”

“Did ’e die that cycle, maybe?” Cedric asked.

“No, you don’t understand. There’s another Mark here,” Merzhin sounded confused. “There’s no Fool, but there is a fifth Hero, and they bear a strange Mark, one I’ve never seen before…”

Alex’s heart skipped a beat.

“The inscription below them says…” Merzhin peered at the words. “What in Uldar’s name is the Mark of the General?”


Chapter 98


Watching the Throne



“Tell me… do you know what a patch is?” Hannah had asked on that fateful day Alex summoned her to the hell of Cretalikon.

He’d frowned. “Like on a piece of old clothing?”

“Something like that. I couldn’t remember if I wrote about that in my book…” She had taken a deep breath. “In my old world, there’s something we used to call programs. They’re a bit like spells, except they’re made by a central, um, company. Uh, place. Then users of these programs use them, but they can’t change them.”

“Okay…” Alex had said. “But what’s that got to do with the Mark?”

She had frowned, looking as though she was sorting through her thoughts. “Well, when a company puts out a program and they want to change it, they release something that’s called a ‘patch’. It’s new code—uh, a new piece of a spell that goes over top of the old spell and changes it.”

Alex could have been blown over by a stiff breeze. “So you’re saying that somebody… changed the Mark? That it was different before?”

She had nodded. “After Kelda heard about patches, she spent a long time examining her Mark. The very fibres of magic it was made of.”

“You can break it down?” Alex had asked. “Even archwizards haven’t been able to do that.”

“She had the Mark, she had my knowledge, and she had to build some very specialised equipment using materials you can’t even get in your world. But she built them and used the Mark to get good enough at using them to examine her Mark and mine.”

Hannah had tapped the Mark of the Saint, which still shone on her soul. “Mine is one complete piece of magic. The original version is the one that existed in my time, and I imagine still exists today. But hers and yours? There’s signs that they’ve been patched. Someone changed the Mark of the Fool after it was originally made, Alex. It’s been altered.”

“What?” Alex had cried, jumping to his feet. “Someone tampered with it? You mean it wasn’t always so restrictive?”

“We didn’t find that out.” Hannah had shaken her head. “All I can tell you is that it was changed after it was originally made.”

The Traveller’s words reached out from Alex’s memories, his heart began pounding as he stared at the mural, especially at the Hero with the words: The Mark of the General, beneath it.

Everyone was doing much the same, examining the scene and the carved figures. Watchers muttered to one another in curiosity, while Alex’s cabal simply stared, looking too stunned to speak.

As for those whose roots were Thameish?

It was like their whole world had been undone.

“Can’t be right… how many bloody lies did they tell us?” Cedric murmured, his fingers running along the strange Hero’s image.

The figure was tall, wearing heavy armour and bearing a spear in one hand. The other hand blazed with magic, as a halo of light played about their head.

As the Chosen of Uldar—wielding an axe in one hand, lightning in the other, and with a holy halo of divinity encircling their head—led the other three Heroes toward the Ravener on the ground, this ‘General’ floated above them all, their sword extended.

“It’s like the Chosen’s leading from the front,” Drestra’s voice crackled, an enormous claw touching the image of the Chosen. “While this General’s leading from above.”

“And Fools are always shown behind the other Heroes,” Carey said, fascinated. “But here we don’t see an actual Fool, instead, there’s this fifth Hero flying above the others.”

“It’s in the title, isn’t it?” Hart rumbled. “The General’s the leader.”

“Och, what a way t’find out th’Chosen’s meant t’be second,” Cedric shook his head. “Alex, what d’ya make outta all this?”

Alex could hardly speak.

He was transfixed by the symbol on the General’s forearm.

The Chosen’s symbol was a set of scales, representing the balance of combat, divinity, and spellcraft, as well as the balance in Thameland, which the Heroes were meant to restore.

The Saint’s symbol was a simple upraised hand—the holy symbol of Uldar himself—representing their connection to the deity.

The Sage’s was a staff, representing their deep mastery over magic.

The Champion’s was a horned helmet, representing mastery over arms, combat, and their physical power.

And, of course, the Fool’s was a grinning jester’s face, representing the entertainment and ‘joy’ they were supposed to bring to the other Heroes with their own comical failings, and even buffoonery.

So, what did the General’s symbol actually represent?

In the mural, it was a sword atop an open scroll, with the blade’s pommel splitting like the peaks of a crown. Could that mean knowledge? Battle? Knowledge in battle? And the crown… rulership? Or⁠—

Alex took a closer look at the sword’s pommel.

If the rest of the sword was removed, leaving only the pommel, then you’d have a symbol that looked like a head wearing a crown. But what if the crown’s points were higher?

Exaggerated?

Floppy, instead of standing tall.

Wouldn’t that be similar to what a jester’s head looked like?

Wouldn’t that be oddly reminiscent of the Mark of the Fool.

Alex was sure he had it; the Mark on the forearm of this General was the one that existed before the ‘path.’ This Mark of the General must have been altered and turned into the Mark of the Fool…

But why change it… what happened?

Why would Uldar obliterate the Heroes’ leader?

Or had something else interfered.

Alex glanced down the stairs. If the murals were etched in chronological order, growing older the higher one went, then maybe the next one down might contain a clue.

Unless it was blank.

And it was.

“Look at this.” Alex pointed to the empty space along the white stone. “I wonder what happened. There’s no record there. Nothing. It’s like it was erased.”

Beneath the blank space was another detailed mural, but that one contained the Fool.

“And that isn’t the only thing that has been erased,” Carey’s spirit said grimly, pointing to the inscription beneath the general. “There’s no name under it. It’s just gone.”

“Uh…” Thundar rumbled. “Ever get the feeling you’re looking at something you really aren’t supposed to be looking at? Because that’s exactly the feeling I’m getting.”

“We all have many questions,” Merzhin said. “And we will have them answered at Uldar’s side. Come. Come!”

Alex’s eyes were fixed on the mural, but he could no more gain answers from it than command the stone to speak. “That’s another question for Uldar,” he said, as they resumed their ascent, heading toward Uldar and answers. They walked and floated up the stairs in silence, watching the murals slip by.

The choir’s voices grew louder.

Each mural showed scenes of the Saint, Sage, Chosen, and Champion led into battle by this mysterious General. But the General’s name was always obscured, though the image remained, rendered in glorious detail.

“Am I imagining it, or are there more Ravener-spawn in those murals where this General appears?” Khalik asked.

“I thought I was also imagining that,” Isolde said. “Maybe we are… We would have to look at the lower murals. Or perhaps up ahea—Oh.”

They passed five more murals, and on reaching the sixth, the content abruptly changed.

Now, there were no Heroes in them… only Uldar.

“These must be a record of his time in Thameland,” Merzhin mused. “Before he ascended from the physical plane. What a blessing it is to see him. Look! There he is giving food to the people.”

Each showed Uldar travelling the land, performing different miracles. Sometimes he caused crops to grow from fallow fields. Other times, he was shown using lightning and stone to kill threatening beasts.

In some he raised fish from the sea, giving them to the hungry.

He changed the weather.

Destroyed bandits.

Shattered or conjured storms.

And in nearly every image, the people showed him their love. Hundreds or thousands of tiny Thameish folk all worshipping at his knee.

“What is that?” Carey asked, floating before a mural that had caught her eye. “It’s like one of the images of the Heroes fighting the Ravener, but… but…”

“That’s not like any Ravener I’ve ever heard of,” Cedric murmured.

In the scene, Uldar faced a creature twice his height.

The thing looked monstrous, snail-like, with a familiar orb serving as its shell.

“That shell looks like the Ravener,” Alex noted, looking at the creature’s body. Where a snail’s head would have been was instead a humanoid shape, reaching toward Uldar with a mass of arms that terminated in stingers.

Beneath bulging eyes, its lamprey-like mouth was wide open, as though screaming and lunging at Uldar. The god gazed upon it, looking regal and unyielding.

“That thing reminds me of the Ravener in certain ways… but different…” Drestra’s claw reached for it.

“We have to move,” Carey’s spirit wavered. “I can’t… stay much longer… need to… protect you…”

“Yes! Please! No more looking at dead images when our living god is so near! We can almost talk with him!” Merzhin said. “Come, he is just ahead. I feel his divinity!”

Together, they moved up the stairs, until—at last—they came to a vast hall. White benches lined the walls on either side, built between statues of Uldar looking down on them serenely, smiling with only kindness in his eyes.

The ceiling must have been a hundred feet high, as were double doors—fashioned of white stone—that loomed above them at the end of the hallway. Images of engeli blowing trumpets and singing surrounded a powerfully built Uldar etched in the centre of the doors.

His hands were spread in welcome.

‘Egocentric, much?’ Alex thought. ‘I’d start to worry if I had this many images of myself everywhere I looked.’

“Huh, sounds to me like that singing’s coming from those doors,” Hart noted. “Those engeli statues, the ones that look like they’re singing? It seems they are.”

Alex felt another massive surge of mana.

“Welcome, children,” the kindly voice called to them from beyond the doors. “You must have many things to ask of me. Your guidance awaits. Come, see me.”

There was a tremendous grinding noise.

And the doors began to part.

Alex winced; he was about to meet the god of his realm. How many wished they could say that?

If only the circumstances were different.

“I will teleport everyone out with the last of my energies if he tries anything,” Carey said. “Don’t worry, the Traveller will protect us.”

As the doors swung open, they were bathed in a blinding white light.

“Uldar!” Merzhin screamed, running into the radiance.

“Wait!” Cedric shouted. “Stop runnin’ ahead, we can’t see a damned⁠—”

Suddenly, an agonised scream came from ahead.

“Sod it!” the Chosen charged, raising his weapon.

The others ran after them, and—no sooner had they crossed the threshold—than the light began to fade. It paled. It dimmed.

Until, at last, they could see.

The room was immense, crowned by cavernous ceilings that met walls of smooth white stone. A shimmering carpet of golden thread ran down its centre, Merzhin hunched there, collapsed on his hands and knees.

“No… no! No!” the pallid Hero screamed, pounding his fists on the floor, tears streaming from his eyes.

Slowly, the others looked away, turning their attention to another part of the room.

There—seated on his titanic throne—was Uldar, the god of Thameland. He was much like his statues: white bearded, sharp-eyed, and bearing a majestic cast to his face.

“Oh shite,” Cedric moaned. “Oh shite!”

“By the spirits…” Drestra’s voice crackled.

“Oh, we are in the shit now!” Hart rumbled.

Uldar’s mostly white robes were draped over him like curtains spun of light itself. Peeking out from under his sleeves, emaciated hands gripped the armrests of his throne.

Brutus whimpered.

Carey’s spirit made a choking sound.

“This… is… I do not understand…” Claygon rumbled.

“By the Sapphire Sea,” Khalik swore.

“By my ancestors,” Thundar swore.

“By the elements,” Isolde, Hogarth, and Svenia said as one.

A thin chest was exposed, showing immaculate skin below Uldar’s long white beard. His shoulders were broad, beyond majestic.

Alex’s knees buckled as he tried to make sense of what was before him.

He fought his mind, wanting it to understand what he was seeing. The black, dried ichor that must have once run from a great wound in Uldar’s side, staining his robes, his throne, and the floor beside him.

Alex began to make sense of the god’s distant expression.

His silence.

His inertia.

And it was on that momentous day in Uldar’s sanctum, the Fool of Thameland learned three things about his god.

Uldar was majestic.

Uldar was peaceful.

And, most importantly…

Uldar was dead.

“By the Traveller!” Theresa gasped. “What do we do now?”

And try as he might to answer her, only two words came to Alex’s stricken mind.

“Oh fu⁠—”

Mark of the Fool will continue in Book Eight!
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The last of humanity will rise again... He will lead them. The Earth met its end, bathed in holy fire. Rifts spill monsters into our world. Chaos reigns. Now, the Kingdom of Cindrus is the last bastion of humanity. The last vestiges of a broken people clinging to life deep underground. But not all hope is lost. Erec has been blessed by the Goddess. From a line of disgraced nobility, he seeks to reclaim his family’s honor and join the prestigious academy – the institution that trains the next generation of Knights. With a power that brings him to an uncontrollable Rage, and an old-world AI aiding him, Erec seeks to reconquer the world with the remains of human-kind. Knights Apocalyptica is an action packed, apocalypse LitRPG from debut author Zach Skye. Loaded with progression, a detailed system, power armor, a magic academy, and so much more, it's perfect for fans of The Iron Prince, Bastion, and 12 Miles Below. Available on Kindle, Kindle Unlimited, and Audible narrated by the legendary Roger Clark (Arthur Morgan in Red Dead Redemption 2)!
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Ezekiel died on Earth only to be resurrected in the body of a Lich. Well, now he’d done it. He was only playing the villain to blow off steam, now he was stuck in the body of one. Trapped in a hostile world, Zeke must flee his former guild. The problem is, he can only flee into a holy kingdom ruled by the Church of Olattee. Out of the frying pan and into the fire. Only his power is gone, and he must start over. Well… Mostly anyway. He is still a lich after all and he still has his weapon, Mercy, which is more powerful than even he knows. The real question is, is he now a villain or not? And will he survive long enough to find out? Don't miss the next action-packed LitRPG / GameLit series by Levi Werner, the bestselling author behind World of Magic. It's perfect for fans of Sylver Seeker, Book of the Dead, and The Ritualist.
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On Earth, he was a titan of industry. Now, he is prey. In his past life, Dollar was an unparalleled mind forged by the flames of tribulation. He'd built his wealth and influence from nothing and never looked back. But after dying and reincarnating into the world of Ioa, he is thrust into poverty and trapped in a forest of flames with nothing but a decrepit wooden hut to protect him. With family out to kill him, an army of monsters surrounding him, and omnipotent gods sent to assassinate him, Dollar finds that in this new world, success is defined by adversity. He's climbed his way up from rock bottom once, and he refuses to stay there again. Knowing he will need his wits and more to survive, he learns the art of rune crafting and gains access to a System. From there, he'll begin his ascent. With the power to craft infinite effects and mold existence itself, nothing will stand in his way. With the entire world stacked against him, Dollar has them right where he wants them... Dont miss the next action-packed, Reincarnation LitRPG series from ThinkTwice, the bestselling author of Mark of the Crijik. Join an unexpected protagonist in the fight for his life as he progresses in power, magical ability, and learns what is really important in life.
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