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Chapter 1


The Wail for the Dead



There was an ancient saying in the realm of Thameland, one that had largely fallen away as the centuries wore on.

A simple phrase of gratitude, spoken during harvests, weddings, and births: Our plenty comes from Uldar.

For thousands of years, the phrase was spoken in churches, fields, and by hearths. Every Sigmus. Every harvest moon.

Our plenty comes from Uldar.

Those words were ingrained in the very stones of Thameland and spoken even as the language of the land transformed, influenced by its peoples’ contact with those beyond the sea.

But time is a powerful thing and—with enough of it passing—even stone can turn to dust. Centuries passed in the realm, with more folk giving gratitude to Uldar in more subtle ways. Those words were gradually said less. Some began forgetting to thank Uldar, instead giving credit and gratitude to their own hard work and cleverness.

So the words were heard less.

Eventually, other phrases and expressions replaced them until there was no corner of Thameland where they were ever spoken or heard.

Save one.

In this one place, the words of gratitude to Uldar were heard daily.

Without end.

In a hidden valley—more of a crater, really—there stood an escarpment called Uldar’s Rise, and within its stone walls, a never-ending song could be heard. The song’s voices changed with time, but its words never did.

In its refrain, the words, Our plenty comes from Uldar, lived on, sung with passion for thousands of years.

Not once did it ever stop echoing through the rock of Uldar’s Rise, not since the god himself had ascended from the top of the escarpment in ancient days.

Not once did the song stop…

…until now, until tonight.

Now the only sounds in Uldar’s Rise came from the rain and a distant wailing echoing across the valley. The cry was heavy with pain. Full of grief. Filled with sorrow.

To any passing fae slipping through the tall grasses, such screams were not unexpected; after all, the battle that had been fought a short while ago was the kind that birthed a thousand widows.

Grief, pain, and sorrow were never far behind such battles.

Where there had once been a peaceful, idyllic village, now there was only a ruin of melted rock, and blackened earth. Fields and boulevards that once hosted children playing were now soaked with blackened blood.

Bodies lay on wet earth, some collected and covered with shrouds, while others were simply left to rot on the soggy ground. A massive slab of Uldar’s Rise was gone, revealing a blackened, ragged hole of melted stone broad enough for a dragon to fly through.

No priests or holy servants were about.

The scent of death hung in the air.

And the wailing continued.

Floating just above the top of Uldar’s Rise was a portal, opening to the bottom of an enormous staircase. Running up the walls of these white stairs were murals and statues of the god, Uldar, etched in the stone, silent for thousands of years.

Much like Uldar’s Rise itself, the songs of Uldar—sung for millennia—had echoed through this divine sanctum.

But, for the first time in untold centuries, the song was interrupted, joining with a sound of heart-wrenching grief, then ending.

The screams spread down the staircase, echoing from a wide open set of double doors leading to a throne room.

And within this chamber was a scene that would make any priest of Uldar lose their hold on reason. A large group, made up of folk native to Thameland and beyond, were gathered by the massive doorway.

Most were Watchers of Roal, warriors from the university who stood guard, watching for threats from the room before them, and the long stairway below them.

Grimloch, the sharkman, stared at the throne with doll-like black eyes, his face mostly impassive, as he muttered one barely audible phrase beneath his breath repeatedly, “Blood in the water.”

Prince Khalik Behr-Medr, the second prince of Tekezash, appeared dumbstruck, watching the unfolding scene in horror, as his familiar—Najyah—perched on his shoulder. He had gone silent. Still. His brow furrowed in deep and troubled thought.

Thundar’s, son of Gulbiff, shoulders sagged, his tall, muscular frame gone slack. His mouth would open and close without a single sound escaping it, his eyes unfocused. Lady Isolde von Anmut gripped her dagger so tightly, her leather gloves creaked upon its hilt. Her attendants, Hogarth and Svenia, prayed to the elements in hushed tones.

Tyris Goldtooth’s jaw had dropped, her eyes wide and her face pale. The confident battlemage looked as though she was ready to faint, slipping down from the back of her enormous familiar, Vesuvius. The vulcanchelone—volcanic tortoise, as they were called in the south—gave a low groan of concern for his mistress.

Though his link with her granted him a sharper mind, he couldn’t grasp the gravity of what lay before them, and perhaps, that was for the better.

Theresa Lu certainly could, though a part of her wished she couldn’t.

The young woman—Thameish by birth—understood all too well the full gravity of what they were seeing. “Traveller protect us all…” she murmured, as Brutus, her blood-bonded cerberus, nuzzled her shoulder, whimpering.

“Traveller… protect us…” rumbled Claygon the iron golem, newly evolved in a bombardment of arcane fire. “May we… protect ourselves…”

“Yeah… Traveller protect us is right,” said Hart Redfletcher, his low voice cracking. The giant of a man—Champion of Uldar—who had faced down beasts, wizards, demons, and a Hero with a brave and steady heart, now shrank back like a frightened child at the sight.

Drestra of Crymlyn Swamp, the Sage of Uldar, towered over all the others in her true form, that of a red dragon. Yet—despite her reptilian features—her expression of shock was clear, as was the touch of relief playing in her eyes.

Cedric of Clan Duncan, the Chosen of Uldar, looked at the throne with bulging eyes that appeared ready to roll from his head. He was shaken, and stepped away from collapsing to the ground.

“—ck!” Alex finished. The Fool of Uldar had dropped to one knee as his mind recoiled.

Ahead of him, the fading spirit of Carey London—whose life was lost in the Battle of Uldar’s Rise—floated, held to the physical world by the power of St. Hannah Kim, the Traveller. Carey’s soul was dimming, wanting to leave this plane for its rightful place in the after-world, but she fought to remain a little longer to help her friends. Her translucent features were stricken with horror.

Her words came soft, quiet. “How long… how long did we pray to this? Now I know why he was silent…”

Shock and horror had washed through the group, but none felt the weight of the mystifying revelation more than St. Merzhin, the Saint of Uldar.

The young man crouched on his hands and knees, heaving, having become violently ill. He spewed on the golden carpet he knelt upon, sweat beading on his slight frame, turning his skin cold and clammy as he shook like a leaf in the wind.

“No… no… no…” was all he said, over and over again, trying to make sense of what was before him: for what was frozen on the opposite side of the throne room seemed unreal, like a bad dream he couldn’t wake from.

Only a handful of mortals had ever laid eyes on a sight such as this.

A sight Merzhin wished he could unsee.

The sight of a god.

A dead god.

His god.

The Thameish god.

There was no denying Uldar—God and protector of Thameland—was dead. From a distance, one might have thought he was simply resting on his throne. After all, there was no stench of rot. No flies or vermin.

His flesh—though pale—looked healthier than that of a hearty mortal man. There were no blemishes or scars… save for the wound. For it was this ugly, gaping thing that had eaten away at Uldar’s side and revealed the truth.

Jagged, as though a ragged spear had pierced the god’s body, impaling him deep inside, but rather than red blood spilling on his white throne, black ichor stained his robes. The wound had festered, its edges necrosed as though…

“Poison,” Theresa murmured. “His wound looks like it was poisoned…”

“What in all bleedin’ hells could poison a bloody god?” Cedric muttered. “Don’t think no hemlock or nightshade’s gonna do that bloody trick.”

“This is impossible!” Merzhin screamed. “It’s not possible! How can Uldar be dead? We still receive the power of his divinity! This must be a trick, yes, a tri⁠—”

“It’s not,” Alex muttered. “It is possible.”

“What?” The Saint whirled on him.

“Baelin—a very old and powerful wizard—once told me something,” the Fool said. “He said that… how did he put it?” He called on the Mark, focusing it on the task of remembering Baelin’s exact words:

“Faith is a source of power, and faith can be power in and of itself,” Alex repeated the chancellor’s words, spoken to him in a quiet mountain range on some faraway planet. “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.”

“What are you talking about?” asked the Saint.

“We were talking about the Traveller becoming a goddess… but the first part’s the important part. You said you felt divinity coming from this room, right?” Alex asked.

Merzhin trembled, sniffling back tears. “Yes?”

“Where is it coming from?” Alex asked. “Where exactly?”

“From Uldar of—” Merzhin paused, squinting at the dead god. “No… now that I think of it… no! No! It’s not coming from Uldar.” He looked around the room. “It’s just… filling the space. The whole room is filled with the power of faith. And it’s all focused… on the throne,” He blinked in astonishment. “Yes, the divinity is actually coming from the throne!”

“That makes sense,” Khalik mused.

All eyes turned to him.

“What do you mean?” Carey asked, her voice quieter. She floated down slowly, hovering beside Merzhin, looking at him with complete sadness.

“Think of this: your people have continued praying to Uldar for thousands of years. Many thousands of years. Such a concentration of faith is power, and that power had to go somewhere. Except Uldar himself was dead… so who were you actually praying to? In reality, you were praying to the divine, and your faith gathered here, in the ultimate symbol of that faith: in Uldar’s throne room, the place where his body rests.”

“That sounds correct to me,” Isolde noted. “My people worship the elements, but our faith concentrates in our sacred elemental mountains.”

“And this is why Uldar stopped helping us,” Carey said. “Our faith was there to empower our priests, but Uldar never reached out to us again, because he was dead.”

“But, hold on!” Merzhin cried. “You… Carey… the Traveller is reaching out from the after-world to help you! A-and you!” He pointed at Alex. “You said that this… wizard, talked of faith spawning deities! Then, surely our combined power can resurrect Uldar!”

“It’s not that simple,” Alex said. “The Traveller had a unique magic to her: she could travel anywhere. And I mean anywhere. Her power is probably serving as a conduit, guiding faith in her to the after-world. That faith is transforming her into a goddess.”

“It is,” Carey said. “She’s grown much stronger since you spoke with her, Alex. Soon she should⁠—”

“This can’t be. How could none of us know?” Merzhin wept. “How… our life… our people… all to help Uldar… all that silence! He was supposed to speak in mysterious ways! How could no one know about this!”

“Priests can draw power even from a dead demigod for a time,” Watcher Hill said. “Many lost their lives battling Oreca’s remaining priests after his fall.”

“I remember Gemini saying something about that at the opening of the Games this year,” Thundar noted.

“Who’s Oreca?” Merzhin asked.

“She—” Hill started.

“Oh shite! Shite! Shite!” Cedric suddenly cried, going ghost white. “Damn it all!”

“What?” Hart and Drestra asked.

“Bloody hells, it was right there!” Cedric cursed. “Hart! Drestra! Think o’ this. Someone knew that Uldar was dead!”

“What?” Hart asked. “Who… oh. Oh!”

Drestra began speaking, repeating words they’d heard long ago, “The path you walk now is unlike any other, and it is not one you walk alone. Like any path that departs from the known trail through the woods, you now step into peril. Fell things watch you. Allies quake. Whispers slip through the dark. Your post is abandoned, and you are wanting. Every step you walk now will bring forth doom again, and we will meet again when you see the black ichor on the chair. In your desperate hour. Farewell, Heroes of the Prophet God, walk your path toward completion. Walk your path toward doom.”

“What?” Alex demanded. “Black… ichor… on an empty chair… who said that to you?”

“Aenflynn,” she said grimly. “The fae lord knew that Uldar was dead.”


Chapter 2


A Parent



Merzhin’s despair had quietened.

The choir was silent.

Stillness hung heavy in the dead god’s throne room as hardly a breath was heard.

“More secrets?” the Saint suddenly cried, shattering the silence. “More hidden truths! More lies! Were you ever planning to share this information with me? Were you?”

“Oi, bloody use your damned noggin, Merzhin.” Cedric shot him a fierce look. “What d’ya think we coulda done? Bloody walked up t’ya, an’ said, ‘Oi, Merzhin, we just talked t’Aenflynn an’ ’e went on wid some weird shite about a chair an’ the end o’ the world or somethin’, so we guess Uldar’s dead?’ That don’t make no sense!”

“I… I suppose you’re right… but…” The Saint backed down, his shoulders sagging as he looked at Uldar’s corpse.

Silence.

And then…

“So… can I eat that?” Grimloch asked.

“No!” everyone yelled.

“Fine. No need to shout,” the sharkman growled, licking his lips while staring at the dead god.

Carey looked at him for a long moment, before her image flickered. “Ugh… the pull is getting stronger.”

“Then we’d better start looking around.” Thundar nodded toward the left of the throne room. “Look, there’s a doorway over there. We might wanna check this place out.”

“No, not yet.” Carey floated toward the doorway. “Listen, there’s a chance that—whatever…” She threw an uncomfortable look at the throne. “…killed Uldar, is still in here. Let me have a look around. You all stay here until I tell you it’s safe. Understand?”

The look she gave them was that of a stern schoolteacher. “And no rushing in this time like all your good sense is gone, alright?”

Sheepish looks passed between everyone there.

“Alright,” Alex said. “Be safe.”

“I’m already dead, Alex,” she said, throwing another glance at Uldar’s corpse. A bitter look crossed her face. “I don’t have much more to worry about. Let me do this.”

“Be… be careful,” Merzhin said slowly.

“I will,” came her soft reply.

Then she was gone, floating across the throne room and through the doorway.

The light emanating from her spirit faded down the passage.

Silence returned to the chamber.

An uncomfortable silence.

Once again, all eyes fell on Uldar’s corpse.

“Should we… examine it?” Isolde asked. “I do not know what to do.”

“I say we wait for Baelin,” Watcher Hill said, her eyes darting around. “Miss London is right: if whatever killed a god is still around here, then we’d be better off having the chancellor here to help us.”

“We cannot leave this place unguarded,” Prince Khalik reminded her. “If this hidden church comes to reclaim it, then suppose they find something they shouldn’t?”

“Maybe finding this place and Uldar will break their backs,” Thundar suggested. “Take the fight out of ’em. Finding out your god’s dead is a hell of a thing. I didn’t even worship him and my knees get kinda shaky every time I look at that thing.” He nodded to Uldar’s body.

“Excuse me, but ‘that thing,’” Merzhin said, with heat, “is my god. He is the god of Thameland!”

“He was the god of Thameland,” Drestra corrected him.

There was a surge of magic, and the dragon began to shrink. Scales faded, turning to flesh. Her snout contracted, and her horns vanished beneath a mop of dark hair.

Soon, she was back to her human form, draconic eyes still fixed on the throne. “He’s just a body now. Nothing more.”

“Do not say that,” Merzhin pleaded.

“She’s right,” Hart rumbled, his large eyes tracing the path of ichor. “Look, whether or not Uldar wanted to help or harm us… is kinda pointless now. He’s dead. Gone. He’s not going to attack us, but he’s not going to make our lives easier either. He was the god of Thameland, Merzhin. But now?”

The Champion grimaced. “We’re on our own—or maybe not. Maybe the Traveller’s going to help us.”

“You don’t need a god to help you,” Watcher Hill said. “Through magic, study, and force of arms, Generasi has kept itself free and independent.”

“Aye, but this ain’t Generasi,” Cedric said. “We ain’t got no endless army o’ wizards an’ fancy magics t’fend off…” He looked at Uldar’s remains. “Nor any god killers… A bloody god would be nice, right about now. An’ if the Traveller’s gettin’ t’be a goddess? Then we should give ’er som’ help gettin’ there. We need somethin’. Anythin’.”

The Chosen eased his body onto the floor, groaning as though he was five times his age. “My heads spinnin’ wit’ so many bloody thoughts, I can’t even hear m’self think.”

“Hear… that’s it, hear!” Merzhin cried, looking around excitedly. “In Uldar’s name: we heard his voice! We all heard it! Perhaps his spirit is still in these halls! Maybe we can reach him with enough faith or… or… some trick of wizardry! Perhaps he can still hear us!”

As Alex watched Merzhin, pity stabbed at his core.

The young waiflike man looked so lost. So confused. Like a child who’d lost his parents, his anchor. In some ways, he reminded Alex of that little boy whose parents had been guiding his life, then tragically… were gone, leaving him without his anchor.

He swallowed, looking at Uldar’s throne.

In a way, all of Thameland was now like him and Selina; children who’d lost their anchor. Thankfully for him, he and Selina had Mr. and Mrs. Lu to turn to; their kindness had meant they could thrive until Alex was old enough, and strong enough, to face the world on his own.

It was just another way Thameland was like his little sister and himself. People of the realm also had a ‘Mr. and Mrs. Lu’ in the form of Hannah Kim, the Traveller. If she was given enough power, then she could protect the land that she loved until the Thameish were strong enough to stand on their own.

And they would need her.

Alex remembered something he’d been worried about a while ago; back when he and his companions were first considering that Uldar could be behind the Ravener, he’d wondered if a truth with such great significance could ever be revealed to the citizens of Thameland. After all, the church was the backbone of the realm.

It was her guardian.

Her teachers.

Scholars.

In many ways, her warriors.

People from the church tended to folk in times of sickness; they healed the injured and fed the hungry. Their monasteries and convents received the orphaned. Their preachers counselled the uncertain.

Alex couldn’t—in all honesty—say that the church hadn’t greatly benefited Thameland; if it weren’t for them, he and nearly everyone else would probably be illiterate, and have no knowledge of the world beyond a day’s ride from Alric.

Folk across the realm, from sea to sea, had been blessed by the church’s efforts. At the time, he’d thought long and hard about the fate of his people if the church was to fall. It looked bleak.

And that was when he was only thinking that Uldar’s biggest crime was acting like something of a bastard to everyone who worshipped him.

But now, he knew different.

Now he knew things were far worse than his worst nightmare.

Now he knew that the god wasn’t just ignoring them, or just being evil; now he knew—he could see it with his own two eyes—that he was actually dead.

What was going to happen when the realm—and every priest within it—learned they’d spent untold years praying to a dead god?

‘There’ll be chaos,’ Alex thought. ‘Despair. Infighting. Revolution. The royal family rules by divine right: a line of kings and queens empowered to rule by laws that Uldar dictated. With him dead, is there anything stopping a random duchess from claiming that she has more merit to rule? Hells, she could even be right… but the amount of blood that would be shed…’

The cold hand of fear gripped Alex’s spine as the full gravity of Uldar’s death hit him. Merzhin was just the beginning; how many more would become lost, just like him?

Would the land collapse as the church crumbled?

Those dire possibilities meant Alex and his companions had a major decision to make.

‘Do we tell anyone?’ he wondered. ‘Do we keep this information to ourselves? Allow things to continue as they are forever… We can’t, but… do we tell folk eventually? Give them time? Is this even our secret to keep? Maybe Thameland would be fine without the church… or with a new one.’

As indecision tore at him, Merzhin continued calling out for Uldar.

And—with a deep sigh—he knew he had to share what he was thinking. First, he opened his mana senses: whenever they’d heard Uldar’s voice, he’d felt a surge of mana.

He suspected that⁠—

Ah.

Alex spotted a large glyph carved into the ceiling.

There it was. His confirmation.

“Uhm… Merzhin…” he said slowly. “I think when we heard Uldar’s voice, we were only hearing a recording. I think his voice was infused into a magical device.” He pointed to the ceiling. “See that? That’s a glyph for sound projection. Claygon’s voice box uses very similar magic.”

As the young Thameish wizard cast flight magic on himself, the Saint looked on with a pleading look in his eyes.

“Sound projection?” he murmured, sounding as though he was partially dreaming.

“Yeah.” Alex floated to the glyph.

“Yes.” Claygon’s metal face turned to the ceiling. “It feels… familiar. It feels like… me.”

“It does,” Alex said, pressing his hand to the ceiling.

“Careful!” Watcher Hill called out.

“I’ll be alright,” he assured her, passing his mana into the glyph. “Yeah, it’s what I thought, sound projection magi⁠—”

His voice trailed off.

“Alex!” Theresa cried. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah, it’s just…” He whistled. “If Uldar made this, he must have been one incredible alchemist. The inner workings in this thing… are so beautifully crafted, it’s actually like a work of art. It’s rare for an alchemist to see magical items as gracefully made as this. I think it’d even impress Professor Jules, or even Toraka Shale. This glyph’s quite the masterpiece! Anyway, sorry, I’m losing the point.”

He passed his mana into the wondrous inner workings of the glyph. As he felt through its magic, he found the section that would activate sound projection… but there was something else.

Something deeper.

Much deeper.

Sharpening his mana senses so thoroughly over time helped him notice subtlety in the device. He could examine that in detail later.

For now…

He activated the glyph.

Mana surged again, and⁠—

“Welcome, children,” a kindly voice called from the glyph. “You must have many things to ask of me. Your guidance awaits. Come, see me.”

It was the same voice that had beckoned them into the throne room.

Merzhin winced as though someone had physically struck him. “That… it can’t be… that’s it? All my life, I have served Uldar dutifully. With everything I’ve ever had. All the lessons I’ve learned. Everything I’ve tried to embody… and it all leads to this?”

He pointed at the glyph then the corpse of Uldar. “A recorded voice in a magic trick and a dead body? That’s all?”

He whimpered, hugging himself, his fingers digging into his arms. “Everything for nothing. Everything for nothing. Everything for nothing.” The young man began to sob, shaking like a leaf. “Everything… for nothing…”

Cedric looked up at Alex. Something passed between them.

The Fool nodded.

And the Chosen turned to the Saint.

“Look,” Cedric said gently, moving toward Merzhin. “I know this is hard fer ya⁠—”

“You know?” The Saint looked at him in horror. “Holy Ch—Cedric. You do not understand. My whole life was a lie. All the times I’ve wondered why Uldar has not given me guidance… was because he was dead! What have I been doing?”

“S’alright,” Cedric sighed. “S’like y’had the rug pulled ou⁠—”

“No. Cedric, it’s not alright. It is not. I followed Eldin into this valley because I thought it was Uldar’s will,” Merzhin’s voice wavered. “I followed him because I thought it was what Uldar wished! I let him take Carey because I thought it was in Uldar’s plan! And for what? Cedric, I let Carey die because I was following the whim of a corpse… of nothing! I might as well have killed her myself!”

His sobs grew louder. “In one day… I lost my god and what might be my only friend. I⁠—”

At that, Cedric hugged him. “It’s okay. It’s okay. Let ’er out.”

“What’re you doing?” Merzhin shook, heartbroken.

“Grandda used t’do this for me when I was a lad, an’ I was tearin’ up. Let it out. There’re days when you gots t’be hard. But right now? No.”

“Y-you’re treating me like a child,” the Saint whimpered.

“Aye,” Cedric said. “Today, we’re all wee ones, an’ we just lost our da. Don’t matter who ’e was, it’s still gonna put us in our feelins’. Let the tears flow while y’can. We won’t have time fer ’em later.”

And Merzhin—after a long moment—did let them flow. He hugged the Chosen back, continuing to cry like a heartsick child. “What do we do?” he whispered. “What do we do?”

“You need to explore this place.” Carey’s soul floated from the doorway.

Her image was fading, delicate like gossamer. Her voice, faint. Her form flickering.

“There’s no danger here, from what I could tell… but I can’t go with you any further,” she said. “As much as I would like to give more, and see what you see… for now, I have to go.”


Chapter 3


Weep Not For Me



‘It is time for me to go.’

Those words hit Alex deep in his core.

Before him, Carey’s spirit was fading. Her voice grew distant, her image more indistinct. Soon, her spirit would be gone, gone to the after-world, and there was nothing he could do. Nothing any of them could do to stop it.

Until now, he’d had no time to let the full gravity of her death sink in, no time to reflect on it.

Uldar sitting dead in his throne room had much to do with that.

Alex knew in his mind that Carey’s mortal life had ended, and what was left of her in this world was her unembodied soul, held to the material plane by the will and power of an emerging demigod.

But Hannah was by no means an almighty deity and—as far as Alex knew—not even the most powerful of gods and goddesses could defeat death. Not completely. Not without sacrifice of something precious, corruption, or transformation.

Carey’s sacrifice had bought her time… but now that time was spent.

And she would soon be truly gone.

Merzhin made a sound that said more than any words could say as he pulled away from Cedric and dropped to his knees, burying his face in his hands.

Tyris stepped forward. Tears shone in her eyes. “There has to be something we can do, Carey. It can’t just end like this.”

“It has to,” Carey said, her voice wavering. “It always has to, for us mortals.”

“Bullshit!” Tyris snapped. “Baelin’s immortal. There’s other immortal wizards, there are liches, and there’s… there’s…”

“Tyris.” Carey smiled gently. “I lived as a mortal woman. I died as a mortal woman. I want to live, by the Traveller, I do… but I can’t. I know I can’t. And you know that as well. The life that was Carey London is over.”

“I… I can’t bear this…” Tyris turned away.

“I want to thank you, Tyris, for helping and protecting me. And you too, Vesuvius! Your power kept me alive when we fought Ravener-spawn. Your confidence made me smile when we stopped and camped. Your horrifying lust for Hart made me laugh⁠—”

“Carey!” Tyris gasped.

“—what, it was obvious. Wasn’t it? You’re always so forward, Tyris, but you never went all the way with that one. Consider this my final gift to you: a little nudge, like all those little pushes you gave us all.”

Tyris’ face was as flaming red as her hair. “There… the right time…”

“Is now. Trust me, my friend, you can’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow,” Carey said softly. “I would know.”

She looked at the Champion. “I’m not so naive to say ‘you two take care of each other’ as though you’re destined lovers. I know what you two are about, so let me just say… have fun, alright?”

“O… okay.” Hart cleared his throat, turning away from the others. “Got something in my eye.”

Carey turned to Drestra. “Listen, I want to thank you for carrying this burden—of holding power over the dungeon cores—with Alex and me. The road was a lot less lonely knowing that you were walking it with me. Take care of yourself.”

The Sage swallowed, closing her eyes. “I will.”

Next, she looked at the Chosen. “I cannot think of a better man to be the Chosen of Uldar. You might not be as clean-cut as the Chosens I’d always imagined when I was a little girl, but you’re a better man than any I could have imagined. Don’t let Uldar’s death bring you down. Don’t let it distract you. Do what you’ve always done, Cedric: be a Hero. As you were meant to be.”

Cedric looked at her as though lightning had struck him. Then he sniffed back tears. “Aye… I’ll kill them bastards that did this to yous all good an’ thorough.”

“Thank you,” she said, turning to Alex’s cabal and Theresa. “I… would have liked to get to know you all better. I would have liked it if we could have become fast friends; I envy the friendship you all have, I must admit. Cherish yourselves and each other.”

“I… I’m sorry we did not get to know each other better,” Isolde said, teary-eyed.

“Me as well. You are nothing like how Derek described you,” Carey said. “Graduate well, Isolde.”

She looked next to Grimloch. “You terrified me in life.”

“Good,” Grimloch said. “You died well.”

“Good.” She turned next to Watcher Hill. “Don’t blame yourself for any of this. What happened to me was not your fault. I know you will likely blame yourself for not protecting me, but what is done is done. You cannot change my death. I cannot change it, and I don’t think there was anything you could have done to stop it.”

“But—” the Watcher started.

“No buts. This is polite company.” Carey smiled at her, before turning to Alex.

Silence passed between them.

Then he sighed. “Look… I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was the Fool. I won’t say that I was wrong for not telling you when we first met—I had my reasons—but after we found out about the dungeon cores, maybe… maybe I should have let you know.”

His head sank. “And… I’m sorry I didn’t get here in time. I’m sorry I didn’t find you fast enough. I’m sorry I failed you.”

“Alex…” Carey looked at him intently. “I truly do wish you had told me who you were when I was still alive. Not when we first met, of course—I was too much a part of Uldar’s flock, then—but perhaps after we learned of the dungeon cores’ secret. It makes me feel… a little lonely to know that you did not trust me with such a secret, but there is nothing to be done about that now. Instead, I ask that you find Uldar’s secrets. Reveal what our god hid away. For me. For Hannah. For Thameland. For all of us.”

Alex bowed to her. “I will, Carey. I swear.”

Finally, Carey turned to Merzhin, who was sobbing, sounding like his heart would break.

“Look at me, Merzhin,” she said.

The Saint buried his face deeper in his hands.

“Do not do that. You owe me that much, Merzhin,” she said.

With a sob, the Saint looked up. “I—I’m so sorry. For–forgive me for being so naive… for my stupidity… I’m about… my foolishness… I’m sorry, Carey… I let you die. I let you di⁠—”

“No, Merzhin,” Carey said. “You tried to save us all. I won’t lie to you: if you hadn’t let Eldin take me then—yes—I would likely be alive. But we also wouldn’t have found the way to Uldar’s Rise. We wouldn’t have found his sanctum. Uldar was called the ‘prophet-god’… but I don’t know if he could read the future. I don’t know if anyone can see what lies ahead of us. At one time, I would have believed so… but now? I don’t know. But I do know this.”

She looked at him solemnly. “If there is such a thing as destiny and fate, then perhaps that was what brought us all to this place. Truly, without me being taken by Eldin, who knows when or even if we would have found it. In the end, that wretched priest bringing me to this valley is what led us to Uldar. And remember, my life was ended by my own hand to save us. It was my sacrifice to make. My choice.”

“But still!” the Saint cried. “I deserve punishment. If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t have died!”

Carey was silent for a time. “It is… true. If you hadn’t let Eldin take me, then I probably would be alive. I don’t truly know if what you did was for the greater good or not, but your actions did lead to my death.”

Merzhin whimpered. “What… what can I do?”

“Do you want me to answer honestly?”

“Yes!” the Saint cried. “What can I do to make amends?”

“I will not ask you to renounce Uldar, as I did. But I want you to look at him and everything he’s done through your own two eyes. Not through the eyes of ‘The Saint of Uldar’ but through the eyes of Merzhin. Judge what he has done properly and determine whether or not he is worthy of your service… and no matter what you decide, I want you to focus on ending the cycles. Destroy the Ravener once and for all. Do not let my death be in vain.”

After a moment of silence, Merzhin nodded weakly. “I… I will try. With all my power, I will try.”

“Good. Thank you, my friend.”

The spirit of Carey London began to glow brighter even as her form grew more indistinct. She floated higher into the air, rising toward the ceiling of Uldar’s throne room. “Don’t weep for me, my friends. I wished to give everything to Thameland, and that is what I did. When my family asks after me, tell them that I gave everything for our home, and it was my choice. I would do it again.”

Radiance fanned outward as her form grew hazier. “Please tell Professor Jules and Baelin not to be too harsh on themselves. I came to Generasi to learn to be a wizard, so that I could free Thameland from the Ravener. I knew wizardry was dangerous, and I burnt out my life trying to achieve my dream. Again, it was my choice: do not let them despair or fight among themselves. There is too much to do for that.”

“Wait!” Merzhin cried. “Will I see you in the after-world?”

By now, Carey’s form was an outline of light in the young woman’s shape.

Yet her smile remained dazzling. “Sooner than that, I think.”

“What?” Alex asked. “What do you mean?”

“I feel the Traveller’s will,” Carey’s voice echoed through the throne room. “And I feel her power. She has a plan for me and she’s channelling her strength into me to accomplish it. I feel myself… changing… even now. Transforming.”

“Into what?” Merzhin asked.

“Into something wonderful, I think.” Her light began to dim. Her voice faded. “Carey London, the mortal is dead. Nothing can change that. But something will be born in her place. And I will help you all, again.”

Her voice was a whisper.

“Be… w… ell…”

Her light vanished.

The last echoes of her voice faded to nothingness.

And, at last, she was gone.

Never again would Carey London, child of Uldar and Thameland, walk the world.

Alex wiped his eyes. “Come on, then,” he said, his voice shaking. “She told us to look through Uldar’s things and find out what he was up to. Let’s get started. We’ll stay here and do what we can until morning. After that…”

He sighed. “We’ll have to go back to Greymoor. Professor Jules needs to know.”

“Aye,” Cedric said, shaking his head. “An’ we gots t’bury our dead.”

“I wish we had something of Carey to bury,” Merzhin murmured.

“We all do,” Hart rumbled. “But, c’mon, we’d better get going. We’ve got final wishes to honour.”

He went to Tyris and placed his hand on the battlemage’s shoulder. She looked up at the giant of a man, laying her cheek on his hand as he gently caressed her face and nodded. Together, they led the way to the side doors of Uldar’s throne room to explore his sanctum.

One by one, in pairs and threes, what remained of the strike force followed the Champion and battlemage. Merzhin shuffled after them, a man suffused in anguish, his eyes moving between Uldar’s corpse and the spot where Carey had last been.

As the others followed, Alex took a deep breath, swallowing the lump in his throat.

Carey was gone, and her death was likely the biggest reason they were still alive.

“I evolved… thanks to Carey…” Claygon rumbled. “I didn’t… know what to say to her… when she was still here. I’ll let what I do… speak for me.”

His metallic footsteps followed their companions.

Alex was left alone in the throne room with Vesuvius, who was too big to fit through the side doorway. They’d come back for him.

The young Thameish wizard sighed, looking at Uldar.

“We’ll fix this, Carey. We’ll fix it.”

Silently, he pulled out the Traveller’s artefact, flipping through its captured images until he reached the one he was looking for: the image of a group of smiling people with the sea behind them as their backdrop.

It was taken at a celebratory dinner, right after the Games of Roal had ended.

Alex smiled bitterly. That dinner party was just a short while ago… although it felt like he’d aged a lifetime since then.

‘And there’s Carey,’ he thought, ‘this is the last image of⁠—’

He paused, squinting at it.

What was it?

Something about the image looked strange.

Alex squinted, zooming in on her.

Something was different. What was…

…then it came to him.

When Carey was with them, as they all clustered together, her neck had been bare.

But now?

Carey London—smiling radiantly—was now wearing a delicate silver chain around her neck; the symbol of the Traveller hung from it.

Alex took a deep breath to steady himself, looking up at the corpse of Uldar. “We’ll end this, Carey. I promise you, we’ll end it.”


Chapter 4


The Waiting Meal



Footsteps echoed through ominously quiet corridors of white stone.

Within the sanctum, the group moved cautiously, searching Uldar’s hallways, constantly scanning for traps or guardians.

Though they had been assured the place was secure by the spirit of their fallen friend, they took no chances. These were the halls of a dead god, his home, and they were trespassers.

Claygon’s head swivelled in all directions as his great, iron bulk moved along the hallways. His war-spear was held low and at the ready. Brutus—sheathed in bone armour—sniffed the air, three pairs of eyes watching.

Theresa and Grimloch listened for the softest sound, their hands hovering near their weapons.

Their other friends and allies were tense, expecting an attack from any side.

But nothing came.

They were expecting engeli or other celestial servants to emerge from the shadows, railing against mortal blasphemy, but neither divine wards nor divine guardians appeared to strike them with holy lightning. No ghost of Uldar sprang from the walls, smiting them or turning them to dust in his towering wrath.

No threats came.

No divine spirits cried out in grief.

Not a single soul was watching them.

“This feels less like a sanctuary and more like a tomb,” Svenia grunted, her grip tightening on her halberd.

“Yeah,” Hogarth muttered. “The tomb of a god… If anyone ever told me when I was a lad that I’d be somewhere like this one day, tracking muddy boot prints across white stone floors, I’d have called them—” His words stopped as he glanced behind them. “Huh? Uh, Lady von Anmut?”

“What is it, Hogarth?” Isolde looked at him.

“It’s our tracks, they’re uh, disappearing.”

As one, everyone turned.

To their rear, boot and footprints—caked with muck from the rain soaked ground outside—marked their trail along the hall for a good twenty paces… then beyond that, the floor was clean.

Alex looked at Claygon as mud gradually melted away from the golem’s colossal iron feet like ice on a warm spring day, and within seconds, his feet were completely clean, muddy footprints wiped from the floor. Everyone’s tracks were vanishing in much the same way, and soon the floors would be as clean as before they stampeded through the portal.

Alex frowned, looking around. “You know, now that I think of it… there’s no dust in here. Not a speck of dirt, not even a stray hair. Nothing. This place is immaculate.”

Watcher Hill nodded. “It seems there’s still power at play here. We should be especially careful.”

“And how exactly are we gonna be especially careful if the phantom of a pissed off dead god comes out of a wall?” Thundar asked.

“Carey said it’s safe,” Merzhin said quietly. “And I believe her. And… even if we were to be…” He paused before uttering the next word. “…blessed by the presence of Uldar’s holy spirit, I am with you as are the rest of his Heroes. He would not harm… us…”

The Saint’s last words were spoken with such uncertainty, that it seemed even he didn’t quite believe them.

“Either way,” Watcher Hill said. “We wanted to explore this place, so let’s get on with it. This hall has to end at some point.”

As it turned out, they were only a few dozen paces from the end of the hallway, which was around a corner just ahead. Short steps down another corridor, they came to a doorway framed on each side by statues of two tall barbarian women clad in animal furs and bearing a basket of grain in one hand, and a spear, with its tip pointing toward the ceiling, in the other.

Beyond the barbarian statues, the space opened to a large hall furnished with long tables of white stone.

It was reminiscent of an old Thameish mead hall, straight from earlier times, though formed of white stone rather than dark earth, timber, and thatch, like mead halls of old once were. In the centre of the chamber stood a towering fountain shaped in Uldar’s form—rising twice Claygon’s height—holding a cornucopia above his head.

A stream of gold-coloured liquid flowed from the cornucopia, and even from their distance near the doorway, the scent of sweet wine reached their nostrils. It cascaded downward, running into a basin at the foot of the statue that was deep enough to wade in—despite being constantly fed by the statue—it wasn’t overflowing.

Golden goblets were laid out around the rim of the fountain, while carved stone benches ringed its perimeter. Alex could easily imagine folk—hosted by Uldar—seated on those benches, casually chatting while dipping golden goblets into the fountain whenever thirst struck them.

“Incredible,” Khalik murmured, slowly making his way to the statue. He looked up at the cornucopia. “I have heard of decanters of infinite water, but never a fountain of endless wine.” He leaned toward the basin, using his hand to waft some of the vintage’s scent toward him. “Hm. What an aroma. It smells absolutely… well, divine, I suppose.”

“Divine… how appropriate, considering where we are.” Isolde stepped up beside Khalik, wafting the scent to her nostrils. “And you are right, it smells quite lovely.”

“Tastes pretty good too,” another voice rumbled.

“Yes, that is right, Grimloch. Though we will need to be careful, in case it is poisoned—” She paused, slowly looking at the sharkman.

The others followed her gaze.

Grimloch was holding a goblet between two fingers, pouring its contents down his throat. “Yeah, that’s the best I’ve ever had. I could drink this stuff all damn day, and I don’t even like wine.”

Cedric burst out laughing. “Well, don’ let no one accuse y’of bein’ a coward, Grimloch.”

“I’d eat ’em if they did.”

“Aye… I don’ doubt y’would too. Still, ain’t this a surprise. Looks like ol’ Uldar was ready t’entertain folks… an’ a lot of ’em.” The Chosen took in the hall, pointing to the long, white tables dotting the space. “Looks like there’s room enough t’seat an’ feed a hundred or two, by my reckonin’. An’ that fountain’d keep ’em in wine f’ever.”

Merzhin sighed deeply, his shoulders sagging. “To think that at one time, we could have come here and supped with Uldar. If only I was born earlier. Now, that opportunity is lost forever.”

Theresa scoffed. “At this point, I wouldn’t eat with him if I was starving and he was the last being that had any food in the world.”

Merzhin shot her a heated look, glaring at the huntress.

He opened his mouth, as though to say something, then seemed to think better of it and stayed quiet.

An awkward moment of silence followed, suddenly broken by Brutus’ barking.

The cerberus padded deeper into the hall, his noses pointing toward a table at the back of the room.

“Huh,” Alex murmured, noticing what had gotten Brutus so excited.

At the end of the farthest table, a spread of food was laid out. The meal was one that hunters in Thameland’s earlier days would have eaten: platters of roasted venison and wild boar, plates of steamed mushrooms, sweet peas and beans, burdock, onions, leeks, and heaps of wild garlic.

“Huuuuuh,” Alex murmured again as the group approached the food. “Those vegetables look like they were just picked and cooked.”

“And all that food’s still steaming hot.” Grimloch licked his lips.

“Aye… it looks like it came outta the kitchen jus’a wee bit a’fore we walked in here.” Cedric lifted his morphic weapon, it snapped into the shape of a spear. The Chosen looked around like he expected something to spring from under the tables. The colour drained from his face. “Oi, if’n that food’s still hot… anyone thinkin’ maybe Uldar just died? Maybe he’s been dead f’only a few minutes.” His voice had dropped to a whisper.

Silence gripped the room as Merzhin quickly shook his head.

“The food’s hot, but that doesn’t mean anything.” The Saint pointed to the fountain. “That fountain spouts wine by Uldar’s divine will and holy decree: I can feel the divinity from it. He could have easily had the food remain hot and fresh with his divine power; the meal could have been set out centuries ago.”

“But wait, he’s dead. Shouldn’t everything be cold, rotten, and mummified if it’s so old?” Grimloch asked.

“That doesn’t matter,” Merzhin said without elaborating.

Alex frowned, wondering exactly what he meant.

The Saint nodded to the food. “We aren’t focusing on what really matters. Look, there are two places set. Two goblets, two plates, though only a single fork, one knife, and one spoon. Uldar expected to dine with someone else. But who?”

“Maybe some divine servant o’ his?” Cedric proposed.

“That’s weird.” Alex scratched his head. “I’m no expert on gods, but everything I’ve read says they usually either have no divine servants, or a lot of divine servants. Having only one seems a bit… odd.”

“How so?” Hart asked.

“Some deities enlist a number of divine servants. They can be heralds, bodyguards, generals, champions, or attendants,” Watcher Hill joined in. “Or even sycophants. Oreca kept dozens of powerful water elementals and high priests around to back him in battle, though he didn’t truly need them, even as a demigod; for most threats in the world, his power was enough. Any threat that would have been a challenge to his power would be far stronger than his servants could handle. They would have been torn apart like wet parchment.”

“So he kept them around to stroke his own ego?” Theresa guessed.

“Exactly, and to send a message,” Watcher Hill said. “Oreca wanted to put an image out to the world that he not only was power, but he was also surrounded by power that bowed to him. Many deities are like that, keeping servants for egotistical reasons: a full-on deity who has ascended from the material plane usually has to expend a lot of energy to return to it, even temporarily. Divine servants can act as their hands in their absence.”

“And many hands make for light work: a deity who has lots of divine servants can have them represent his or her interests across the material plane at once,” Khalik added. “But some deities do not bother with servants. They simply have so much confidence in their own power that they act on their own. After all—” The prince gestured around the hall. “Uldar would have needed no servants to keep this place clean, or its larder stocked. His divinity could manage such mundane things with ease. And he had the church to take care of his interests on the material plane.

“So… to have one single servant here with him would not make much sense. Young deities and demigods who are ascending might have just a single divine servant or two, but—if they wanted to cultivate a household of attendants—one or two would be just a start. As they grew older and more powerful, they would gather and create their full complement of vassals. And since Uldar was already millennia old⁠—”

“He’d probably have a bunch of servants who’d be trying to beat the shit out of us for trespassing,” Hart said. “Or he’d have none. Am I getting that right?”

“Yes,” Merzhin said. “Which is why a feast for two seems strange.”

“Was Uldar… married?” Claygon asked. “Did he have a… lover?”

The Saint shook his head. “Nothing in the holy scriptures indicates that Uldar ever had a wife or divine family.”

“Aye, but them holy scriptures seem like they left a lot’ o’ things out now, don’t they?” Cedric pointed out. “Didn’t say a damned thing about him bein’ dead, for one.”

“Still.” Merzhin gestured in the direction of the throne room. “We’ve seen a great deal of statues since entering his sanctum: all are either of Uldar, engeli, or ancient Heroes. We’ve seen no carvings of a wife or children.”

“Maybe…” Claygon rumbled. “He was… expecting a guest? Maybe another… another god or goddess? Maybe someone else?”

“Hm, that seems pretty likely, actually,” Alex mused. “Deities don’t need to eat, so maybe he was putting out this food because he was going to be entertaining someone.”

“Perhaps this ‘guest’ was the one responsible for our god’s death,” the Saint said with a note of flint in his voice.

“It’s too early to know for sure.” Alex shrugged.

“Then we should move on.” Watcher Hill nodded to the other side of the hall. “There are two more doors that lead out of here. Let’s see what’s behind them.”


Chapter 5


Windows into a Lower World



Two closed doors led from Uldar’s mead hall; their surfaces were completely smooth and lacked keyholes. The first door frame—on the left—was carved with painstaking detail, recreating a garland of delicate branches heavy with leaves and ripened fruit, trailing toward the floor.

The second door frame was also sculpted, but this image was of waves that ran together, each so highly detailed, it seemed they could flow from the doorway and splash across the floor.

“So…” Thundar said. “Which door first?”

“I’ve got a suggestion.” Alex’s voice was flat. “How about we do literally anything but split up?”

There was swift and unanimous agreement.

Emphatically, unanimous agreement.

“Meh, let’s start with the left,” Hart suggested.

Drestra looked at him sharply. “Why left?”

He shrugged. “I’m standing closer to it.”

She gave him a withering look. “Really, that’s your logic?”

Hart simply shrugged again.

“Left is… okay with me…” Claygon said, his iron feet thundering across the stone. Alex wondered how much he weighed now. “I will open the door… everyone be ready in case… something bad is waiting inside.”

“Watchers, form up behind the golem,” Watcher Hill commanded, her voice curt. The warriors formed a column behind Claygon, staves levelled at the door.

The others gathered behind them, ready to defend with spell, arrow, weapon, fangs, fists, and miracles.

“Ready?” Claygon asked. “I’m going to open it… stay out here… until I say it’s okay…”

He flung the door wide.

A deafening bang came like an explosion as it struck a stone wall. Claygon strode in, war-spear held high. Alex looked past him, spotting clusters of light—in various colours and shades—glowing throughout the chamber.

He swallowed, noting how much they reminded him of the Traveller’s sanctum.

Was this Uldar’s teleportation chamber?

He felt no such magic, but his question would be answered soon enough.

“Everyone…” Claygon said slowly, his voice filled with surprise and awe. “Come inside… you must see this…”

Exchanging nervous glances, the group of interlopers slowly filed through the door, their eyes widening with each step.

Some gasped.

Others swore.

“Holy hells…” Alex muttered.

The chamber was vast, far larger than Uldar’s mead hall. The walls, floor, and ceiling were crafted from hundreds of broad windows, each fitted together like bricks on a building, though there was no mortar between them.

And through each window?

A scene in Thameland.

Vast tracts of the realm.

Through every pane of glass, a different part of the realm was revealed. Some windows showed peaceful meadows at nighttime, tall grass swaying in the moonlight. In others, rain fell from dark clouds, while in others, the moon shone in a clear sky. A small herd of deer slept peacefully in a meadow, while glowing faeries danced beneath the moonlight in another.

Some windows captured babbling brooks, flowing streams, lazy rivers, and roaring waterfalls. Some were of country roads at nightfall, most free of travellers, while lonely wanderers moved stealthily along others in the dark. There were sleeping towns and villages. There were empty fields.

There were even cities.

“Oi!” Cedric pointed at a particularly dreary-looking scene.

Through a pane of glass, the scene of a city was displayed from above; buildings of stone and wood, a few towers and massive structures rose above rooftops. Some structures had been patched, though still partly blackened—from fire, magic, or both—very few were untouched. The streets were empty with the exception of a few guards marching along dirty cobblestones.

A cathedral rose high in the distance.

“That’s Ussex, ain’t it?” Cedric said. “Looks jus’ like when we went there to get trained by them priests!”

“By the spirits… would you look at that!” Drestra cried, pointing to the familiar scene of a marsh in the summertime. In the distance sat a magical-looking village in the shade of a long dead aeld tree. “That’s my home! That’s the Crymlyn! What is this?”

“Here.” Merzhin looked down at a window beneath his feet. “This is Uldar’s Rise… and it’s exactly as we just left it.” The Saint looked up, gazing at the windows with wonder. “These windows must show Thameland as it is now. And look there.”

He pointed to the centre of the room where a comfortable-looking, overstuffed, cowhide chair had been placed. It was the perfect size for Uldar.

“I wonder if this is where Uldar viewed all of Thameland,” Alex said, leaning down to tap a few panes of glass on the floor. They felt as solid as stone. If Claygon could walk across them with his massive bulk and great iron feet and not crash through, then everyone else should be fine. “I wonder if he came here often?”

“Who knows,” Drestra said, eyeing the window showing the Crymlyn swamp. “It makes my skin crawl thinking he was watching my home, even though he was probably dead by the time I was born. I wonder if he… Alex, do you feel any teleportation magic in here? I’m wondering if these windows might be portals.”

The young wizard closed his eyes, ‘feeling’ out the energies around him. “No, I don’t feel any.”

“I feel no divinity that would allow one to travel across great distances either,” Merzhin said. “Certain churches have a viewing chamber where one can gaze across parts of the landscape in Thameland and contemplate Uldar’s majesty. This room reminds me of that: a viewing chamber.”

“Or an observatory,” Khalik said.

“Yes, I have heard of those.” Merzhin’s shoulders sagged. “But… to think Uldar was watching Thameland as one would a garden through a window, and yet none of our prayers were ever answered for centuries! He could see us. Why did he not help us?”

“Maybe he was too dead,” Grimloch suggested. “That kinda gets in the way of the helping bit… Well, Carey was pretty helpful⁠—”

“Grimloch!” Theresa chided him.

“What? She was.”

“Uh.” Drestra cleared her throat. “Look at that. Look familiar?”

Cedric and Merzhin followed her gaze.

“Oh shite,” the Chosen swore.

“Why is the window looking at that?” Merzhin asked.

“Huh,” Hart grunted. “Well, don’t that just complicate things.”

Through the window, a forest abruptly ended, like it was severed with mathematical precision. Well-tended flowers of a dozen colours bloomed where the woods ended, stretching out over a field. From that field, a mound taller than the rest of the landscape rose, and on it, a small stone cottage that one might find anywhere in the Thameish countryside sat.

The longer Alex looked at it, the more it seemed anything but ordinary.

Its thatched roof was woven together with what appeared to be threads of spun gold. Stained-glass windows seemed to shift colour every time he blinked. Smoke puffing from the top of the stone chimney billowed skyward in neat, singular clouds that formed animal shapes, rising and swelling, joining a mass of clouds high above the cottage.

“Where is that place?” Theresa asked.

“And is there something wrong?” Isolde was looking at the Heroes. “You look as though you just met a devil.”

“That.” Cedric jabbed his finger toward the window. “Is the bloody cottage where we used to meet Aenflynn when we went ta talk’ to ’im. The shark-toothed bastard—no offence⁠—”

“You didn’t say nothing offensive. You just complimented whoever this Aenflynn is, so, none taken,” Grimloch said, rather puzzled.

“—but, yeah, the bastard spewed prophecies at us like ’e was some kinda seer or somethin’.” Cedric scowled. “I’m startin’ t’wonder if ’e jus’ bloody knew Uldar was dead all along.”

“How much did he know…” Merzhin mused. “That extra place set in the mead hall… you don’t think…”

“I think he’s been playing us,” Drestra growled, orange light blooming behind her veil. She cracked her knuckles. “We should ask him.”

“Yeah, he’s someone we’re going to have to look at more closely,” Alex said. “But I don’t know about confronting him.”

“Why not?” Drestra frowned.

Alex called on the Mark, focusing on remembering the prophecy:

‘The path you walk now is unlike any other, and it is not one you walk alone. Like any path that departs from the known trail through the woods, you now step into peril. Fell things watch you. Allies quake. Whispers slip through the dark. Your post is abandoned, and you are wanting. Every step you walk now will bring forth doom again, and we will meet again when you see the black ichor on the chair. In your desperate hour. Farewell, Heroes of the Prophet God, walk your path toward completion. Walk your path toward doom.’

“Fell things watch you… allies quake… whispers slip through the dark… your post is abandoned… and we will meet again,” he muttered. “I don’t like the sound of that. I don’t like it one bit.”

“Why, what are you thinking?” Theresa asked.

“‘We will meet again,’ is what he said. Sounds to me like he wants us to confront him: or at least the Heroes. Look, whether he can see the future—somehow—or if he just knew Uldar was dead, he basically said that you would go back and confront him once you found out. Did you part on good terms?”

“Drestra had tricked him, kinda,” Hart said. “She used her brain and outsmarted a fae lord, which made him kind of pissy.”

“That’s the Drestra I know,” Thundar said admiringly.

The Sage looked at the minotaur for a long moment—something shifting beneath her veil—before turning back to Alex. “You could be right… he could be counting on us coming back to him when we’re desperate.”

“Exactly.” Alex looked at the door. “And I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m tired of being someone’s puppet. Let’s get out of here and see what that last door has behind it. We know Uldar was watching Thameland. Let’s see what else we can learn about him.”

He led the group from the viewing chamber, glancing over his shoulder one last time.

His eyes scanned the windows for a single image.

That of a black orb.

But he saw no sign of the Ravener through any of the glass panes.

“Damn,” he swore. “If only it was that easy.”

The next door—framed by white stone carved like waves—led to Uldar’s sleeping chamber. A long white robe lay on a lounge chair.

“I thought gods didn’t need sleep,” Thundar said quietly as the group entered the room.

“It seems this one did. Or at least chose to.” Khalik nodded to the centre of the room. “It seems that a normal bed wasn’t to this fallen god’s liking.”

The middle of the chamber was dominated by a large stone pool sunken into the floor, roughly the size of an enormous bed that could easily sleep four. Stone columns stood at each corner of the pool, hung with curtains woven of silver thread.

Through spaces between the fabric panels, gently rippling water could be seen.

An odd scent wafted into the air from the ripples, one that made Alex’s nose wrinkle.

“The water smells like different medicines,” Isolde peered beyond the curtains before looking at the walls. “And it seems these are what he chose to look at when he was in his most private bower.”

Attached to the walls were several pieces of art. They were of varying styles, shapes, and ages, and done in different mediums. Some were ancient, etched into stone slabs from a dark cave wall with images of spear-wielding hunters challenging gigantic marine animals carved into them.

Another was a painting done in oil on a large canvas, displaying a bearded man flexing bulging muscles as he wrestled a leviathan.

Another showed a smiling young woman wearing ancient clothing; little more than furs and undyed linens hanging loosely on her sturdy frame.

Others were various images of Thameland: weddings celebrated in ancient glens, fae capering in the woodlands. One was of Uldar himself—young, but still white-bearded—helping a horde of barbaric Thameish labourers raise megalithic stones on a small hill.

While most of the barbarians used ropes and teams of straining labourers to raise the rocks, Uldar was pushing one into place unaided. His muscles bulged from great strain and effort, and his face…

…was different.

Every depiction of Uldar throughout the sanctum had always shown the god in his full glory, paternal and majestic.

In this painting, his face was red and straining, similar to other labourers shown. He did not look at all majestic, he simply looked…

…mortal.

If it weren’t for the fact that he stood two heads taller than the next largest man in the painting, one might mistake him for a simple human.

“Hey,” Tyris said, her eyes drifting from painting to painting. “So far, the entire valley’s been full of representations of Uldar… but he’s hardly in the paintings in this room. Look around. There’s portraits of all kinds of people, but none of him.”

“And when he is in a painting, he is shown as flawed and as human as anyone else,” Prince Khalik said quietly. “If the rest of the sanctum is a tribute to Uldar the god… then in his bedroom, he chose to see himself as Uldar the man.”

“In his most private bower, he looks to forget his divinity?” Merzhin went to an easel standing near the wall crafted of white stone. On it was an unfinished canvas, waiting to be completed.

In truth, it was less ‘unfinished’ and more ‘barely started.’

It was the beginning of a painting of a raven with nothing else on the canvas.

“I wonder why a raven?” Merzhin said.

“Ravens mean death in some cultures,” Tyris said.

“Hey, over here,” Watcher Hill called, having moved to the other side of the sleeping pool. “That medicine smell wasn’t coming from the water, it was coming from over here. Look, this table it full of empty medicine bottles, and there’s also a bunch of white towels on the floor… all of them are covered with black stains like the stuff that leaked out of Uldar’s side.”


Chapter 6


The Poisonous Ichor



The longer Alex and his companions explored Uldar’s sanctum, the more he learned about the god of Thameland.

First, it was clear that Uldar surrounded himself with reminders of past glories, both his own, and his Heroes in battle. Second, his sanctum was a place where he spent time entertaining visitors, judging from the vast mead hall laid out with platters of steaming food on long white tables. The room also featured a towering fountain where wine flowed without end. Third, he’d spent his time watching Thameland from a room built entirely of windows.

And fourth, the god had been meticulous, extremely neat and extremely organised. The sanctum was spotlessly clean, a space made completely of white stone, free of dirt, dust, and divinely empowered so even the slightest scuff or blemish on his floors or white halls was erased. His furnishings were opulent, yet perfectly symmetrical, positioned uniformly.

The golden goblets that sat on the lip of the fountain’s basin had been organised at equidistant points, while the spread of food in the mead hall had been neatly arranged on the serving platters.

There wasn’t the slightest bit of disorder or chaos anywhere in the sanctum, except for here, where they now stood.

A white table near the sleeping pool was littered with empty vials and bottles, coloured residue had dried at the bottom of some. Corks were tossed aside haphazardly, liquid had dripped on the tabletop, staining the surface. The mess stood out like a sore thumb, considering the orderliness of the other rooms, though the table wasn’t the only spot covered in clutter.

Dozens of white towels were strewn on the floor, smeared with dried black ichor. Near the pool, glass buckets sat, filled with the same black substance; numbers had been etched along the side of each one, recording the volume of the contents.

Isolde sniffed the air near the bottles. “You were right, Watcher Hill, that strong scent of medicine is coming from these, not the water… and look at the stains on the table and floor. They appear to be from that foul ichor.”

“That’s weird,” Alex said. “This place has been cleaning up every bit of dirt we leave behind… why wouldn’t it clean up that stuff? And why wouldn’t Uldar clean up those bottles and towels? Everything else in this place is pretty much bordering on obsessively neat and clean.”

Brutus growled at the towels, taking a step toward them.

“No, Brutus.” Theresa grabbed one of his bone spikes, pulling him back. “Stay away from there.”

“Yeah, good call,” Grimloch growled. “The stuff in those buckets smells… familiar.”

All eyes turned to him.

“Familiar, how?” Cedric asked. “Where’d y’ever smell somethin’ like that?”

“Couldn’t smell it off the dried stuff, but those buckets? They stink kinda like…” He paused, his black doll-like eyes fixed on the substance. “When my sister and I were really young, we were out playing on the reef. Well, she was playing. I was stuffing my face.”

His voice dropped lower, a deeper growl entering it, “Deep in the ocean… there’s no light; her race and mine can see in the dark, so it’s fine, but…”

Alex couldn’t remember the last time Grimloch had strung so many words together in a row.

Or any time when his voice had sounded so troubled.

“…I swam around a corner, chasing a fish, then I saw light. Big glowing light,” he growled. “Maybe a hundred and fifty feet in front of me and up. Any of you ever heard of a Sea Banshee? That’s what you land folk call them.”

Khalik swore, “By the Sapphire Sea!”

“What’s that?” Hart asked, looking between them.

“It’s a kinda jellyfish,” Grimloch explained. “They’re huge, enormous, with bodies as big as Vesuvius’ and tiny tentacles no wider than a thread, but they’re stronger than steel, and nearly a thousand feet long. They carry venom in those tentacles that can kill just about anything that moves. The one we saw that day—before my sister pulled me away—had a bunch of mermaids, some tuna, and a whale shark in its tentacles. I’ll never forget the smell of that venom.”

He nodded to the buckets. “And that stuff there? Smells close enough. I bet you a bucket of it could kill everyone in here that’s not Claygon.”

Silence washed over the group.

“Venom…” Merzhin muttered. “Does that mean somebody poisoned Uldar? Did a disease take his life? What else could make a god sick?”

“I dunno…” Thundar grunted, looking around the room. “I don’t know much of anything right now. I mean, every room we walk into, I just end up with more questions. How did he die? How long did he live? When did he die? Who was he expecting?”

He scratched his head. “This feels like one of those whodunnit plays, except there’s no butler to blame stuff on. It’s always the damned butler, in those.”

“His guest could have done it,” Merzhin suggested. “But… Uldar was so mighty. How does this even happen?”

“I dunno,” the minotaur repeated. “And I don’t think we’re gonna learn the reason from anything we’ve seen in this place so far.” He snorted. “Did anyone notice any other rooms? Anything we missed?”

They looked at each other.

“No,” Watcher Hill said. “I saw nothing.”

Murmurs of agreement followed.

“But this doesn’t make sense.” Tyris frowned. “Merzhin, this Uldar was a warrior, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, he was,” Merzhin said. “He fought a great many beasts and enemies of Thameland in his young days. He defeated all of them, as well as the very first incarnation of the Ravener.”

“Then where are his weapons?” the battlemage wondered.

“What?”

“Where are his weapons?” Tyris repeated. “Listen, my father was a warrior when he was young, and he still keeps his weapons displayed in our house. He’s got a room full of them: polished swords, spears, shields, his kit for his horse, his lances… everything. It’s like a shrine to his younger days.”

“The man sounds awesome. I see where you get it from,” Hart said.

Tyris gave him a look. “Big compliment coming from someone like you.”

“Yeah, well⁠—”

“Can you not flirt now?” Drestra interrupted. “Really. Try to hold back a little. I know we’re all high on having survived the battle, and I bet there’s at least eight people here who’d like nothing better than to climb each other like trees⁠—”

Theresa and Alex, as well as Isolde and Cedric, threw each other quick glances that immediately turned to flaming red cheeks.

Thundar burst out laughing.

“—and that includes me—” Drestra said.

Thundar choked on his own spit.

“—but now’s not the time. Go on, Tyris, go on with what you were saying. I think you had a good point.”

The battlemage didn’t look the slightest bit embarrassed. Nor did the Champion.

“There’s a right time for everything.” Tyris grinned. “But my point is, if Uldar was a warrior, then where did he keep his weapons?”

“A god does not need weapons,” Merzhin said. “…necessarily. But Lord Uldar did portray himself holding weapons in his paintings.”

“Exactly,” Tyris continued. “So what happened to them? Did he throw them away? He should have a trophy room or an armoury or… something!”

“And weapons are not the only thing that is missing.” Isolde frowned at the medicine bottles. “Where is his library and his laboratory?”

“What do you mean?” Alex said.

“These medicines were crafted through alchemy. At least they seem to be,” Isolde said. “How did he make them if there is no lab?”

“I follow you, but let me just challenge that for a moment,” Alex said. “Maybe he just… willed the potions into existence? We have no idea what the limits of his powers were.”

“True, and that could explain the potions. But what of the glyphs in the throne room?” Her blue eyes flashed. “You said they were very intricately crafted, and that delicate alchemy went into them. Why bother with that at all if he could just will miracles into existence? It seems to me that Uldar was something of a wizard. He most likely practised alchemy.”

“Which means there’s got to be an alchemy lab somewhere.” Alex slammed his fist into his palm. “Well, probably. We can’t jump to conclusions yet, but I think you’re onto something.”

“Maybe not. A god would not need something so mundane as an alchemy laboratory,” Merzhin countered. “Even magic items can be created by the gods through their divine power… within limits.”

“That is true,” Isolde said. “But again, why bother crafting glyphs? I could see him willing a sword or a piece of armour into existence for battle; those are portable. But this entire sanctum is filled with Uldar’s divine power, according to you. Why not make voice recordings that simply activate through his divinity instead of bothering with glyphs?”

Merzhin fell silent, frowning.

“Well, look, we’re not going to get much more information out of his sleeping chamber. I want to check those murals along the stairwell,” Thundar said. “They show all the Heroes, maybe we’ll get a clue about what’s going on through them. We’ve already figured out that there used to be a secret Mark of the General.”

“Yes, and I wonder if the Traveller’s mural would be near the bottom of the stairs,” Theresa said. “She was looking for Uldar in her time, and judging from his viewing room, he would probably have known that… that’s… if he was alive then.”

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing,” Alex said. “Let’s take a look at what the mural from her cycle looked like.”
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“Shoulda’ bloody known it’d be somethin’ like this. Are we even near the bottom o’ these stairs?” Cedric asked.

“We’re not even close,” Watcher Hill said.

“Well, now I know why it took so long for us to notice these murals in the first place.” Alex rubbed his hand along a blank wall.

The group had returned to the staircase that led to the sanctum from Uldar’s Rise. Tyris had reunited with her massive tortoise, and everyone was heading downstairs, examining the murals as they went along until they reached a spot where they abruptly stopped. The rest of the way down, the walls were completely blank.

Merzhin swallowed loudly. “Anyone think Uldar died before he could complete more of these murals?”

“That is the most likely explanation,” Isolde said. “And if that is the case, then Uldar has been dead for a long time. A very long time.”

Her words left a chill running down Alex’s spine. “How long have we just been playing out the same fight against the Ravener over and over again, thinking Uldar was there watching over us. Helping us. When the only thing watching over us was a damned corpse?”

“We could find out by counting the murals above us,” Khalik suggested. “At least that could provide us with a good estimate.”

“Excellent idea,” Watcher Hill said. “That blank space will throw things off somewhat, but the murals should still give us a reasonable idea as to when he died.”

Slowly, they made their way back up the stairs, counting murals.

“One… two… three… five…” Claygon counted out loud.

They kept going.

“Ten… twelve… fourteen…” the golem continued.

They were coming closer to the upper landing.

“Nineteen…”

They reached the blank space on the wall.

“There are… six more cycle murals… after the blank space…” Claygon said. “If the murals stopped when Uldar died… then he died roughly…” He paused. “How many years between cycles again?”

Merzhin was as pale as a ghost. “A hundred years between each cycle. That means, our god died twenty-five hundred years into the Ravener cycles.”

“…D’you know how many cycles there’ve been, Merzhin?” Alex asked nervously.

The Saint took a deep breath. “The church does not have complete records for each cycle. Some cycles are very bad, but most estimates suggest that there’ve been just over sixty cycles in Thameland’s history.”

Silence.

“The church school didn’t tell us that,” Theresa said quietly. “They said that it’s hard to know for sure.”

“Yes,” Merzhin said. “That is true, but estimates indicate that sixty is likely the most accurate number.”

“Oi, oi, oi,” Cedric said. “Y’mean t’tell me that… this shite has been goin’ on f’somethin’ like six thousand years an’ bloody Uldar might’ve been dead fr’over half ov’ ’em?”

“Thirty-five hundred years,” Isolde murmured. “The same scene has been repeated for thirty-five hundred years since he died.”

“This is. This—” Merzhin sat down on the steps, putting his face in his hands. “This cannot be. He has been dead for so long? We have been alone for so long?”

Thundar grunted, shaking his head. “Damn hard to take. By my ancestors.”

“Well, now we have an idea of when he died,” Khalik said. “But perhaps there is more we can learn. Come now, might there not be a secret doorway hidden in the sanctum? Somewhere we missed? Actuall⁠—”

The prince paused.

“—I think I know where we should check next.”

“Where?” Alex asked. “Did you think of something?”

“Many royal leaders have hidden passages that lead from their castles to safety. Do you know where those passages tend to be?”

“Where?”

Khalik’s eyes flashed, his expression sinister. “Either beneath or behind the throne.”

“Oh dear,” Isolde said.


Chapter 7


The Dark beneath the Throne



The throne loomed ahead, rising at the other end of the chamber.

Uldar’s body slumped to the side just as it had when they’d first found him.

As it had for thirty-five hundred years.

He was silent.

He was still.

And they were about to desecrate him.

Some didn’t think too highly of the idea.

“We cannot disturb our dead god!” Merzhin’s voice rose. “It is vile! You would not dig up the body of a loved one from a graveyard, would you?”

“I would in an instant if the fate of a kingdom was on the line,” Khalik said, leading the group toward Uldar’s throne.

Others hesitated, held back by their own aversion to desecrating the dead, along with long held beliefs about disrespecting the occupant of a throne.

Only Khalik, Claygon, and Grimloch were unconcerned.

The prince moved like someone whose bloodline was used to sitting on a throne; comfortable and at ease. Where the others saw the throne as a symbol of authority, Khalik saw it for what it was:

A large chair.

Claygon had no context for what disrespecting royalty or divinity meant. The golem understood protecting, and would gladly punch deities and monarchs, if it meant safeguarding his father and family.

As for Grimloch?

He just didn’t care.

“We should not be doing this,” Merzhin said, wringing his hands. “Oh, Uldar forgive me.”

Several Watchers, as well as Tyris, Theresa, and Thundar shot the Saint annoyed glances, tired of his shaky protests and increasingly losing patience with him.

Alex looked at him, then focused on the Mark; it showed him images of Carey talking, her words, her rhythm and diction.

Memories of her last wishes came to him.

And he used them.

“Merzhin,” Alex said gently, speaking before anyone could voice their own objections. The Mark helped him alter his tone and diction, taking a fraction of his late friend’s way of speaking and infusing it with his own. Just not enough to be obvious.

“Carey wanted us to do what we have to in order to find out what we can, didn’t she? That was her last wish,” Alex said quietly. “Uldar is gone; his sanctum shows us how much he loved Thameland and his people. He would want us to help them, don’t you think? Both he and Carey would want us to do everything we can to help the people. Let’s not disappoint them, alright?”

The Saint of Ular looked at Alex, a whirlwind of emotions passing over his face. Resentment. Anger. Shock. Hurt. Sadness. Pain. Fear. Uncertainty.

And finally, resignation.

“Can all of you help me move Uldar from his throne?” he said, his voice sounding pained. “His body should be moved respectfully before we examine his things.”

“That’s reasonable,” Alex said, looking to the corpse of the god. “We’ll take care of him.”

“Thank you…” the Saint said. “You and I still have your desertion to discuss, but that can be later. For now, we are brothers.”

Alex simply nodded, not trusting himself to say anything.

As they reached the throne, the young wizard took a closer look at Uldar’s body. The god was very tall—surprisingly tall for a human, though his features were human—and at one time, he would have been the perfect image of sculpted physical power.

In death, his broad shoulders still retained their resemblance to statues of the powerfully built god. But his trunk had narrowed, and his muscles had wasted away.

Alex eyed the dried black ichor.

He remembered what Grimloch had said.

“I would like our Thameish brothers and sisters to bear his body,” the Saint said quietly. “Better he be carried by his people rather than strangers from other realms.”

“Aye, seems fittin’,” Cedric said. “Well, Alex, Hart, Drestra, Theresa. It’s time t’lay the old man down.”

Together, the five Heroes of Thameland—and Theresa Lu—arranged themselves around the throne and raised Uldar up, firmly gripping his robes. His body wasn’t rigid—as most dead bodies would have been—though the chill of death was plain.

Alex was struck by how smooth his skin looked, and the peaceful expression on his face as the six pallbearers gently bore the god from his throne and laid him near it. The young wizard watched Merzhin looking upon Uldar, anguish coming over the Saint as he placed Uldar’s hands on his chest and began chanting funeral rites over his body.

‘How many people in the world have ever had this experience?’ Alex wondered. ‘To carry the body of their own god? You could probably count them on two hands… and most of them are right here in this room.’

“Careful, Thundar,” Isolde said from behind Alex. “This throne is likely where faith in Uldar collects. Remember, it is the focus. If his throne is damaged or broken, Cedric and Merzhin would probably lose their divinities.”

Alex turned, realising his companions weren’t wasting any time. They’d already begun going over the now empty throne.

His cabal was carefully examining it, keeping clear of the stains, searching for panels or hidden catches that could expose a secret passage, while the Watchers were testing the wall behind the throne.

“You all didn’t waste any time, did you?” Hart said. “That’s not a criticism, just acknowledging a fact.”

“I tire of the runaround we’ve been given.” Khalik examined the unsoiled hand rest. “So far, there has been a secret church keeping secrets, Uldar himself keeping secrets, that fae lord you made your deal with has been keeping secrets. All of this secretiveness wears on one. I, for one, am through with secrets. I want answers, lots of them.”

He looked at his cabal mate. “Isolde, do you see anything that looks like a switch?”

“No,” she said, examining the back of the throne. “Thundar, do you?”

“Hm?” The minotaur was looking at the throne’s base. “No switch or pressure plates down here. Alex, why don’t you have a look? You’re good at searchi⁠—”

“Wait, hold on.” Theresa squinted at the throne. “Uldar wouldn’t need a switch to move his throne.” She looked at Cedric. “Hey, Chosen of Uldar, try praying that the throne moves. Focus your divinity on it.”

The Chosen frowned. “Might be that’d work. The divinity in here trickles down to us anyway, an’ your idea’s loads smarter than tryin’ t’smash the throne or somethin’. Alright, everyone stand back, jus’ in case.”

As the cabal moved away from Uldar’s throne, Cedric lifted a hand toward it and closed his eyes. “Oh holy Uldar, please part the way for us so that we might pass and do your will.”

Silence followed.

It lingered.

Cedric shrugged. “Well, ya had a good tho⁠—”

A deep grinding noise suddenly buried his words.

“Holy Uldar!” Cedric shouted.

The god’s throne was sliding aside, revealing a staircase leading down to a passageway. Though the rest of the sanctum was filled with white light, this corridor was shrouded in shadow, turning to complete darkness the deeper it went.

Everyone peered into the dark.

“Yeah, well, that doesn’t look ominous,” Thundar said, his tone a pit of sarcasm. “Not ominous at all.”

“We are about to pry into a dead god’s hidden chambers.” The prince gave him a look. “What did you expect?”

“I don’t know what I expected, frankly,” Thundar grunted.

Isolde conjured an electric blue forceball. “Let us hope that this area has no traps waiting. Come, time to see what Uldar had hidden away from the rest of his sanctum.”

Merzhin finished the final words of his funerary chant, then joined them as they descended into the gloom below Uldar’s throne. Very quickly, the passageway fell into utter darkness, with their only source of light the electric blue forceball that hovered just in front of them.

The young noblewoman let the ball drift back and forth, examining the tunnel for tripwires, pressure plates, or other hidden traps. Alex—using the Mark—searched the path ahead, searching for hidden seams or switches along the white stone walls.

They found no traps, though there were two doors at the end of the dim hallway.

One rose directly in front of them, surrounded by a plain door frame, while the other was on the left, framed with carvings of swords, spears, and shields, all intertwined.

White light poured through the gaps between the doors and their frames.

“I think it’s a safe bet that one’s the armoury.” Tyris pointed at the door framed with carved weapons, then took a look at the other one. “I’m guessing that’s his lab.”

“Only one way… to find out…” Claygon rumbled. “Be ready for anything…”

The golem stomped forward and gripped the door handle of the plain door.

Once the others were ready, he slowly pushed the door open.

Bright, white light flooded out, cutting through the darkness in the hallway, blinding everyone momentarily.

Alex gasped as his eyes adjusted to the light.

There it was, just as they’d hoped, a huge, well-equipped alchemy lab…

…if one was using standards set millennia ago.

The room was filled with archaic alchemical equipment that he’d read about in the early chapters of his first-year alchemy textbook.

In the centre of the space sat an enormous cauldron covered with glyphs of power. It looked large enough for Claygon, Grimloch, and Brutus—in his battle-form—to fit inside and still have room to move around. Inside was a giant tool shaped like a spoon, made of glyph-inscribed aeld wood, from the look of it.

Multiple ovens yawned open in the walls with mounds of coal inside; chimneys rose above them… Where they vented to, Alex had no idea, which was fine since he had no intentions of firing up Uldar’s ovens.

There was nothing in the room as advanced as even the simplest of mana conductors. Which meant that any alchemy that took place in this chamber would have had more in common with an ancient witch’s ceremony from the old legends, than a modern crafting process that one would find taking place behind Generasi’s walls.

Unsurprisingly, shelves holding glass beakers, flasks, and bottles placed beside the archaic tools, were well organized into proper rows, arranged for easy access.

Ingredients were on another shelf; herbs for medicines, monster parts for experiments, and…

“Oh holy shit,” Alex muttered.

There was an obsidian chalkboard near the cauldron, and on it, a detailed anatomical diagram was drawn.

An anatomical diagram of a familiar creature standing on three legs, its many eyes at the end of long stalks.

“It’s a bloody petrifier!” Alex said.

“Oi, was he studyin’ petrifiers?” Cedric asked. “Maybe he was tryin’ ta figure out how Ravener-spawn worked?”

“Maybe…” Alex said, stepping farther into the laboratory, taking everything in. “What do you think of this place, Isolde?”

“It is obviously archaic, but very well-equipped…” she said. “Some of his tools seem to be ahead of their time. If Uldar died thirty-five hundred years ago, then he must have created some of his own tools that were invented independently much later. Some of these devices—particularly the items for golem crafting—were invented well after thirty-five hundred years ago.”

She ran her fingers along a mortar and pestle. “They seem well-maintained, though most of the supplies for potion making are not as well sorted as the golem crafting supplies.”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “His golem crafting tools look pristine, like they were especially well taken care of. It seems he focused on golem crafting, but there aren’t any golems in his sanctum, so what⁠—”

Something struck the young wizard.

Dungeon cores and golem cores were similar.

“—Oh shit.”

“What is—” Isolde started to ask.

Her words were cut off by Khalik’s exclamation in Tekish.

The prince was in front of a desk in a corner of the room, staring at two objects in his hands.

In his left, he held a large bottle full of roiling chaos essence, kept preserved by glyphs inscribed on the glass.

In his right hand—which was shaking—he held an open book.

“What do you have there?” Drestra asked.

“It’s a book of alchemical diagrams…” Khalik’s voice was unsteady. “But, by the Sapphire Sea…”

He slowly turned the book toward his companions.

Gasps escaped them.

Filling the page was a detailed diagram, heavy with as many specifications as one would need to craft a typical golem.

Except there was nothing typical about the design on the page, as it wasn’t for a typical construct.

It featured a familiar black orb.

“A dungeon core,” Alex whispered. “Their composition resembles a golem’s because they’re both constructs…”

“Alex, this is not a plan for a dungeon core,” Khalik said grimly. “Look closer, the heading says it’s a diagram for…”

He paused.

“…the Ravener.”


Chapter 8


Are You With Us?



After two years of gathering information and knowledge.

After a year of Ravener-spawn and dungeon core hunting.

After months of alchemical examinations of dungeon cores and seeking hidden churches and truths in Thameland, they’d discovered what most sane folk would think was the ultimate blasphemy.

It had been Uldar—Thameland’s own god—who created the Ravener.

That truth glared from the pages of the notebook Khalik was holding.

Alex and those close to him had learned that there could be a connection between Uldar and the Ravener; something linking the worshippers of the god with the dungeon cores.

And now they’d found absolute proof, a revelation that allowed several puzzle pieces to slot into place in Alex’s mind.

What reason did the Ravener have for attacking Thameland, and only Thameland? Because Uldar wanted it to. Why did Uldar’s Heroes never defeat it permanently? Because Uldar didn’t want them to. Why did dungeon cores resemble golems?

Because they were the constructs of a god.

Had Thameland’s entire struggle been… nothing but a lie? A single, never-ending show put on by an absent—and now dead—puppet master.

Why?

Why in the name of all the deities, mortals, and worlds in all the universe had he done this? And was that the reason he was killed? Had someone discovered what he’d done and killed him?

If so, why not expose him, why not tell others what he’d done?

Alex’s heart pounded, a chill creeping across his skin.

Theresa had turned pale, one hand resting on Brutus to steady herself as the cerberus licked her arm in worry.

Hart was as still and grim as a stone gargoyle.

Cedric was mumbling a string of curse words peppered with descriptions of what he would like to do to the god if someone else hadn’t killed him first. His face was like a thundercloud.

Drestra leaned against a table. “All the fighting… all the death and struggle, the sleepless nights, the cold, the hunger, so many dead companions. And all this time, we were fighting something he made?”

“The cycle must continue,” Merzhin muttered, his voice as small as a frightened child’s. “That’s what the First Apostle told me: he said the cycle must continue because Uldar said our fate depended on it. Now, we learn that he created the Ravener. Did he also craft the cycle? Are we⁠—”

The Saint paused.

“Are we—” He gagged and pitched over, throwing up on the laboratory floor.

“Well, that’s that, I guess,” Thundar said, his expression dark. “Uldar made the Ravener. He’s been behind everything from the beginning.”

“It would seem that way.” Khalik flipped through the book’s pages. “I recognise some of these alchemical symbols, but many I don’t. Come over here, Alex. See what you can make of them.”

Alex shook his mind free of his racing thoughts and took the book from Khalik, slowly flipping pages, scanning hundreds of tiny symbols scrawled across page after page.

“This is crazy…” he muttered, calling on the Mark of the Fool.

Instantly, memories of every alchemy course and textbook he’d ever spent time on appeared, every moment he’d spent working on golems, and every conversation he’d had on the subject of golem crafting.

The Mark condensed all of his experiences for one purpose: understanding the diagrams for the Ravener.

Yet, Alex found he could only understand some… maybe a third at best.

“It’s definitely golem work,” he muttered. “But I gotta say, in spite of everything he’s done, I could never say Uldar wasn’t a genius. These alchemical blueprints are more advanced than some I’ve seen at Shale’s. I can’t even begin to understand half of what he was doing here, and even less of how he was doing it.”

Alex couldn’t hide the awe in his voice, but his admiration was soon replaced with bitterness. “There’s one thing I’m definitely sure of, though: this diagram is the Ravener. Uldar even notes the process it uses to create more dungeon cores out of… mana and something else. I don’t understand what these symbols mean.” He pointed to the page.

“Why?” Khalik frowned, sounding puzzled. “Does it say why he created this monster?”

Alex flipped through the book, speed reading through every page, searching for an explanation. He searched for passages that mentioned the construct’s purpose, its motivations, or even what Uldar’s motivations were.

By the time he reached the end of the book, he’d found nothing.

Biting his lower lip, he turned to Khalik. “You find any more notebooks, or anything else?”

“I did, actually,” Khalik said. “The one you’re holding has the black orb on the cover and was on the desk, right beside that bottle of chaos essence, but there were more notebooks in his desk drawers. Come, some of you help us look through them.”

The team went through Uldar’s notebooks like a pack of hounds at mealtime—scouring some twenty books—as quickly as they could. They found formulas for potions, though most were medicinal. They ranged from common antitoxins anyone could buy in any large city from a proper alchemist, to rare draughts made with the type of ingredients that were legendary among alchemists.

But in all of that, they found no clear answers.

No whats.

No whens.

No whys.

By the time the last Watcher had shaken her head, putting the final notebook on the desk, everyone had descended into deep contemplation.

“So, what do we do now?” Tyris finally asked. “We have confirmation that Uldar made the Ravener. And we know he’s dead. Do we tell anyone? Do we keep it to ourselves?”

“This is beyond my pay grade,” Watcher Hill admitted. “Maybe Gemini would—No, not even her. Baelin should know what to do.”

“He would most likely tell us to shout that Uldar is dead from every corner of Thameland.” Isolde gave the notebooks a grim look. Her blue eyes were like ice. “He has no love for gods, especially ones who make monsters that hunt their own people. Whether the god is living or dead.”

“I don’t know. I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Alex said. “Baelin hates the divine, but he’s also not impractical. If he thinks that shouting it to the world would make an entire nation fall apart, then I think he’d hesitate. Maybe. I’m not sure. I’m not sure about much right now.”

“Well, we do know that Uldar’s evil.” Drestra’s voice crackled with hatred. “He made the thing that’s been killing us for thousands of years. And he hid it from us, then let us fight on our own until he finally damn well died. What kind of god does that? I’ve fought nicer demons.”

She looked at Merzhin. “Even you must be tired of this dead god’s legacy. You have to be. Think of all the pain we’ve been through. All the people we’ve lost, like Carey. How much better off would Thameland be if Uldar had never lived?”

“Never lived,” Merzhin whispered.

His eyes snapped into focus.

Drestra’s own reptilian orbs rolled in her head. “Don’t start to defend him, Merzhin: he made the Ravener. How can you defend that?”

“But there is something about all of this that doesn’t make any sense, Drestra,” he said. “Something doesn’t make any sense at all. Why did he make the Ravener?”

“Does it matter?” Hart asked him.

“Yes! Of course it matters!” the Saint cried, looking stricken. “Uldar has—” He paused, cringing. “—had much explaining to do, but to call him fully evil is being too hasty.”

“I think it’s pretty settled,” Thundar said.

“Truly? Well, I do not agree,” Merzhin continued. “We’ve learned that he built the Ravener, and we know the Ravener kills Uldar’s people. That is true. But why? Why was he building it? Why is it killing us? Tell me, wizards of Generasi, can constructs not go rogue and act on their own? Can they not rebel against their master’s wishes?”

Alex sucked his teeth. “Sometimes that happens. Sometimes they follow an order, but don’t quite understand their master’s intentions. That’s caused some to go berserk in the past.”

“That’s really going to be your excuse for him, Merzhin?” Hart sounded annoyed, frowning at the Saint. “You’re going to say that Uldar built the Ravener to help us, but some stupid order of his made it kill us for six thousand years? Uldar was alive for a bunch of that time. Why didn’t he stop it?”

“I don’t know. And if you say that you could never forgive Uldar for that, then I will understand,” Merzhin said. “But think about this: Uldar has many murals right here in this sanctum. One’s home is one’s most precious place of comfort and peace, and what images did he choose to have around him? His own statues, of course, but also his Heroes and him helping the people of Thameland.”

He pointed at the tunnel from the throne room. “In his very sleeping chamber, we saw paintings of him aiding the early Thameish people in their daily lives. We have history books that confirm he aided us in his early days. He helped us. He helped pull us out of barbarism, he fought our enemies and turned the land fertile.”

Merzhin threw his hands up. “So then why craft a construct to torture us after doing so much good? There is no sense to it! Why would he create a wonderful kingdom for his people, then punish them eternally with a spawning golem that endlessly brings nothing but death!”

“In times of fear, people call on and cling to their faith, right?” Theresa pointed out. “Maybe he wanted us to be always praying to him.”

“Perhaps, but why?” Merzhin demanded. “He had ascended to full godhood. He had an entire nation that loved him. Why go to all the trouble of building a golem that generates fear instead of continuing to perform miracles to help us? He had our love! He still has it! Why would he need our fear?”

“Many gods control their people through fear,” Watcher Hill pointed out. “Maybe he wanted both.”

“Then why not just be a tyrant when he first began shaping our kingdom with his own two hands?” Merzhin argued. “He could have made himself into a divine warlord! He could have let those who were bloodthirsty love him, and all the rest fear him!”

“Maybe he wanted to act the hero, while letting the Ravener play the villain,” Khalik suggested.

“Thameland had enemies that he’d defeated before. He was already steeped in divine power; if deities could expand their strength so easily by conjuring their own nemeses to defeat, wouldn’t other gods everywhere do that? Wouldn’t that be a constant problem in other parts of the world? And besides⁠—”

Again, Merzhin gestured down the passage. “—what about those murals? Why focus so much on the Heroes’ triumphs and his own in helping Thameland. If the snail-like creature in one of those murals upstairs was the Ravener, then why did it look so different?”

Alex recalled one of the murals in the stairway leading to Uldar’s throne room.

Most of the murals had depicted the god being worshipped or the Heroes fighting the Ravener. In one, however, Uldar had faced a creature twice his height; the thing had looked monstrous, snail-like, with a familiar orb serving as its shell.

That shell had looked much like the Ravener, and 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 had been wide open, as though screaming and lunging at Uldar. The god gazed had upon it, looking regal and unyielding.

“Its shell looks the way the Ravener does in modern times,” Merzhin continued, "but everything else is different. And then there’s this Mark of the General.”

He looked around at everyone. “And what about the blank space along the stairs? What about his room; his most private retreat. Think about what he chose to surround himself with? Images of humans. Not just him helping humans, but them helping themselves, and smiling, and partaking in joy. What’s clear to me is that Uldar was kind. His actions to Thameland were benevolent.”

Merzhin snapped his fingers. “So what could change such kindness, such generosity? Why did he change? What led him down such a cruel path? Who was his guest? Why is he dead and just as importantly… what killed him?”

Silence followed.

Alex spoke first. “You’re right. I don’t know if he was fully evil—though his actions seem to be—but I do know that we don’t have the full story yet. There’s nothing we’ve uncovered that really explains anything about his motives. So far, we have part of the story, but we’re missing key pieces. We need to find out what those are.”

He looked down at the notebook dedicated to creating the Ravener. “But we’ve already gained something valuable.” His finger tapped the cover. “These formulas are beyond advanced, and it’s going to take time and a bunch of alchemists for us to get an idea about how they work. We’ll need Professor Jules and probably the entire alchemy team for that.”

“An’ why d’ya want t’figure out how they work?” Cedric asked.

“Because, in the end, Uldar’s motives are important. Who he was is important. That’ll help us figure out why this cycle exists.” Alex took a deep breath. “We’ll keep looking around and see if we can dig out any secrets we might have missed, but I’ll tell you something we’ve already learned: the Ravener regenerates. Every hundred years, it comes back, yet no one has ever figured out why or how.”

He tapped the book. “But if we can understand how it was made, we can understand how it can be unmade.”

His fingers tightened on the book’s leather spine. “If we can understand how it can be unmade, then we can kill it for good this time. No more regeneration. No more cycles. If we do this right, the Ravener’s gone forever. Now, let’s finish exploring the lab then take a look at that armoury. Uldar set this thing on us, either on purpose or by accident. The least he can do is provide us with some damn weapons to put it down.”


Chapter 9


The Call of the North



‘Damn Uldar to every hell and back!’ Alex thought.

Why would he design and make something like the Ravener? Why? The young wizard now had another shocking revelation about the god to consider, another revelation that was as far from good as one could get. His thoughts were reeling. He knew that even though Uldar was dead, he was still the architect behind Thameland being destroyed, the reason why people fled their homes, the reason why those who stayed behind to fight were dying. The attacks on his homeland were repeated every hundred years because of Uldar’s Ravener project, its spawn, and its dungeon cores. Everything was right there in his notebook, in his own laboratory, in his own sanctum. It all seemed so sinister, that Alex felt sick remembering that, not so long ago, he used to pray to him.

Finding the notebook was helpful in a lot of ways, though. Certain things were settled in his mind. He understood why Uldar’s followers were the only people who could control dungeon cores, why the Ravener only existed in Thameland, and why it only attacked his realm.

He also understood why the god hadn’t been seen fighting alongside his people for thousands of years. Him being dead explained that.

In the end, though—for every question the revelation answered—it spawned more.

Why had Uldar made the Ravener? Had he come to hate his people? Was he trying to keep them terrified? Did he want to strengthen Thameish faith, or shatter it?

All of those questions swirled in Alex’s mind, begging for answers.

But it was the answer to just one question that truly mattered: how to destroy his creation.

And if they could decode the formulae Uldar left behind, it would give them the most important answer of all.

The Heroes looked at the book with determination burning in their eyes.

“Let’s go get us some weapons,” Cedric said, cracking his neck.

The team went forward, heading for the armoury as Isolde moved closer to Alex. “I remembered that you said the Traveller’s device could be used for translation,” she whispered. “Could it not translate Uldar’s notes?”

“Unfortunately, not.” He shook his head. “The problem isn’t that his notes are in another language; it’s that I can’t understand some of the formulae he used, it seems he sometimes even made up his own terminology.”

Alex turned the book toward her. “Look at this: he pretty much discovered a lot of alchemy future generations would go on to discover long after him, which they did. But he came at alchemy from different perspectives and used different terms. There’s sections in here where I think he just used divinity, which makes things even more complicated than just translating some alchemy terms.”

“I see,” Isolde said. “What do you think we should do now?”

“I’m thinking about that,” Alex said. “Let’s talk about plans once we raid his armoury.”

The second door at the end of the hall was—indeed—Uldar’s armoury.

And the god had been well-equipped.

The room wasn’t overly large, but it contained weapons and armour that blazed with both mana and divinity. Though the designs were archaic—there was no full plate armour to be seen anywhere, or even anything as advanced as a crossbow—their inner magics would have more than made up for it.

On one wall, a bow carved from the bones of some ancient beast was displayed. Its frame was as thick around as a grown man’s forearm, and strung with what looked to be preserved fibres tightly woven together.

Hart took it down—his eyes alight—and tried to draw the string back. It wouldn’t budge. He tried again, clenching his teeth and bearing down until the string inched back a little. His arm was shaking from the effort as his face turned red.

“Damn,” he exhaled loudly, releasing the string. “That bastard was strong. I’ll need to build up to this.”

“Aye, he was a big’un too.” Cedric picked up some chainmail, which—on the Chosen—would have looked more like a mid-length dress. “We can still make som’ o’this work.”

Drestra’s interest was on a line of heavy daggers displayed in the centre of a wall, each was carved from the tusks of varied beasts. Nearby, axes forged of iron were hanging beside long spears and rune-inscribed clubs.

All in all, it wasn’t an armoury that was set up to equip an army.

It was one meant to equip a single god for battle, leaving him with plenty of choice when it came to crushing his enemies.

Alex admired the weapons, knowing that thanks to Uldar, the Mark would punish him the instant he raised one. He couldn’t use them, not yet, at least, which made knowing that the god made the Ravener all the more infuriating.

He stood among his companions, watching them catalogue Uldar’s armoury, his mind returning to the Mark of the General.

Nothing they’d found so far explained anything about it.

What were its powers?

What were its limits?

Did it have limits?

Had Kelda come close to finding it again?

The Fool of Hannah’s time had destroyed her soul trying to revert her Mark to its original form, which probably meant the Mark of the General. The only mark, as far as they could tell, that Uldar had obliterated then replaced with another one, one that was altered and weakened in key ways.

In the two years since he’d been marked as the Fool, Alex managed to find ways around it when he could. He’d accomplished a lot, but it still limited him.

He watched Hart lifting an immense sword—one even larger than his own blade, which was crafted from a Hive queen’s claw—down off the wall. Khalik was testing a short-sword, swinging it through the air, while Isolde examined a wooden staff.

“This staff is infused with some rather deadly battlemagic,” she murmured.

Deadly battlemagic.

Alex frowned. How much would he be capable of if he could use spells properly, especially spells that could destroy his enemies? He thought back to the battle against the First Apostle and the servants of the secret church.

His jaw tightened.

‘I wasn’t useless in that fight, but how much more could I have done if I was able to just fireball those priests’ formation?’ He flexed his arms. ‘That Third Apostle wasn’t just a deadly mage—he also wielded powerful divinity—but I bet I could’ve cracked his skull with one good punch. I built my body up so my strength’s far beyond human limits… yet I can’t even use it like I want to. I’ve got magic that can help my friends, but I’m limited in what I can do with it.’

His fingers squeezed Uldar’s notebook. ‘The Ravener’s been escalating lately; sending out monsters no one’s ever seen before. It’s working with Uldar’s hidden church, playing a deadlier game, and I can’t even play by the same rules.’

He looked at Theresa and Brutus.

The huntress was examining another chain shirt, testing the strength of its silvered links as they glinted in the white light. Brutus watched her.

Alex slowly shook his head.

‘If that First Apostle had attacked her, could I have stopped him? He tore through my summoned monsters like nothing, and he fought the Heroes to a damn standstill! Can I honestly say I could have stopped him if he’d tried to kill Theresa?’ Fear spread through his chest like water freezing. ‘No. I couldn’t. When I tore his arm off, one second, I’m upright; the next, I’m on the ground weeping blood. If it hadn’t been for Carey and Hannah, I’d be dead. That fight alone shows how much tougher our battles are becoming.’

He touched his shoulder and nodded, knowing what his next move had to be.

“Make ready, people,” Watcher Hill said. “Pack up. We’ll make one more sweep of the sanctum before we leave. A squad will stay behind to secure the entrance, and the rest of us will return to the Research Castle. There’s obviously a lot to discuss, a lot to plan, and a lot to report.”

“Aye,” Cedric said. “We gots t’be thinkin’ about what we’ll be needin’ t’do next. I say we hunt them secretive bastards down. They’ve been hidin’ away like rats fr’way too long as it is. I think it’s time t’expose ’em t’the light. We don’t need ’em comin’ outta the woodwork an’ surprisin’ us.”

“I agree,” Hart said.

“I’m not sure if we can hunt them down by ourselves,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “The Ravener seems to be getting more aggressive; the four of us should deal with Ravener-spawn while our Generasi friends figure out how to kill Uldar’s filthy black orb once and for all.”

“That’s true.” Hart swung one of Uldar’s axes through the air. “There’s something else our friends from the south need to do too.”

“An’ what’s that?” Cedric asked.

“Find the Ravener.” Hart’s knuckles cracked. “Every cycle ends with the Heroes finding it and destroying it; if we’re going to break it so badly it never comes back, we’ve got to find it first.”

“True,” Drestra hissed. “It always appears somewhere different every single cycle. It won’t be easy to find.”

“We will need all of our resources,” Merzhin said, looking at Alex. “Which brings us to a point that I think we should deal with now, rather than later: will you be with us in our quest? Five Heroes will be needed and…”

His eyes turned to Claygon, the golem’s war-spear, then Alex’s staff.

“…you’ve obviously gathered powerful resources. I think you will be an asset at our side.”

“I can’t come with you,” Alex said. “Not yet.”

“Yeah, Alex has classes, y’know,” Thundar said, eyeing a heavy shield on Uldar’s wall.

“Classes? You would truly choose school over taking on the great burden that lays upon us? I do not know why you ran from your duties in the beginning, but you don’t seem to be the selfish type,” Merzhin acknowledged with no hint of insincerity in his tone.

“Classes teach me magic. Magic helps me get stronger.” Alex’s voice was granite. “But it’s not my classwork that I’m thinking about. There’s something else I’ve got to do. Something urgent.”

The room grew quiet at his words, and his teammates faced him.

“What do you mean?” Theresa asked. “Do you mean researching Uldar’s notes?”

“That too.” Alex lifted the book. “But, I think I have a lead on the General. I need to follow it.”

“What are you talking about? What do you mean you have a lead on the Mark of the General?” Merzhin asked.

Alex gave him a look that seemed to pierce him to the core. “You’re asking me an important question, so before we go any further, I have one for you. Are you with us?”

The Saint frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean just that. Listen, what we’re about to do? What we’ve already done?” He gestured around the armoury. “No one’s ever done in the entire history of Thameland. We’re cleaning out Uldar’s armoury and we’ll be leaving people behind to dig through the rest of the sanctum. Every nook and cranny. Then there’s the Ravener. There’s a chance that destroying it for all time means going against Uldar’s wishes.”

Merzhin fell silent, his eyes looking down.

“If we’re going to do this,” Alex said, “any of it, we need to know that you’re on our side, fully on our side, which means no joining the First Apostle or⁠—”

“I would never do that!” Merzhin snapped, sounding offended. “Not after what that monster has done! He is perverting Uldar’s will!”

“Maybe he is, maybe he isn’t,” Alex countered. “We won’t know for sure until we find out why Uldar made the Ravener, if we even can. And it’s not only him: you’ll have to keep this information from the rest of the church. We’ll need to move quickly and decisively, and we don’t know who in the church could be working with its secret arm.”

“Aye, an’ we also gots no clue what’ll happen if them other priests find out Uldar’s dead,” Cedric said. “I can’t believe I’m the one sayin’ this, but we gotta hold things t’ourselves ’til we figure out what in all hells we’re gonna do.”

“If the church finds out,” Alex continued, “it could send Thameland into a civil war before we even get the chance to stop the Ravener. We need to plan, and we can’t risk those plans leaking to enemies, or possible enemies. So. Are you with us… or not?”

Not a sound was heard as everyone watched the Saint of Uldar.

Looking even smaller as he shifted from one foot to the other, Merzhin glanced skyward, muttering beneath his breath in prayer. At last, he answered, “Uldar forgive me, but I am with you. I can’t be sure of what Uldar would want. I’m not really sure of much anymore. But one thing I do know for certain is that the Ravener is killing Thameish people. Uldar’s people. It must be stopped forever, and those who caused Carey’s death must be brought low. I don’t know what we will do with what we’ve learned here, but, above all else, the Ravener and its cycles must end forever. So in this, I am with you.”

Alex watched Merzhin closely, studying his body language for the slightest whisper of a lie.

He found none and sighed with relief, nodding to the others.

“Alright, so now that’s settled, here’s my plan. First, I think what’s been said here is true: we need to put our focus on killing the Ravener for good, and we can assume it’s going to fight back with everything it’s got. Things have gotten bad, and they’ll be worse before the end. Which means we need a lot of two things: knowledge and power.”

The book creaked in his hand. “Professor Jules and I will work on deciphering this book. Hopefully, Baelin will be back to help us. The Heroes will focus on Ravener-spawn, while the Generasians harvest dungeon cores. We’re going to need some really heavy weapons. Probably more chaos bombs. Anything we can use.”

“And what about you?” Theresa asked.

“Me?” Alex said. “There’s that lead I was talking about. Three hundred years ago, one of those clawed hunters was spotted in the forests of Kymiland near the border with the most western portions of the Irtyshenan empire. The empire wraps over the top of Kymiland, so they share a border on three sides.”

He pointed to his shoulder. “At the same time, Kelda, the Fool of Hannah’s cycle, was trying to change her Mark back to what it used to be before Uldar altered it. She didn’t know what he’d changed it from, but I think it’s a safe bet it was this Mark of the General. Anyway, Kelda’s research ended in tragedy, but maybe with access to Uldar’s notes, I might get some better insight than what she had about how the Marks were made.

“If this clawed creature from three hundred years ago was on its way to the Irtyshenan Empire searching for her because she’d controlled a dungeon core, then in all likelihood, Kelda’s base is there somewhere. If I can find it, access her equipment, and change the Mark of the Fool back, then… we can face the Ravener with all five proper Heroes. I can support you other Heroes properly. But, to do that? I’ll need to really push the teleportation power Hannah granted me. If I can master it, then there won’t be anywhere I can’t be in the blink of an eye when I need to be.”

He slammed his fist into his palm. “And nowhere the First Apostle or the Ravener can run to.”


Chapter 10


The Hero, Gabrian



There once was a man named Gabrian.

Well, more accurately, a boy named Gabrian.

His birth was an ordinary one, occurring in early summer as the trees filled with leaves and the flowers bloomed. There were no blazing lights in his parents’ cottage when he came screaming into the world.

No blasts from horns.

No engeli descending from the heavens to announce his birth.

But to Gabrian’s father and mother, he was—as many children are to their parents—special. And special was what the child’s exhausted mother said when the local priest handed her the squalling baby with a knowing and gentle smile.

He had heard most mothers call their children special.

And they were, to those parents.

Gabrian was a good boy, and he grew up well; obedient, gentle yet determined, if a little shy. He did not make friends easily, though he did have some, but he mostly preferred to help his father in the smithy.

As the village blacksmith’s son, he helped his dear father forge horseshoes, shovels, pots, and whatever the village needed. His body grew strong, his heart calm, and his mind patient thanks to the endless rise and fall of his hammer pounding iron and steel in the smithy.

He attended the church school as did his peers, though showed no great aptitude for his studies. Far from being dull-witted, albeit no genius either, he more than made up for his failings with a good heart and a deep dedication to Uldar.

As he grew, so did his popularity.

His strength saw him excel in every game and sport the village boys got up to. His athletic body and deep, calm voice caught the eyes and ears of the village girls. Gabrian accepted their attention evenly and humbly, as he floundered through the ups and downs of youth.

He often found himself in trouble for sneaking away to the woods after dark. When he was very young, it was with his male friends who dared one another to spend the night in the forest. When he got older and his eye wandered to the village girls, it was for… other reasons.

Sometimes, he would fight with his friends then make up, the fight soon forgotten.

Sometimes, he would step out with a girl until an argument ended things.

Sometimes he would be rowdy at festivals.

And—through all of this—working in the smithy with his father, the church school, and worship every week were always there.

All in all, he was no different that most young men growing up in Thameland’s countryside, and his father had a fine plan laid out for the young man’s future. They would expand the smithy, and together with Gabrian’s brothers, the family would continue forging horseshoes, shovels, pots, and everything else the village needed until Uldar was ready to call them home.

Gabrian was content with this plan; he’d met a girl who he wanted for his wife, he enjoyed his work at the smithy, and loved life in the village.

He was ready to live that life—walking the path planned for him—until the natural end of his days.

But, Uldar had his own plans.

On his eighteenth birthday, the young man fell to the floor of his bedroom—just as he had risen from bed—with terrible pains throbbing through his skull. Memories and strange feelings took over his being.

When––what could only be described as some sort of attack—passed, he stumbled from his room, a golden set of scales shining on his forehead.

Gabrian had become Uldar’s Chosen, destined to lead the Heroes into battle.

And lead them he did.

He left his old life behind, walking the path of war with four companions at his side. The Chosen planned to dedicate everything he had to defeating Uldar’s greatest enemy, destroying every Ravener-spawn in the land.

Unfortunately, he had been dealt a bad hand by chance.

In an early, disastrous battle, both the Saint and Fool lost their lives.

Shortly, the Sage and Champion followed.

In the space of a year, Gabrian was the only Hero left in Thameland, and the only one standing between the realm and its destruction by the Ravener.

He vowed not to let his homeland fall.

He was a Hero dedicated to Uldar and Thameland, after all, and—even if he had to sacrifice his very life—he would defeat the Ravener doing so.

And so he trained.

To spellcraft, he dedicated countless hours in the army’s campsites.

In divinity, he prayed without fail, consulting with the priests of the realm.

In combat, he drilled and trained endlessly, growing both strength and experience.

Years passed as he fought the Ravener in vain, fighting the endless battle. Then one day, he was blessed with luck and divine providence. He met a mercenary from the continent, one who displayed shocking physical power.

He was a man who practised an art called life enforcement: a form of divinity that needed no deities and drew power from nature. Impressed with what he saw, Gabrian asked if he would teach him his art and—though it was challenging—he was initiated into the practice.

His life force transformed.

His body transformed.

And he fought the Ravener with newfound determination and power.

With time, he destroyed Uldar’s enemy, defeating it for a cycle.

The people celebrated upon their safe return to Thameland’s shores, and the army lionised him.

Yet—after five long years of war—the Chosen found himself adrift, a man changed in more ways than one. Remembering his dead companions haunted his dreams. A noise as innocent as a twig snapping underfoot stirred images of stalking Ravener-spawn inside of him.

His past desire to forge horseshoes, shovels, pots or anything else the village needed died. He no longer wished to marry his fiancée and father children that his enhanced lifeforce would ensure he would outlive.

And so, he decided to dedicate his long life to Uldar and to Thameland, setting out to explore the land from its highest mountaintop, to its deepest pit.

And it was during these travels—that by luck and Uldar’s blessings—he encountered a hidden valley. Through sheer force of will, he overcame the divine enchantment that kept outsiders away, then he made his way to Uldar’s Rise.

He found peace there; at last, he’d found his place.

The hidden priesthood welcomed him, inviting him to stay if he chose to; they cared for him in those early days. His nightmares grew fewer. His heart was less troubled.

His mind was calmer.

Decades passed peacefully after he joined the priesthood and was initiated into its secrets. He made a home in the escarpment of Uldar’s Rise. He made a life. With time, his dedication and leadership elevated him to the position of First Apostle.

And he learned many things in that role.

He learned how to communicate with Uldar’s secret servants.

He learned how to meditate on the destiny of Thameland.

He learned that—for Thameland’s safety—Uldar had decreed that the Ravener cycles continue until a certain event came to pass. Gabrian found comfort in this: his friends, rather than having died for nothing, he now concluded had died as part of Uldar’s great plan for the realm.

Embracing the comfort of having deep faith, the Chosen of Uldar knew peace.

And in humility, he had finally proven his mother’s words to be true. He was special.

Among even past First Apostles, he was remarkable. He was the first to ever practise life enforcement. He was the first Hero to serve in the role.

And… he was also the first to ever lose Uldar’s Rise to an enemy.

It was on this failure that Gabrian prayed.

The First Apostle, Chosen of Uldar, was stripped naked and prostrated within a hidden grotto away from the other displaced folk of Uldar’s Rise. His dark hair was coated with rainwater, his knees and elbows pressed into rough stone.

The arm severed by the Fool of Thameland had regrown, but he was not used to his new appendage. It would take time for him to adjust to the new arm, and for Izas to adjust to his as well.

And these were not the only freshly healed wounds that his people would need time to recover from.

He had failed them; he could not deny this.

Their generational home had been taken from them, robbed from them by violent interlopers. Families had been crushed. Children, orphaned. The priesthood, devastated.

All because he let a serpent into their home and hadn’t acted until it had bitten everyone.

“Uldar,” he prayed. “A curse upon the ungrateful child of Thameland, Carey London. A curse upon her.”

It had not taken him long to put together what happened.

He’d had reports of the Generasian’s explosive experiments. She must have somehow set one off inside Uldar’s Rise.

“May you catch her soul,” the First Apostle prayed. “May you punish it forevermore, may you cast it into the lowest pits in all the hells to be fodder for demons. May she scream and weep and regret… Regret… if only she could feel a fraction of the regret that had rained down upon your chosen people!”

Gabrian shuddered, regret rising in him, making him wish he had simply killed her when he’d first laid eyes on her in Uldar’s Rise. Part of him—a wisdom gained from half a millennium of life—told him he’d been right to keep her alive to gather information.

He’d been righteous in his desire to bring her back to the fold.

He’d been wise to keep her alive so the Saint of Uldar would not turn his back on his god.

The error happened because of her ungratefulness to Uldar, the treacherousness of the Saint and the other Heroes, the filthy foreign invaders and…

…the Fool.

All too often, the Fool had caused problems for the other Heroes and Thameland.

But Gabrian could recall no cycle—even the General’s Folly—where the Fool had done so much harm. With Uldar’s Rise damaged and held by foreigners, only the god of Thameland himself could predict what was going to happen next.

The invading enemies must be purged if the cycle was to be righted, if it even could be righted.

And for that?

The Fool must die.

“He has gathered the favour of the Traveller, and he had a role of leadership in our battle. The Heroes have spent too much time with him, training together… yes, he is a source of many problems,” the First Apostle said. “But there are other issues to deal with as well.”

The Generasians must be driven from Thameland’s shores.

Completely.

He could not accomplish this by force.

Izas had reported that an ancient wizard served as leader of the foreigners: Baelin. Any wizard so old and powerful could not be vanquished through sheer force of arms. Not without an even higher cost to them.

The situation called for subtle solutions.

The First Apostle knew that the king had given Generasi permission to buy Greymoor.

If that permission could be revoked, perhaps because they committed a crime against the throne…

Though such an operation would take time to set up.

The first thing that must be done was raise morale; bringing their enemies to justice would do this.

“Let the Fool die,” the First Apostle prayed. “Oh holy Uldar, steady my hand and give me the chance to find and destroy your great enemy. Show me the way to bring the Fool’s life to a quick end.”

“Ahhh, mayhap Uldar’s searching on your behalf, my young friend,” a new voice said in the grotto.

The First Apostle was on his feet in a blink, whirling and dropping to a fighting stance with no regard for his nakedness.

A majestic bull-moose stood before him, his nostrils puffing, expelling golden steam. Bells tinkled on his branching antlers, and their merry sound mingled with the low chuckle of the creature’s rider. The man astride the beast’s back had an otherworldly cast to his skin, like frostbite mixed with blueberry stains.

Mistletoe, blood-red holly, and other Sigmus plants were braided through his snow-white beard and scarlet clothing, a satchel—bursting with shining golden scrolls—hung from his side. No saddle adorned the moose’s back.

A wide grin bloomed across the rider’s face and his faded grey eyes danced with mirth. “Hello, Hero and friend! Many fine mornings to you!”

“Who are you?” Gabrian demanded. “How did you get here and what do you want? Speak quickly or I shall strike you down!”

“No need for any striking, servant of Uldar. I’m here to help. I’ve brought food and tents for your people. And I’ve also brought an offer for you. As for who I am? I’m known by many names throughout many times and in many roles, all of them important!” the fae said, puffing out his broad chest. “Some call me the Guide. As for you? For our purposes, I think the best name for you to call me…”

His smile bloomed with malice.

“Is the Stalker.”


Chapter 11


An Ominous Providence



The Stalker.

An ominous name for a seemingly innocent fae.

Or at least, he might have seemed innocent to the untrained eye. To the First Apostle’s well-trained one, he looked anything but.

To most, the blue-skinned fellow appeared quite harmless, even jolly, much like any simple dwarven-like fae with a stark white beard and blue skin. But to Gabrian… his body language told a different story; it bled a primal menace that could make even a predator tremble with terror.

The fae’s true nature was carefully masked. He’d mastered his body language so well that his guise of innocence appeared near perfect. Even many of Eldin’s agents, with their finely trained powers of observation, would have missed the imperfections, by Gabrian’s reckoning. He caught brief flashes of the fae’s true nature, peeking from the veil he hid behind: the perfect balance of weight on the balls of his feet, and a chilling gaze boring into the priest’s eyes.

With the stillness of an owl regarding a rodent, the Stalker stared down at the First Apostle from the back of his moose. The beast was well-groomed and tended, and there was a quiet intelligence burning in its bestial eyes.

But the Hero of Uldar’s heart did not quake.

His mind did not recoil.

His body did not flinch.

He had faced utter annihilation in the face of the Ravener, and now, the destruction of his home; it would take more than a suspicious fae to worry him.

The question was: how did this mysterious fae come to be before him in this hidden grotto on a hidden island?

And why was he here?

“Good! Good!” The stocky fae shook with rolling laughter. “You’re not frightened of me! That’s good. The ones who don’t have much iron in their guts don’t last too long on the hunt. At least, not the kind of hunt that I lead.”

“You speak in riddles, which is not uncommon for your kind,” Gabrian said quietly. He did not move to attack, but he did hold himself tense and ready to strike; in all likelihood, the fae was here for no good purpose.

“You are the one who guides the Heroes through the fae roads, are you not?” the First Apostle asked. “I would think that you would be by their side, not mine.”

“Aye, I’m to guide the Heroes, but you’re a Hero yourself!” The Stalker once again shook with laughter as though he’d just pulled a very clever prank. “I’d be derelict in my duties if I weren’t guiding you too, wouldn’t I?”

While the First Apostle’s face was a mask of calm, inwardly, he grimaced; the fae were known for twisting words and engaging in strange humours and whimsy. He was not in the mood for such things. “Speak plainly, Stalker or Guide. As you have no doubt seen, we are in mourning, and here you are bringing shelter and food when we are suffering? I have never known your kind to be so generous.”

“Ho ho! Then you know less than I thought you did, my human friend!” The Stalker grinned, tapping the side of his mount’s neck. With a snort of golden steam, the hulking cervid backed into the wall of the grotto, vanishing through the stone much as Eldin had.

The First Apostle’s heart stung; there had been no sign of young Eldin among the survivors. When Gabrian had called down the lightning to rescue his people, the holy leader had not been carried to safety with them.

No matter where he, Izas and the other priests had searched the island, there had been no sign of the man.

It could only mean that he was dead.

A terrible pity, that was; he had been one of Uldar’s greatest agents, as well as a man that Gabrian personally liked.

The First Apostle would miss him dearly, and watching this fae disappear into the stone was a sad reminder of the fallen priest.

An instant after the antlers had melted away, the First Apostle heard a jolly laugh from outside the cavern. Both fae and moose reappeared, standing on the grass outside the grotto’s mouth as though that was where they had always been.

“Why don’t we take this outside? You can see my supplies and know that I speak in good faith. Come on! I don’t have villains waiting outside to set upon you! Don’t think of me as some common bandit, now!”

Gabrian fixed his eyes on the fae while muttering a prayer to Uldar. His raging divinity glowed through his soul, spreading over the land, searching for foes who were there unseen.

He found none.

Cautiously, the First Apostle walked toward the mouth of the grotto, collecting the clothing he’d placed on a stone shelf just inside the entrance; they were still rain soaked when he dressed and stepped outside.

There, neatly laid out on the grass, were folded tents of multicoloured fabric, and chests overflowing with fresh fruit and dried meats. It looked to be quite the feast, enough to make a starving man’s belly growl.

Yet the First Apostle simply looked upon the offerings distantly.

“What is your price?” his deep voice said.

“Ah, so you know, then.” The fae grinned in delight.

“The fae are governed by many laws, including those around reciprocity. Deals are to be honoured and gifts are to be returned,” the First Apostle said. “Which means these gifts will be expected to be reciprocated. So I ask you: what do you want?”

“Well, that’s the beauty of it,” the Stalker said. “What I want is what you want. You were muttering about hunting down the man known as Alex Roth, the Fool of Thameland?”

“I was.”

“Well, I want to hunt him too. And I want you and your warriors to join with me, as my huntsmen. As my hounds.”

“What?” Gabrian looked at him sharply. “What quarrel do you have with the Fool of Thameland?”

Now the Stalker let out an explosive laugh that echoed over the hills. “Maybe you’re more naive than I thought. How adorable you humans are, no matter how old you get! I’ll answer you with some questions. Does the wolf have a quarrel with the sheep? Does the snake have a quarrel with the mouse? Does a human hunter have a quarrel with the fine buck he wants to bring home for his supper, and his trophy? There is no quarrel here.”

“You seek to hunt him for sport?” the First Apostle asked.

“Exactly!” The Stalker snapped his fingers. “I knew you were a clever one! A lot more clever than the Heroes of today, I have to say!”

“Why him?” Gabrian raised an eyebrow.

“Because the perfect quarry is so rare!” The Stalker’s eyes gleamed with greed. “Listen here, boyo, because I’ll make my story quick and easy for you: I’ve been many things. For every name I have—which I collect in the same way you folk collect coins—I have been something different. I’ve been a Soldier, a Guide, a Crafter, a Dealmaker, a Witch, a Jolly Old Elf, a Giver, a Taker, a Maker, and a Destroyer. The name changed each time I took on something new that struck my fancy! But listen here, the thing I’ve been the longest? Is a hunter!”

He licked his lips. “And, oh my, if you could only see the hunts I’ve led! I’ve hunted mortals, beasts, monsters, fae, spirits, demons. If it has a name, I’ve hunted something like it! I was never very picky when I was a young’n, like you… but, bah! Time makes fools of us all, doesn’t it! After a time, bucks, does, children, warriors, beasts, dragons… none of them were satisfying anymore! And you can’t have a good hunt without good quarry to hunt, friend, trust me. It just doesn’t work. You can have everything else lined up perfectly, be it weapons, a hunting party, good terrain…”

The fae sighed wistfully, then his gaze turned bitter. He spat on the ground. “I’ll tell you this, none of that piles up to a hill of toadstools if the quarry’s no good!”

“And what makes for good quarry?” the First Apostle asked, watching the old fae’s body language, searching for any guarded secrets that the Stalker’s movements might betray.

“Oh, a lot of things! It actually gets so complicated that I could be here lecturing you all day on what makes for good quarry.” He rubbed his hands together. “But the basics of it? Challenge. And I’m not one of those suicidal hunters who’ll pick a fight with the biggest, baddest beastie out there. No, no, that’s what I call stupid! Why would a fox go trying to hunt a leviathan, that’s silly!”

He winked. “And that’s why I never hunted your god when he walked the world, I’m not hunting any of the fae lords, and I am not hunting that old goat-monster that those wizards from the south brought with them. That’d be a great way to get killed, and I’m not interested in that. At the same time, I don’t want to be hunting squirrels and chipmunks! Quarry needs to have some kinda way to bite back, or what would be the point? If there’s no danger, there’s no thrill, and if there’s no thrill, there’s no fun. So they’ve got to have enough power to hurt or kill you, but not enough to do it as simply as breathing.”

The fae tapped the side of his skull. “And the quarry’s got to be smart. They’ve got to be able to run and squirm out of traps! They’ve got to be able to build traps of their own and trick you if you’re being dull or lazy. They’ve got to keep you sharp! Now, all of that’s a bit of a tall order when you’re as old and jaded as I am, but this Fool of Thameland of yours? He’s perfect. Hard-willed. Clever. He can teleport around to get away, which is always interesting in quarry. It’s all grand! He’s perfect, and I want to hunt him, but for that, I need hounds!”

Gabrian frowned deeply. “By hounds, I take it you mean hunting partners to flush out your quarry? But—since you are fae—you use derogatory terms because your hunting hounds are, most likely, sapient mortals.”

“Aye! Aye!” the Stalker cried. “And now you might be wondering why I am telling you⁠—”

“You are telling me this because you want to be open, which will increase the chances of me trusting you. You are handing us these gifts so that I am obligated to aid you in hunting the Fool. You are hunting the Fool for your own amusement, and you need others to join you because only a fool hunts dangerous prey alone. But—since you wish for this to be your own glory—you want hounds, not hunting partners. Am I correct?” Gabrian folded his hands behind his back.

“I… you’re a sharp one.” The Stalker’s cheer faded. He regarded the First Apostle with rising caution. “Then, if you know all that, are you gonna help me?”

“No, we shall help each other,” Gabrian said simply.

“You trust me?” the Stalker asked.

“No, but I trust Uldar. It is no accident that—in our time of need—one who has the same desires as we do comes bearing gifts and wishes for help in doing something we already wish to accomplish.” The First Apostle looked at the fae evenly. “I cannot help but see divine providence in this chance: you can move through the fae roads, letting us hunt our quarry even if he teleports away from us. We would hunt him by choice, which you also desire; our service would be returned for a gift, leaving us even. There are few reasons to refuse this.”

“Ah, I see there’s sense in you!” The Stalker laughed. “You’ll make a fine hound for the hunt!”

“Call me whatever you wish: I am Uldar’s servant, and that will not change, no matter what word you use for me. What matters is the task. I will not bother threatening you. You seem well-informed enough to know my actions if you betray my people.” Gabrian gestured to the supplies. “We will talk, plan, and organise together. And then, as you wish, we will hunt.”

“Hah!” the Stalker laughed. “Now, this will be a hunt to remember!”


Chapter 12


The Grieving Guardian



Alexander Roth had lived a good part of his young life with swords hanging over his head.

After his parents died, he worked hard in McHarris’ bakery, saving every coin to help the Lu Family afford his and his sister’s keep. Every day, the man would abuse him, and every day, the spectre of being fired loomed above him like a deadly sword, ready to fall and split his head in two.

After he’d been Marked, a sword still swung above his head, waiting to strike if his secrets came out: if the church or the Thameish authorities learned that he was one of Uldar’s Heroes, and what he’d done with an orb in the Cave of the Traveller. Now, several swords were closer to striking him than ever before.

And all he could do was try to find ways to get out from underneath them before they started dropping.

Alex walked along the road in the fae wilds, thinking about everything that had happened and leading the strike force away from Uldar’s Rise. They’d left a number of Watchers behind who’d been charged with keeping the curious and—more importantly—any surviving members of Uldar’s secret church away from the portal.

The weary group would be back at the Research Castle soon, then Professor Jules could assign a larger contingent to guard Uldar’s Rise.

She had a lot to do with some of the swords currently hanging over the Fool of Thameland’s head. Soon, she’d know everything that had happened since she’d last seen them: the battle at UIdar’s Rise, Carey’s death, the hidden church, the First Apostle, Merzhin’s apparent defection from Uldar’s forces, that Thameland’s god was dead and might’ve betrayed the realm.

It was a lot to put on anyone, and for more than one reason, he was worried about her reaction.

There was also something personal he had to tell her…

He glanced over his shoulder at the mercenaries and Watchers talking to each other as they moved along the fae road.

His jaw clenched and released.

Everyone had heard the priests’ declarations, and the song of their holy symbols during the battle. There was no hiding the truth, no hiding the fact that he was the missing Fool of Thameland. No one had said anything so far. They were all tired and preoccupied, other revelations from last night were so stunning, that his Mark wasn’t really a big priority. Understandably, finding a god lying dead on his throne was enough to drive all thoughts from most minds.

Alex knew that at some point, at least some of them—would begin to talk. Then, it was just a matter of time before his secret started spreading… and stopped being a secret. And from there, someone in Thameland would eventually find out.

But, even if—somehow—none of the Generasians talked about it with anyone else, he was willing to put a lot of coin on the First Apostle making sure the crown and priesthood knew. That was definitely what he’d do.

Like it or not, it was only a matter of time before the priests and Thameland knew who he was. What he was.

‘One of the worst parts of this is that I have no idea how much time I have,’ Alex thought. ‘Information takes time to travel… I might have months… or maybe weeks. Hells, it could even be days. Either way, the grains of sand are running through the hourglass. I have to be ready when the last grain falls.’

And the first thing he had to do before that happened?

Was tell Professor Jules who he was.

Things would look a lot worse if she found out from someone else, and it was guaranteed she was going to find out. She might be angry, or she might take the news well. Either way, she had to hear it from him.

After that, he’d have to take care of his business plans.

Shale would need more golems, and he’d promised Lucia some constructs. He was planning on buying another property and opening another branch of the Roth Family Bakery; business kept growing and Troy was telling him that people who didn’t live or work nearby were asking about plans for other locations around the city.

‘My name’s been spreading, but I have to keep it growing before that last sword falls on me,’ he thought. ‘I can’t rely on Baelin being around to keep the wolves away, so, the best chance I have of keeping myself from being shipped back to Thameland is if enough people in the city, government, and school don’t want me shipped off. So far, I’ve done a pretty good job making sure I’m valuable to Generasi, but I need my position to be rock solid.’ He sighed. ‘But, first things first.’

Alex reached into a pocket of his satchel, taking the far-speaker out. He looked down at the device as his sense of dread grew; once he hit that rune, there’d be no going back.

“Are we in range to contact Professor Jules?” Watcher Hill asked, noticing him holding the device.

Alex nodded. “I guess we’d better let her know we’re on our way and get… certain permissions.”

He glanced at Merzhin, who was walking between Hart and Cedric. The Saint of Uldar looked dejected. Conflicted. Sick. He’d become lost, completely oblivious to the fact that he’d soon be in Greymoor, a place no priest had ever been before. That was, if Professor Jules went against Baelin’s orders and allowed him to set foot on university property.

Taking a deep breath, Alex pressed the rune.

The communicator buzzed.

Professor Jules’ voice crackled from it. “Hello? Hello? Mr. Roth, is that you? Are you there? I’ve been awake all night! How did the operation go? Is Carey there? Let me speak to her!”

Dead silence.

Alex swallowed. “Uhm… Professor, I’m calling to ask you for permission to bring Saint Merzhin to the Research Castle for the debrief.”

Now it was the far-speaker that went silent.

“What?” Professor Jules sounded confused. “Baelin expressly forbade priests from coming here. He wouldn’t like it at all. Why would you want to bring a priest here?”

“Let me.” Watcher Hill reached for the far-speaker, which Alex gladly handed to her. “Professor Jules, can you hear me?”

“Yes, I can, Watcher Hill.” The professor’s voice came across clearly. “What’s this about bringing the Saint to the Research Castle? Baelin would never agree to this.”

“I understand, but by way of the emergency authority invested in me during this rescue operation, I hereby give special dispensation for the Saint to be allowed into the Research Castle. As the second most senior member of the expedition, you have the authority to co-authorise it. Will you?”

“I’m not sure…” Professor Jules said, her voice unsteady.

“It’s critical, Professor,” Watcher Hill said. “I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”

For a time, silence was the only answer from the far-speaker. And then…

“I will… allow it, but what’s happened?” Jules’ voice held a note of foreboding. “How did the rescue operation go?”

“A lot has happened, Professor. A lot,” Watcher Hill said. “It would be better if we tell you everything in person.”

Alex heard something through the far-speaker.

A broken intake of breath.

“I understand,” Professor Jules’ voice wavered. In her tone, Alex knew there was a question she was too afraid to ask. “I will see you all soon. Come straight to the map room. I’ll be waiting.”

The far-speaker went dead.

Watcher Hill and Alex looked at each other.

They knew that the hard part was just beginning
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Professor Jules looked like the world had just opened beneath her feet to swallow her whole.

Her face was pale.

Dark circles sat beneath eyelids that were puffy and ringed in red, and her white hair seemed whiter. The aged alchemist seemed worn out, like she’d been carrying the weight of the world on her narrow shoulders.

She was slumped in a chair, staring at her feet, her shoulders drooped. Her fingers gripped the sides of her head as her slight frame shook.

“Miss London is dead?” she whispered again, more a statement than a question, as if acknowledging the news to herself. “Watcher Hill, please confirm this.”

The map room’s occupants—Claygon, Theresa, Brutus, Alex’s cabal, the Heroes, Grimloch, Tyris, and Watcher Hill—were silent.

Alex spoke first. “Carey died protecting us and Thameland; she…” His voice broke. “…wanted me to tell you not to be too harsh with yourself and Baelin. She said she came to Generasi to learn to be a wizard so she could free Thameland from the Ravener. She knew wizardry was dangerous, and she was willing to give everything to achieve that goal. It was her choice, Professor, and she didn’t want you to despair or for us to fight among ourselves, blaming each other. There’s too much to do for that.”

Professor Jules was silent for a long time. “This is my fault.”

“Professor—” Alex started.

“No, don’t, Mr. Roth.” She slowly sat up, tears staining her face. “It was my responsibility to keep Miss London safe, as it was Baelin’s. I told him this could happen. When we discovered what we did about dungeon cores, I warned him this could end badly. I warned him that this could put you and Miss London in danger, not to mention Drestra. And what did I do?”

Her hands gripped the arms of her chair tighter. “I let that crazed old monster have his way. I let a man who came from a time of spears and mammoths—a time where folk needed to hunt wild beasts to eat—dictate what the boundaries of safety should be for all of you. I should have insisted that you were returned to safety, back in Generasi. If I had, then—in all likelihood—Carey would still be alive.”

“Professor, if I may—” Watcher Hill started.

Jules cut her off.

“Miss London’s family will arrive sometime this week. I’ve already had to tell so many families that their loved ones died after the attack on the Research Castle, but this? I knew better. I knew Carey was being targeted and yet I let her walk into the jaws of death. I let the old goat convince me. How do I look into her parents’ eyes and say I am sorry their daughter died? How do I tell them we did what we could when I knew there were specific dangers targeting her, and that I let her be exposed to them?”

“Erm, Professor Jules, is it?” a small voice spoke up.

The professor looked to where Merzhin was standing. He’d never looked so small as his eyes drifted down, not meeting her gaze. “Most of the fault lies with me. I am the one who could have stopped her from being taken. I am the one who could have saved her. I⁠—”

“No,” Tyris interrupted him, her voice like flint. “You don’t get to do that. You know whose fault this is? The damn monsters who kidnapped her. And they’re still out there, needing vengeance and justice rained down on their heads. Listen to Carey’s last words: we can blame ourselves later. I know I will. Right now, we have to focus on what comes next.”

“What do you mean?” Professor Jules asked, her voice weak. “What else has happene—” She paused. “Hold on now, how did you all know her last words? You said she died before you could reach her.”

“It’s a long story, Professor,” Alex said. “Just… strap yourself in. It’s going to be a lot.”

And so they told her everything.

They recounted the battle and detailed who they’d faced. They told her of Carey’s sacrifice, as well as her resurrection. They told her of the Traveller’s increasing divinity. They told her of the First Apostle and how he and the other faithful escaped. They told her of Uldar, his sanctum, his death, and that he’d made the Ravener.

Alex showed her the book the god had recorded his processes in. “We’re going to need your help figuring this stuff out, as well as Baelin’s, but we don’t know when he’s coming back.”

Professor Jules stared at Uldar’s notebook. “You mean to tell me you found the god of Thameland’s cadaver? And—oh my goodness… I was not prepared for this. You left his sanctum under guard?”

“Yes, we did,” Watcher Hill said.

“I’ll have to send more Watchers to reinforce your guards. And we’ll have to think about how to handle this… Do we tell the king? This could be an international incident… You know what? We’ll need time to sleep on this and process all of it. All of you, go get yourselves some rest. I need to think,” Professor Jules said.

“Um, before I go,” Alex said. “I need to talk to you, Professor. Alone.”


Chapter 13


The Alchemist and the Fool



Professor Jules looked at Alex like the only thing she wanted more than a strong drink was to simply crawl away.

“I take it this is urgent, Mr. Roth?” she said reluctantly.

A part of the young wizard wanted to scream that it wasn’t and scurry away. That part wanted to present her with a long string of excuses and stall the conversation so he could hide for just a bit longer.

It desperately wanted things to remain the same: for his secret to stay with only his family, his close friends, and Baelin.

But he knew it was too late for that.

His secret was out.

It was time to face it.

“Yes, it’s urgent,” Alex said.

Professor Jules sighed, then nodded to the others. “Alright, clear out and get some rest. Mr. Roth and I need to chat.”

Those closest to Alex gave him a long look before saying their goodbyes and moving toward the door, leaving him alone with the professor. Most looked dead on their feet; they’d earned their rest. Theresa squeezed his hand, giving him a small smile and a nod of encouragement.

The smile he returned was weak as she turned to go, shutting the door behind herself and Brutus.

Professor Jules’ eyes lingered on the door for a while before looking at Alex, her face barely hiding a frown. “Forgive me, Mr. Roth, but I am a little overloaded on bad news. You’ll have to excuse me if I seem hesitant. It’s been a long few weeks.”

“I get it.” Alex leaned forward in his chair. His elbows rested on his thighs, and he cupped his chin in his hands. “I’m pretty through with bad news myself. But… this news is… well, it’s still bad… ish. It’s actually more complicated than bad, really.”

“Oh good. Because more complicated is exactly what we need,” Professor Jules groaned. “So what is it? Mr. Roth? What do you have to tell me?”

Alex sighed, slowly unlacing his shirt.

Professor Jules’ eyes bulged. “Mr. Roth, don’t tell me you have some terrible injury you hid from the others.”

“No, it’s something else,” he admitted, pulling back his shirt, revealing his right shoulder. “Listen, just let me show this to you first. Process it. Then I’ll answer any questions you have. I think you’ll probably have a lot.”

“Alright,” she said, peering at him, her expression a mixture of curiosity, confusion, and dread.

Inhaling like he was taking his last breath, Alex dismissed the illusion on his shoulder.

The golden glow of the Mark of the Fool began to shine. First the jester’s floppy hat appeared, then his wide grin, and finally, his pointy chin. In less than a second, the Mark of the Fool was there, grinning in his full glory, revealed to Professor Jules, no longer a secret.

For a while, she squinted at it with tired eyes. “A tattoo? Why on earth…”

She trailed off.

Her eyes narrowed further, then bulged as she gasped, “You… is that what I think it is?”

Alex slowly nodded. “Yes.”

“By the gods!” she cried, gripping her temples. “I swear, life won’t be satisfied until I have a stroke today! You are the Fool of Thameland? The missing Fool of Thameland?”

“Never missing.” Alex shook his head. “Just hidden.”

“And this Mark…” She frowned, searching her memories. “You cannot fight, perform spellcraft or divinity, but it enhances learning in all other fields, if I remember correctly?”

“Yes.”

She shook her head. “This explains so much. Professor Ram was driving himself to distraction trying to reach you. He thought you were simply unengaged with his subject! I’ve had professors who train battle mages wonder why you never took one of their courses; instead, you took Baelin’s insane curriculum! And your skill in alchemy!”

Professor Jules slapped her forehead. “Of course! You absorbed knowledge and techniques like you were born to them, yet you showed deficiencies in your spellcraft! By all the deities in the world! It’s so obvious!”

Alex winced, praying she wouldn’t consider his gifts cheating. “Professor⁠—”

She held up a hand, stopping his words. “No. You said you would let me process, and then I could ask questions. Well, it is time I begin asking questions. I do not want to hear another word from you until you answer them. Is that understood?”

“Yes!”

“Good!”

Professor Jules stared at him for a long moment before moving on. “First, how do you cast spells? Then I want you to tell me who else knows. Then tell me everything about your journey to Generasi. I have the feeling that I am missing some key information in those departments.”

“Yes, Professor.”

Once again, Alex started talking, telling her everything.

By now, he could recite his story without thought, detailing his journey to the Rhinean Empire and Generasi, how he coped with the Mark as well as he did, why he chose the courses he had, his love of alchemy, and who else knew.

As he went on, Professor Jules’ expression grew darker and darker, like a thundercloud brewing on the horizon.

And when he finally finished, she looked ready to spring from her chair and strangle someone with her bare hands.

Alex thought his time had come.

“And that is all of it?” she asked.

“Yes,” he lied. He’d purposely left out the part where he’d used her lab equipment behind her back. That was something he never, ever wanted to tell her, possibly even under penalty of death. “That’s all of it.”

Professor Jules let out a low growl like a wounded beast. “Mr. Roth, I am absolutely livid.”

“Professor, I’m sorry⁠—”

“For what?”

“Well, because you’re angry with me⁠—”

“No, I’m not.”

“What?”

“I am not angry with you,” she insisted. “I would be very immature if I were.”

Alex’s jaw dropped. “I, I don’t understand.”

“Mr. Roth, look at me.” She met his gaze. “What is the primary thing that I teach in all of my alchemy courses? The very first thing I teach to any new alchemist?”

“Safety?” he offered.

“Exactly. Because I do not believe that the barbaric practices of old—which have claimed countless lives—should be allowed to claim any more. I believe in safety standards, Mr. Roth. I believe in peer review. I believe in letting people—especially young people—only handle dangerous situations when they are equipped with knowledge and gear that will ensure their lives are not needlessly lost to accidents and carelessness.”

She looked out the window. “It’s your church that angers me and—to a lesser degree—your god. Why would either of them think that it’s a good idea to send unprepared eighteen-year-olds into battle to face death with an entire kingdom’s responsibilities on their shoulders? You are all so young. The lot of you.”

“Who?” Alex asked.

“You Heroes. It might be easy to forget that Hart is not even twenty yet, but the poor boy lived his childhood on battlefields from what I understand. If that wouldn’t age someone beyond their years, I don’t know what would. Look at Merzhin. I only met him today, but it hurt to look at him, Mr. Roth.”

Alex winced. “Because of his grief? He took Carey’s death even harder than the rest of us.”

She shook her head. “Because he looks even younger than the rest of you, except for his eyes. He has the face of a child, Mr. Roth, but the eyes of a tired, broken old man. It’s terrible. And your situation is even worse. The church would have sent you into battle defenceless. It’s monstrous! I know my thinking might be considered naive by those who take to war either by choice or need, but I do think we should do better for the next generation. And that’s why I blame your church even more than your god.”

Again, she growled. “Uldar was an ancient being, by all standards. Of course his ways would be barbaric to us. But your church has existed for millennia. They’ve had time to learn and be better. Your priests are scholars, and yet they gladly send defenceless children to their deaths every hundred years. It’s no better than frightened kings sending their second and third progeny to be devoured by dragons. It’s a terrible thing to do to children.”

“It is,” Alex agreed, sighing with relief. “It’s cold-blooded. That’s why I want to see these damn cycles end.”

The professor sat in silence, quietly shaking her head.

“Of course you do, Mr. Roth, but I must say something. I am rather hurt by your secrecy.”

He flinched. “Really?”

“Disappointed, actually. It seems you trusted your cabal and Baelin, yet you thought you couldn’t trust me with this? Am I really so untrustworthy a mentor? Perhaps I am…”

Tears welled up in her eyes. “What kind of mentor am I? Amir gives aid to a demon-summoning monster. Miss London dies under my care. Then I find you did not trust me with your life-altering secret. Perhaps I need a sabbatical. Or retirement. I seem to be failing my pupils in crucial ways lately.”

“Listen, please don’t think that for a moment, Professor,” Alex said. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but I just wanted as few people to know as possible. I had no idea when or how my secret might affect my friends and loved ones, so I only told people I had to. But… you were always watching out for me, and I should have let you know. You’ve done a lot for me, and I wouldn’t be here without you,” he said, feeling a stab of guilt. “I really just wanted to keep the number of people who knew as small as possible, but you had my life in your hands during the expedition. You’ve only helped and tried to keep me safe, and I didn’t give you all the information you needed. And for that, I’m sorry.”

“Indeed,” she said. “And, Mr. Roth, answer truthfully: do you believe the attacks on the Research Castle and Miss London had anything to do with your secret?”

“No,” he said confidently. “Controlling dungeon cores seems to be what triggered those attacks against us.”

“I see. I believe that makes sense since Miss London had no such Mark and was not only attacked, but ultimately kidnapped. I will tell you this, Mr. Roth; you should be thanking every deity you pray to that these tragedies didn’t stem from you keeping that secret. If they did, we would be having an entirely different conversation. In the end—as far as it seems—your secret hurt no one. And⁠—”

The alchemist pointed at his shoulder. “—telling others about that could have hurt you, your family, and your other loved ones. I don’t think you were right to keep it from me, but I can see why you would want to keep such a secret from most.”

“Again, I’m sorry, Professor,” Alex said, even as his mind focused on her words:

And telling others about that could have hurt you, your family, and your other loved ones.

What exactly would be gained by him confessing that he’d used her equipment behind her back? In a way, he might gain a clearer conscience by unburdening himself. He could absolve himself if he told her everything right now.

But would that help or hurt?

It would hurt her and her trust in him, while complicating things for the expedition. They needed to be a team going forward. He wasn’t sure if holding back was the ethical thing to do, but he’d have to live with his decision, and once again, he resolved he’d be taking that secret to the grave.

“Now, I suppose you told me this because your secret’s been exposed?” Professor Jules asked.

“Yes,” Alex said. “Both the strike force and the hidden church know. It’s only a matter of time before someone in the church or nobility finds out.”

“And Baelin’s not here. Damn that old goat,” Professor Jules muttered. “Of course he has to be away at such a crucial time! Of course he does! The board has been leading the university, but we need him back. Dead gods and ancient legacies are his strengths, not mine.”

“I know,” Alex said. “I wish he was here too. But I understand he has to do what he has to do.”

“Yes, but he should have left a way for us to contact him! That damned old goat!” she cursed Baelin again. “Traipsing off to who knows where. Only the stars can reach him now!”

“Yeah, I—” Alex paused, studying Jules carefully.

Only the stars can reach him now.

Why those words?

Why those words?

Alex decided to take a gamble.

“Yeah,” he said. “Who knows what world he’s on now.”

“Of course!” she moaned. “Whichever world it—” The professor ceased that train of thought, looking shocked. “Wait. Mr. Roth, do you mean to tell me that you know⁠—”

She was choosing her words carefully.

He decided to finish her sentence for her, “—that there are other worlds populated like ours is? Yeah, I’ve been to a couple. Have you?”

“Yes,” she admitted. “Does Baelin know you know?”

“Yes… Does Baelin know you know?”

“…yes,” she said slowly.

“So we both know… and Baelin knows we know. But he didn’t tell either of us that the other one knows,” he reasoned out.

Jules was silent for a very long time. Then she stood and went toward a cabinet. “I need a drink. How about you, Mr. Roth?”

“Just give me the whole damn bottle.”


Chapter 14


The Secrets of the Stars



Alex rarely had drinks with his professors. As a matter of fact, he could probably count the number of times he’d done so on half the fingers on a single hand. Raising a few glasses… or more than a few was normally reserved for enjoying time with his friends, especially his cabal mates. But today, here he was, throwing back drinks with Professor Jules.

He remembered the very first time he’d seen her. It was the day he, Selina, Theresa, and Brutus arrived on campus. They’d watched her soar overhead on her flying disk on the way to an explosion in the Cells. Little did he know that, one day, he’d be sitting in the office of that same professor sharing dwarven whisky and conversation with her. In a way, he couldn’t believe it. Then again, there were lots of things that had happened in the last little while that he’d found hard to believe. He’d heard that some of the older members of the research expedition went out for drinks with their professors—especially after a big project, or a particularly challenging semester—and he’d even heard that some of those profs could really hold their liquor.

Alex used to think that, one day, he’d be sitting down for a drink with certain professors, like Baelin, Val’Rok, Mangal, or even Professor Hak.

Even though he’d had tea with Professor Jules, drinking strong liquor with her had never crossed his mind.

Yet, there she was, sitting in front of him, hunched over a very large tumbler of dwarven fire spirits, tossing it back like water. He had to admit, he was impressed. The liquor burned his tongue and went down his throat like liquid fire. It was all he could do to stifle a fit of coughing that was fighting to get out.

Professor Jules, however, didn’t flinch as she drained her glass, pouring herself another one. “I don’t think I’ve drunk like this since I was a student… or maybe since Toraka and I got together for her birthday. Goodness, what a disgrace I’ve become, letting one of my mentees see me like this.”

The alchemist looked older.

And tired.

So very tired.

“So.” She put the bottle down on the floor beside her. “How did you find out that there were other worlds among the stars?”

“Would you believe that it was a combination of a tavern and a half-goddess ghost?”

“At this point? Yes. But do go on.”

And so Alex told her about his last trip to the hells, the slaying of Ezaliel, Kaz-Mowang, Yantrahpretaye, Zonon-In, and the fall of Cretalikon. He spoke of the strange wonders in the Whetstone tavern, the heroism of his mercenaries—Ezerak, Guntile, Ripp, Celsus, and Kyembe the Spirit Killer—and lastly, he told the tale of the Traveller and her journey across the universe.

“And now Hannah’s becoming a goddess,” Alex finished. “It was a lot to wrap my head around, so I brought it up to Baelin. That’s when he admitted that there was a whole universe out there, but he asked me not to tell anyone except those closest to me.”

“Of course.” Professor Jules chuckled. “Mr. Roth, I hope you understand how deeply Baelin’s fondness for you goes. I’ve seen others discover secrets that the old goat hoards to himself, and he reacted much less kindly to them than he did to you.”

Alex swallowed. “What do you mean?”

“You do not want to know.” She took another drink.

“Fair,” he agreed. Alex had seen enough nightmare-horrors in the last twenty-four hours. He didn’t need any more in his head. “How about you? How did you find out that there were other worlds?”

Professor Jules shook her head. “My story is not nearly as grand. It all happened on a sunny afternoon about, oh…” She paused for a moment, “must have been fifty years ago now. By the gods, I am old.”

The alchemist took another drink. “I had obtained some material from a fallen meteorite: a hunk of starmetal. Very powerful stuff. Some of the greatest weapons that have ever been forged by alchemy or divinity have been made of starmetals of one kind or another. It’s both expensive and rare, so I was eager to examine it.”

The smile she gave him was self-mocking. “As I was analysing its composition, I noticed something quite strange about it. There were signs that it had been alloyed by a sapient hand. The compositions were just a touch too precise, and—when I discovered that—I also realised that its shape was oddly specific.”

“How do you mean?” Alex asked.

She spread her arms. “Long and expanding at both ends. Like a shovel or—as I later came to realise—an axe with a large club attached to its other side. Naturally, this intrigued me, so I picked it apart over the course of a year, examining it through piccoscopes and everything else I could use. Its surface was melted and scored, probably due to atmospheric entry and exposure to some terrible source of heat in space. Inside of it were plenty of signs that the object was no hunk of natural metal, though. It was machined. And that’s when the truth struck me: I wasn’t looking at one object; I was looking at two that had been fused together through temperatures that could only be achieved through the highest forms of magic.”

“What kind of objects were they?” Alex took a long drink, now hardly feeling the burn, leaning forward in his chair.

“At first, I wasn’t sure, but over time, it became clear that what I had was an enormous axe and a metal hand—like the hand of a construct—gripping it. Inside of the hand was circuitry and mechanics that I could not even begin to understand. And the strangest thing of all? There were no signs of mana pathways. Not one. The construct arm must have been powered by electricity or… something else. But no magic.”

“That’s fascinating!” Alex said with the excitement of a child. “Could it have been divinely powered? Or maybe powered through some other form of magic?”

“I couldn’t tell,” the alchemist said. “Though likely not, according to all the analyses that I’d done. In the end, I could only conclude that the object had originated from a civilization that was unknown, which led me to hypothesise that such a civilization would likely be from a place with next to no ambient mana. Which would explain why their building techniques seemed purely technological. Gods, how I wish the item had been in better condition. I could tell what it was, but it was too damaged to let me know anything else about it.”

“I don’t know,” Alex said darkly. He thought of the explosion that had ripped apart Uldar’s Rise. “Maybe this world isn’t ready for whatever wonders you could create with whatever that construct hand was.”

She laughed bitterly. “You sound just like the chancellor. As soon as I had generated my hypothesis, I went to the old goat with my findings. I figured with his magical prowess, we might be able to begin researching a reliable way to reach the stars and try to find more samples. And that was when he simply laughed, congratulated me on finding ‘the answer,’ and told me everything.”

Her face reddened. “I felt like a fool. Understand—back then—I was somewhat similar to you. I was a prodigy, Mr. Roth, and I thought myself at least ten times more clever than I actually was. I’d believed I was on the path to becoming as legendary a wizard as Milnos Thalaniel, Baelin, Noarc, and others.”

She raised her hand, swiping sideways as though presenting text on a sign. “Vernia Jules! The woman who proved Many-Spheres Theory! Instead, I found out I was just a child who stumbled onto the world of adults for the first time. And of course, Baelin swore me to secrecy, and he didn’t even do me the courtesy of letting me tell anyone. Which is just like that old goat.”

“So he just let both of us think we were the only ones who knew beside him.” Alex shook his head. “Wow.”

“It’s just like him, Alex.” She gave him a warning look. “Listen, I am going to give you a bit of advice that you most certainly won’t listen to: be careful around Baelin. He seems friendly, kind, caring, and jovial, but understand, he is an ancient monster who has more secrets than most kings have coins. He likely didn’t bother telling either of us that the other knew so he could more effectively guard his secret: if we didn’t chat, there’d be less chance for things to leak out.”

“I guess that’s true,” Alex said, not knowing quite how to feel. “It makes sense, but it feels kinda…”

“Like how I felt when I found out you couldn’t trust me with your secret?”

Alex winced. “Sorry.”

“Apology accepted.” She took another long swallow. “Understand something, Alex. Baelin is a creature of logic and whim in equal measure. He might like you, but that doesn’t mean you will understand all of his actions. I’ve known him longer than you’ve been alive, and I still don’t understand him. By some measures of morality, he’d even be considered evil.”

“We all would, wouldn’t we?” Alex pointed out.

“True, but him especially. Just keep that in mind. That is not to say you cannot like or confide in him; he’s an incredible ally. But do not become him. You and he already have similar traits. Don’t become an old monster.”

“I’ll, uh, I’ll try.” The young Thameish wizard took another drink.

“Gods, the worst part about this is that—when he’s off-world—there’s no damn way to communicate with the bastard,” Jules growled.

“Really?” Alex raised an eyebrow. “But he communicates with his cabal all the time, I would think.”

“I’m not sure how often he does,” Professor Jules said. “But I do know that the magic required to communicate across the stars is far beyond the capabilities of almost every living wizard. Baelin can manage it, of course, and maybe a few other archwizards in the world, but no one else in Generasi has the sheer power or skill required to manage such a feat.”

“Well, you’d think he’d have some magic item that could do it,” Alex suggested.

“He does.” Professor Jules gave him a look. “And yet we don’t have access to it; why do you think that is?”

Alex made a face. “Because he doesn’t want others examining how it works and potentially figuring out that there are other worlds among the sea of stars.”

“Exactly!” Professor Jules said, her face flushing. “And—when I asked for such a device to communicate with him—do you know what he told me?”

“What?”

She took another long drink. “He told me, and I quote: ‘You are very intelligent, Vernia, and so I do not doubt that you would be able to figure out how such an item is crafted in short order. With the right alchemical techniques and perhaps a summoned entity, you might even be able to forge a similar device yourself. That would give you the ability to contact the stars before you had the power to stand against anything that you might accidentally alert. A Proper Wizard has the power to face foes that they might draw to themselves. And you are not ready for the foes that you might draw to our world.’”

Jules let out a bitter laugh. “The condescending old bastard was right, unfortunately! I am terrible in a fight, and I couldn’t take responsibility for any monsters I drew to us.”

She sighed wearily. “And that is how it is with him, Mr. Roth. Because we are not ready to face the stars, we cannot contact the mighty chancellor.”

“What if something attacks the school, like Ezaliel did?” Alex asked. “Shouldn’t we be able to call him back?”

“The school is protected,” she assured him. “You have no idea the things that Baelin left behind to make sure the school survives. Registrar Hobb is one of them. I tell you, I’m convinced he’s a retired archdevil or something similar. But for expeditions? We’re on our own. Baelin wouldn’t want us to get soft now, would he?”

“No, he would not,” Alex said. “I bet you that—in his own way—he would be proud of what Carey did. She made a tactical decision that saved our lives and destroyed the enemy. When she was cornered, she eliminated her foes. I bet you he might even say she died in glory.”

Professor Jules yawned, leaning back in her chair and putting the empty tumbler on the ground. “You are right, Mr. Roth, which might mean that his absence is a blessing in disguise. I’m likely the better choice to inform Miss London’s parents of her death rather than Baelin.”

“I’m sorry that burden has to fall on you.” Alex drained his glass.

She yawned again, her voice growing weaker, though her words never slurred. “It is my job, Mr. Roth. I will do it because I have to.”

“Well.” Alex leaned back in his chair, staring up at the ceiling. “We have Uldar’s notebook, and that’ll be a good way to avenge her at least. When do you want to start working on i⁠—”

Professor Jules’ breathing had grown quiet and rhythmic.

He looked back at her. The weary alchemist was asleep in her chair, slumped to the side and breathing quietly.

Alex gave her a gentle smile as he quietly made his way to the door. “Rest well, Professor. You’ve earned it… and we have a lot ahead of us.”

Silently, he left the room, shutting the door behind him.


Chapter 15


Claygon’s Path



The massive xyrthak called across the Barrens of Kravernus, its mournful cry striking terror into every creature that heard it.

Roaming through the sun-blasted ground below, muupkaras and gorgers abruptly fled at the sound of its voice and the creature hunting them below.

A dune worm.

The monster swam through the earth, its mouth open, ready to swallow them whole.

Yet the xyrthak was unfazed.

He was king of the sky, after all. What did he have to fear from anything that walked or crawled on the ground in this world?

Soaring past the doomed gorgers and muupkaras, he rode the air currents toward the border of the Barrens. The mana in the air was less potent there, but he would brave it for a chance at his favourite meal.

Humanoids.

The little humanoids from beyond the well-guarded wall were a rare delicacy. It wasn’t often they left the safety of their green land to enter his domain, and he was not so careless as to fly over the wall and into the path of deadly magic wielders guarding it.

He was a patient beast and would always wait for those rare individuals who crossed the wall to hunt in the Barrens.

And then he would show them what a true hunter was.

Today, an opportunity had appeared.

Far below, a small group of humanoid adventurers were moving across the Barrens. They were armed and wore garments to protect against the power of the sun, but neither their weapons nor other protections would save them from his jaws.

With another cry, he swooped toward his prey.

From his great height in the sky, he would have appeared as a mere dot to those poor-sighted humanoids, perhaps a crow or some other scavenger, until it was much too late for them to save themselves.

His mana destroying call would ruin any magic wielders among them. Next would come his force ray, firing from the lance on his skull just before he drove the lance through their cowering forms, letting the vibrating force grind his prey to paste.

Then, at last, he would feast!

His tongue flicked across his fangs, anticipating his meal.

He swooped closer.

And closer.

Mana surged behind him.

He spun with a cry of alarm at finding a four-armed humanoid hovering above him. The creature was sheathed in metal armour from head to toe. It gleamed in the sunlight.

Worrying energies were gathering in the palm of one of its hands.

The xyrthak roared his challenge, beating his wings and launching toward his challenger.

Why did they always underestimate his might, thinking their puny magic could harm him?

One mana-destroying cry, and he⁠—

Suddenly, a gem in the humanoid’s palm flared so brightly, it blinded the hulking xyrthak. A beam of light erupted.

The xyrthak snarled. His scales were tougher than metal or stone! He welcomed every bit of magic this four-armed creature could throw his way; it was useless. He remained patient. In time, he would be feasting.

Patient or not, though, that was the very last thought the xyrthak ever had.

Claygon’s chaos beam struck him full in the chest, breaking flesh and shattering scales. The energies of dungeon core and chaos essence whirled in the gaping wound.

An explosion sparked, turning the sky to every blazing colour of fall.

In an instant, the xyrthak was gone, vaporized, without a single cry.

To the adventurers far below, it appeared as though a second sun had bloomed in the sky. The thunder caused by the explosion would be the xyrthak’s final legacy in the Barrens of Kravernus.
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Claygon watched the explosion bloom and fade away. Though the ground was far below, the force of the blast blew the adventurers from their feet as a shockwave kicked up a cloud of dust that choked the air around them.

The golem watched the explosion as it quickly unfolded and died.

He was still not satisfied.

“It is… slow…” Claygon rumbled, his voice that of a tired old man. “I need to be… faster… to protect Father… but… I cannot…”

The twice-evolved iron golem was strong; he understood that much. His many battles had proved this. He was a little over a year old, and yet he’d fought in more life-and-death struggles than most mortal warriors would experience in a lifetime.

He had fought monsters here in Generasi.

He’d crushed Ravener-spawn in Thameland.

He’d duelled demons in the hells.

And he’d even faced the forces of the hidden church at Uldar’s Rise.

His father had equipped him well. His golem core was strong and provided boundless energy. A miracle of design. His body was crafted for strength, power, and resiliency. He was fast, though not the fastest warrior on the battlefield, but a glancing blow from one of his fists could turn even a bone-charger to red paste.

The war-spear he’d claimed from Zonon-In was an additional weapon in his arsenal. It had the ability to pierce all but the strongest armour and hide, drain the life from most foes, and split demons like ripe fruit.

His fire-gems brought burning death to any enemy that looked to harm his family, and they’d improved since he’d evolved again. Claygon was keen to test his new limits

He, his father and their companions had returned to Generasi just a couple of days ago, and Alex had wasted no time in preparing for what was to come. The golem’s father had been working away in a frenzy in Shale’s Workshop, building as many golems as he could. When he wasn’t in the workshop working on golems, he was busy working on expanding the bakery. He wanted everything in place and settled should the church or Thameish monarchy challenge him.

And starting today?

Claygon would be starting new training sessions in the Barrens.

“The Irtyshenan Empire has some of the biggest landmass of any realm on the planet,” Alex had told Claygon when they first set foot in the Barrens earlier. “And I only have one lead to find someone who lived three hundred years ago and spent their time trying hard not to be found.”

“You will have to cover… a lot of distance…” the golem had said.

“Yeah, more than that.” Alex frowned. “Putting teleportation magic in my staff will let me travel long distances, but I can’t rely on a staff or a spell for teleportation.”

“Why not?” the golem had asked. “Because… it would use… too much mana?”

“That’s part of it.” Alex had raised the aeld staff affectionately. “The staff has a lot of mana, but I want to be able to travel far distances as fast as possible, even if I were to lose it… but just as important is the threat of the First Apostle.”

The expression had darkened on Claygon’s father’s face. “I don’t know if he can manage the interdiction he used to cut off spellcasting outside of Thameland, but—if he can—and he corners me here in Generasi or the Empire, then Hannah’s power is going to be the only weapon I can use against him. And he might already be trying to find a way to counter it.”

His hand had balled into a fist. “I want to train this power until I can cross half the damn empire with a thought. And we also need to test out your new abilities.”

“Why don’t you… practise your teleportation first, Father?” Claygon had suggested. “You can put a flight spell on me… I can do some testing… myself. Then we can do more tests together… later.”

“Good idea! Then we can both be getting stuff done at the same time. I’ll be back.” Alex had cast flight magic on Claygon. “Be careful. I’ll come find you when I’m done.”

Concentrating, the young man had vanished, reappearing in the distance and then disappearing again. His silhouette shrank with each teleportation until Claygon couldn’t see him any longer.

“Training…” Claygon said, looking down at the fire-gem in his right palm. “It helps Father… but training cannot… help me much…”

For all of the golem’s incredible power, he was not like his father.

Alex was a mortal and could expand his mana, strength, and skill by training.

But Claygon was a golem. Training would improve his skills, his reactions, and knowledge, but it could not make him stronger. It could not make his mana flow faster. It could not make his fire-beams, or his explosive new chaos fire-beams strike any quicker.

In many ways—he was static.

“But I guess… I should say that I am also lucky… in many ways,” Claygon said. His iron fist clenched. “I began as simple clay… and then became stone… and now I’m iron. I have grown stronger twice… by my evolutions. Most golems don’t get that.”

And his latest evolution had grown his abilities to even greater heights.

His iron body was far tougher than his stone one. When he was alone a few days ago, he’d tried driving his war-spear into his arm, but the weapon—which at one time had cut his clay body like it was carving flesh—hadn’t left a scratch.

He was stronger now, and could easily pull a dune worm from the earth and throw it hundreds of feet through the air.

His movements were faster, more precise; he’d become nearly as agile as a human.

The magic in his fire-gems conducted even faster, and now he could charge their magic with energies from his golem core, mimicking the explosions from joining dungeon core remains and chaos essence.

He was a devastating golem.

And a beautiful one as well.

“You’ve even more beautiful now.” Selina’s eyes had gone big when she saw his new form. Her face had lit up and she’d rubbed his side affectionately. “You’re wonderful, and that hasn’t changed one bit.”

Her reaction had left Claygon conflicted. He could feel her love and pride in his new form, but her enthusiasm was more muted than it had been when he’d turned from clay to stone.

She hadn’t bounded up to him, all smiles and giggles.

His father’s sister—and Claygon’s co-creator—was changing, just as he was, slowly turning into an adult like Alex and his friends.

As someone who’d evolved twice, he couldn’t help but be happy for her evolution. Still, he did miss parts of those earlier days.

What he didn’t miss was Shale examining him like he was some prized lab specimen.

“This is incredible!” Shale had cried, squinting at him through a pair of magical goggles. “His mana flow’s a tidal wave now! Alex, you have to let me watch some of your field tests with him. You absolutely must!”

At the time, Claygon was very glad his facial expression couldn’t change. He doubted he would’ve been able to look at the golem crafter with any expression but a scowl.

Even though he’d evolved twice, she still looked at him like a tool rather than a sapient creature. It was something he’d gotten used to, but he preferred not to spend more time around her than was necessary, whether she was Father’s business partner and one of his closest allies, or not.

Besides, her treating him like a tool was a painful reminder that he was basically different from his father and his father’s friends.

And that difference had birthed a fear deep inside him.

He remembered the battle at Uldar’s Rise. It was a terrible day. A lot of people he knew had died—even if he didn’t know them well—and he still remembered the terrible force of Uldar’s statues striking his body.

Cracking it.

He could still remember the Third Apostle’s magic boring into him.

Fracturing him.

And he still remembered the might of the First Apostle’s divinely empowered blows hammering his body.

Shattering it.

Even though he’d fought hard, he hadn’t been a match for the evil priest. The First Apostle had been so much faster, and he’d wielded hundreds of years of deadly power and experience against Claygon.

For all of his strength, he might as well have been a small child in the face of the ancient warrior. If Carey hadn’t sacrificed herself and the explosion hadn’t triggered his evolution, there was no doubt he would have been destroyed.

The swarm of statues would have smashed him into gravel, leaving the First Apostle free to kill his father. He would have ‘died,’ disgraced, having failed to do what he’d been initially created for—protecting life.

It would have made a mockery of his entire existence.

“I must get more powerful…” the golem said. “We will face… dangers in the Empire… and danger from the First Apostle again… and from the Ravener itself…”

They would all be fierce opponents.

Without a doubt, his iron body was strong—perhaps stronger than any other golem in the world—but would that be enough? Would training his skill truly be enough to let him face any opponent on any battlefield, and protect his father?

What if he came across an opponent more experienced, faster, or stronger than he was?

“Twice I have evolved in battle… and saved Father…” the golem said. “But… no golem has evolved past iron… I cannot count on evolving anymore… What can I do?”

Claygon paused.

No golem had evolved past iron that he knew of.

But was he like other golems?

No.

His father had built him to be more powerful.

His father had built him to think faster.

His father had built him to be unique.

And if he was unique… then…

“Could I find another evolution? An evolution… completely my own?” Claygon wondered. “Not simply clay, stone, or iron… a different material. Something better… something unique… like me.”

The golem stared up at the sky and knew then what he wanted.

“Yes… another evolution. One of my own… I will find it.”


Chapter 16


Going for Distance and a Memorial Creation



“Ten miles this time,” Alex Roth muttered, lost in thought.

Reaching into the energies of his soul, he called on the power of the Traveller, disappearing from the blazing hot sky, then reappearing miles ahead.

He looked down, using the landmarks he’d set to measure distance.

“Let’s see, that sword-shaped rock is over there… Which means…” His mind did some quick calculations. “Eleven miles. Good stuff. I’m breaking my records. I’ll keep going and try for twelve miles this time.”

Concentrating, Alex focused on his inner energies, keeping track with the Mark of what he’d done right in each one of his hundred jumps through the Barrens of Kravernus. He examined how the energy flowed, how he’d formed an image in his thoughts of his start point and destination—gathering that information and carefully analysing it were key to understanding the magic.

Making some simple adjustments, he got ready again.

“Here we go.” Alex pictured the starting point and destination then vanished, teleporting back across the Barrens, instantly materialising some distance away. He looked for landmarks.

“Okay, so there’s the empty gorger cave… fourteen miles. That’s good. But, not good enough. Not anywhere near good enough.”

Alex and Claygon had been in the Barrens of Kravernus since late morning, testing Alex’s limits with Hannah’s power, while Claygon was elsewhere trying out his new form. On Uldar’s Rise, Alex had pushed Hannah’s power constantly. Fighting Uldar’s covert arm of the church in that battle had meant teleporting almost as often as he took a breath, and that feat had grown his strength with the power, and made teleporting easier, faster, and smoother than before. Now, he was reaping the benefits, turning every bit of hard-earned experience into results; travelling farther distances with each teleportation. It was like training to run a race by practising, building strength, doing sprints, and working on one’s form.

“I’ll have to teleport hundreds of miles at a time to have any hope of making it to the Irtyshenan Empire,” he said to himself. “From Generasi to the closest imperial border is about sixteen hundred miles, so at my present limit, it’d take me a bit under a hundred and fifteen teleportations to get there. Possible, but risky and inefficient.”

He looked down at the Barrens. “Pushing to travel longer distances takes more power. I was nearly at my limit after less than a hundred teleportations at Uldar’s Rise, and I was only moving maybe ten to a hundred feet at a time then. I’ll need time to increase my limits and get used to the increase so I don’t spend all my energies just getting to the empire. Especially if I take anyone else with me.”

Reaching deep inside, Alex examined his energies again. “Maybe I’m doing something wrong. I’ve been picturing where I am in space and where I’m going to teleport to, creating solid images in my mind… but if I think about it, that can’t be exactly how Hannah’s power worked. Not completely.”

He looked up at the sky. “Not if she did half the things she wrote about in her journal.”

Hannah’s power was astounding, granting her the ability to teleport to different worlds, across unimaginable distances with a single thought. In a heartbeat, she could leave her home in Alric and be in this faraway ‘Earth’ that was her birth-planet, or suddenly appear in worlds most mortals couldn’t even imagine.

But—more importantly—to worlds she’d never been to before.

“If she could take herself to places she’d never seen before, that means she did it without building a true image of where she wanted to go,” Alex reasoned. “So what’s the key here? What did she use instead of an image of her destination? If I can figure that out, then I’ll have the answer to teleporting to and across the empire, or anywhere else.”

He sucked his teeth while turning the thought over in his mind. “Anyway, let’s leave that for now. My focus is mostly on distance right now, so let’s see how much more I can squeeze out for the day.”

Alex concentrated, pushing his limits.

But, as he continued practising, reaching for greater distances, he found he wasn’t making as many gains; his inner energies were waning. By the time he decided to take a break, his maximum distance had only increased by a little over fifteen miles.

“Alright, recovery and assessment time. I’ll see where I am, do some reflection, and see if I can find weaknesses to eliminate, or strengths to improve on.”

Alex couldn’t help but feel some bitterness at his situation.

Here he was, having this amazing power that would one day let him travel to anywhere he could think of in less than a breath… and yet he wasn’t free to do so. He couldn’t use it to travel to Tekezash, or Thundar’s home, or to explore other sights across the world. Instead, here he was in the Barrens training to go to one of the coldest realms on earth where he’d have to try and blend in with a people who believed that all outsiders were lesser beings.

“I’ll be real glad when this is over,” Alex said in the Irtyshenan language, practising his pronunciation; he’d been focusing on learning the tongue, hoping to be fluent by the time he went there. He shook his head, centering his thoughts. “I need to keep my focus on the rewards: the Mark of the General. If I can free myself from every restriction I’m under because of the Mark of the Fool, we’ll have a better shot at killing the Ravener and coming out of all of this alive… not to mention getting revenge for what it cost Carey.”

He smiled, briefly thinking of the First Apostle—letting a few of the horrors he had in mind for the man play out—before teleporting across the Barrens and back to Claygon.

His golem wasn’t hard to find; the explosions levelled by his fire-gems were like beacons calling to Alex. They were so powerful, he could hear and see them from miles away. They’d need that level of power for the Ravener, but for the Irtyshenan Empire, a more subtle approach would have to be used. Before he could go there, there were more preparations to take care of; for his trip and more.

Carey’s parents would soon be arriving and there was something he had in mind for them.
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The fire crackled in the hearth, throwing flickering light and shadows across the room.

It was strange to see flame in a fireplace at this time of year, and at this time of day. The sun was high in the sky and the late summer temperatures in Generasi were far from cold. Even stranger was the fact that the fire danced in the hearth of one Alexander Roth, an accomplished young wizard.

With a wave of his staff, he could have easily conjured light.

With the press of a glyph on one of his heat sources, he could have had all the heat he wanted.

Alex had a very good reason for working by firelight though. What he was creating would likely be viewed, not by light from magic and spells, but by light from nature: sunlight, moonlight, or firelight.

And Alex wanted it to shine under those lights.

Concentrating, he directed a horde of Wizard’s Hands to a massive canvas set up in his bedroom. It was broad enough to take up much of the wall, and nearly half his height. Its dimensions would allow for the amount of detail he wanted.

He leaned forward in his chair, tapping a brush against a painter’s palette, blending paint to match the colour of Grimloch’s dorsal fin. Surrounding him were the swarm of Wizard’s Hands, each laying down various shapes on different parts of the canvas, while a single Hand held up the Traveller’s phone.

The image of a smiling group was displayed, taken the day Alex had shared a feast with friends and family, celebrating time together and a successful Games of Roal: the last image of Carey in life in this world.

That was how he wanted to remember her: alive, happy, and among friends.

And he wanted to share that memory with her family.

He’d tried for hours to puzzle out how to get the image from the Traveller’s artefact, but with no luck. He assumed there must have been a way to share images with other people in Hannah’s old world, but try as he might, with the magic available to him, he just couldn’t find it.

So, the only thing left to do was to use the old intensive way, with paint brushes and paint; creating a portrait of vibrant colours that looked true to life under sunlight, moonlight, or candlelight.

He’d considered infusing magic into the painting, making the figures move, or letting them speak, or maybe having the canvas release aromas of the different foods, and the scent of the ocean breezes they’d enjoyed that day.

In the end, he’d decided to keep things simple. The painting would capture everyone in the image in detail, showing them in that authentic moment of joy.

Her family could have a bit of comfort, knowing that Carey had found some happiness before her end.

And he would⁠—

“It looks beautiful,” Theresa’s voice suddenly came from behind him.

The Fool of Thameland startled, letting out a sigh of relief when he realised he hadn’t smudged the brush strokes.

“Theresa, you scared the hells out of me,” he said. “You’re even quieter than you used to be.”

“Sorry.” She blushed. “I didn’t ruin the painting, did I?”

“No,” Alex assured her, resting his brush beside the palette. The swarm of Wizard’s Hands stopped painting. “You didn’t.” He looked over the partly finished portrait. “Do you think they’ll like it?”

Theresa came closer. “I don’t know. If any of my family died, I’d appreciate something like this to remember them by; something that shows them with their friends. Something that shows they were loved and weren’t alone.” She peered at Carey. “The only thing I might want different is for Carey to maybe be more prominent?”

“Yeah, I thought of that,” Alex said, glancing at the image in the artefact. Carey was somewhat off to the side among the sea of friends and family. “But I didn’t want to hand them a lie; they wouldn’t know the difference, but I would. And so would Carey.”

Theresa squinted at the image of their late friend. “Wouldn’t want to hand them a lie?”

“What?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”

She checked the phone. “There’s something’s missing.”

Alex winced, knowing exactly where she was going.

While he wanted the painting to be a true representation, he’d left out a significant detail on purpose:

In the original image, Carey proudly wore the symbol of the Traveller around her neck, her new faith displayed for all to see. Yet—in the portrait Alex was painting—her neck was bare.

“I was going to paint her wearing her necklace,” Alex said. “But Carey’s family are still staunch followers of Uldar. No one’s about to tell them that priests were responsible for kidnapping and causing her death, for obvious reasons. So, they’d be wondering why I painted the symbol of the Saint of Alric around her neck then start asking a bunch of questions they wouldn’t be prepared to hear the answers to, all things considered.”

Theresa groaned. “That feels a bit wrong to me, though. She died holding on to her faith in the Traveller, and her faith in her friends, loved ones, and Thameland. To just erase her chain like that… isn’t that like erasing a part of her?”

“Yeah, but… painting it would just make her family ask a lot of questions; it’d bring them less peace, not more. Besides, Carey wasn’t wearing the necklace when she died. It appeared after she went to the after-world.”

“Isn’t that more reason to add it?” Theresa asked. “In death, she wanted her new faith on display.”

“Well…” Alex muttered, feeling guilty. “I still think it’d just cause her family more stress. Maybe we should just let the symbol be our secret.”

His fiancée shrugged. “It’s your painting, and you knew her better than I did… but, I still think you’re making a mistake.”

“…I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’m just trying my best.”

“I know.” She rested her hand on his shoulder, leaning over and kissing him. “It’s your gift, in the end. Do what you think is best. I’m sure it’ll turn out alright. How much more time do you have to finish it?”

“Around three days, according to Professor Jules,” Alex said. “Carey’s parents arrive then.”

“Have you thought about what you’re going to say to them?” Theresa asked.

“Aside from passing on her words?” Alex shook his head. “I have no idea. I’m not sure any of us really know what we’re going to say.”


Chapter 17


Convergent Development



Grey.

The perfect word for the day.

Summer’s heat was waning.

Autumn rains were coming.

But this day didn’t find Alex preparing for his new classes. He wasn’t in the library or any study area around campus. Nor was he in the city working on his businesses.

He was in the office of his rather unconventional mana manipulation professor. Professor Val’Rok was one of those people who never seemed to change, except today, his scales appeared a lot shinier. His excitable nature was on full display when he flung open his office door and found Alex standing before it.

“Mr. Roth!” he cried enthusiastically, licking his eyes in excitement. “It has been some time since I’ve seen you in my little office, or anywhere else, come to think of it.”

Alex was more than a little startled by his enthusiasm. “Erm, hello, Professor. I’m surprised you’re so glad to see me.”

“Of course I am, come on in, my boy!” Val’Rok beckoned him into the office.

A fire blazed in his hearth, filling the room with flickering light and a pleasant warmth on the late summer day.

Dozens of devices lined the space—big, small, and in-between—each designed for one purpose, training young wizards in mana manipulation. No two were alike. Rows of glass tubes, brass spiders, silver hands, dried simian paws, and ropes knotted so intricately that they mystified the eye.

On this visit, Val’Rok had no students in his office to gleefully terrorise, so Alex found himself alone with the lizardfolk wizard.

Well, almost alone.

“Ah, Professor, what’s that?” Alex pointed to the instructor’s desk.

Upon it sat a large bowl filled with worms, beetles, wingless flies, and more. Most of the insects were still, though some were still twitching, while others were actively trying to escape the container.

“Insect salad.” Val’Rok beamed, slapping his belly. “I’ve been trying to watch my paunch so I decided to do a little meal prepping on the weekends. Helps me build more discipline!”

His tongue suddenly lashed out, striking a large beetle that had nearly made it across the rim of the bowl and dragging it into his mouth. Alex winced at the wet crunching sounds coming from between Val’Rok’s teeth.

The lizardfolk wizard made a face. “Yech, I’ve got to tell you, Alex, I miss sauces already. A little jelly or aioli sauce makes the whole thing wake up. Oh, and some butter? Mmm—No, no!” Val’Rok shouted, chiding himself. “It’s a mind transformation, not a body transformation, you greedy old reptile! Calm yourself! This is your new life!”

“I-is this a bad time, Professor?” Alex took a step back toward the door.

“What? No, no! Couldn’t be better. It’ll be nice to chat with another mana manipulation prodigy while I have my lunch. Sit, sit. Have you eaten?”

“Yes!” Alex said, putting more emphasis on the word than he’d meant to. He took a seat in a comfortable-looking chair in front of Val’Rok’s desk.

“Ah, well that’s a pity. So, tell me, what can I do for you today? Are you looking for another mana regeneration technique? Remember, I’ve already warned you about jumping ahead too quickly before you truly master your foundation. You wouldn’t want to get messed up, would you?”

“I’m not actually looking for a mana regeneration technique right now—though I’ll definitely come for a more advanced one when I’m ready—I’m more looking for… how can I put this… general mana manipulation knowledge?”

“Oh? You could just go to the library for general knowledge,” Val’Rok’s tongue whipped out, striking a glow worm and pulling it into his mouth. “Mm, now that’s better. Nice and juicy! You don’t mind if I keep eating, right?”

“Oh, not at all, you’re not bothering me,” Alex lied. “Okay, so general knowledge isn’t right. Not exactly. I’m more looking for an expert’s opinion on a certain text that I found.”

“Oh?” The older wizard cocked his head.

“Yeah, I came across this really old one.” Alex chose his words carefully. “But a lot of the mana manipulation notations seemed odd to me. I couldn’t make much of them out, so I thought I’d come to you.”

Alex pulled out a carefully copied—and very incomplete—duplicate of Uldar’s notes, passing them to the mana manipulation professor. “I was wondering if you could figure this out.”

“Hmmmm.” The lizardfolk’s large reptilian eyes narrowed while his pupils expanded. “Well, let’s hope I don’t disappoint you. Sometimes the mana manipulation techniques one finds in old tomes—in dubious bazaars, for example—often amount to nothing. Either they’re fake, or simply dead end research sold in some wizard’s estate sale. As for this… I…”

His words trailed off.

His eyes began darting across the page.

Alex gripped the armrests of his chair.

He’d come to Professor Val’Rok hoping to get some answers from the wizard since he was an expert in mana manipulation with a mountain of experience and knowledge to draw from. Professor Jules had made detailed copies of Uldar’s notes for Alex, Watcher Hill, and the Heroes, though the Heroes’ copy was kept at the Research Castle.

“It wouldn’t do to have the priests find this in your camp,” Jules had said. “Or the fae, for that matter. We should assume this secret church and Aenflynn’s spies are everywhere, so I’ll be taking measures to make sure the Castle is warded against any intrusions, but we still have to assume that any information you take to your war-camp will be compromised.”

She had looked at Alex. “I am trusting you with a copy, Mr. Roth, but be careful with it. I hope that the church and Aenflynn’s agents can’t spy on us here in Generasi, but one never knows. Other than that, make sure any steps you take aren’t discovered, and do what you can to help solve this puzzle.”

And so, Alex had come to Val’Rok, hoping the professor could shed some light on their mystery.

“Huh,” Val’Rok mused. “Where… did you get this?”

“A ruin in Thameland,” Alex said, his words carefully chosen again. “But that’s not exactly for public knowledge.”

“Understood, understood. This will stay between us, but…” Val’Rok whistled. “You have found something very interesting. This could be an incredible artefact.”

Alex leaned forward. “Is there some new technique in there? Something that could advance mana manipulation?”

“Hmmmm, possibly,” Val’Rok said. “I won’t know for sure until I run a few experiments… but I think you might have found an example of Convergent Development.”

“What’s that?” Alex said excitedly.

“Ah, they didn’t teach you that in magic lore, ye—Oh right, you’re not even in your third year yet. Well, you’ll learn about it soon enough, but here’s a little preview in the meantime.” Val’Rok flipped through the papers, an absent note in his voice.

“When one studies history, especially the history of technological or magical development,” he began, “it can be tempting to see it as a linear pattern of discovery that eventually culminates in modern knowledge. Millennia ago, mortals used sticks and stones to hunt beasts for meat. Then one day, someone develops bronze, which spreads, and soon, everyone is using bronze. We had no boats, then one day someone invents a boat, the knowledge spreads, then everyone has boats.”

He looked at Alex. “We have no mana manipulation techniques until someone invents them, then we have mana manipulation techniques. Your textbooks are filled with that way of viewing knowledge. They all start with: this particular dead wizard discovered this particular technique, and here’s how their discoveries—blah, blah, blah.”

“Huh, they do word things that way, don’t they?” Alex mused.

“And for good reason,” Professor Val’Rok said. “Listen, the act of crediting researchers, scholars, or even artists is relatively new. In the past, no one credited inventors. We have no idea who discovered the original first-tier spell, who invented the wheel, or the first water pump. None. People did things to make their own lives easier, then others would copy them and that would be that. Now, we try to credit discoverers. There is, however, a problem with this.”

Val’Rok put the notes down. “It creates a false perception of history. That’s why historiography—which is the study of historical accounts—is so important. Did you ever hear of King Ivanuil in your studies?”

“Yeah, he was an ancient Irtyshenan king,” Alex said. “He was credited with being a grand sponsor of one of the first teams of court alchemists in history, and he pretty much popularised that practice among a lot more monarchs.”

Val’Rok chuckled. “And that’s what your modern textbook says.”

“And what did they say before that?” Alex raised his eyebrows.

“Three centuries ago, the textbooks reported that King Ivaniul was an incredibly monstrous tyrant who kept a slave chamber of sorceresses and sorcerers, all of whom he had his way with, and who were made to work on alchemy for him and his glory until the day they dropped dead.”

“Oh… oh!” Alex clued in. “I take it that the old textbooks used a false source, while the new ones are written using more reliable sources?”

“Exactly!” Val’Rok exclaimed. “The original accounts came from a trusted historian of the time, but!” The lizardfolk raised a clawed finger. “That ‘trusted’ historian was paid by one of King Ivanuil’s political adversaries—in what’s now the core of the empire—to make up an account that would historically embarrass the king. When this political opponent overthrew Ivanuil, this account was spread, which made it into older textbooks.”

“Right, right…” Alex said. “And then another source was found?”

“Yes, there was an archeological discovery made two centuries ago—memoirs from several of the surviving alchemists of Ivanuil’s court—which painted him as a kind and ambitious sponsor. Of course, more investigations were launched, including confirmations made through several long-lived individuals who’d been present at court at the time. And lo and behold! Something that—we hope—is closer to the truth came out. So you see, history as we know it isn’t a linear series of discovery and other events: it’s the chronicle of winners.”

He picked up a wingless fly from the dish. “If this fly could speak, what would it say about us? I imagine that to this lovely little morsel, I would be the cruel monster consuming it and all of its friends in sheer gluttony, while it was just a poor innocent creature. To me, it’s a mild pest and moderately bland source of food, and I’m simply a hungry professor.”

With a crunch, Val’Rok bit down on the fly, swallowing it. “And now?” He tapped his belly. “Now I’m the only one who gets to tell the story! And forevermore, the fly is a mild pest and I am simply a hungry professor.”

Alex thought about all the historical accounts of Thameland that the church had provided, and the number of omissions he’d become aware of. Having that context in mind, Val’Rok’s points made too much sense to the young wizard. “So what’s this have to do with those notes?”

“Well, the thing about discovery is that it’s not linear. It appears so when looking back, but it’s not. Take boats for instance. It’s likely that boats weren’t invented by one person and then spread. It’s more likely that boats were invented all across the world—completely separately—by different cultures. Someone from every civilization near water probably looked at the sea at some point and said, ‘Huh, how do I cross that?’”

“So different people tried to solve the same problem and came up with similar answers, but only the most popular answers got recorded in textbooks?”

“Precisely!” Val’Rok clapped. “For simplicity’s sake, you see, that’s not really taught in first or second year, and only touched upon in fourth year. Students need to learn the foundations of modern wizardry before they begin exploring similar, often half-finished methods that were condemned to the graveyard of history.”

“And those mana manipulation techniques…” Alex squinted at the notes. “You think they’re similar to some of our modern techniques, but approach problems slightly differently?”

“Exactly,” Professor Val’Rok said. “At least that’s my theory from just a cursory examination. Most of the symbols in this method seem to have been invented by the alchemist who crafted it, so I can’t be one hundred percent certain. That’s what it looks like to me, at any rate. The problem with techniques like these is that they use a slightly different methodology to accomplish similar goals, but modern alchemy is built on the methods that we already know well. Therefore, most advanced mana manipulation techniques would be largely incompatible with an old, dead-end theory such as this.”

Alex’s heartbeat suddenly sounded like a drum beating in his ears.

Kelda.

“Professor… what would happen if someone tried to, I don’t know, recreate a magical artefact. But they only had access to our modern alchemical techniques, while the magical artefact was created by an old convergently developed technique like in those notes?”

Val’Rok’s face turned grim. “If there are enough incompatibilities between the two? The results could be catastrophic. Quite catastrophic.”

Alex suddenly had a disturbing idea that could explain why Kelda’s soul was obliterated when she’d tried to change her Mark.


Chapter 18


The Slap



Convergent development.

A phenomenon where two different individuals or groups craft a similar—but different—solution to try to solve the same problem.

Two cultures who live near large bodies of water might produce slightly different designs for boats.

On the surface, the vessels could appear similar—both would be made of wood, concave in shape, and able to float—but the differences were very important.

A boat developed by folk from a riverside village might have a flat bottom so it could be easily poled through shallow waters near river banks. A society living near the sea would need larger boats with deep hulls and keels to let them move through the ocean waves. On one level, they would both be boats, but they were developed using slightly different principles for the same purpose, while serving similar, yet different needs.

The deep-hulled boat would run aground if placed in a shallow river, while a flat-bottomed boat would quickly capsize on a wave-racked sea. And, adding to their designs wouldn’t solve those issues. Putting sails on a flat-bottomed vessel could never make it any less likely to capsize.

‘In a way, Kelda probably tried to add sails to a flat-bottomed boat,’ he thought. ‘Uldar made the Marks, and any methods of alchemy or divinity he used were his own invention. Kelda didn’t have access to his notes, so whatever plans she came up with to fix her Mark would’ve been based on modern techniques, which would be different from Uldar’s. It seems that she tried to add sails to a flat-bottomed boat then take it out to sea.’

His heart stung. If he was right, then Kelda destroyed her soul without understanding that she was missing something crucial. Whatever method she could have ever come up with would never have worked without Uldar’s original notes. Every bit of magical knowledge she’d have access to would have been incompatible.

Despite trying her best, she never stood a chance.

Alex looked back on his life, thinking how fortunate he’d been in many ways.

Sure, there’d been lots of times he’d considered himself the unluckiest man in Thameland; his parents had died without warning, and he’d been working for one of the nastiest men in all of Alric. And as soon as the opportunity he’d been wanting for most of his life had come along—an opportunity that meant freedom and the chance to immerse himself in a world of magic—he’d been Marked as Uldar’s Fool.

Back then, it felt like bad luck was shadowing his every footstep.

Yet, in other ways? His good fortune had been remarkable.

If he hadn’t run into Cedric in Coille forest, he most likely would have reached the coast, been immediately grabbed, and be rotting away in some Ravener-spawn nest somewhere in the Thameish countryside. If Cedric hadn’t left the priests behind and headed out on his own and cleared the Cave of the Traveller of silence-spider soldiers, then he, Theresa, Selina, and Brutus wouldn’t have been able to use it.

The hive-queen’s attack had seemed like terrible luck at the time, but if they hadn’t come across her, then he would have never discovered the secret of the dungeon cores.

When Carey was kidnapped by those priests, he couldn’t have imagined anything positive coming from such evil actions, yet, it was because of them that they found the hidden arm of the church, Uldar’s Rise, the sanctum of the dead god, and Carey found her way to Hannah.

And without that?

He wouldn’t have known about the Mark of the General.

They would never have known about Uldar’s notes.

And without those, he wouldn’t have any hope of transforming his Mark.

“Do you think you could figure out how the mana manipulation technique works, Professor?” Alex asked. “Well enough for me to practise it, I mean.”

“Whatever for?” Val’Rok said. “It’ll be worth recreating for the historical value, but the likelihood of it advancing the art of mana manipulation is low, Alex. The best place for these documents are in someone’s collection, a specialty museum, or the school library.”

“You’re right, you’re right, but you never know what you might learn from a different perspective,” Alex pointed out.

“You might be right, but remember, judging from the notations on these pages about the technique, it’s probably millennia old. There’s thousands of years of mana manipulation development that would be incompatible with this, and even if you did gain some new insights, the likelihood of them improving your mana regeneration is low. You’d be better off leaving studying these old techniques to old men like me, you should be working on new techniques that you can actually get something out of. At your skill level, I’d suggest⁠—”

“Professor,” Alex interrupted him, thinking quickly. “It’s a Thameish technique from what’s probably a lost branch of alchemy. Learning how some long dead countryman of mine manipulated mana would be fascinating. Besides, if we discover any more knowledge from similar ruins, then we’ll be able to better understand their value.”

Val’Rok thumbed his chin in thought. “Hmmmm, I suppose that could be a good use of your time. Just make sure you keep on your current academic path; we don’t want you turning into the archaeologist of wizardry now! Trust me, there’s no funding in it.”

Alex was about to reply when the sound of a heart-rending scream tore through Val-Rok’s door, sounding like they were coming from downstairs.

Alarmed, both wizards rushed to the door. The professor flung it open and they raced down the steps to the hallway below. Most of the office doors on the lower floor were open. Professors and graduate students alike were peeking through their doorways.

All eyes were looking down the corridor at a closed door where a woman’s anguished cries and a man’s deep voice alternated between sobbing and enraged yelling from behind it.

“Oh no, oh no, no, no,” Professor Val’Rok moaned when he understood which door the sounds were coming from. “So it was today, then.”

“What?” Alex glanced at him. “That’s Professor Jules’ office.”

“Yes,” Val’Rok said grimly. “Today’s the day she was to inform Miss London’s parents of her death.”

The younger wizard gasped. “I thought they weren’t supposed to be here for another day or two.”

“Vernia arranged for a teleporter to fetch them the rest of the way. Storms are forecasted over the Prinean for the next week, and their ship would have been delayed. She thought it would be cruel to leave the poor things in the dark about their child even longer.”

Alex shuddered. “Well, she’s suffering for it.”

Now the woman—Carey’s mother, Alex assumed—had joined the man in his outrage.

“What manner of school is this?” she demanded. “We were told you kept your students safe!”

“We took every precaution—” Professor Jules began.

“Every precaution?” Carey’s father roared. “Our daughter is dead, and you dare speak to us of precautions? Thameland was evacuated for a reason. What was Carey doing in a warzone?”

“Did she not tell you that she’d joined the Thameish expedition?” Professor Jules asked.

“Of course she told us!” Carey’s mother screamed. “Don’t besmirch our daughter’s name by implying she would keep such an important matter a secret from us!”

“We did not approve, but we thought that a school—a ‘school’—as reputable as yours would keep your students alive!”

“I knew we shouldn’t have sent her here!” her mother wailed. “Uldar is punishing us! Forgive us, father of Thameland, we tried ever so hard!”

Heat burned in Alex’s chest. Uldar was dead, and even if he was alive, it was not his place to forgive anyone. He was the one responsible for Carey’s death, him and his followers.

All he wanted to do was walk into Jules’ office and tell them the truth… but he couldn’t.

Not yet.

Depending on what the future held, maybe not ever.

And that stung.

“Do not bring Uldar into this!” her father railed at his wife. “This is because of this school’s negligence that⁠—”

“We should have kept her home. This is your fault!” Carey’s mother cried.

“What, Gloria, what are you⁠—”

“Matthias, simply because she had mana did not necessitate her becoming a wizard! She could have stayed home and learned Wrexiff’s political landscape. She might have been a mayor or⁠—”

“Gloria, do not let tragedy turn you from the light of Uldar and the warmth of family,” Matthias said, his voice softening. “Uldar tests us and our faith, and this is the sort of deviltry that would break lesser followers of his grace! We must stand firm. This is not our fault or Uldar’s. This is the fault of this damnable school! I wish to speak to the chancellor, Professor Jules! I wish to speak to him at once!”

Silence followed.

“He’s away, at the moment,” she said quietly. “The school will be having a public funeral for Miss London and the other members of the Thameish expedition who lost their lives in that attack. We will⁠—”

“He’s away?” Carey’s mother cried. “Our daughter was in danger—among Ravener-spawn—and he was away?”

“Bring him here!” Matthias shouted. “I shall not stand to have him hiding away after our daughter’s death! He must take responsibility!”

“I can’t contact him,” Professor Jules said. “I’m… I’m sure the chancellor would be distraught if he were here, and he would phrase this better than I. But… I’m sorry. I’m sorry this has happened to you. Miss London was well-loved at the school and she will be dearly missed by all of us. I can’t begin to understand the pain that you must be⁠—”

“That is right! You do not understand,” Gloria’s voice was like ice. “Uldar, give me strength. We will be having a funeral for our daughter at home. There is no need for yours.”

“Please, Mrs. London,” Professor Jules said quickly. A chair scraped in her office. “All of us at the university, including her friends, wish to say goodbye. Will you not allow them to say goodbye?”

Another pause.

“Gloria… we should let them have something. The administration in this school obviously all need sacking, but the students are not to blame. Let’s let her friends say farewell to her. I am sure that is what she would have wanted.”

“O-oh… oh… oh!” suddenly Gloria cried. “Have you identified her properly?”

“Pardon?” Professor Jules said, her voice dropping.

“Oh no, not this,” Val’Rok groaned under his breath.

“Wha—” Alex started, but Gloria’s voice continued.

“Where is her body! Could it be possible that our baby was misidentified? We must see her body at once! It might not be her!” the woman’s voice pleaded.

“Oh, by the Traveller,” Alex swore softly.

“I am afraid… that her body was in no state for recovery,” Professor Jules said, reluctance chilling her voice. “The nature of… her death made it impossible.”

Alex winced.

“What are you saying?” Carey’s mother demanded.

More silence.

There came the abrupt sound of a clap.

Professor Jules gasped.

Alex was already moving toward the door when Professor Val’Rok grabbed his shoulder. “Don’t,” he warned. “You’ll only make things worse.”

Part of him wanted to pull away, but another part knew he was right.

He would only make things worse if he rushed in there.

Gloria was wailing again.

“I apologise for my wife. She should not have struck you,” Matthias said coldly. “Our way is to let Uldar punish those who wrong us. And he will, madam. He will. And you can assure your chancellor that this is not finished.”

Chairs scraped along the floor.

Everyone in the hallway scattered, quietly closing their office doors behind them. Alex and Val’Rok rushed back upstairs, peeking down from the landing. Soon, Professor Jules’ door opened and two pairs of footsteps echoed through the hall.

A man sniffled.

A woman sobbed like her heart was breaking.

Their steps receded, heading from the hallway and down a flight of stairs.

Soon, the sound of footsteps was gone.

Alex and Val’Rok looked at each other, then quietly made their way from the landing and into the corridor leading to Professor Jules’ office.

The door was still open, and they found her sitting at her desk, staring at nothing. A red mark marred her cheek.

She hardly glanced at them when they entered the doorway. “I deserved that,” she said. “I did.”

“I don’t—” Val’Rok started.

“Don’t. I know you want to comfort me, but that is not what I need. It would only make me feel worse.”

“What do you need?” Alex asked.

She looked at them, tears shining in her eyes. “Right now, I would hate to be alone. Absolutely hate to be alone. I have to finish planning Miss London’s memorial service and… oh, I could dearly use friends right now.”

And so Alex and Val’Rok entered the alchemy professor’s office and kept her company for a time.

It was only when Professor Jules’ tears dried that he found out when Carey’s funeral was to be.

And it was to fall on a strangely auspicious day.


Chapter 19


The Temple of Death



“Happy belated birthday, honey,” Alex said.

The twenty-year-old huntress stopped untangling her hair in front of the mirror on her dressing table, pausing part way through a section of her black locks. Her clothing was of the deepest ebony, and to Alex, tangled hair or not, she was beautiful.

Theresa turned, looking confused until she suddenly raised her eyebrows.

“Oh, by the Traveller, you’re right!” she gasped. “I am twenty. My birthday passed and I didn’t even notice.”

“Yeah, no wonder.” Alex handed her a velvet box. “…It was the day before we found Uldar’s Rise.”

“We had a lot on our minds then,” she said quietly, opening the box.

Inside, gleaming on a strip of black silk fabric, was a pendant fashioned of silver and platinum, with the design of a shield in the centre.

“It’s a protective amulet that should go well with the ring Elder Bloddeuwedd gave us. It’ll cover your chain shirt with greater force armour, conjure a forceshield, and create gusts of wind that’ll deflect projectiles. It, uh, also looks nice.”

Theresa beamed. “Thank you, Alex, thank you so much!” She jumped up and wrapped her arms around him, pressing her lips to his. “My turn.”

She went to her closet, taking a long bundle from inside, and with a contented smile, handed it to him.

“Happy birthday,” she said softly.

The now twenty-year-old wizard unwrapped his gift, finding a scabbard of scarlet leather, inlaid with gold.

“It’s beautiful!” he gasped, though he looked puzzled.

“I know what you’re thinking: why a scabbard?” Theresa folded her hands over his. “Well, I think you’re going to solve the Mark one day, and when you do, you’ll want to carry a sword as a backup weapon; trust me, they’re handy. I’ll teach you how to use one when the time comes.”

“That’s a great idea, but why a scabbard instead of a swor—Oh!” He examined it closely. “Is this meant to fit Hannah’s sword?”

“It sure is.” She grinned. “It’s magical and I think she’d want you to have something to hold her sword in.”

“This is awesome, Theresa! You’re awesome!” He hugged her, lifting her off the floor. “I’m going to look so cool with this…” Alex sighed, smiling.

Only for his smile to soon fade.

“I feel kinda guilty laughing and enjoying myself when today is… well…” He paused.

“Carey’s and the others’ memorial service,” Theresa finished. “You’re allowed to smile and laugh on your birthday, Alex. Even if… something sad is on the same day.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I suppose…”

It seemed as if pure rotten luck had conspired to make the two events fall on the same day, but that’s the way it was: Carey’s service was to be held on the day Alex Roth was born some twenty years ago.

On the second-year anniversary of him being Marked as the Fool.

He didn’t know exactly how to feel about that. Conflicted was probably the best word for it, a mixture of melancholy, sadness, happiness, and hope.

It was always going to be a memorable day that would stay with him forever.

He looked down at his clothing—all black, trimmed simply. His long hair was tied back, and the symbol of the Traveller hanging from a silver chain around his neck would give him a stronger tie to his fallen friend.

In the end, he wished he could have told her the truth about himself while she still lived.

But that wasn’t meant to be.

“Is the painting ready?” Theresa asked.

“It sure is,” he said. “I’ll leave it here, and if Carey’s parents show up, I’ll teleport back and bring it to them. If they don’t, then I might try to find them later.”

“Are you nervous?”

“Yes,” he said flatly.

“Do you feel guilty?”

“Yes.”

“Me too… but, it’s not our fault, what happened,” Theresa said, though her tone said otherwise, like she didn’t quite believe her own words.

“I know… it still feels like it is, though,” Alex said. “Come on, let’s get Selina and Claygon. Do you think Brutus will be alright here?”

“He’ll be fine,” she said. “We can pick him up later.”

“Sounds good.” He took a deep breath, looking at himself in the mirror. “Let’s get going.”
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Alex, Theresa, Selina, and Claygon teleported, appearing at the entry to a temple—dedicated to the concepts of death and the after-world—stretching high above the city centre. It was an enormous black and white stone structure, accented with gargoyles representing spirits of death from a number of planes, and crowned with massive domes.

Soft music drifted from inside; organ, flute, zither, and drum, welcoming them through doors that were wide open to the public. A plain black rug led past the double doors to a vast room lit by flickering torches and forceballs.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get to know Carey better,” Selina said softly as they entered the building.

“I wish I had too…” Claygon said, his voice quiet. “I really do.”

Alex and Theresa simply exchanged glances, each taking one of Selina’s hands, and hand in hand, they made their way deeper into the temple.

A soaring chamber greeted them, looking like any number of church halls back in Alric. Row after row of metal benches were placed horizontally throughout the space, each bench framed by braziers burning sweet-smelling herbs.

The room was mostly empty. A few family members of the fallen sat up front, and towering high above them was a stone obelisk etched with the names of those who had died on Uldar’s Rise.

Framing the obelisk were lines of coffins carved from dark wood. Carey’s empty one sat in the centre, and standing beside it were two familiar faces.

Watcher Hill and Professor Jules were talking quietly when they spotted Alex and his family.

The smaller woman waved at them, inviting them to join her and the Watcher.

“Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules called. “Miss Roth, Ms. Lu, Claygon. I am so glad you were able to be here.”

“We wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” Theresa said.

“I know, but I still feel I should voice my appreciation.” Professor Jules took Alex’s hand. “Happy birthday, Mr. Roth. Again, I’m sorry that the dates happened to fall so⁠—”

Alex held up a hand. “I’ll have more birthdays. We’ll only have one public service for Carey and everyone else we lost. I’d be pretty selfish if I stood here complaining.”

She gave him a weak smile. “You really are a good man. Now, you and your family go and pay your respects then find a seat. We’ll want to get ourselves oriented before everyone else arrives.”

“Got it,” Alex said. “Good luck, Professor, and if either of you need me for anything, just ask.”

“Thank you, Mr. Roth.”

Alex looked down at Carey’s coffin and gently laid his hand on it. “Until we meet again, Carey.”

Theresa placed a hand beside his. “Until we meet again.”

Claygon and Selina rested their hands on either side of Alex’s and Theresa’s. “Until we meet again.”

With those final words, they went to the side of the temple, taking seats on a bench near the front of the room. The golem stood beside them, hands clasped solemnly behind his back in the same way Baelin would have.

Selina nestled into the arm of the bench, reaching up to touch Claygon’s arm. Alex and Theresa leaned into each other.

Everyone was quiet for a time.

Alex felt a lump in his throat.

The hall, the music, the memories… all hammered home the finality of the moment; Carey was dead. She might return to the world one day… in another form.

But, Carey London, the flesh and blood human being, would forevermore be gone.

And every reminder of that truth filled Alex with grief, guilt, and a terrible anger.

He wanted the Mark of the Fool ripped from his shoulder so he could hammer his fist clean through the First Apostle’s filthy face.

“Alex, look,” Theresa suddenly said, surprise and alarm in her voice.

“What? Is it Carey’s paren—oh…” His voice trailed off.

A line of mourners were filing into the temple. One of them had bright red hair, making him stand out from the rest.

It wasn’t Tyris Goldtooth who’d arrived to mourn her friend.

No, it was someone Alex had thought he’d either never see again, or maybe only in passing.

“Derek?” he whispered.

Derek Warren—who had befriended Carey shortly after she’d joined Campus for Uldar—looked surprisingly good. His face looked healthier than the last time Alex laid eyes on him, though he still had that ‘too-tired’ look of a student who spent much of their time desperately scrambling to keep up with their studies.

He glanced around, looking nervous—awkward, like he didn’t belong—then said something to a student beside him. The red-haired man was with some of Carey’s friends from Campus for Uldar… seeing them left a bitter taste in Alex’s mouth.

When Carey’s doubts surfaced and she began questioning her faith in Uldar, those supposed friends distanced themselves from her. She was left alone, with no one to talk to while she went through the greatest spiritual crisis of her life. Now, here they were, ready to weep, mourn, and wring their hands in front of her coffin.

Something about that set Alex’s teeth on edge and he wished he could grab the lot of them, teleport them to Uldar’s sanctum, and drop them inches from his throne. If seeing his corpse didn’t shake them, nothing would.

He smiled, and without a word, began turning toward the front of the temple when Derek caught his eye.

The Rhinean noble winced, then began walking to the front of the temple alongside his companions.

When he reached Alex’s row, he stopped, looking like he wanted to crawl out of his skin.

“Roth…” he said quietly.

Alex looked at him evenly. “Derek.”

“Uhm… was she… was Carey happy before the end?” the noble asked. “When I last saw her, she seemed so troubled. Is that… that isn’t the way she died, is it?”

Alex wanted to scream at him. This fair-weather friend who had—for all intents and purposes—abandoned Carey when she needed friends the most.

He bit back his anger, stopping himself from making a scene.

He didn’t know how he felt about Derek showing up after Carey was gone, but it wasn’t his memorial service, nor that of any of his family members. If a scene was to be made, it wasn’t up to him to make it.

Still, the malicious part of him was tempted to just lie and feed the guilt that Derek seemed to be struggling with.

Though he knew better than to do something that petty.

When he’d first met Derek Warren, he seemed like the perfect villain, a man who had nearly ruined Isolde’s academic life, and was always on the lookout for ways to slip through school with the least amount of effort.

After two years of life and death battles, facing demons, and losing people to them, cultists, monsters, deadly divine mysteries, and even finding the corpse of his former god… Derek just seemed so insignificant right now.

Alex knew he would never like the man, but would he lie about Carey just to punish him?

No.

No, he would not.

“She died doing exactly what she wanted to do,” Alex said simply. “She died for Thameland. She died for her friends. She died for her family. And it was by her own choice and will. That’s better than most can say. And I think… she had peace, in the end.”

“I… I see,” Derek said, looking at the floor. “My father and mother would say she died well, then. I—” He bit back his words, probably thinking they’d be better left unsaid. “Never mind. Take care of yourself, Roth. And thanks for answering me.”

With that, he turned, squared his shoulders, and walked toward Carey’s coffin.

Derek and Professor Jules looked at each other for a long moment, then he bowed his head to her.

She nodded.

And he moved on to pay his respects to Carey, seemingly at peace.

As Professor Jules looked away from him, her eyes went to the back of the chamber then widened, her expression abruptly changing, adopting a look of grim resolve.

Alex didn’t have to look behind him to know: Carey’s parents had arrived.


Chapter 20


Five Birthdays and a Funeral



Carey’s parents were—from all appearances—just an average middle-aged couple walking into the temple, and most in attendance reacted to them as such. There was no grand fanfare, no announcements, no one jumped to their feet, or bowed.

Yet, those who knew them by sight paused when they entered.

Professor Jules and Watcher Hill stared for a moment, subtly whispering to each other. The professor’s face showed resolve, and tension, much like a first-year student taking their very first exam.

Alex’s family took note of them when he told them who they were.

Soon, even those who’d never seen them before were turning around, wondering who they were until their eyes fell on Carey’s mother. Carey had been the image of her mother; blonde-haired, petite, and chubby-cheeked with a touch of her father’s features thrown in for good measure; his blue eyes, button nose, and soft chin.

She was stamped with their likenesses, and their features told everyone who the couple that just entered the temple were.

Some mourners nodded to them, acknowledging them quietly as they were led toward the front of the temple by an usher. Others, like members of Campus for Uldar, scurried from their seats, intercepting them.

“You must be Mr. and Mrs. London. I’m so sorry for—” one started.

“I was great friends with Carey, right until the end—” said another.

“I am so sorry for what happened to her. She was truly the best of⁠—”

The grieving mother and father were assaulted by a storm of condolences, some genuine, and others—Alex had the suspicion—not so much.

He had seen such nonsense before, at other memorial services, and even his own parents’ funeral. People who hardly knew, or rarely had anything to do with the deceased, would suddenly appear, pushing themselves to the forefront, proclaiming how close they had been to one another. Then the weeping and wailing would start, and soon, all attention would turn to them while the actual bereaved were left comforting them.

“I must have cried every night since I learned of Carey’s death,” sobbed one of Carey’s former friends who Alex had probably seen all of two times. “I think I might have had feelings for⁠—”

“Whenever I go out, I miss having Carey beside me. Every day, I look out across the sea and imagine she’s still here—” a young woman exclaimed, her voice rising.

“Attention-seeking snakes,” Theresa growled under her breath.

“What?” Selina said, her voice a whisper. “How are they snakes?”

The huntress shook her head. “I’ve never seen those people before. They remind me of some of the ones at your parents’ funeral.”

Selina looked at her sharply. “What do you mean?”

Theresa’s face hardened. “There was this man who showed up, screaming and crying about how much he missed your mother and father. Father asked him to leave twice, but he wouldn’t go until the priest strongly told him to.”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “I remember that. But I didn’t know why your father was so mad until later.”

“Why was Mr. Lu mad?” Selina asked.

Now Claygon was leaning in.

The Thameish wizard snorted. “Apparently, the man and Dad hated each other. They were both soft on Mum when they were school boys, and the guy wouldn’t stop coming onto her, even after Mum and Dad got married. He even tried to ambush Dad with some of his mates one night, and if Mr. Lu hadn’t been there, it would’ve been bad.”

“That’s why Father found him after the funeral and laid him out with a smile on his face.” Theresa smiled with satisfaction. “He was making a terrible time even worse, all for a bit of attention.”

“That’s disgusting.” Selina’s voice was flat. “And you think those people are like that?” She nodded toward the small crowd surrounding Carey’s parents.

Alex’s frown deepened. “At Mom and Dad’s funeral, a bunch of people surrounded me just like that. It felt strange and real uncomfortable when they started talking about how broken up they were by what happened. The problem was, Mum and Dad had never mentioned them before, and I had no idea who most of them were. Then, when I got older—and needed a job—I didn’t see any of them coming around to help me.”

He glared at the crowd gathering around Carey’s parents. “Funny how that works, isn’t it?”

Alex had a good mind to get up and break through the circle; those poor people didn’t need a bunch of fawning hypocrites drowning them in horse dung right now. He could go over, simply offer her parents his condolences for now, then let the usher show them to their seats, and talk to them later⁠—

“Oi, why don’ you lot leave ’em alone?” a familiar voice rumbled from the doorway.

The fawners gasped, looking toward the commanding voice.

Silence followed.

Alex’s head turned, followed by Claygon’s, Theresa’s, then Selina’s, who gasped.

There—standing in a row—were four very familiar figures, beside a bunch more very familiar ones.

A small crowd stood at the entrance to the building: Grimloch, Thundar, Isolde, Hogarth, Svenia, Khalik, Sinope, Nua-Oge, Kybas, Tyris…

…and four of the five Heroes of Thameland.

Alex did a double take at the sight of the Heroes, wondering if he might be hallucinating, or if grief and anger had robbed him of reason. He closed his eyes then opened them again… to the exact same scene.

Clad all in black, the Heroes of Thameland walked down the centre aisle.

Hart Redfletcher was hand in hand with Tyris Goldtooth.

Drestra of Crymlyn Swamp walked with her arm linked through the arm of a nervous-looking Thundar.

Cedric strode beside Isolde. He was even wearing a shirt.

And Merzhin… the Saint of Uldar walked a little apart, head held low and cheeks burning red.

His expression turned to one of pure alarm when he spotted Carey’s parents.

“The Heroes!” Carey’s father gasped, the sycophants and vultures around him completely forgotten. “Thameland’s Heroes are here?”

“Peace unto you, Mr. and Mrs. London… Your daughter fell in battle at our side,” Merzhin said, his voice small. Low. Agonised. “The warriors and wizards of Generasi fought like heroes themselves to save her. And it is with the greatest shame that we now must attend her memorial. I…”

He looked up at them, tears brimming in his eyes. “…I am sorry.”

Alex’s heart ached. Carey’s parents couldn’t know how deep the pain behind Merzhin’s apology ran. They couldn’t know the full extent of why he was apologising. Perhaps, they never would.

With a choked cry, Gloria London dropped to her knees before the Saint, clutching his black robe. “Bless your heart ever so much, Saint of Uldar. O-Our Carey loved Uldar with her whole heart, just as he loves us!” She turned to the other Heroes. “Holy Chosen, Holy Sage, Holy Champion. Thank you for this honour! I’m sure our daughter must be crying tears of joy from the after-world.”

One look at Merzhin’s face told Alex that guilt didn’t kill, not directly. Because if it did, the Saint of Uldar would be lying dead on the ground. The small man trembled, his boyish face contorting in agony.

Only a few knew the depths of his pain, and none would be revealing it.

Hart looked at Carey’s parents. “Don’t worry, we’ll make sure the bastards that did this pay.”

“Thank you. Thank you!” Carey’s father gave the Heroes a deep bow.

“Now we should be lettin’ everyone get t’ their seats.” Cedric nodded at Professor Jules. “I’m sure it’s more than time t’get started. So if’n you folks would kindly step out of the way.” He raised his eyebrow meaningfully at those surrounding the couple.

They looked at the Heroes… well, with Hero worship, then reluctantly, but wisely, stepped aside so that Carey’s parents and her friends could pay respects to the fallen. One by one, the group approached the coffins, kneeling beside each one with their heads bowed in quiet prayer. The Heroes rested a hand on each coffin with the reverence they would give to an old friend.

When they reached Carey’s casket, Merzhin spoke softly, his slight frame seeming to shrink further. “Goodbye, Carey, thank you for being my friend,” was all he could say.

And with that, everyone moved aside, leaving her parents beside their daughter’s coffin.

“May Uldar guide you to your reward in the after-world, my daughter,” Mr. London said. “You served him well in life.”

“May he embrace you in death,” Mrs. London said quietly. “And may St. Avelin guide you to his side.”

Alex fought a wave of nausea churning in the pit of his gut as he pictured Uldar’s notes about his creation. His mind went back to his parents’ graves in Alric. At their funeral, the priest of Uldar gave his benediction, then the townsfolk prayed to both the Traveller and their god for his parents’ immortal souls.

He wished he could go back in time and demand they not defile his parents’ memory by speaking the dead god’s name.

But such wishes were pointless. If he could go back in time, there wouldn’t be a need for a memorial service today.

Carey would still be with them, flesh and blood and alive and well.

He banished those thoughts as the usher guided Mr. and Mrs. London to their seats at the very front of the temple near the loved ones of the others who’d fallen. The Heroes and Alex’s other friends took seats on a long bench in front of the young wizard, the huntress, Selina, and Claygon.

Cedric turned around. “Alex, Theresa, Claygon.” He nodded, before spotting Selina. “Oi, little one… Wait, y’ain’t so little no more. Been a bit.”

“Cedric.” Selina smiled. “I’m glad to see you… but I wish it was at a better time.”

“Aye, I hear ya.”

“Oh, and happy birthday. You too, Drestra, Hart, and Merzhin.”

All four of the Heroes paused in surprise before answering.

“Damn, I actually forgot,” Hart rumbled.

“As did I,” Merzhin said.

“Things have been too eventful lately,” Drestra agreed. “And thank you, sweet child.”

“We’ll talk later,” Alex whispered as more mourners came through the temple’s entrance, looking to pay their respects to the departed.

Soon, the chamber was full to standing; a great many people had died, and they had left a great many loved ones behind. Alex wondered how many more services he would find himself attending before the nightmare Uldar had created was finally dead and gone for good.

The distant ringing of a bell announced the start of the ceremony, signalling the hall to silence.

A city official—a steward of death—stepped to the podium wearing robes of deepest black, accented on either shoulder by strange pauldrons inlaid with miniature braziers burning frankincense.

He sniffed. “Loved ones. Friends. Honoured living. Today, we gather together—under the watch of many deities, spirits, and ancestors—to both mourn and celebrate. We mourn the passing of those we cherished in life, and celebrate them reaching their final destinations in the after-world. May they know peace, and may the lives they lived provide comfort for their immortal souls. Now we⁠—”

The official gave an eloquent, passionate speech about sacrifice and the burdens of the living as they bid farewell to the dead. He spoke of the privilege of not only living as one chose, but dying as one chose, he also peppered his inspiring words with a brimstone-tinged speech about how monsters should be punished for their ravening slaughter.

Alex found the words moving, and noticed others nodding in agreement with the man as his voice rose, warming to his subject.

When he finished, he ceded the podium to Watcher Hill.

Alex noted the abrupt shift in Carey’s parents’ bodies.

“Today, I speak for fallen warriors who died giving their lives for a cause, and for the lives of others,” she said. “They fought a terrible battle against monstrous foes⁠—”

‘Monstrous is an understatement,’ Alex thought, recalling the First Apostle.

“—and their loss granted others victory,” she continued. “For that, I am as proud of them as I am ashamed of myself. They⁠—”

She continued, speaking on their bravery, strength, and iron will.

At the end, she finished with a promise of terrible vengeance against the enemies that cut them down.

“Down with the Ravener!” a member of Campus for Uldar cried, and his words were echoed by half a dozen others.

Alex noticed a slight nod of approval from Mr. London.

When Watcher Hill was ready to leave the podium, she announced who the next speaker would be, yet it remained empty for a time.

Alex soon realised why. Professor Jules stood stock-still, staring at it, looking as though she would rather walk off a cliff. Her eyes flicked across the crowd, pausing for a few moments, and Alex craned his neck, spotting an older man and a young family near the rear of the temple.

They were all small-framed, and—except for the man—bore a clear resemblance to Professor Jules. They were nodding, seeming to convey their support for her through their body language.

Alex was also nodding—though she wasn’t looking his way—offering her his wordless encouragement.

At last, the alchemy professor squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and strode to the podium.

Mr. and Mrs. London’s faces were as set and as cold as ice.


Chapter 21


Painted Memories



Suddenly, the air felt charged as the temple went still. Not even an errant cough broke the stillness.

Everyone’s eyes rested on the professor. Whether they watched her seeking comfort from the words she was about to deliver, or—in the case of the Londons and other grieving families—with judgement, only time would tell. She moved to the podium.

If you knew the alchemy professor, you could tell that her usual self-assurance was absent. Gone was her matter-of-fact manner, and that challenging look she normally fixed her students with, replaced now by the grimness of a prisoner ready to face the executioner. Yet, her dignity was on full display as she stood at the podium, looking out over those in attendance, meeting the gaze of Alex and his friends. Her eyes fell on her fellow professors, then her own family.

The alchemist took a long breath, steadying herself.

“I would like to start by saying that I’m not sure I deserve to be up here,” Professor Jules said, her eyes low. “But, by not being here, I would be denying a perspective on the life of a young woman I came to know over the last two years. Many lost their lives in the realm of Thameland, and I grieve for all of them, particularly for the lives of my young students. Today, my desire to hide cannot be compared to my wish to celebrate their lives, and those of the many who died.”

She swallowed. “Many are gone, and sadly, I didn’t know most of them well, to my great misfortune. I did, however, have the pleasure of knowing Carey London and teaching her alchemy for the past two years. I had the pleasure of working with her in the laboratory in Greymoor as a colleague, and I also had the honour of seeing her grow as both an alchemist and a dedicated wizard.”

Her eyes began to shine. “We are jewels, we mortals; gems with many facets that we show to different people. I can say honestly that the very first facet Miss London showed me was one of pure dedication to her country. In the very first alchemy class of mine that she attended in her first year, she asked if Generasi had ever researched the threat of dungeon cores or an entity called the Ravener that plagued her homeland. This remarkable young woman—at a time when the world of most young wizards is strictly about their studies, parties, and friends—was focused on something higher; on helping her homeland in any way she could.

“I cannot stress enough how rare such a dedication is. I know that, in Thameland, those called Heroes are people who bear a specific Mark, chosen by their god. Though Carey bore no such Mark, she is who I will first think of when I hear the word Hero. She was an ordinary young woman—gifted with mana, that is true, and a talent for alchemy, and a remarkable intellect—but she was no Hero chosen by divine decree.”

Professor Jules smiled. “Yet that ordinary nature is what made her extraordinary. She had no divine powers, she was neither a warrior nor a great champion chosen by her kingdom. She was simply a young Thameish woman who chose to use her natural gifts for her friends, her loved ones, and for the sake of her realm. She’s a lesson for all of us to learn. I only hope that I, for one, can live up to her example and do everything in my power to help destroy the plague on her homeland forever—and I will dedicate myself to that task, just as she did. I owe that to her, at the very least, and it will be done in her name and her memory. And just like the facets of a jewel, Carey shone in the darkness by offering the light of openness to everyone she met.”

Professor Jules then spoke of the things she was privileged to witness as Carey grew in alchemy.

She told stories about Carey in her first and second year. They painted a picture of a young, earnest, dedicated woman—who could be a bit socially clumsy at times—who had been a model student and a help to both Professor Jules and the school community.

Some were stories Alex had never known, and they struck him with a sharp pang of guilt.

‘I spent an entire year and then some avoiding Carey,’ Alex thought. ‘And now she’s gone. I really should have gotten to know her better… maybe seen some of those other sides that Professor Jules saw… but the truth is, that’s not my fault, is it? It’s Uldar’s.’

His guilt quickly shifted to anger.

‘I had good reasons to avoid Carey; she was so dedicated to Uldar back then that she would have definitely reported me to the priests. I lost the opportunity to make another good friend because of some dead god’s stupid bullshit,’ Alex thought.

He looked at Carey’s parents at the front of the temple.

Mr. and Mrs. London were listening to Professor Jules attentively. Waves of anger were still bleeding from their body language, but some of it had softened after they met the Heroes.

Now that Professor Jules was sharing her memories of their daughter, their anger seemed to calm a little more. Alex knew any road to forgiveness would be long for them, and that was if they ever forgave the targets of their rage: the professor, the chancellor, and the university, no doubt.

After all, to them, it was the school who’d let their daughter die.

His jaw clenched as his eyes fell on the symbols of Uldar hanging from their necks.

He wished more than anything he could tell them what they’d found in the sanctum, that he could teleport them there and show them the god’s corpse then let them see the plans he’d designed for the Ravener. But it was too early for that. And besides, sometimes when people believe something, they’ll be so dedicated to that belief that they deny anything to the contrary that you tell them, no matter how much proof you show them.

‘Still, it’s too bad,’ he thought. ‘They give their dedication to the god and church responsible for their daughter’s death, while blaming the very people that helped her. One day. One day, when this is all done, I’ll tell them the truth. They deserve to know.’
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The rest of the memorial service had been peaceful, informative, and for many, tough.

There were lots of folk who stood at the podium, remembering those who’d passed on, leaving huge holes in lives they’d once filled. A weeping man rose from his seat, making his way to the podium only to completely break down, turn around, and return to his seat, his head hanging low.

Carey’s parents didn’t speak at the service; they sat quietly, holding each other’s hand.

Whether they were too grief stricken—or didn’t trust themselves to remain civil—Alex had no way of knowing, but whatever the case, they chose silence.

When the service ended and a temple official announced the start of a reception in the large gathering room beneath the main hall, they made their way downstairs and found a table. Soft music filled the space. Colourful canvases, stained-glass panels, and calligraphy depicting gates in the celestial planes along with artists’ renditions imagining what the after-world could look like, hung from stone walls, illuminated by row upon row of forceballs.

Along one wall, stood a buffet table ladened with plain china and silverware for simple but comforting fare; the focus here was not on fancy decor, elaborate meals, or music. It was meant to be on people coming together and sharing memories of their loved ones.

And that was what Mr. and Mrs. London did.

At their table, they told tales of Carey to anyone who was near. Through their words, the young woman lived again.

Although…

“It feels surreal, and a little uncomfortable listening to their stories about Carey,” Khalik whispered, leaning toward Alex. “So many involve the church, which… considering…”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Alex said.

“Aye, makes it a tad awkward,” Cedric said, his elbows on the table. “Don’t know how t’be feelin’ about all of it, if’n I’m honest.”

“Well, it’s good that you’re here,” Theresa said. “I’m surprised you four could get away.”

“We told the priests that we had a friend whose memorial we needed to attend,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “They respected that. Not all of them are like… you know who, I suppose.”

“How long are you staying for?” Selina asked.

“Only for a few more hours,” Hart said. “We took the fae roads to Greymoor, and then used the teleportation circle. We gotta get back. Lots of fires to put out, and lots left to do.”

“Well, maybe we can show you around a bit before you leave town,” Thundar offered.

“I’d like that.” Drestra looked up at Thundar.

“We could go to the Golden Dragon,” Khalik suggested. “We had a wonderful meal there after the Games of Roal, and Carey was with us then. The memory would be… nice.”

“Then let me do something before we go.” Alex got up. “I’ll be back.”

The Thameish wizard began walking across the chamber and toward Carey’s parents, his head held high and face set with resolve.

As he reached the crowd around Mr. and Mrs. London’s table and excused himself, the mourners parted, whispering to each other while opening a path to her parents.

Most of the students knew that he’d known Carey, and stepped aside to let him speak to her mother and father.

As he came closer, Gloria London looked up.

He lowered his head. “Hello, Mrs. London, I’m Carey’s friend. My name is Alex. I just wanted to tell you that I’m going to miss her a lot. I already do, and I can’t even begin to imagine what losing her must be like for you.”

“Oh!” Mrs. London cried. “Alex… Alex Roth? Carey wrote about you in her letters home. She said that you were from Thameland, and I believe she said that you and she were on the research team together. Is that correct?”

Mr. London—finishing a story—turned to Alex. “That’s right, she mentioned you in some of her latest letters, and told us how well you and she worked together.”

“I tried,” Alex said. “She was my lab partner in first year too, and with time, she became my friend. Again, I’m sorry for your loss… for all of our losses.”

“Bless your heart, child.” Mrs. London reached out and squeezed Alex’s hand.

He smiled. “Um, if you don’t mind, I would like to give you both something. I… made something to remember Carey by, and I was hoping that you’d accept it. I don’t want to take attention away from Carey or anyone else.”

“That’s alright, my boy,” Mr. London said. “Thank you for thinking about that, and we’ll happily accept your gift. What is it?”

“It’s uh, a painting,” Alex said. “I made a portrait of us to remember a time when a bunch of us were all celebrating together recently. She was there. And she looked happy, and since it was the last time we were all together having a good time, I thought you might like it. If you don’t, I get it.”

The pair of bereaved parents looked at each other. “We would love to see it, ever so much,” said Mrs. London. “Do you have it here?”

“I will in just a moment,” Alex said, looking around. “Would you mind making some space? It’s not exactly small.”

The group around Carey’s parents cleared a space for him.

Picturing his room, the Thameish wizard teleported back home, touching the painting then teleporting it—and the easel—back to the reception hall. Gasps ran through the crowd as he reappeared, presenting the painting to Carey’s parents.

Her mother gasped, her hands pressed to her mouth.

Tears sprang to her father’s eyes.

A group of smiling faces painted with care met their eyes.

All of Carey’s friends who had celebrated with her after the Games of Roal—many who had come to rescue her at Uldar’s Rise—were there smiling beside her.

She seemed to glow with happiness in the painting, her eyes bright and her smile content.

Gloria London’s tears flowed.

Matthias London joined her, tears running down his face.

Alex felt a lump in his throat.

“Thank you.” Carey’s father wiped his tears away. “She looks so alive. We will cherish this forever. We… this is how we want to remember her. Happy. Loved. Surrounded by friends.”

“It was the least I could do,” Alex said. “May… may it bring you some comfort.”

For a time, he stayed with the Londons, talking about Carey. They laughed. They cried. And then—at last—it was time to go.

As the reception came to an end, Alex offered to teleport Carey’s parents back to their lodgings so they wouldn’t have to struggle with the large painting.

He helped them set it up in their room, then bid them farewell before returning to his friends and family. This was a day to spend together, sharing a meal at the Golden Dragon as they had on a rather special day with Khalik’s parents and Carey. They would toast and remember her.

After that, it would be back to preparing.

After that, it would be back to research.

After that, it would be back to war.

But, while they were gathered together cherishing each others’ company, Carey’s parents had one more surprise in store for them.
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“Matthias,” Gloria paused, staring at the painting. She had just returned from the water closet and was in their sitting room, preparing to snuff out the candles for the night.

Candlelight illuminated the painting and its beautiful image of their daughter.

“Yes, dear?” Matthias walked out of the bedroom.

“Was that there… around Carey’s neck earlier?” Gloria pointed to the painting.

Her husband startled, his eyes falling on what she was pointing to. “No… it definitely wasn’t. I remember seeing something similar recently, but I can’t place it. Do you think there’s magic here?”

“No, I think… I do believe this is different. I have this feeling of warmth when I look at it.” Gloria resisted the urge to touch the painting. “It feels… divine.”

Carey’s parents fell silent, looking at the gift from the young Thameish wizard.

At the image of their smiling daughter.

And at the silver chain—bearing the symbol of a lantern—which had mysteriously appeared around her neck.


Chapter 22


The Castle of Wonders



Clouds of white and grey hid the castle’s highest towers.

Below them, on the peak of a lofty mountain, the castle rose from a forest of gold and scarlet, filling the horizon. An irregular facade of silver stones glittered in the moonlight, highlighting walls, roofs, and a host of towers spun from autumn leaves stronger than steel.

In the courtyards, fountains flowed with cider and mead, and every garden was abundant with luscious fruit, near bursting with magical juices. Stables and kennels housed war-horses, war-deer, coursing-hounds, and other beasts that could race the wind.

At the end of a bridge, towering front gates forged of green copper with ivy wrapping around them, spanned a river that flowed up the mountain, into the castle, then into a reverse waterfall that surged upward into the endless sky, forming fluffy clouds of grey and white.

It was at the foot of this bridge that the fae known to many as the Guide, to some as the Stalker, and by other names to many more, was astride his mount, watching it snort golden clouds of steam from its snout.

The bells tinkled on the moose’ antlers and its cloven hooves pawed the bridge’s obsidian cobblestones.

“That’s right, boy.” The Guide patted the steed’s neck. “You’ll be seeing all of your siblings in Lord Aenflynn’s stable soon, you just wait for a moment. I don’t get to come to his big house as often as I’d like, so I’ll just bask a little, if it’s all the same to you.”

And the Stalker did bask, taking in the wonders of the lord’s castle: the faeries flitting about the walls, and the tamed beasts and birds flying between the towers. He listened to the rushing river, ears attuned to fish jumping through foaming water, and the laughter of otters chasing them. His nostrils flared as they caught the delicate scent of wildflowers drifting from behind Aenflynn’s high walls.

“Ah, by all the fae lords, I missed this place.” The Stalker grinned. “Come, then, friend. Let’s go see him.”

With that, the Stalker tapped his heels to the sides of his mount, trotted over the bridge, and toward the titanic gates.

High above, heads poked from windows in a gatehouse, and a pair of Aenflynn’s soldiers fluttered down to the bridge on gossamer dragonfly wings. Their armour was woven of brown wood and green ivy, hugging their bodies like silk, but the Stalker knew their protection was sturdy enough to turn away most blades.

But not his.

This he knew from experience. He hadn’t always been so welcome in Lord Aenflynn’s halls.

The two guards clutched spears of living wood capped with bronze tips, and it was with the greatest delight that the Stalker noticed their weapons quivering in their hands.

Good.

They were still frightened.

It was with these same spears that they now barred the Stalker’s way, crossing them in front of his mount.

“Greetings,” the guard on the left called, trying to hide the tremor in his voice. That fear was music to the shorter fae’s ears. “What business have you at Castle Glastonrock?”

“Oh, don’t be like that, old friend!” The Stalker threw his arms out as though preparing to embrace the young guard. He was rewarded with a grimace. “Lord Aenflynn expects me, and I haven’t caused any ruckus here in over a thousand years! You can’t be a day over three hundred. I’ve never done anything to you. We’re all friends now!”

He let out a jolly laugh.

The other guard took a step back.

The Stalker laughed harder.

“W-we will have to confirm with Lord Aenflynn—” the first guard started.

“That will not be necessary,” said a voice that was not a voice, combining the roar of water, whisper of wind, and crackle of fire. It could only have come from the lord of the castle. “The Guide is expected.”

At that, the ivy around the gates writhed into life, pulling them apart. Green barricades slid open in eerie silence, making a dull thud when they struck the walls of the gatehouse.

Through the gateway was the first of Aenflynn’s many courtyards, a vast landscape filled with wildflowers in full summer bloom.

The Stalker offered the guards—who had quickly made way for him—an overly polite smile and nod. “You two do good work, but don’t let yourselves get too buried in duties; you never know when one of those duties might be your last.”

Their naked fear sent him into glee-filled laughter, and he went on his way toward the castle, leaving them shaken.

After entrusting a waiting attendant with his moose, the Guide began climbing stairs through the many courtyards, bridges, and walkways that made up the exterior of the fae lord’s citadel.

The short fae sighed, smiling nostalgically. In past adventures—during times when he’d found himself fleeing this place under less than ideal circumstances—these passages and courtyards had been far more confusing.

They used to contort around him in an ever changing maze, like the castle had come to life and was trying to stop him from escaping.

Mostly because it had.

It was a wonderfully entertaining puzzle, one he’d taken great delight in solving as he slaughtered any guard silly, or misguidedly brave enough, to bar his way.

Oh, how fun those days were!

It was a pity the castle was so depressingly compliant now, letting him pass with no trouble at all. Any old grudges between him and Aenflynn were long buried, every debt was paid, and the two were on boringly pleasant terms.

The sad thing was that the Stalker was comfortable enough with those terms to not cause any trouble, not even for the fun of it.

He gave a deep, sad sigh as he mounted a castle wall halfway up the towering citadel and began walking along a bridge of glowing glass leading to a tower separate from the main castle.

“I am getting old,” he chastised himself. “A younger me would’ve been cracking heads for chuckles. Bah! Ah well, youth for the young, they say. And wisdom for the wise.”

“A shame that you are neither,” Lord Aenflynn’s voice whispered along the wind.

The Stalker resisted the urge to shake his fist at the empty air as he finally reached the tower at the end of the bridge. It was a curious structure—even by fae standards—made of carved emerald—floating in the air seemingly unsupported.

Strange shadows moved in the green jewel’s facets, each seeming to whisper long dead secrets.

The Guide was reaching for the tower door, when it opened.

Inside, there stood a table of plain stone with two seats pushed against it, and a pair of cups sitting on it. Both were filled with a fine honey-wine that Aenflynn often drank and—frustratingly—refused to either share its name, or its source.

Long ago, the Stalker had promised he’d get that information out of him one day—one day still hadn’t come yet.

“So, you called for me, my lord?” he said, all smiles.

“Yes… I did,” Aenflynn answered distantly.

He was tall, and as lean as a young willow branch. His face was touched by an unearthly beauty, and a laurel of ivy crowned his brow, sitting just above his pointed ears. His eyes were pools of silver light, seeming both ancient and shrewd, and were fixed on movement within the wall and ceiling.

The chamber’s interior was crafted from the same emerald as the rest of the tower, and inside each jewelled facet, a hazy image swam. With much difficulty, the Stalker recognised that he was seeing certain sights and scenes from across Aenflynn’s domain in the fae wild, along with the mortal realm of Thameland.

In all of his many years coming here, he’d never seen anything clearly, everything was always hazy, fog shrouded shadows, and silhouettes within the facets. Though they had grown marginally clearer as the years passed.

From his understanding, where he saw only shadows, Lord Aenflynn saw clear images. And it was upon one of those images that the lord’s gaze was now fixed.

“The hour grows late,” the fae lord said. “Very late. The sun and moon move quickly over this realm of Och Fir Nog.”

“Ooo, a game of riddles!” The Stalker rubbed his hands together. “What fun! Mind if I have a seat?”

“We would be pleased if you did.”

“Good, good.” The small fae scuttled into the seat across from the lord and took a sip of honey-wine. “Mmm! That’s still mighty good, by bark and solstice! Ah! Feel like a little bet? How about if I win this game of riddles, you have to tell me the name of this wonderful⁠—”

“No,” said Lord Aenflynn, his gaze fixed on the image.

“Oh, bah!” the Guide complained. “That’s no fun! Alright, the sun and moon grow quickly. The hour grows late… Aye, you’re saying that time is running out for something. And time is running out faster than you thought—you’re saying, ‘days and nights are passing quickly’—is that right?”

“Fie,” Lord Aenflynn sighed, looking away from the facet. “You are less fun than you used to be. No puzzling nor struggling.”

“I am old and wise now, m’lord,” the Stalker said. “So what can I do for you? Need help speeding up plans?”

“You cannot do anything for me yet,” Lord Aenflynn said. “But we will need a certain service from you soon; for now, we seek information from you. How goes your quest to gain new hounds? How goes your hunt?”

The Stalker grinned, rolling his eyes. “Of course you would know about that. Well, so far, the hounds are motivated and the quarry’s good. The Fool of Thameland seems to be a wily one, gifted with strange powers. I’m sure he’ll be a fine challenge.”

“Good, we are pleased by this. You have our full blessing, and so we must ask this of you now.”

“You just said I couldn’t do anything for you right now.” The Stalker raised an eyebrow.

“That is true, but we aren’t asking you to do something. We are about to ask you to not do something.” Lord Aenflynn grinned, revealing sharp teeth.

“Bah! Cheap play on words.”

“What is cheaper, the play on words or the mind that fails to see through them? We know the answer.” Lord Aenflynn chuckled. “What you will not do is appear before the Sage, Chosen, or Champion of Thameland for a time. Not until we say so.”

The Stalker paused in surprise. “Oh? That wouldn’t cause me any problems—I haven’t sworn to be by their side, I’ve just been helping them on your order. If your orders change, so be it. But wouldn’t that cause you to break an oath with them?”

Lord Aenflynn grinned, beginning to recite his exact oath. “One hundred and twenty of your monsters, to be given once per moon in groups of thirty or more, not less. In return, you will have the service of one of my fae warriors for every three monsters you provide me. In addition, you Heroes will have full access to the fae gates, letting you cross the five highways of my realm and quickening your travels across Thameland. Your armies will have use of the same, though you will all be under fae law while travelling through the fae wild. If any of you violate our laws, you will be subject to our punishments.”

He then mimicked the Chosen of Thameland, “Aye, got all that. An’ if we betray you, then you will command your fae warriors to set on us and rip us to shreds. If ya betray us, then any Ravener-spawn we’ve gifted t’ ya will make things nasty for ya. We’ll also have folk ready t’care fer yer elderly changelings in two moons’ time.”

Aenflynn’s grin widened. “Those are the words of the pact spoken between us.”

“Ahhhh… I see,” the Stalker said. “Betraying you… ah, that can have so many interpretations and the Heroes are subject to fae law in this land.”

“Indeed,” Lord Aenflynn said. “We are bound to give them and their armies access to the fae gates, let them cross the five highways of my realm and quicken their travels across Thameland. Your guiding them was a bonus.”

“Which you can take away at any time.”

“Exactly, which frees you up for your own tasks,” Lord Aenflynn said. “When your hunt is over, would you take up another one?”

The Stalker raised an eyebrow. “Who would I be hunting?”

“The Saint of Thameland.”


Chapter 23


An Open Seat



“The Saint of Thameland, eh?” The Stalker sat, pondering his lord’s words.

Surprising words. Strange words.

As far as he knew, there was no enmity between the fae lord and the holy Hero of Uldar. Had the young man said something to offend Aenflynn?

He was easily offended, after all.

And what of his oath to the Heroes? Merzhin hadn’t broken any law of the fae wild, or betrayed either the lord nor the realm of Och Fir Nog. Then what was this all about. Wouldn’t Aenflynn be breaking his own oath if he was to work against the Saint?

He presented his concerns to the taller fae, who simply laughed.

“Our oath specified the word you in my conversation with the Heroes, and at that time, we were only speaking with three of them: the Sage, the Champion, and the Chosen,” Aenflynn said. “The Fool and the Saint are completely unbound by any oath to us, for better and for worse. They have full freedom to act, so it would be better if they were taken out of the situation, so to speak.”

“Fine by me, but it’s going to be a pretty boring hunt; the boy was close to being a broken shell when I last saw him.”

“Oh? You were at the Battle at Uldar’s Rise?” Aenflynn asked.

“I was close enough to nearly singe my beard, m’lord.” The Stalker gave him a grim smile. “If you were there, you would’ve seen explosions as bright and as hot as dragonfire, or even the sun’s breath. Life and death. Oaths given and wills shattered. All in all, it was good, bloody fun, I’d say. Made me crave hunting the Fool even more. And you? You watched as well?”

“Indeed,” Lord Aenflynn said. “The mortals’ secrets are not as secret as they might think. I have known of Uldar’s secret enclave for as long as it has existed.”

“Right, and is it something that happened there that made you want to go against poor St. Merzhin?”

“No and yes.” Aenflynn looked up at the ceiling again. “There is an opportunity coming, my friend. An opportunity so grand and so succulent, that any number of fae lords, wizards, and mortal kings of the world would give their first born to take advantage of it. Yet, we are fortunate enough to have that opportunity simply fall at our feet. We only have to bend down and pick it up… We would be fools to let anything or anyone get in our way.”

“Aye, alright, I’ll take care of ’im,” said the Stalker. “No two hunts are equal, after all. I’m sure the Fool’s hunt will more than make up for the Saint’s humdrum one… What would be the payment for Merzhin’s life?”

Aenflynn smiled and took a deep sip from his goblet. “You have been asking me for longer than I can remember where you might lay your very capable hands on this vintage… So, how about this? If you kill the Saint when you finish your hunt of the Fool, then you shall not only know its name, but where you can get it as well. Further, I will supply you with a century’s worth.”

The Stalker lit up like a human child on Sigmus morning. “I won’t let you take that back, my lord!”

“We have no interest in taking anything back.” Lord Aenflynn raised his goblet. “You do this for us, and you will deserve your reward.”

“Hah! I knew there was a reason I stopped killin’ your warriors!” The Stalker toasted his lord. “Here’s to opportunities!”

“To opportunities.” Aenflynn drank deeply.

The Stalker put his drink down. “Mm, speaking of that, you mind telling me what this opportunity you mentioned is about?”

“And spoil the surprise? Absolutely not!” Aenflynn chastised him.

“Oh, come on, don’t tease me like that!” the Stalker said. “You have me all curious now!”

“Hm.” The fae lord looked at him evenly. “Fine, then. We will grant you a small piece of the puzzle. If you can put the rest together, you will have the knowledge you seek.”

“Goody, more riddles!” The Stalker rubbed his hands together like a greedy fly.

The lord set his goblet aside, looking back at the ceiling. “Long ago, a friend of ours missed an important date. It was the kind of date that one does not miss unless one is indisposed. And that friend was in a position to become indisposed. So I went to the deepest wells of my realm, where its power is greatest, and sought to read the winds of fate.”

He gestured to the shadowy images dancing in the emerald. “But they were more obscure to me then than these images are to you now. It was as though we were seeing far distant shapes through a milky fog. With what we suspected was likely to occur, we sensed that we would get our chance.”

“A chance at what, m’lord?” the Stalker asked.

“I will answer you this way; let us say you walked into this chamber,” Aenflynn said, “and you were handed a glass of wine. But better wine was being served only to those seated at this table.”

“How much better?”

“Let us say that you are more than satisfied with the wine you were handed. You think it is delicious. But the wine at this table? You know it is even more delicious, even though you have never tasted it.”

“Well, I’d be curious about this mysterious wine, to be sure, m’lord.”

“Of course, so would anyone with blood in their veins,” Aenflynn said smoothly. “But, alas, every seat at the table is full. What then?”

“Am I looking to make enemies of those at the table? Can I just take the wine?”

“No, and no.”

“Hmmmm,” the Stalker puzzled. “Well, I like my own wine. So I’d keep drinking that. Maybe I’d get the chance to drink the other wine at another time.”

“Of course you would. Your life is long, and opportunities await. No sense in starting a fight with someone filling a seat… but let us say… someone were to leave the table.”

“Ooooohohoho, now things are getting spicy! I can taste the cinnamon already.” The Stalker clapped. “And am I invited to the table?”

“No.” Aenflynn’s eyes flared brightly. “In fact, no one is. But someone might just sit in that chair. Or the chair could be removed completely, leaving one less seat at the table. What would you do then?”

“Of course, I’d grab the seat before anyone else could get to the table, or before it was taken away!” the Stalker said.

Now Lord Aenflynn’s smile became sly. “Indeed. Of course that is what one would do… when there is an empty chair. Keep your ears open my friend, for my riddle is easy to solve. With the right information, the answer will fall into place. Now, go and see your hounds. We have kept you from your hunt long enough.”

“Aye, true, true, m’lord.” The Stalker stood up, stretching. “Say, could I get you to send your guards after me on the way out? I miss the chases of old.”

“Fie, begone with our blessing. We shall have no clownery in my castle today.”

“Bah, you’re no sport, I swear.”
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“Well, well, well,” the Stalker said. “You’ve certainly been busy, haven’t you?”

The short, stocky fae looked around, taking in squat stone houses carved from the island’s rocky surface. Crops were springing up in plots and gardens around them, and the beginnings of a road was being cut into the earth.

Uldar’s displaced servants were hard at work, transforming their barren refuge into a new home and fortress that would provide them with protection against the elements and enemies.

Tall stone walls had been raised around the settlement, and the Stalker sensed a powerful divine ward sheathing the small island. In a nearby lagoon, a number of priests were working away, catching fish, cleaning and drying some on flat rocks, and smoking others over low flame.

Others were carving boats from the island’s sparse trees.

Standing at the centre of their new settlement was a rough-hewn church dedicated to Uldar, the very first structure that they’d raised.

The white hand of Uldar seemed to wave at the Stalker as he took in the labour of his hounds.

“We have indeed been busy,” Third Apostle Izas answered, standing at the fae’s side while viewing the community with pride. “Hard work and holy toil are excellent balms for grief, and they have the added benefit of providing us with shelter, food, and drink while also preparing us to dispense retribution.”

“Aye, it seems I’ve picked some real good ones to hunt with!” The Stalker rubbed his hands together. “And speaking of that, we should be ready for the hunt soon. Where might your fearless leader be?”

“The First Apostle is in seclusion, contemplating Uldar’s will and what needs to be done so we may serve him,” the Third Apostle said. “He’s instructed me to meet with you and speak with his full authority. We are to discuss the hunt.”

“Ah, of course. So, when will you all be ready?” the Stalker asked.

“In half a month’s time, we will be completely secure, and the seeds of destruction will be growing throughout Thameland,” Izas said matter-of-factly.

“Oho? Care to tell me what it is you mean? No wait, tell it to me as a riddle! I love riddles!”

“I will speak plainly.”

“Ah, boo!”

“We have sent a few agents back to the mainland to begin spreading word of the Fool’s identity,” the Third Apostle said. “But their number is small, and since there are so few of us now, they must move with caution to avoid discovery. Without holy leader Eldin here to coordinate those activities, things are harder.”

A sorrowful look crossed his face, followed by one of pure rage.

With a single breath, he banished all emotion.

The Stalker filed the reaction away for later. It always paid a kennel master to know how to motivate their hounds.

“We will have to learn to live without Eldin,” the Third Apostle sighed. “But as followers of Uldar, we are focused and must become used to loss. But, forgive me, I am rambling. Those we sent out were to meet agents already embedded across Thameland. Even as we speak, the information is spreading. I estimate that—within a week or so—it will have reached well placed lords of the realm, and highly positioned members of the church. Within a couple of weeks, High Priest Tobias Jay and King Athelstan Merciex will know. Then? The Fool will be made to return home. And he will be ripe for our hunting.”

“Ahhhh, a solid plan, a solid plan.” The Stalker ran a hand through his beard. “Better to hunt him here than in his faraway city.”

“We could not hunt him in Generasi,” the Third Apostle said.

“Oh?”

Isaz shook his head. “Sadly, our order has been badly wounded. We cannot risk the wrath of an entire city of powerful wizards. Not while our strength has been robbed from us. Even were we at full strength, opponents like them should not be trifled with. If such a battle was to be brought to Uldar’s shores, that would be one thing; we would defend his realm as any of his servants should. But to attack mindlessly would visit apocalyptic wrath down on his already wounded people when there are other ways. We cannot afford to be short-sighted, arrogant, blasphemous, and unwise.”

“Hmmmm, a fair point. We don’t want to be going up against anything we can’t fight proper. That’s not a hunt; that’s more like inefficient suicide.”

“Yes,” agreed the Third Apostle. “Once the Fool returns to Thameland, though—or leaves the protection of his city—we will track him and quickly slay him.”

“Good, good, so the hunt should begin proper in about a month or so?” The Stalker frowned. “Right, that’ll let me get my magics all good and ready. Then he’ll never be able to get away from us.”

“What will be your plan to track him?” the Third Apostle asked. “We have learned he is wily, and prone to use different methods of escape.”

“Aaaaaahhhh, don’t you worry, my friend. We fae have been hunting since long before you mortals knew how to form mouth-grunts into real speech. Our wild hunts are something fierce to see, and we’ve got ways of tracking quarry that would make any mortal hunter swoon with envy.”

“Speak plainly,” the Third Apostle said flatly.

“Bah! No fun to be had from anyone lately!” the Stalker whined. “Ah, fine. Plain it is. We fae have the magics of oath and name forged in ways that’d melt your mind, my young—” the fae touched the aged mortal’s long beard “—friend.”

He raised his face to the sky, howling his words like a wolf, “Alex Roth the Fool of Thameland! Names have power if a person answers to them, and since I know his names, I have power over him.”

The Stalker chuckled darkly. “He could hide behind the moon for all the good it’d do, and I’d still find him.”
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In the distance, a ship crashed through the waves.

Hunting.

Seeking pirates or cultists to collect bounties on.

Through a spyglass, its first mate peered at the island. It appeared he was looking at a rocky wasteland. “I told you, Captain, there’s nothing there.”

“Dammit, I thought that fisherman’s tip was worth something,” Fan-Dor, captain of the Red Siren, swore, his thick fingers clinging to the taffrail. “The hells with this; the summer’s getting on, the weather’s getting cooler, and there hasn’t been a good haul since we took that pirate-scow last month. Maybe we should go back to Generasi for a while. Might be good business down there.”

The captain’s dark eyes shone.

“And more excitement than this, with any hope.”


Chapter 24


An Exciting Day



“Well, this is going to be an exciting day,” a smiling Lucia said, stepping off the gangplank of her flagship. The heel of her boots clicked as they touched the stone wharf in Generasi’s harbour.

At her back, her crew had begun unloading cargo brought all the way from the southlands; crates and chests loaded with fragrant spices, alchemical reagents, and wondrous magical items crafted in faraway realms.

A stream of merchants were already waiting on the pier, eyeing her cargo with big expectations.

“My, my.” Lucia clapped a hand to her mouth, hiding a smirk. “Look at all of you. I bet none of you would have spared me a single pleasant word back when I was driving a sky-gondola. Now look at you, drooling like starving dogs over my merchandise. I wonder what you’d do if you saw the wonders I have below deck?”

Deep in the confines of her flagship, a strongroom forged of steel had been built, it was enchanted with enough wards to turn an entire band of would-be thieves into whimpering babes.

The vault was protected by magic that slowed one’s mana flow.

Magic that forcibly ejected mana.

An enchantment to strike the mind with sleeping magic, while another one stole the strength from a would-be-thief’s muscles, sending them into a state of relaxation so deep, they’d flounder around like a wingless fly in a vat of spirits.

The last line of warding magic was set to overload the senses, making even the touch of one’s own clothing feel like a full body massage with a curry comb of thistles.

Naturally, the strongroom had been the brainchild of none other than Alexander Roth.

“If thieves try to break in, the wards won’t kill them,” he’d explained to her while engraving the last security glyph on the inside of the strongroom’s door. “But they’ll definitely mess them up. I designed the lock so it’d be tough to pick, even for master lockpickers… well, most masters, anyway.”

He’d shuddered. “I heard about this lockpicking barrister that—oh, never mind. The point is, the lock’s hard to pick, and the steel’s got so many enchantments on it, that a thief would have to spray dragonfire, or maybe smash it with a titan’s fist to even have the slightest prayer of opening it by force. And—if anyone tries to damage it or puts anything in the lock that isn’t the right key, it’s set to blast them with enough magic to turn them into a drooling wreck. So, you don’t have to worry about being robbed, Lucia, but if on the off-chance you are, after everything the thieves will go through, let’s just say they’ll deserve the golem.”

The strongroom was built to hold golems that Lucia was shipping to their buyers, a job she had just finished. She’d delivered a golem to a southwestern Rajah to serve as a bodyguard for his sons and daughters.

The job had been quite the adventure.

After she’d completed the sale and went to her lodgings for the night, assassins hired to eliminate the ruler and his heirs to the throne had appeared at the palace, courtesy of his brother. They were skilled men, as quiet and as quick as shadows, with great mastery of their tulwars.

Unfortunately for them, their timing couldn’t have been worse. Good steel was of little help against a ten-foot-tall iron guardian with an advanced golem core burning in its chest.

According to the Rajah—when he’d recounted the story to her the next day, and thanked her profusely—a half-dozen assassins, each having slain at least five of his children’s elite guard, were now not much more than red paste, thanks to the latest member of his household.

In gratitude, he’d provided Lucia with a generous bonus to top the price of the golem she’d delivered, and the strongroom was now filled with enough gold, rubies, pearls, yellow sapphires and other gemstones to buy ten warships from her share alone.

Toraka Shale and Alex Roth were about to become even richer.

Of course, that would make the day exciting for them.

What was about to make the day exciting for her was not only picking up a pair of iron golems to deliver to a couple of very wealthy clients to the east; she was also looking forward to getting an entirely new crew to guard her ships and cargoes.

“When I get those new guards on board, I’d actually welcome thieves. What a great way to advertise the business. Crooks and brigands’ll wish they’d never set foot on my ships, or ever heard my name,” she whispered, heading to a chartered sky-gondola.

“Welcome, madam, we’re ready to transport you to Shale’s Workshop, at your pleasure,” said a rather dignified sky-gondolier, a man who looked more like a butler who’d be working for the very wealthy in the Generasi countryside than a sky-gondola pilot. “Shall we go?”

With a smile, she drew several platinum pieces from her pouch, pressing them into the gondolier’s hand as he helped her into the boat. “Of course, Alfred.”

The boatman failed to hide his boggling eyes at the payment. “You are too kind, Madam Lucia!”

“No,” she said. “I just know what it’s like to be sitting where you are.”
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“Alex, you look… stressed,” Lucia said.

The hulking Thameish wizard—who looked even bigger, or was she imagining things—paused mid-handshake.

“Well, that’s a nice way to greet someone.” The mage withdrew his hand. “Why don’t you just tell me that I look like trash.”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” Toraka said, shaking Lucia’s hand. “You do look stressed. You are stressed. You’ve been in the lab more than you’ve been home lately, and it shows. You’re also back in school on top of everything else! You should take some time to relax.”

Alex, looking wild around the eyes, shook his head rapidly. “No rest for me. I’ve got goals to meet. Targets to hit, and besides, I only need like two hours sleep a night. I’ll be fine. It’s fine. I’m fine.”

“Father… you really should rest, though.” Lucia heard a familiar voice speaking over the sound of a thunderous, metallic footfall.

She turned as the door to Shale’s office opened, revealing…

“Claygon?” Lucia blinked in surprise. “Is that you? You’ve changed… you’re iron now!”

“I am… I have… been through a lot of changes lately.”

“Well, it’s all for the better.” Lucia smiled, looking the construct up and down. “You look fantastic; Alex and his sister’s craftsmanship really stand out on polished iron.”

“Oh wow, so you tell me I look stressed and lousy, and you tell him he looks fantastic,” the young wizard said flatly. “Great. Just what I wanted to hear when I got up today.”

He crossed his arms.

Lucia and Toraka looked at each other.

Alex looked out the window, refusing to meet their eyes. Sunlight shone across his long hair, which now fell past his shoulders. “I know what you’re thinking, but this isn’t what it looks like.”

“It looks like you—a grown, exhausted adult—are pouting,” Toraka said.

“Okay… so it’s exactly what it looks like!” He threw up his hands. “Alright, so let’s just go downstairs.” A shimmer of excitement sparked in his eyes, erasing his grumpy mood. “I’ve got some nice things to show you, Lucia.”

Together, the golem crafter, the Thameish wizard, the golem, and Lucia left Toraka’s office, heading to the main chamber of the golemworks. The place was bustling with activity. It had been busy the first time Lucia had been there, but now it was even busier. The number of staff had practically doubled, and things looked chaotic, but the chaos seemed controlled. New golems were being built for the market with the efficiency and precision of a well-oiled machine.

Lucia looked up toward the ceiling.

A whole new floor had been added, replacing the space that was once just a soaring ceiling.

The golemworks had grown, with the addition of another story—and from what Toraka had mentioned, they had plans to add another one.

Soon, the business would tower above much of the district, dominating the skyline.

“You have been busy,” Lucia remarked. “You really have been expanding.”

“We had to,” Shale said with pride. “From the time Alex demonstrated Claygon’s might, and we revealed some of our new iron golem models, the city’s been infected with golem fever; a fever I can happily say seems to be contagious.” She looked proud. “New orders keep coming in on a daily basis. People want new constructs built, they want us to modify old ones, repair damaged ones, and even upgrade some that people bought from us years ago.”

Lucia whistled. “Sounds like business is good!”

“Overflowing.” Toraka grinned. “I’m looking to buy a quarry soon. At the rate things are going, it’ll make more sense to simply mine my own supplies rather than getting them from others, even at wholesale prices. Plus, golems are an item for the very wealthy and powerful. I want to look into expanding our market.”

“That’s where I come in.” Alex smiled. “There’s a quaint little magic item crafting studio in the south end of town. The owner’s getting on in years and looking to retire and spend her time doing whatever she wants out in the countryside; she’s ready for something beside the daily grind of making potions, wands, and enchanted jewellery. I’ll be helping her make her dream come true by buying the business.”

“Oooooh, a magic item studio? That sounds wonderful,” Lucia said.

“Mhm, and I’ll be sourcing my supplies from Toraka, which’ll help both of us. In a decade, we’re going to own a quarter of the city. Each.” He grinned evilly.

“Oh, listen to this one.” Toraka rolled her eyes as they reached stairs leading to a passageway that looped into the basement lab. “What happened to that cute crafter’s assistant I hired not so long ago?”

“You taught him too well,” Alex replied smoothly.

“Now you’re just making me look bad,” Shale shot back.

“Truthfully, this is all really impressive,” Lucia said sincerely. “I just bought some more ships, and I thought that was remarkable⁠—”

“Oh, right!” Alex interrupted. “Finish your thought, then I want to talk to you about your ships.”

“—got it, now where was I?” Lucia paused. “Oh, yes. I thought you were already busy running your bakery⁠—”

“Bakeries.”

“What?” Lucia asked, her voice dropping into that familiar monotone deadpan tone of hers for a moment. “Did you say, bakeries, like bakery, but with an i-e-s instead of a y?”

“Yes, I did. I bought two more around the city.” Alex grinned. “Honestly, I had to. The lineups were getting so out of hand that poor Troy was actually starting to panic. Hiring extra staff helped for a bit, but the problem was that there were too many people coming from across the city. So, in order to properly serve them, I bought a couple more buildings, set them up the way we needed, and there we are… three Roth Family Bakeries to feed the masses. It was a lot of work, and that’s a fact, but it’s taken much of the pressure off the original bakery and the staff, and as a bonus, profit’s already up. They’ll pay for themselves in no time.”

Lucia blinked. “I haven’t been away from Generasi that long. How in the world did you set up two more bakeries so fast?”

Alex shrugged with a twinkle in his eye. “I learn fast—it’s a hell of a lot easier to do something the second and third time—and this time around, I didn’t have any buildings to renovate.”

“It still sounds impossible.” Lucia shook her head. “I work hard. I like working hard, but even I’m starting to feel exhausted just listening to you. So, you’re saying that you’re running multiple bakeries, building golems, getting supplies, going to class? Can you really spend time on another business?”

“I have to,” he said with a note of conviction in his voice. “There’s a lot I need to do, and I don’t have a lot of time to do it. Also, let’s just say that travel time is basically no longer a problem for me. You remember that teleportation trick I used in the tournament?”

“Yes?” Lucia asked.

“Well, I can teleport about twenty-five miles in one jump now.”

“That’s so unfair,” she groaned. “You’ll put every shipping company out of business.”

“As long as I put every shipping company out of business except yours—partner—that’s fine with me. But enough business talk.”

They’d reached the end of the corridor and entered the basement laboratory.

“Instead, let’s talk about business.” He grinned at his own joke as forceball lights blazed into life.

Lucia gasped; four new iron golems—each powered by the new golem cores—were standing silently, waiting for her. They were polished to perfection.

“Beautiful… aren’t they…” Claygon said, a note of melancholy in the voice he was currently using, that of a young man who’d smoked too much pipe-herbs. “Father and Toraka… really make the best golems.”

“I’ll say, and they do it fast too,” Lucia agreed. “I expected to only be picking up two today.”

“We have another potential buyer,” Alex said. “A bit of a gamble, but if this new contract works out, then what we’ve done so far will seem like nothing more than pocket change. But the real exciting part begins now.”

He gestured to the other side of the lab.

There, twenty figures stood in utter stillness—each covered with a black tarp. From their shape, it was clear that they were humanoid, though Lucia could tell little else.

“It’s time to meet your new crew.” Alex smiled. “Just as promised.”

Lucia gasped.

“Goodness me, I knew this would be an exciting day.” The former sky-gondolier clapped her hands in anticipation.


Chapter 25


The Silent Crew and the New Deal



“Behold!” Alexander Roth announced in a voice booming with the majesty of a king as he seized the edge of a tarp. “A wonder of wonders! Majesty beyond majesty! The birth of a legend! The⁠—”

“Will you just show her the goods, partner?” Toraka rolled her eyes.

“Fine, fine!” the young wizard said grudgingly. “Some people have no respect for showmanship.”

With theatrical flair, Alex yanked the tarp away, revealing a golem.

The first word that came to mind was magnificent.

The construct was female; crafted of pure, shining, polished metal, standing close to seven feet—taller than Alex—with a sturdiness and surprising grace to its form. It was forged in the image of a selachar with a dancer’s build and joints so subtle, they seemed to disappear at a distance, and—though crafted of steel—its face appeared touched by life with eyes that appeared to hold a spark of sapience. Had those eyes been black like those of the selachar people, Lucia might have thought the golem was a living being.

“It looks so life-like, even the hair looks like individual strands, but it’s really forged as a single piece,” Alex said, tapping the golem’s hair, which had been sculpted in a tight bun. “I could have made individual strands, but that would have added extra time and cost for no reason.”

He pulled the tarp from another golem, this one was sculpted in the image of a human male—with the agile, muscular physique of a dancer.

“I made their bodies to look as close to humanoid as I could get them, except without nipples, butt cracks and other naughty bits, if you get my meaning.” His voice dropped in a conspiratorial tone, “but they’ll look like grey humanoids from a distance, which should have the psychological effect of making people more comfortable around them. Still, I didn’t want to make them look so life-like that they’d start to look creepy.”

“They are incredibly beautiful, Alex,” Lucia said, sounding awestruck. “I’m surprised you made them with so much… detail, but without the naughty bits, and you left them naked?”

“I thought you could dress them, if you wanted.” Alex tapped his right temple. “If I just gave you golems that looked like armoured hulks, or featureless dolls, you’d have to go through all kinds of trouble customising them to get them the way you want. This way, you can dress them to look however you prefer—they’re large because I had to make sure they had enough bulk for heavy lifting—but a bit of custom tailored clothing should work nicely. Then you’ll have options to dress them in any culture’s style, doll them up for royalty, dress them down so they blend in with your crew, put armour on them so they look intimidating to bandits and other shady characters; anything really.”

“Well thought out.” Lucia nodded, tapping her chin. “I was considering a uniform for my crew when the company grew bigger.”

“That’ll be perfect, then!” Alex said. “Whip up the right clothes with the right symbols, and your golems will look just as at home as any other staff-member of your company.”

“So, what abilities do they have?” Lucia asked.

He smirked. “Testing indicated reflexes higher than those of the average humanoid—though ‘average’ is a little weird to say since agility can vary a lot across different races—let’s just say that they’re more agile and dexterous than the average human. They won’t tire, of course, and they’re capable of repeating any task on their own that you show them first.”

Alex rubbed his hands together. “Their golem cores’re advanced enough for them to understand complex tasks. As for strength?”

He held up all ten fingers.

Lucia frowned. “What does that mean?”

He grinned. “Tons.”

She took a step back. “Wait, are you telling me that together the twenty of them can lift ten tons?”

Now it was Shale who burst out laughing. “As if we’d be making golems as weak as that. No, no. Ten tons each.”

Lucia’s jaw dropped. “What you’ve done here really is… revolutionary!”

“And very expensive,” Alex said. “You’re lucky. Just one costs about ten times more than any ship you’d be putting them on. Which reminds me.” He pointed to a desk across the room. “Remember I asked you to remind me of something? Well, I’ve been thinking about trying to see if I could modify some of your ships. It’ll be a big expense, but I’m thinking I could work in some enchantments to do a few things like… reduce friction between their hulls and the sea, make it so their sails self inflate and deflate, and maybe erect a wind and rain shield over an entire vessel.”

Lucia’s eyebrows shot up. “That does sound expensive.”

“That’s why—if you’d like the modifications—I could do them at a discount. Now, we won’t be able to get every ship modified right away, but with a bit of time and some coin, I should be able to improve a couple, which means that those ships could complete a voyage in half the time it normally takes… maybe less.”

Lucia’s eyes sparkled at the thought of increased profits. “We’ll… we’ll definitely talk. Oh, that reminds me of a question. The golems are heavy since they’re made of metal, right? If a mortal crew-member falls overboard, they would float, but wouldn’t these constructs just sink to the bottom of the ocean?”

“Aha! I thought of that,” Alex assured her, slapping a golem’s midriff. “There’s a buoyancy device in each of them right below their core. It’s loosely based on flight magic, and even though I didn’t have enough time to spend on reverse-engineering flight magic, this works well. If a golem does fall into the water and breaks its surface, the device kicks in, letting them float rather than plunge straight down to the bottom of the sea.”

He frowned then, scratching his hair. “Honestly, what I really wanted was to make a device that lets them walk on snow, quicksand, or even water, but I couldn’t quite get it worked out. The prototypes had the golems floating away like bubbles.”

“That’s why we should have gone with full flight capabilities,” Shale complained. “The golem core would have powered it just fine.”

“And I keep telling you that it would have driven up both the time and expense for each one. Even if the forging process wasn’t increased by that much, we would’ve needed to build in proper controls and balances for three dimensional movement in various wind conditions. If we’d gone with what you wanted, we wouldn’t have twenty golems standing there right now. We’d only have two. Maybe three.”

“But flying golems would have been incredibly cool,” Shale said wistfully.

“Order one from me and I’ll build it for you.” Alex crossed his arms. “But these golems are meant to be sailors, labourers, and guards, not flyers.”

“I think they’ll suit my needs just fine.” Lucia’s eyes sparkled. “Flying golems to deliver time-sensitive cargo might not be a bad idea, but that can wait.”

“Ugh, neither of you are any fun,” Toraka complained. “Roth, you’re the one who took so much time building Claygon, wanting him to be the best. I understand Lucia—she just wants to get her crew now, not later—but you? What’s got you in such a rush? You’ve been building like you’re not going to live to see tomorrow.”

Alex exchanged a quick glance with Claygon.

His expression turned strained. “Let’s just say I have goals. Strong goals. And a self-imposed deadline.”

“We have enough deadlines without your self-imposed madness,” Toraka said. “I still think promising four instead of two was a bad idea.”

“What’s this?” Lucia asked.

Alex gave her a nervous smile. “We have a potential client who contacted us through one of Toraka’s connections. A very important client. If we get the contract and can fulfil it, it’ll open up an entire new world to us. New connections, great future work, you name it. Those connections will be a big help for you too, Lucia.”

“Oh? And who is this mysterious potential client?”

“We can’t say yet.” Toraka shook her head. “They’ve asked for confidentiality until they’re ready to announce the venture themselves. I’ll just echo what Alex said: if it all works out, it’s going to be of great benefit to all of us.”

“Sounds interesting, just be careful.” Lucia looked at both Alex and Toraka. “Take it from someone who once worked long hours at a job that killed her spirit; you do not want to overwork yourselves. I can’t have my business associates dropping dead or disappearing on me now, can I?”

“Yeah, disappearing.” Alex gave her a weak smile. “Well, we’re working on that.”
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“And you are sure that you can have four of these new golems finished in time to meet our timetable?” Kartika, a councillor on Generasi’s governing council said, her six hands holding up pages of Alex and Toraka’s quote and proposed schedule. “We only asked for two, though four would be excellent, but if quality will be sacrificed, we would prefer to be reasonable and wait for any larger order to be completed at a later date.”

“The name ‘Shale’ has always stood for quality, as well as quick and steady service,” Toraka Shale said.

“And the name of ‘Roth’ means an equally superior level of reliability and quantity, without ever sacrificing quality,” Alex followed up, subtly providing confidence with his words.

He needed this to work.

If he pulled it off, his future—and his family’s—would take a giant leap toward security for decades.

That was, if he pulled it off.

He and Toraka were seated in a lavish meeting room. Every stick of furniture bled magic. Leather chairs were supernaturally comfortable, feeling like clouds swaddling one’s body; every desk and table sat atop opulently carved legs that shifted from time to time—ready to relocate where they were needed at a moment’s notice—while a glass cabinet at the far end of the room was stocked with a supply of wines and liquors chilled to different temperatures.

To the left, a window filling the entire length of the room, looked out over the city and sea beyond. It was a remarkable view, like one from aboard a sky-ship looking down on Generasi from high in the clouds. The view was neither surprising, nor unexpected, considering they were in the personal meeting room of one of the councillors of the city. A person who represented the potential client they’d mentioned to Lucia: the City of Generasi itself.

Kartika—representing the wizard-council—had written to Toraka asking for a quote on two new iron golems which were to provide extra security within city hall. According to the letter, the city’s security budget had increased significantly after the demon attacks, and even more after word of Toraka and Alex’s improved golems began spreading near and wide, coupled with Claygon’s annihilation of Ram’s force construct at the Games of Roal. Approval had been given to contact the golem crafters and place an order with them.

To Alex, it was the opportunity he’d been waiting for.

‘If we manage to impress the city officials,’ he thought, ‘we’ll be getting a client with both a need and very, very deep pockets. Any ongoing golem contracts with the city could mean years, or even decades of revenue.’

He breathed through the tension passing within his body. ‘In case something bad happens to me, I could build enough golems to set Theresa and Selina up for a lifetime, and then some, and—if I have strong ties to the city—’ His mind went to the hidden church. ‘That gives me some real powerful allies when people start clamouring for me to be sent back to Thameland. This has got to work.’

“Think of this as a test for us,” Alex said smoothly. “Like we said, Toraka’s name means something in this city, and I want mine to mean something too. If we can show you that our company can produce quality golems twice as fast as you require for your timetable, then you’ll be able to see what we’re capable of.”

“Which will also increase your chances of securing further contracts, or perhaps something ongoing.” Kartika’s lips curled in amusement. “Baelin told me how shrewd you are, and I can see he wasn’t lying.”

Alex swallowed. “Baelin was talking about me?”

Kartika smiled. “Indeed he was. And he hasn’t been the only one. A lot of people have been watching you recently, Mr. Roth, as well as a certain shipping company with roots to Generasi.”

She set the proposal for the Golem Operation Plans on the desk.

“How about if I were to share what people have been saying about the name ‘Roth’ lately?”


Chapter 26


The Name ‘Roth’



“Did you know that most members of our wizard-council have been regular customers of yours for months now?” Kartika, a councillor in the city of Generasi, asked Alex.

He raised an eyebrow. “No, I didn’t know that…”

Alex remembered Kartika well. She and some of her fellow councillors were with Baelin the day of the grand opening of the Roth Family Bakery. The six-armed wizard had been partly responsible for Govert Beerensteyn’s arrest after he’d bungled his sabotage plan.

He remembered her and her companions enjoying a meal with the chancellor at the bakery, enthusiastically complimenting the food, which was why Alex was a little surprised when he’d never seen her there again.

He’d assumed that she and the other councillors already had favourite places around the city to visit and were spoiled for choice, considering how long they’d been on the wizard-council. Truthfully, he hadn’t really spent that much time thinking about it since the bakery attracted a lot of loyal customers from the hundreds employed by the city.

“You look a little confused,” Kartika said. “Surprised you didn’t see us again?”

“Well, I didn’t really think about it too much. I just assumed you already had your preferred restaurants,” Alex said. “Or probably had servants at home to make your meals.”

“Hah!” Kartika laughed. “If only my kitchen staff could make a custard as delicate as yours. It has a certain flavour that always leaves me wanting more, but happily, I haven’t had to deny myself more. That’s one of the perks of having an intern.” She smiled, stretching like a contented house cat.

“Ooooh, well, that makes sense,” Alex said, remembering regulars who came in every workday to pick up big orders to takeaway. He’d thought they were buying for themselves and their co-workers, it hadn’t occurred to him they were buying meals for the wizard-council.

“I’m glad you enjoy the food,” he said smoothly. “If I’d known, I would have brought some treats for our meeting today.”

“Ah, well, that’s too bad, but don’t worry, my intern is never far away.” She laughed. “And besides, all treats would be more than welcome in any future meetings we have.”

‘That’s a good sign,’ Alex thought.

“Well, I’m happy to hear that positive news about my bakery’s been spreading.” He chuckled.

“Word’s been spreading about more than your baking, Mr. Roth,” Kartika said. “To be honest, our department of commerce is rather interested in your progress within the city. The fact that you are so young, have come from a war-torn country, and are already starting different, and so far, rather successful businesses before you’ve even graduated from the university, is something that’s being watched with great interest. And commerce is not alone. Research and development has samples of dungeon core essence that has their lab staff simply buzzing with excitement at the thought of having the opportunity to examine your golems. Preferably Claygon, but any one of them would do.”

Alex blushed, embarrassed but excited. “Really now?”

“Of course. Then there’s the shipping company you’re presently associated with. That business is much like you, if you’ll allow the analogy—coming out of nowhere with few if any referrals, and becoming a success on its own merit without letters of introduction from any established merchant houses. It’s quite remarkable.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Alex said, pleased with the direction the conversation had taken.

“Absolutely,” she assured him. “You’re… what, twenty-one? Twenty-two?”

“Just turned twenty.”

She whistled. “Even more reason for people to pay attention to you. Baelin has told me all about your accomplishments at the university and on the research team in Thameland. He isn’t a man who often exaggerates, but I still had a spot of trouble believing half of what he was telling me about you. But, after your victories at the Games of Roal, and how successful you’ve been in establishing two rapidly expanding businesses, I couldn’t help but become a believer and see that your future looks very bright. You should give some thought to working for the wizard-council once you graduate, young man—with your accomplishments—you’ll likely have a spot ready-made for you.”

Toraka raised an eyebrow. “Are you trying to poach my business partner?”

“Maybe,” Kartika said. “I would not mind having him among my staff. It seems he’s very good at handling multiple careers at once.”

“Well, I’m very flattered,” Alex said, lowering his head slightly. It was important to show humility; from what he understood, the average age of the wizards on council was… ancient. They wouldn’t allow foolishness and arrogance in the younger members among them, especially those with exceptional talents.

At the same time, he couldn’t show false humility. No doubt, lots of people had tried that before, hoping to look like something they weren’t.

“Thank you for the kind words, I’m very, very flattered,” he continued. “But I feel it’s too early for me to talk about employment yet. I have another two years before I finish my undergrad, in spite of everything I’ve done so far. Planning what I’d like to do after I get my degree is important, but who knows what could happen between now and then, and I wouldn’t want to be so arrogant as to think you’d still be interested in me if my fortunes suddenly changed.”

“Of course,” Kartika said. “Wisely said. What is the highest spell tier you can presently cast?”

“I can cast up to fourth-tier spells right now,” Alex said. “Though I think I’m getting closer to casting a fifth-tier summoning spell.”

“Very good. You have nearly mastered the tier most university students have mastered when they graduate and you’re still two years away from that. I look forward to hearing more about your growth and progress, Mr. Roth. But, I’ve let us get distracted.” She looked over the operations budget proposed by him and Toraka. “Your price is high.”

“Our golems are worth every copper coin,” Toraka assured her. “Trust me, once you begin using one, you’ll never have the need, or dare I say desire, to patronise other golemworks ever again.”

“You may very well be right, from what I’ve seen. If you can meet the proposed timetable—and of course, the golems are of the expected quality—then we will be most pleased to develop a long-lasting relationship with your company.” Kartika smiled. “Shall we sign?”

“I’m more than fine with that.” Shale grinned.

Hope rose in Alex’s chest.

He was another step further from being dragged home in chains.

“So am I,” he said, fighting the urge to snatch up the pen. “You’ll have your golems faster than you can blink.”

Kartika blinked.

“…Okay, maybe not literally,” Alex said quickly.
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“Uh, it’s quitting time, partner,” Shale called from the other side of the lab. The golem crafter yawned, her eyes bloodshot. “We’ve been working a lot of overtime anyway.”

“You go ahead, Toraka,” Alex said, connecting a mana vacuum to a crucible. “I want to see if I can forge another pair of legs before leaving.”

“Really?” She frowned. “Alex, it’s not ‘night,’ it’s morning; three hours past midnight.”

“I know, I know,” he said gently. “I’ll be alright.”

“Don’t you have an early morning class?”

“I only need two hours of sleep anyway,” Alex said. “I can finish these up, teleport myself and Claygon home, get some rest, grab my supplies, say hello to Selina and Theresa, teleport them to campus, then get to class.”

“That sounds like a lot,” Toraka said. “Even if you only need a little sleep, you’re piling on stress and strain, my young partner. You should quit for the night.”

“It’s okay. If I finish the legs now, we’ll shave a day off the timetable,” Alex said. “Not only would we finish the order for the city, we might save enough time to take on another order before the end of the month.”

“Another order?” Toraka gaped. “Alex, you’re going to overwork yourself.”

He smiled gently, heating up the crucible. “It’ll only be temporary, isn’t that right, Claygon?”

The golem, who had been reading a book on the other side of the lab, looked up. “I will stop Father before he becomes ill.”

Toraka sighed. “Alright, well, I’ll leave you two to lock up. Goodnight, then!”

“Night!” Alex called, slipping his mask on. “And say hello to Sim for me, if he’s awake!”

“I will!” Shale said, closing the door behind her.

Alex was left to work in the laboratory, operating the massive, mana-infused crucible as Claygon read his book. The machine—nearly as big as the entire kitchen at the bakery—allowed for precise metallurgy by using a combination of internal magnets, mana charges, and tiny constructed internal hands to shape metal with precision.

While watching the process through the window of hardened crystal, Alex could control the shape and composition of any raw metals inserted into the crucible by holding two mana conductive spheres, which allowed him to operate the machine through pure, precise mana manipulation.

The process drew a lake’s worth of mana from his pool, but he had more than enough to spare.

“Alright, another pair of legs coming up,” Alex said, calling on the Mark. “Let’s see if I can refine the process; make it just a little more efficient.”

“Father… what Toraka said is right… you should take more time to rest…” Claygon warned Alex.

“I will,” the young wizard said, pouring his mana into the machine. Through the window, liquified iron ran into a waiting vessel. From the inner walls of the machine, hundreds of tiny tungsten hands emerged.

“When, Father?” Claygon asked. “You train… and work… all the time… Selina and Theresa… hardly see you.”

“I know, I know,” Alex said. “But it’s only temporary. I need that order for the city finished. We need their golems in their hands, let them really appreciate them, then we need them to approach us for another contract.”

The tiny hands reached into the liquified iron, running a mana current through it. Some of the hands added little blocks of pure carbon, mixing it into the metal. Numbers flashed on a screen beside the window, displaying the iron’s carbon content.

“There’s going to be a fight over me when who I am comes out,” Alex said. “And I need as many powerful people as possible to have a deep interest in keeping me here, especially with Baelin off somewhere helping his cabal among the stars.”

“You are right… but if you do get taken… I would come with you, Father…” Claygon said. “And… if you are taken… Selina would not be happy that you are not here…”

“Oh, I’m not going anywhere,” Alex said. “No way I’m letting them drag me back in chains. With Hannah’s power, let them try to catch me. One problem is that they could make it very hard to complete school. With enough pressure from Thameland, the city might even officially say that I can’t stay here—like a mini-exile—unless I’m too useful for them to boot me out.”

“Even if you escaped… Selina would not see you… for a long time…” Claygon said.

“And that’d hurt,” Alex agreed. “Traveller knows how much it’d hurt, but the best way for me to make sure that doesn’t happen is to become too important for Generasi to let me go when the fight begins.”

“I see…” Claygon said. “When… do you think… the fight will happen? I will protect you.”

Within the crucible, the dozens of tiny hands began stirring the liquid, separating it into two parts within the internal vessel. They then set about shaping them into what would become a pair of powerful legs for a new iron golem.

“It could happen tomorrow, it could happen next year…” Alex said. “But I think it’s going to be sooner, not later. Our enemies are going to regroup, and after that? They’re going to come after us in a way that hurts.”

“I see… well… please… take care of yourself… It is already a couple of weeks into the semester… and you are already working so hard, Father…”

“Like I said, it’s temporary, Claygon. Soon, I think I’ll be ready for when the fight comes. And besides, tomorrow, I won’t be coming to the lab until late at night.”

“Oh?” Claygon paused. “Are you going to rest… after class?”

“No.” Alex looked at the golem. “I’m going to the Cells. I’m getting better with the Traveller’s power, but I’ve been putting less effort into my spellcasting than I should.”

The young wizard set his jaw. “It’s time I break through to fifth-tier summoning, then fourth-tier in my other spells. I’ll need every bit of power for what’s coming.”


Chapter 27


Daily Teleportation



“Alex, when are we going to learn about fire magic again?” Selina said, yawning as she came downstairs to the dining room. “I know you’re busy, but if you have time, I’d love to learn some more.”

“Oh, we will.” Alex heaped steaming links of breakfast sausage onto a platter in the middle of the table. Nearby, Brutus was drooling, watching the food.

“When?” she asked, sitting down.

“Soon,” he said. “Theresa! Breakfast time!” he called upstairs, joining his sister for breakfast. “I promise.”

“How soon is soon?” Selina pressed. “We were making really good progress when Khalik’s parents were here, and I’m ready for some new spells. Learning spells, especially fire spells, makes me want to learn even more.”

“I wish I could be teaching you right now, Selina,” Alex said honestly. “It’s a crunch period for me. You know why I’ve had to do the work I’ve been doing, but remember, it’s only temporary.”

“I know, and I still have that magic lore to look up,” Selina said quietly. “I just miss hanging⁠—”

“I overslept!” Theresa came down the stairs two at a time, looking frantic. She headed to the magically-cooled pantry, pulled out a slab of meat, slapped it in Brutus’ bowl, then plopped down at the table with Alex and Selina, piling sausage links on her plate. “I’m so hungry,” she mumbled, wolfing them down. “Sorry about this. I went to bed way too late last night.”

“I told you not to wait up for Alex,” Selina said.

Alex looked at Theresa. “You were waiting up for me?”

“Right until I feel asleep,” she said, her mouth full. “Sorry.”

“No, no, I’m the one who should be sorry. Or, well—” He thought for a moment. “Let’s say we just share the ‘sorry.’”

He looked at Theresa and Selina in earnest. “Look, I know I’ve been away a lot—I don’t like it either—but I’m trying to make it as temporary as possible. I swear, things’ll go back to normal soon.”

Theresa gave him a gentle smile, reaching out and squeezing his hand. “Alex, I understand. I get it. You’re doing what you have to do for us, just like how I’m hunting dungeon cores with Claygon, Grimloch, Thundar, Ripp, and the others. I miss you a lot, but we have to do what we have to do. And that’s the way it is. But, once we’re done, we owe ourselves a long vacation.”

“Heh, yeah,” Alex laughed. “Preferably one that lasts for a few years.”

Theresa giggled, while Selina remained quiet, her eyes fixed on her food, barely looking up at either the wizard or huntress.

“I get it too, Alex,” his sister said softly. “I don’t like it, but I get it. I just hope it’s over soon.”

“It will be,” the young wizard said. “I’ll make sure it is.”

After breakfast was finished, Alex teleported around the kitchen, enlisting an army of Wizard’s Hands to wash and dry the dishes as he gathered his cloak, satchel and staff.

Selina and Theresa grabbed their bags then joined Alex, Brutus, and Claygon in the centre of the dining room.

“Alright, everybody ready?” he asked.

“Yes,” Theresa said.

Selina grinned. “This part’s fun.”

“A lot of fun…” Claygon agreed.

Brutus simply panted, all three heads nuzzling Theresa, Alex, and Selina, while he wrapped his bone-sheathed tail around one of Claygon’s lower hands.

“Yeah, it sure is a hell of a lot of fun, isn’t it?” Alex grinned, closing his eyes, then touching his companions, he called on both the Traveller’s power and the Mark of the Fool.

Hannah’s energy came as easily as breathing, while the Mark showed him a cascade of images of every success he’d ever had with the power, no matter how small.

He imagined the space he was standing in with his family, then the junior school’s front gates, and making some minor adjustments to his energy flow…

The Traveller’s power flared.

And the Roth family vanished.

A heartbeat later, Alex opened his eyes, finding the five of them in front of the junior school.

Apart from a few students whose parents teleported them to school every morning, hardly anyone else was there.

“Love you, Alex,” Selina said, giving him a hug.

“Love you too. You sure your friends don’t want me to pick them up? It would literally take seconds, and they’d be here the same time as you every morning,” Alex offered.

Selina shook her head, adjusting her book bag and walking toward the massive front doors. “Abela likes walking through campus, and most of my other friends are probably still getting ready, but thanks for the offer anyway. Have a good day, Alex! Theresa! See you later, Brutus! Bye, Claygon, love you!”

With that, the young girl hurried into the building.

“You know, I don’t remember the last time she threw ‘love you’ around so much,” Alex muttered. “Feels good.”

“Maybe because… she misses you…” Claygon suggested.

“Yeah, that’s probably it,” Alex said.

“Maybe it’s also because she loves you, you fool.” Theresa shook her head, giving him a wide grin.

“An unlikely hypothesis, but acceptable,” Alex said, putting on his best ‘Professor Jules’ impression. “Alright, let’s get you three to the portal.”

In a heartbeat, the junior school disappeared, and they were suddenly in front of the expedition’s portal building.

“See you later on,” Alex said, hugging the huntress. “You want me to wait with you until Grimloch gets here?”

“No, it’ll be fine. I think I’ll just head to the Castle and prepare for the hunt,” she said.

“I wish I could teleport you all the way there.”

“How far can you teleport now?” Theresa asked him.

“Thirty-five miles, give or take,” he said, subconsciously puffing out his chest; he couldn’t help but be a little proud.

“That’s even better than before.” The huntress rubbed his arm.

“Father’s progress… has been impressive…” Claygon said.

“Yours too, Claygon,” Theresa said. “Your form’s getting better all the time. It won’t be long before you’re using that war-spear as well as Zonon-In did.”

“Better. I want to be… better… than she was…” Claygon said, in a voice that sounded like a determined young man’s, or a heroic squire in some epic fable.

“That’s the spirit, buddy.” Alex clapped him on the arm. It rang with a metallic clang.

“Anyway, we’d better let you go,” Theresa said, kissing him goodbye. “Come on, Brutus. Let’s go, Claygon. We might be able to spar in the courtyard for a while before Grimloch arrives. Just don’t crush me, okay?”

“I will not…” Claygon promised.

The golem and the huntress waved at Alex as they made their way toward the teleportation building. Brutus scampered after them, his bone-sheathed tail whipping back and forth.

“Alright, just a few more things to do,” Alex said.

The Traveller’s power flared, and he teleported back to the city to make the rounds, visiting his bakeries, checking-in with Troy and the other managers of the two new locations.

Lines were already forming outside of each, making Alex a little giddy.

His next stop was to his latest venture, the Roth Family Magic Item Shop and Studio. The building was a squat and sturdy one—reinforced against magical explosions—with several floors and lots of windows. The floors above ground would display items for customers to purchase, and samples for custom orders. The light in the building had an interesting quality. The windows were frosted, giving the space a murky look, much like a mysterious grotto where witches peddled potions. A work crew was busy cleaning and replacing—frankly ancient—pieces of equipment the previous owner had used.

Alex was happy with the daily progress, and figured he could open as soon as he crafted enough magical items. Potions could be made quickly, and he could guarantee they would be in stock from day one, but he wasn’t sure other magic items would be available on opening day. For now, that was a ‘later’ problem.

After his morning inspections were all done, he teleported back to school, appearing in the middle of the campus green. He could have teleported right to Magic Lore III—his first class of the morning—but walking across school grounds was relaxing, and with his insane schedule, he’d take every bit of relaxing he could get.

Walking along campus—now a third-year student—he found himself feeling a bit nostalgic.

Youthful faces were everywhere, reminding him of himself and his cabal mates not so long ago. In some ways, it seemed like a lifetime had passed since he was in first year.

“I probably looked a lot like them,” he whispered, noting the excitement on their faces and how they were looking every which way, taking in the wonders of a university he’d grown accustomed to.

“Look! They’re flying!” cried a pudgy young man, pointing at a trio of Watchers soaring through the air on their stone disks. The young man’s friends also pointed and gawked, completely awestricken.

Alex chuckled as he passed them. “If you think that’s a sight, wait until you see Baelin when he’s mad.”

He left the path and entered the school, taking the stairs two at a time, moving past huge auditoriums where first-year magic lore classes were held, then up the stairs to smaller classrooms on the upper floors.

The higher he climbed, the more students he knew—both third and fourth year—who greeted him by name.

The third-year wizard stopped for a while, chatting about how summer break seemed to fly by—the Games of Roal, and what classes people were taking this semester—before continuing on to magic lore. Alex had a sobering moment when he realised how few second-year students made it to third year. The attrition rate between second and third year was depressing.

Another grim reality wormed its way into his mind. ‘I wonder what Carey would think of going into third year?’

He sighed, shaking his head to ground himself, focusing on his breath.

‘Don’t dwell. Acknowledge it and let it pass.’

With that, Alex entered his first class of the day—Magic Lore III.

The classroom was tiny compared to the massive auditoriums where first-year lectures took place. His first-year class would have held hundreds of students, where this room boasted enough seats for maybe forty.

And one of the forty was waving at him.

“Hey, Alex, welcome.” Khalik gestured to an empty seat beside him. “Thundar is not here yet, but he should be on his way.”

“You’re here way too early.” Alex took the seat beside Khalik.

“Someone has to keep you company,” the prince said easily, petting Najyah who was nestled on his shoulder, fast asleep. “So, my friend, how are you finding your classes so far?”

“Honestly? Easy at this point,” Alex said, listing them. “Third-year blood magic’s interesting, but there’ll be a lot of repetition for me. I had to learn a lot of it because of the ritual I used for Brutus and Theresa, but according to the syllabus, a lot of that stuff’ll be covered in the course this year. Then there’s alchemy. We’ll be forging magical rings at first, but that’s something I learned how to do from self-study. I’ll be getting my Art of the Wizard in Combat credit from the expedition, so that’s done. Mangal’s fourth-year summoning should be very interesting, though. We’re finally getting into full Binding and Relational Contract Summoning, which means we’ll have to make a pact with a spiritual entity as our final project.”

“I still cannot believe you are in fourth-year summoning.”

“Professor Mangal insisted.”

“So you have told me, and I still hardly believe it. Do you think you will master fifth-tier summoning spells soon?”

“I’ll be working on that later,” Alex said.

“Good,” Khalik mused. “You are working hard, friend.”

“So are you,” Alex said. “All the spell practise, the training, and the studying that you, Isolde, and Thundar are doing; it’s even making me feel tired.”

“Well, we cannot be left behind,” Khalik said. “We simply cannot let you leap ahead of us so quickly.”

“Well, we’ll all need to be ready for what’s coming,” Alex agreed, looking around the mostly empty class. “Is it just me, or does this all seem kinda…”

“Quaint?” the prince offered.

“Yeah, that’s the right word,” Alex said. “I remember when I used to walk to class from the insula or take a sky-gondola around the city. Well, this morning, I actually teleported to five different places!”

“I hear you. I remember those days in the insula. Now, I’m living in a comfortable villa in the city where I can spend time with Sinope and make connections,” the prince said. “Sometimes, I yearn for those simpler days. Things seemed different before what happened to Carey.”

“More innocent somehow,” Alex added. “And that was when we were fighting demons. By the Traveller, is this what getting old looks like?”

Khalik looked stricken. “I am not ready for grey hair.”

“Neither am I!” Alex agreed.


Chapter 28


Fifth



While contemplating his rapid descent into old age, Alex headed downstairs, on his way to the Cells.

All around, first-year students scurried about, searching for Cells they’d been assigned to for first semester lab work.

‘By the Traveller, I still can’t believe how young they look,’ he thought, shaking his head as he reached the administration desk at the bottom of the building.

Waving to the administrator sitting there, he greeted her. “Hi there, would I be able to use one of the summoning Cells, please?”

“Ah yes, Mr. Roth, welcome back,” said the administrator. “How long will you need the Cell for?”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “I’m sorry, have we met?”

“Not officially,” she said, drawing a schedule from her desk. “But I did see you compete at the Games of Roal, and more importantly, your bakery has been responsible for destroying my waistline.” She laughed easily, patting her stomach.

“Oh, uh, sorry?” Alex offered.

“Don’t be, it was worth it,” she said, looking down at the schedule. “Would Cell 314 work for you?”

“Absolutely,” Alex said. “I’ve got my student card to unlock the door right here in my bag.”

“Good, oh, and I just wanted to thank you for everything you did last year. It won’t be forgotten.”

“Pardon?” he said.

“My younger brother competed in last year’s Games,” she explained. “If it wasn’t for you brave people on the beach, he would have died. He’s no combat mage, he just entered for fun. So, thank you, Mr. Roth. You kept our family from suffering a loss like so many others did that day.”

“We all did what we had to do, but thank you for your kind words. Hearing them means a lot. I’ll be sure to pass them along to my friends. What’s your name?” he asked.

“Carmen.”

“Well, I’ll tell them, Carmen, and thanks again.”

He gave her a little wave as he teleported back to the stairs, and up to Cell 314.

Alex swiped his card above the door lock and entered the room. He locked the door behind him and dropped his satchel on the floor near a desk. Time to get to work. The aeld staff gave off little waves of curiosity as he leaned it against a wall and took a pair of spell-guides from his bag.

“Wondering what I’m doing?” he said to the staff. “Well, I’ll be trying to summon more companions like Bubbles and our foxy friend. Sometime soon, we’ll be heading to a land that could be pretty dangerous, especially since we’ll be far away from everyone we know, except for Claygon.”

Alex summoned Bubbles. “We don’t want to risk getting caught there by something nasty without any backup.”

The aeld staff gave off another wave of curiosity before its attention turned to Bubbles, who was, well, bubbling at it.

Smiling, Alex went to the summoning circle in the centre of the room and laid the two spell-guides before him. The first one contained a fifth-tier summoning spell that conjured an evil spirit called a hellchainer—a monstrous creature that drew energy from pain, pleasure, and mania. Creatures like those were favourites of evil wizards, and they’d use them to interrogate and torture their enemies.

The problem was that they tended to delight more in the suffering itself than in actually extracting any practical information from their victims.

Of course, Alex had no interest in torturing people… probably.

‘Truth is, if I got my hands on that First Apostle, I don’t think letting a hellchainer have a few hours alone with him would be such a bad idea,’ the young wizard thought. ‘Although, I’d be more summoning one of them for the challenge, than anything else—they’re tricky spirits to call. Option two’s even more challenging, though, but less… dangerous.”

Alex looked at the second spell-guide in front of him, one meant to summon an Astlanti celestial.

According to the books on lore, they were a prideful celestial race that wielded great magical might, and only worked with the most driven of mages. Legends even said that they were once a race of mortals who escaped some long ago catastrophe by ascending to a higher plane.

Of course, the Astlanti refused to answer questions about their peoples’ past, and no history book ever recorded any kingdom of a similar name that once existed.

After what he’d learned from Baelin about other planets, Alex was convinced they were from another world altogether.

“I wonder if I’ll find out.” He cracked his knuckles, picking up the hellchainer spell-guide. “But let’s deal with the evil one first.”

Alex looked over the spell-array carefully; it was an intimidating thing, requiring five conjoined magic circuits all functioning in tandem.

“I can see why most wizards never reach fifth-tier,” he murmured, admiring the diagram. “I assumed this would be a challenge; seems I was right.” He touched his midriff. “My mana pool should be more than big enough to contain the magic circuitry; now it’s just a matter of not making any mistakes. At fifth-tier, if I screw up the summoning, I’ll conjure something awful.”

His mind ran free for a while, imagining some tentacled horror breaking out of the protective circle in the centre of the floor—dragging him, Bubbles and his staff into eternal doom—he shuddered, shaking away the image.

He’d been doing this long enough to avoid catastrophes… he hoped.

Alex studied the spell array carefully, making note of individual parts of the magic circuitry that were familiar to him, then nodded, satisfied. He conjured a Wizard’s Hand.

The Mark’s interference hit hard, shaking him to the core as he fought to guide himself through it, frustration rising. As the crimson Hand appeared, Alex frowned, remembering the Mark of the General in Uldar’s sanctum.

“If that Mark is just the Fool without the interference, I’m going to be so damned mad.” He scowled. “And since that’s probably what it is? I’m already mad just thinking about it. Here I am, about to try casting a fifth-tier spell, and I still have to wrestle with the Mark of the Fool just to conjure some first-tier Wizard’s Hand.”

He thought about what happened when he’d relieved the First Apostle of his arm. He’d ended up on the ground, helpless, hammered and punished by a Mark from a dead god. Punished for wanting to avenge his friend. For wanting to save his other friends.

For wanting to stand against a monster.

Alex’s jaw clenched and unclenched as a surge of anger dropped on him with a weight it hadn’t shown in a long time, not since his early struggles with the Mark in Ram’s force magic class.

He took some deep breaths, making himself calm down, using his grounding techniques, letting go of his rage with each breath.

“If only I could change this Mark right now,” he whispered, returning his focus to the spell array.

There was nothing to be done about that at the present moment.

For the time being, he’d work and prepare for the day he could change it.

And for the next half hour, he studied the spell in minute detail, tracing diagrams he’d made of the array, using the Mark, correcting even the slightest mistake he’d made in his drawings. Then, he said each syllable of the incantation aloud, sounding them out, making sure his pronunciation was flawless.

When it was time to make notes, he flipped open his notebook and began:

Summon Hellchainer. 1st attempt. Progress:

The level of progress was left blank for now as he began spellcasting, at the same time calling on the Traveller’s power.

This spell was a new one, but at this point, he’d had a lot of experience with fourth-tier summoning magic. His goal was ambitious, hoping to have 30% of the spell array mastered by the time he finished practising for the day.

Alex closed his eyes, feeling the Traveller’s power as he slowly spoke the incantation. It joined with his mana, pushing against the Mark’s interference.

He felt the conjoined magic circuit manifesting, unfolding like a bloom, as he became caught between the roaring seas that were the Mark of the Fool and the power of the Traveller. One tried to steer him off course, dragging him down. The other held him gently like a ray of sunlight, guiding him through the spell, keeping him on track.

He let both flow, focusing on saying those precious syllables precisely.

A circuit formed.

Then another.

Then a third.

A fourth.

Before he realised what was happening, the Traveller’s power was guiding his mana into a fifth circuit that linked with the others. The entire spell flared to life.

Alex’s eyes flew wide as he felt a connection form with the lower planes.

The groan of chains, the sound of screams, and of dripping liquid seemed to echo through his ears as something otherworldly was pulled across the planes.

Air shimmered within the summoning circle.

Chains clinked.

Space tore apart.

And something humanoid—short and gaunt—stepped through, appearing in the material world. It might have chilled the blood of even the bravest soul, with its six fingers, two pairs of elbow and knee joints, and spear-shaped ears. The creature was a thing of nightmares; yet it almost looked human.

Almost human.

Piercing its pale grey flesh were scores of hooks, iron rings, and long nails. Spiked chains wrapped its entire body in an unnerving parody of a robe, wound tightly enough to squeeze every angle on its emaciated form.

A dark fluid ran from the corners of lips that snarled in what seemed a hideous grin.

Its eyes were stitched shut, and yet it faced Alex, seeming to watch him, nonetheless.

An aura of palpable pain and menace surrounded the hellchainer.

“We have such sights to show you,” the creature croaked, its voice gurgling.

The aeld staff gave off waves of terror.

Bubbles bubbled in fright.

And Alex’s jaw dropped, his mind whirling.

He’d hit fifth-tier.

On his first try with a new spell.

It was stunning.

Numbly, he wrote a number in the notebook:

Summon Hellchainer. 1st attempt. Progress: 100%.

“What agonies do you wish for me to bestow, oh pained one?” the creature gurgled. “This one desires flesh.”

“Not right now. I wished to simply greet you,” Alex said carefully, using the Mark to alter his voice. He made it higher. Cold. Infused with a note of indifference, sounding every inch the cruel wizard ready to unleash his demon armies on the unsuspecting.

“In the future, there will be much pain for us to inflict,” Alex said, thinking of the hidden church of Uldar. “For now, though. A gift.”

With that, Alex looked at Bubbles. “Could you do me a favour…” He paused, eyeing the innocent water elemental, then grabbed his staff. “On second thought, never mind.”

Raising the nervous aeld branch high, he conjured a hellhound near the summoning circle.

The hound appeared, panting brimstone as it looked up at Alex, recognising him.

“Could you do me a favour and bite him, please?” The young wizard raised his chin toward the hellchainer. “There. On his leg, where there aren’t any nails or spikes sticking out.”

The hound cocked his head momentarily before bounding to the hellchainer and clamping its jaws on its flesh.

Writhing in ecstasy, the evil spirit released an unsavoury moan. “Yessss, sweet pain! A reward, but no labour. Master is kind.”

“Master is also cruel,” Alex said. “I will call you again.”

“Gooood, this one will be waiting…” the monster moaned.

With a shudder, Alex dismissed both the hellchainer and the hellhound.

Bubbles burbled nervously.

“Yeah, I don’t think I’ll be summoning that thing too often.” Alex leaned the staff against the wall then took a look at the second spell-guide.

“Was that a fluke, I wonder? Only one way to find out…”

For another half hour, he studied the spell-guide for Summon Astlanti Celestial before trying the spell.

Again the Mark interfered.

Again the Traveller’s power helped him.

And again, he completed the spell on his first try.

A tall, imperious-looking male—with skin like shining pearl—stood before him, dressed in robes of flowing mist. He stared at Alex with clear grey eyes.

“I see thee, sorcerer, as one who wields great power. Thou art wise to summon me, though thou shall need to prove thyself,” the celestial’s voice echoed. “Art thou worthy?”

“I am,” Alex said, his voice ringing with confidence. Arrogance, even. “You will serve me because I possess power grand enough to stand beside you as a fellow master of arcane might.”

“And how shall you prove this to me?” the celestial asked.

Alex swallowed. Cold sweat rose on his skin as his mind tried piecing together what was happening.

‘Okay, the Traveller’s power… I’ve been using it,’ he thought. ‘As it grows stronger in me, it’s offering me more support for summoning spells. Which means… It’s time to get greedy.’

Alex looked into the Astlanti’s eyes. “I will prove it by showing you that I can call one greater than you. I will show you by conjuring you again and—right in front of your eyes—I will show you the kind of magic that will surprise even you.”

The Astlanti smiled. “I look forward to it.”

“Until then,” Alex dismissed the celestial.

He looked at Bubbles. “Guard my things for a minute, Bubbles.”

The water elemental gurgled in reply, moving beside Alex’s bag.

Then, teleporting out of the Cell and up to the halfway in front of Professor Mangal’s office, the young wizard rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

“Alright, Roth,” he said to himself. “Time to push your luck.”

He knocked on the door.


Chapter 29


Greed



“Come in,” Professor Mangal called through the door.

‘Good, she doesn’t have a class,’ Alex thought with relief as he stepped into her office.

She looked up from a notebook she was sketching in at her desk.

“Ah, Alex, pleasure to see you.” She smiled at him warmly. “How can I help you? I doubt you’re here for extra help since you’ve been mastering our lessons in class so far.”

“Professor.” He marched to her desk like a knight about to challenge a dragon. “I would like access to a sixth-tier spell-guide.”

She startled, raising an eyebrow. “Sixth-tier? Do you wish to read ahead? I know how skilled you are, Alex, but I assure you, fifth-tier spells will be complex enough. Students are expected to graduate having mastered fifth-tier spells. And you are only starting your third year. Patience, my ambitious young friend.”

With a chuckle, Mangal looked back down at her notebook, picking up her pen.

“Professor,” he said quietly. “I’ve already mastered fifth-tier summoning spells.”

The professor paused, slowly looking up at him. “Pardon me?”

“I just summoned a hellchainer and an Astlanti celestial. Right now, in the Cells. I could do it again right here. Right now.”

She put the pen down. “Truly?”

“Truly,” Alex said with conviction.

“Show me the Astlanti celestial, then.” Mangal leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms over her chest. A dark eyebrow rose. “That is one of the most challenging of the fifth-tier summoning spells. So show me.”

Alex took a deep breath, casting the spell.

Again, the Mark’s interference rose to stop him.

Again, the Traveller’s power came to help him.

With complete precision, he pronounced each syllable.

The magic circuit formed in his mana pool.

A connection built between the material world and the celestial planes.

The air beside him parted, and an ethereal form shimmered into being in front of the professor’s desk.

“Ah, thou art calling me again this soon, young master of the arcane?” the celestial said, looking at Alex imperiously. “Dost thou seek to introduce me to another sorcerer? I sense greater power from her than from thee.”

Mangal’s jaw had gone slack.

Her eyes flicked between Alex and the celestial. “What,” she said flatly.

“Ta-daaaa.” The young wizard gestured to the celestial.

“It appears I am to be part of some chicanery and buffoonery.” It sounded displeased.

“With respect, Vaunted One.” The Professor stood up. “We are simply coming to grips with certain changes, much as your people did during your transmigration.”

The celestial’s expression softened slightly. “So, thou knoweth of us. Good. I hath noted thy respect.”

“Yes, ancient one,” Alex said. “I will call you again, later.”

With that, he dismissed the celestial.

Mangal’s face was the image of disbelief. “Alex, do you know what you’ve done?”

“Yes. Summoned one of the most difficult-to-conjure spirits that can be conjured by fifth-tier magic.” Alex smiled without a shred of false humility.

“Yes!” Mangal cried. “I recognise your exceptional affinity for summoning spells, but this is beyond my wildest imaginings. All things considered, you were still slow with the actual spellcasting, but it was done steadily and with excellent control.”

She shook her head. “What you’ve done today is remarkable, but I’m still not certain about allowing you to try sixth-tier magic. It goes without saying that casting at such high levels is daunting, and there are very good reasons why one attempts such magic during graduate studies, and not before. Countless wizards never reach that level. Ever. Not even after a century. Sixth-tier isn’t quite the barrier that seventh-tier is, but it is by no means easy.”

“I know, Professor,” Alex said. “But I believe I’m up to the challenge. I think if you handed me a sixth-tier summoning spell right now, I could cast it. It might take me a few tries, but I know I could do it.”

Her eyes narrowed, watching him carefully, then she scoffed at herself. “I suppose it’s not surprising that I find myself on the cusp of believing you. Give me a moment to think.”

Mangal turned away, looking out the window with her brow furrowed in thought and her lips moving silently.

“Alex, stay here for a moment. Do not touch anything,” she said.

With that, Professor Mangal cast a teleportation spell—her magic forming a connection in the direction of the library—and vanished.

His mind whirling, Alex waited in silence as the minutes dragged by before she returned. Teleportation magic warned him, and she reappeared, holding three spell-guides.

“Alright, if you wish to do this, then you’ll do it under my direct supervision. I have no classes for the next two hours and had planned on spending the time working on a personal project, but now you’ve piqued my curiosity, so that can wait for now.”

“If you want to take care of your project, this can wait, Professor,” Alex said.

“Believe me, I do not wish for this to wait,” Professor Mangal assured him, pressing the three spell-guides into his hands. “I do have some doubts that you will manage to cast sixth-tier, but—if you do—you and I will have much to discuss. Better that we do this sooner than later.”

“Alright,” Alex said. “Whatever you say.”

“Good, now which Cell were you working in?” she asked.

“314,” Alex said.

“Very good. If your time isn’t up, I’ll teleport there with you,” she said.

“Actually, I can get back myself, so I’ll just meet you there,” Alex said.

Concentrating, he teleported back to the hall in front of Cell 314, passing his student card over the door to open it, and a heartbeat or two later, Professor Mangal appeared beside him.

“You really did teleport here by yourself,” she said. “One day, you must explain to me how you do that. I saw you use it in the Grand Battle and the malicious side of me very much enjoyed watching you confuse your competition.” She smiled at the memory. “Most wizards tend to keep the secrets of their unique gifts to themselves, but if you are willing to share, I would love to know more.”

“One day, I promise I’ll explain,” Alex said. “But for now, I’m eager to get started, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course,” Professor Mangal said, following Alex into the room.

She greeted Bubbles politely before nodding to the spell-guides she’d handed him. “Take a look at those.”

Alex noted the title of each book.

The first was a guide for the sixth-tier spell: Summon Celestial Dire Tiger.

The second was a guide for Summon Shadow Demon.

And the last was for the sixth-tier spell, Summon Greater Water Elemental.

“Interesting choices,” Alex said.

“They range from fairly easy for their level, to quite difficult. Summoning a shadow demon will be easiest. They love to be summoned to torment mortals. Then the greater water elemental—they are powerful entities and are indifferent to mortals. Celestial dire tiger will be the hardest of the three to conjure. While good-hearted, they are also quite prideful and resistant to being summoned on command.”

“Just like the Astlanti celestial,” Alex said, handing two spell-guides to two Wizard’s Hands he’d conjured earlier, then flipping open the guide to Summon Shadow Demon. “I guess I’ll be working my way up to the others. How many tries do I have with each spell?”

Professor Mangal’s eyes flicked to a timekeeper on the wall. “I will need a half hour to prepare for class. So you have an hour and a half. Take as many tries as you need.”

“Perfect.” Alex started reading the spell-guide.

His heart sank briefly.

The spell array and magic circuit were far more complex than he’d imagined. Six magic circuits were interconnected, forming the conjoined circuit that would power such fearsome magic, and from the looks of it, was definitely a mana guzzler. Naturally, the circuitry was complex, but the way the circuits joined together was not only complex, but also maddening.

Alex instantly understood why most wizards never cast sixth-tier spells.

‘No, don’t get discouraged,’ he thought, his finger tracing the circuit. ‘It’s complex, but it’s made up of smaller parts. You have experience with a lot of them, so just break the spell array down to its components and you’ll be able to do this.’

And so, he got to work.

For over a half hour, he copied the magic circuit’s schematics into his notebook over and over again, using the Mark to avoid any mistakes he might make. By doing things in such minute detail, he was learning the spell array’s structure down to its basics.

He then moved on, practising the incantation syllable by syllable for another fifteen minutes, and when that was done, he was ready.

“Alright,” he said to Professor Mangal. “I’m either about to blow apart my mana pool, or summon some super demon lord, so if things go wrong, please save me.”

“I will try.” She cocked her head, looking down at his diagrams. “You have a very unique way of learning spells.”

“Hey, it works,” he said, turning to the summoning circle. “Here we go.”

He wrote a new entry in his notebook:

Summon Shadow Demon. 1st attempt. Progress:

Alex began chanting the incantation and knew he was in for a struggle. The sheer amount of mana being channelled by the sixth-tier spell felt like a raging ocean in his grip. He remembered watching a horse farmer in Alric trying to break a stallion; a massive, proud, wild beast who’d wanted nothing to do with either the farmer or his reins. The horse had bucked with everything it had, determined to catapult the man off his back and into the weeds, dirt, or creek, whichever came first; the horse didn’t care. At the time, Alex felt a lot of sympathy for the horse, and in this moment, he felt a lot of sympathy for the man.

The magic raged under his control as he tried guiding it into its magic circuit. All the while, the Mark raged as well, as though the idea of the Fool even trying to wield this level of magic was a great insult.

But standing against its resistance was the power of the Traveller, grasping his mana, helping him reach the hells.

His mind felt like it would fracture, like it was on the verge of splitting apart.

‘Why the hell is this so hard?’ he thought, trying to guide his thoughts through the torrent of past failures. ‘It feels worse than it’s ever felt before, like it’s trying to break my mind! It feels like⁠—’

Realisation struck him like ice water.

He wasn’t imagining that the Mark was resisting harder than ever before; it was resisting harder than ever before.

Panting hard, he stopped the spell.

“I warned you it would be difficult,” Mangal said gently. “We should stop for now and⁠—”

He held up a hand. “You said that I had an hour and a half to try, right? Which means I have about forty-five minutes left, don’t I?”

“That is true,” the professor said, “I did indeed say that.”

“Right, so let me try again,” Alex said. “I don’t want to give up yet, not without giving it everything I can.”

She shrugged easily. “It is your time, Alex. I gave it to you. Use it as you wish.”

“Thanks,” he said, and turning to his notebook, he jotted down a number.

Summon Shadow Demon. 1st attempt. Progress: 2%

Alex examined the spell array as he rubbed his right shoulder.

After all this time, he was still learning things about his Mark.

‘Degrees,’ he thought. ‘It’s about degrees.’

He remembered when he’d picked up a sword on the deck of the Red Siren with Theresa. The Mark had rebelled, making him lose balance and flop oafishly on the deck.

But, when he’d torn Yantrahpretaye to pieces, the Mark’s reaction had been different, a lot more intense, and when he’d killed him, it resisted so violently, he was sick afterward.

And while that reaction had been bad, it was nowhere near as bad as when he’d attacked the First Apostle and ripped the man’s arm off.

‘Picking up a weapon meant a small amount of resistance… Killing a demon meant more… but the monster was made of metal. Maybe the Mark didn’t consider Yantrahpretaye an actual living being? Like how I can kill bugs. But when I pulled Uldar’s priest’s arm off, it almost fried my brain and broke me in two,’ he thought.

He studied the sixth-tier spell. ‘What if it’s the same for spells? A certain level of resistance for most spells… but as soon as I get to the really powerful stuff, the Fool’s Mark fights me even harder. Like the difference between picking up a weapon and tearing off someone’s arm.’

An icy feeling began growing in his gut, spreading through the rest of his body.

‘The Traveller’s power… I think it’s been shielding me from the worst of it since fourth-tier,’ he thought. ‘But now that the spells are way more powerful, the Mark really doesn’t want me using them. I think I could probably manage sixth-tier spells, but seventh-tier… who knows. Eighth-tier? Ninth-tier? There may be a hard limit to the level of spell I can cast until I find a way to beat this Mark permanently.’

He shook his head. ‘I believe I can cast sixth-tier spells, and I can do it now. With time, I’ll figure out what’s going on with higher tiers, but that’s a later problem. Right now? The Mark’s not stopping me from summoning a damn shadow demon, not if I have anything to say about it.’


Chapter 30


Limits



The spell array seemed to loom off the page like a monstrous demon lord.

Every twist in the diagram resembled claws, clenched to tear Alex’s mind apart. Every sharp curve was like salivating fangs gaping wide to devour him whole. And the centre of the diagram?

Seemed to grin like the face of the Fool, mocking him in silent malice.

Alex rubbed his eyes, trying to banish the illusions… if that was what they were. Was he seeing them because he was running himself ragged? He couldn’t tell.

What he did know with certainty was that he’d faced real beasts and demons. Hundreds of them. No spell array was going to frighten him.

And so Alex stood tall and cracked his neck.

His knuckles came next.

Then, he dove into the spell once again.

He pushed through days of mental strain and the Mark’s persistent interference, guiding himself through scores of images. His mind wasn’t spared, it was attacked from all sides, but he pushed back, iron will, meditation techniques, and the power of the Traveller keeping him focused.

Fight though he might, his mana still ran wild, flying out of control, his teeth clenching as he struggled in vain to control it. He cut the spell. Time to record his progress.

Summon Shadow Demon. 2nd attempt. Progress: 5%.

Alex sat for a moment, simply visualising the spell array, and mentally tracing the magic circuitry, noting sections where he’d made mistakes.

After taking stock, he tried again.

Summon Shadow Demon 3rd attempt. Progress: 8%.

He pulled back, his heart pounding in his chest, glancing at Professor Mangal. The older wizard was giving him a puzzled look—he turned away.

‘I know I can do this,’ he thought, mentally tracing every conjoined magic circuit. ‘And if I break through to sixth-tier right now, Professor Mangal will really put in a good word for me when the church tries to take me. I have to do this.’

Inside, a part of him knew that wasn’t his entire reason; there was pride urging him on for sure, as well as desperation.

But mostly?

It was because he knew he was capable.

He could do it.

With some more effort.

The determined young wizard took a deep breath, grounded himself, and tried again.

This time, he went further, anticipating less familiar sections of the magic circuits. It was like learning where the pitfalls and hazards of an unfamiliar forest trail lay; he was remembering them, starting to compensate for them.

All the while, the Traveller’s power supported him, and he drew on it. Thanks to Hannah’s energy, sections of the array were actually easy to move through now.

Though the Mark continued resisting with everything it had.

Alex steeled himself, vowing it wouldn’t win and pushed harder, moving through the spell array in increments, pushing out his mana until suddenly, he lost control and cut the spell. That was better.

Summon Shadow Demon 4th attempt. Progress: 17%

‘I’ve got to be careful when I reach the section linking the first and second magic circuits. That part’s tricky,’ he thought, writing down a few potential tactics. He’d learned a lot from the Mark so far; a lot about what not to do.

‘Alright, here we go.’

He plunged into the storm again, straining his will as the Mark bombarded him. It was taking its toll on his mind, and if that continued much longer, he’d get sloppy and lose concentration.

He had to keep pushing, looking for that breakthrough. Suddenly, his perseverance was rewarded and he hit a section of the circuit that the Traveller’s power finished on its own. His progress leapt forward. Behind him, Professor Mangal gasped.

Alex rapidly finished the second circuit.

Then the third.

At the fourth, he felt the spell array begin to fray. He couldn’t keep a handle on it if he kept pushing, so with a growl of frustration, he dropped the spell.

Summon Shadow Demon 5th attempt. Progress: 64%.

He took a quick glance at the timekeeper.

Half an hour more.

‘Come on, Alex, you can do this,’ he encouraged himself, writing down more strategies to get past the Mark’s pitfalls. ‘You have this. You can get through it. Sixty-four percent after five tries is fantastic. Now, let’s try again.’

Again, he fought the Mark, guiding himself through the spell.

‘You’ve almost got the spell arrays, now focus on the connections between,’ he decided.

The strain was wearing on him. He was pouring sweat. His hands were shaking. His mouth felt as dry as the Barrens of Kravernus.

“It’s worth it,” he murmured as he finished the fifth component circuit.

Once again, he cut the spell.

Summon Shadow Demon 6th attempt. Progress: 87%

His seventh attempt was a disaster, forcing him to abruptly stop the spell when a mistake he’d made almost triggered a mana reversal that could have wrecked his mana pool.

Time was ticking by. Professor Mangal would have to go soon.

His hands were shaking, but he tried again.

Summon Shadow Demon 8th attempt. Progress: 94%

“Better,” he said out loud. “You can do this. You can do this.”

His head was throbbing, it felt like someone had spent the better part of the last ninety minutes pounding on it with a bat.

But he was close.

So close.

“Alex,” Professor Mangal started.

He glanced at the time. Ten minutes left.

“Just a bit more,” he said, throwing himself back into the spell.

It was gruelling; his entire body was shaking now. His head felt like it was being used as a drum.

And still he pressed forward, pushing past where he’d last stopped.

More of the magic circuit formed…

…until…

The circuitry burned to life.

Magic reached from the material world, contacting the Hells.

Space ruptured within the summoning circle.

Light seemed to dim.

And a horned demonic blot of darkness unfolded from a point in space within the summoning circle, a creature that frayed the nerve from merely gazing at it was revealed. Two eyes that seemed to burn like embers looked out on the room from the demon’s face as it silently glared at the one who’d summoned it.

Panting, Alex collapsed on all fours, fighting the urge to empty his stomach of his most recent meals.

“I’m seeing this, but I can’t believe it…” Professor Mangal murmured, taking a step toward the summoning circle. “Yet there it is in the flesh, a shadow demon, right here in its full glory. It shows no sign of fleeing to its home plane, no sign of breaking free of your spell, or having the ability to leave the circle without your command.”

Alex was silent, except for the wheezing he was doing trying to catch his breath.

He looked at the timekeeper on the wall and grimaced.

A single minute remained.

He was in no condition to try the other two spells. Regretfully, he sent the shadow demon back to its plane.

“Professor… I’m sorry… I failed…” his voice rasped.

“Failed?” Mangal looked bewildered. “What are you saying? You have done what many wizards cannot do even after graduation, or ever.”

“But, the other two… spells,” he choked out.

She waved him off. “I am not so cruel as to not give you credit after you’ve tried so hard… and succeeded, with even one sixth-tier spell. Do you still wish to try the other two?”

“Yes,” he said emphatically.

“Wonderful. I have always admired your spirit. But I am not going to let a student destroy themselves just because their body and mind cannot keep up with their will. You get some rest. Do you have classes later?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Then I would like you to meet me in this Cell at ten o’clock, after my last class. Then—if you are in a proper state—I will allow you to try your hand at the other two spells. You will have until an hour past midnight. Does that sound fair?”

“I’ll need to… rearrange some things with my business partner, but yes, that sounds fair.” Alex’s voice was weak.

“Good. Professor Hak tells me you have improved your slumber with blood magic. Use it; that is the only reason I am letting you try this tonight. And, I will not have you coming to me in any condition other than perfectly rested and healthy. Understand?”

“I… do,” Alex said, finally feeling his mind and body settling.

“Very good,” she said, picking up the three spell-guides. “Rest. I will see you back here at ten o’clock.”

With that, she uttered a teleportation spell and vanished.

Groaning, Alex let himself fall onto his back, catching his breath on the stone floor. “By the Traveller, if that was the easiest spell of the three, then Hannah help me,” he said out loud.

Nearby, Bubbles sloshed up to him and gently sprayed his face with mist.

“Th-Thanks, little guy,” he muttered weakly. “Alright. Alright. I need to think about this…”

Slowly, he pushed himself up until he was seated cross-legged on the floor, reflecting on what just happened.

A sinking feeling stirred in his belly.

“This… this is my limit,” he spoke the words aloud, acknowledging them as fact, the hard truth stinging him.

But he couldn’t hide from them.

Through the last two years, he’d adapted, learning how to make use of the Mark, how to exploit it to become a better and more precise wizard. He would have never believed he’d ever say this the night he turned eighteen, but he gained a lot from it, even though it also brought devastating frustrations for him to deal with.

After guiding himself through so many tiers of spells—especially summoning spells with help from the Traveller’s power—he’d thought he could progress all the way to ninth-tier with meditation techniques, experience, and enough willpower.

However, he’d also expected there’d always be certain things he wouldn’t be able to do.

He had no experience with divinity, neither did he have any interest in trying it; the Mark might break something in his mind, or he might do something that would damage his very soul, like Kelda had. Then there was combat. No matter how much hate or willpower coursed through him, he couldn’t react violently or even aggressively to either man or monster. Not without consequences so devastating, he’d be left helpless; perfect prey for any enemy to quickly pick off.

These were the hard limitations that he’d accepted long ago.

But all the while, he’d taken comfort in one thing. No matter how hard it was, he still had his spellcraft. True, the Mark would help him with alchemy, allowing him to make and use all manner of wonderful magical items… but when he first imagined himself as a wizard, he’d imagined himself casting spells.

And he’d been able to cast spells in ways even wizards decades older than him had trouble with. With the Traveller’s power, he’d become an extraordinary summoner.

Only, he was now facing a wall far different from all the others he’d overcome in his journey through spellcraft.

The way the Mark resisted was as devastating as when he’d taken the First Apostle’s arm. No amount of wishing, hoping, or willpower would be able to overcome it when it was pushing back that desperately.

Which could mean only one thing.

“I might be able to get better with sixth-tier spells, but they’re going to leave me half-broken when I use them.” Alex voiced his deepest fears. “I won’t be able to use them in combat… or for most things. I’m going to confirm that after I get some rest and try those two other spells tonight… But if sixth-tier is this hard, then seventh-tier is definitely beyond reach.”

He imagined what it must have been like for Kelda—a warrior—to realise she would never hold a sword again. Never be able to use the skill she’d spent her young life developing. Never be able to defend herself.

“Now I’m in the same boat,” he said.

He thought about the vast, staggering power wielded by Baelin and his cabal in Cretalikon. Theirs was the magic that made true legends and changed the course of history. Alex had thought that—one day—such power would belong to him.

He still had alchemy; he did have power.

Except that power would always come—at least for the better part—from tools. And tools could always be taken from him, lost, or destroyed.

“And how the hell am I to face the Ravener with my friends if I have to keep dealing with this?” He gestured to the Mark in frustration. “Alright. I really have to find a way to undo this… some way…”

For a moment, a terrible thought occurred to him.

What if he was wrong about the Irtyshenan Empire?

What if everyone was? What if Kelda’s hidden stronghold was elsewhere in the universe, forever lost now that her soul was gone. What if he wandered the empire for months just to find nothing?

Then when the final battle came, if his staff was taken and his potions broken…

No matter how long he lived, he would know that he would always have an anchor weighing him down.

“I’ll find Kelda’s stronghold,” he promised himself. “I’ll find a way, no matter what it takes. For now, I’ve got to give up on seventh-tier. Let’s see if I can manage those other two spells for sixth.”


Chapter 31


The Barred Gate of Spellcraft



Alex’s mind was under attack.

The Mark wanted to dominate it and to bury it under failure after failure.

His mana was like an eel, slipping from his control.

But he fought both the spell and the Mark.

Determined, Alex set his jaw like a warrior and marched into the storm, continuing to wrestle with the spell. Distantly, he heard Professor Mangal encouraging him as he finished the final syllable.

Then came the rushing sound of water.

And a torrent of liquid gushed into the material world, filling the summoning circle, introducing an enormous clot of clear liquid into the room. It loomed above him. Streams of bubbles rippled through its surface while it swayed back and forth like a charmed snake.

A Greater Water Elemental.

The most powerful monster Alex had ever summoned.

It reared up like a wave cresting in the ocean, looking down on him from its vast height. If Bubbles was a cute, young, playful spirit, then this elemental was an old, proud entity. It gazed with the patience and silent power of a stilled sea.

Not a sound came from it, and Alex lowered his head in respect.

“Greetings, one who floats with the tides,” the young wizard said in one of the elemental tongues of water, using an ancient title for more powerful water elementals. “I call you here to greet you.”

It let out a deep gurgle in response as Alex took several potions from his bag.

“I offer you these so that you may know I mean you no ill will when I summon you in the future. It is my hope that we can work together. Let us take care of each other; I will give you potions and—if you need anything from this wizard—you can ask it of me. If the favour is reasonable, I’ll try and comply.”

His words were sincere as he extended the potions.

The enormous water elemental silently studied Alex before reaching for the potion bottles. It gurgled loudly as it sucked back their contents, absorbing the liquid into its form, then gently placing the empty vials on the floor.

“Thank you for meeting with me, one who floats with the tides,” the young wizard said, exhaustion taking over.

He doubled over.

“Very good,” Professor Mangal said. “Here, have something cool to drink before you try the next one.”

“Thanks,” Alex wheezed as Mangal poured him a cup of lemon tea from a frost-covered pitcher. “Ugh, that was not easy.”

“Sixth-tier spells never are,” she said. “But they grow easier with time.”

“Yeah…” The young wizard drank deeply from the cup of tea, blotting his lips afterward. “Is seventh-tier much harder?”

“Much, much harder,” the professor emphasised. “Reaching seventh-tier from sixth is an even greater jump than going from fifth to sixth. I myself have only reached eighth-tier in summoning spells, and have never cast anything higher than sixth-tier in other spell disciplines.”

Alex grimaced at her words. “Great.”

“It is alright, you have talent and time. Let yourself get used to sixth-tier before seventh even begins to matter to you.”

“I understand,” Alex said.

He looked at the water elemental in the summoning circle. As it was, it would make a powerful ally, though not only as a summon, but also to build into his staff. Ingredients to replicate a sixth-tier spell were pricey, and he’d rather not start dipping into the fund he’d been setting aside for Theresa and Selina, but he had to add to his staff before he went to the Empire. While it would’ve been nice to simply cast the spell himself, there’d be nothing simple about him casting it for the aeld staff, or anything else for that matter.

He shook his head. There was no use in agonising over a fact he couldn’t do anything about, at least for now.

Alex waved a hand, dismissing the elemental back to its home plane.

“Very good, Alex,” Mangal said. “Rest for a moment, and then we can move on to the last spell. It is only eleven o’clock. You still have time.”

“Alright…” he said quietly.

For a moment, Professor Mangal watched him.

“Alex, is this about guilt?”

“Pardon?” he startled, looking at her sharply.

“I heard what happened to your friend. Having someone close to us die is never easy, and now I see you pushing yourself in a way that most wizards would never even attempt. So, I wonder if this is out of guilt.”

“No, it actually isn’t,” Alex said. “But my friend’s death… let’s just say it puts things into context. I want to be ready for future challenges, for if, or even when, something tries to take my life or the life of a loved one.”

“You do not need to face such struggles alone, Alex. You have an entire university here supporting you in your endeavour to free your home from the monstrosity that grips it,” Mangal reassured him.

Alex smiled weakly. “Thank you for saying that, but I also know that sometimes challenges come along that only you can face. Sometimes enemies surprise you or life gives you a burden that only you can bear. I’ve got to be able to carry that weight.”

Mangal grimaced. “You do not sound like most twenty-year-olds I have known, and I have known a great many over my years of teaching. You sound more like a man with a family, one with many more years behind you than you have actually lived, as well as a difficult life shadowing you.”

“I can’t say I know what that’s like, Professor. All I know is that I have responsibilities,” Alex said, standing up. “I guess it’s time for the last spell.”

Without a word, she handed him the spell guide for Summon Celestial Dire Tiger.

Alex focused his energies, another struggle awaiting him. For over an hour, he repeatedly threw himself at the spell array. The Mark hindered and Hannah’s power helped, until, at last, the last word of the incantation left his mouth, and a connection formed between the material world and the celestial planes.

A glorious roar echoed from the summoning circle—stinging Alex’s ear drums—and a majestic tiger manifested. The beast’s fur was golden, striped with the deepest black bands, and its silver eyes glowed like miniature moons. They held an ancient wisdom and a great power emanating from its entire being with a promise of the terrible force it could unleash.

It growled, pawing the floor, claws raking the stones.

Coming from within its rumbling throat, Alex heard words mixed with the beast’s snarl, “Who summons me? Who asks? Who dares?”

The voice was that of one who wields authority.

“I do, oh tiger ruler, oh heavenly khan. I thank you for coming down from your divine realm to my summoning circle,” Alex said in a celestial tongue. “You, who sagely rules your great territory in the celestial rainforests, does me a service with your presence.”

The demeanour of the beast changed, and it looked at Alex more agreeably. In its growl, Alex heard more words. “You show surprising respect for a mortal; considering you seek to subjugate me with your spell.”

“But that is no reason to disrespect one such as you,” Alex said.

“What if your very existence disrespects me?” the celestial dire tiger asked. “You subjugate me, do you not?”

“The existence of an earthly monarch does not disrespect the heavens,” Alex said. “And a mortal lord may share a territory or even command a tiger in his realm… but in the wilds, it is known that the tiger rules.”

“Hah! You understand things, mortal!” the tiger roared.

“I try. If we work together, I will see that you grow stronger. If we find ways to increase your power, you can better stand against those rivals who covet your territory.”

“I regard your words as true, wizard.” The celestial dire tiger’s tone was calmer. “I smell no lies on your breath, so I will hold you to your words. Let us work together.”

“Very good, heavenly khan.”

Alex allowed himself a breathless chuckle before collapsing on the stone floor, sitting with his legs splayed out in front of him.

“You know, Professor, you were right about the rest. I had two solid hours of sleep before meeting you, and if I hadn’t, I might be a corpse who died trying to cast those spells.” He chuckled feebly.

“Rested or not, I can hardly believe you managed it.” Mangal was shaking her head in awe. “This is most impressive.”

“Right, well, I don’t feel too impressive right now. And I can’t imagine that I look too impressive sprawled out on the floor either.”

The celestial tiger let out a deep rumble from its throat, watching him. Its tail swayed, and its muscles tensed at the vulnerable looking wizard.

Alex found himself very glad that it was one of his summons.

“But thanks anyway,” Alex continued. “Just hold on for a bit. I’ve got one more thing to do.”

He slowly turned, sat up, and began summoning again.

Next to the hell he’d put himself through for over two solid hours, casting a fifth-tier summoning spell almost felt as easy as breathing. A connection with the celestial planes formed, and soon, a familiar Astlanti celestial manifested beside the summoning circle.

“Thou hath summoned me once more, young master of the arcane,” the Astlanti celestial said. “Show thy proof that thou art indeed worthy of my service; ’tis true that I cannot resist thy binding summoning magic even tho thou might be unworthy. I shall still fulfil thy commands, but with less than enthusias⁠—”

He paused, spotting the celestial dire tiger in the summoning circle. “Didst thou summon this grand and majestic denizen of the higher planes?”

“I did,” Alex said.

“Then thou hath proven thyself worthy of my service. Know now that any command thou bringeth to me shall be completed with utmost certainty and dedication.” The Astlanti bowed before the wizard. “I will serve thee faithfully.”

“Thank you,” Alex said. “I will call on you later. Right now, I need rest.”

With a wave of his hand, Alex dismissed both celestials back to their planes.

Exhausted, he turned to Professor Mangal. “Well? Did I meet your standards, Professor?”

Mangal was deep in thought. “Let’s go to my office. We have much to discuss.”
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“Do you enjoy summoning magic, Alex?” Professor Mangal asked.

The two wizards had finished their work in Cell 314, gathered their belongings, and teleported directly to the professor’s office. She’d already brewed steaming cups of chai for the two of them, then settled behind her desk, letting him sip his tea for a time before she’d asked her question.

“I do,” Alex said. “Very much.”

“Do not misunderstand,” she said. “I am not asking you if you are simply good at it. I am asking you if you like it.”

The young wizard really didn’t have to think too hard on his answer as he remembered all the creatures he’d summoned. He recalled the rush of commanding an army, the warm feeling whenever he saw Bubbles happily drinking a potion, and the attachment he’d felt with some of his summons, like a certain celestial fox.

He nodded enthusiastically.

“I’m not just good at it, I really like it. It might be my favourite discipline of spellcraft, actually. Alchemy’s great too, but I think summoning spells are fascinating. They’re some of my favourite spells to study.”

“Would you enjoy crafting new summoning magic? Magic that can reach into new planes, conjuring creatures hardly ever seen in the material world?” she asked.

“Yeah, I would,” Alex said. “I once watched Professor Jules conjure a lesser shoggoth during a ritual. It was horrifying… but the thought of being able to control something like that or make a pact with it… there’s a thrill in that. A huge one.”

“I see,” she said. “Then have you given any thought to doing graduate studies?”

“I actually have,” Alex said. “I think I might like studying more magic at the university.”

“Very good, Alex, and can you guess why I am asking you these questions?”

He felt hope rise in him. “You want me to do graduate studies with you?”

“I truly would,” Professor Mangal said. “But I also ask these questions because I want to know how interested you would be in such studies. Interest, not obligation. Sometimes talent proves to be a chain that binds us to life choices we might not necessarily want to make. A man might find he is good with a sword, so he ends up on a battlefield when he would much rather harvest honey from kept beehives.”

She sighed heavily. “I have seen many graduate students bear such chains. Young folk who think that because they are skilled with a certain discipline of magic, they are obligated to study it at the graduate level. This could not be further from the truth, and consequently, they make terrible graduate students.”

“How would they be terrible?” Alex asked. “If they have the talent, wouldn’t they still make good grad students?”

“Ah, you fundamentally misunderstand what graduate studies are for, but most undergraduate students make the same mistake as you.” The Professor held up her hands and squeezed the air as though she was kneading a sponge. “When you are in undergraduate studies, your job is to—for the most part—absorb knowledge. You are a dry sponge meant to absorb as much water as you can in your four years here. When your studies are finished, you should be full and dripping with knowledge.”

She wagged her index finger back and forth. “But when you enter graduate studies, you are not meant to be a sponge. We professors have no use for graduate students who are sponges; your job, at the graduate level, is to create knowledge. You will take on your own projects and produce new spells, new understandings of a magical discipline, or discover new uses of mana. You will also aid your supervising professor in their work. That is the nature of graduate studies.”

“Sounds fun,” Alex said sincerely.

“Good, because some graduate students look to enter not simply because it sounds like fun, but because some obligation forces them to do so. They make for poor colleagues for the simple reason that if one has no passion for the pool of knowledge they are trying to expand, then what use will they be? Graduate work is gruelling, requiring many hours and much sacrifice. To someone who is only making that sacrifice out of obligation, the cost will only breed resentment and a desire to be free of the program as quickly as possible.”

She shook her head. “These are not the graduate students I desire or that most professors desire. We want talent and passion, and you exhibit both. That is why I wanted you to learn three difficult spells in a row. To test your will and your passion. If you had given up, I would have seen that you were not ready for what I might offer you.”

“And what’s that?” Alex said, growing more excited.

“Honestly, I think it’s quite clear that undergraduate summoning is no longer a challenge for you, and even an entire fourth-year course will prove to be a waste of your time. Instead, I would like you to Challenge the Exam for Credit, working with me to complete your first Binding Contract and Relational Contract Summonings. After that, I would like you to apprentice to me. I will provide you with pre-graduate knowledge that prepares you for your own projects as a graduate student. I will also have you start assisting me with some of my personal academic work. In the future, you will be ready for graduate studies in the summoning arts, should you choose to go in that direction.”

She looked at him solemnly. “It is a good opportunity, and by the time you graduate, you might even have mastered seventh-tier summoning spells.”

“That… that would be an honour,” Alex said, pushing down a wave of anxiety.

‘You just need to find Kelda’s sanctum,’ he thought. ‘Then you can fix the Mark and cast all the summoning spells you want.’

“I think that sounds great,” he said.

“Good!” Professor Mangal rubbed her hands together. “We will teach you the habits of an independent learner. Honestly, expect my supervision to be minimal. Oftentimes, I will simply give you a problem to solve, an exercise to perform, or a spell to master. This should not be a challenge for you; at your stage, I even suspect that if you snuck into the library on your own, you could teach yourself seventh-tier spells!”

“I would never do that!” Alex insisted.

“I merely joke, Alex, but do not be afraid of starting to look for resources outside of our library to teach yourself. I think a curriculum will only hold you back at this stage.” She smiled. “Welcome to studying with me, my apprentice. Soon, you will be summoning the kinds of monsters that could be the stuff of legends.”

“I look forward to it.” Alex smiled back

He imagined the First Apostle cowering before some towering monster he’d conjured.

“I’ll be ready for anything.”
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“And you’re sure of this?” the priestess asked, squinting into the night by way of lantern light.

The rider—exhausted from his long journey—handed her a letter. “It’s been confirmed.”

Swallowing, the priestess took the letter with a shaking hand. “I’ll send a rider to the capital tonight. The high priest must know about our change in fortune. He must know that the Fool has been found. This…” she glanced at the letter, “…errant lamb, Alex Roth, must be brought home.”


Chapter 32


The Message



The church messenger rode through the night surrounded by an honour guard of Thameish soldiers. There was a fog that evening—as thick as a witch’s brew—and a full moon that cast the entire countryside in an eerie light.

Her heart pounded in her chest as gnarled branches reached from the fog, seeming like Ravener-spawn claws grasping for her throat. All she wished for was to return home and find safety by the fire.

But the message in her satchel was too important.

The Fool, apparently, had been found.

She knew no details, and even the fact that the Fool had been found had reached her ears through gossip in the lonely church.

“A Thameish boy—” she’d heard low voices whisper in the church halls “—one that went to the city of wizards in the south.”

“Alexander Roth, apparently, was his name.”

“How did he pierce the barrier?”

“How did he escape?”

“He must be brought back.”

It was unlike the church’s priests to gossip so readily, but she was glad for it; better that she know the importance of the ‘secret’ message she carried. Now, she would not only guard it with her life, but with her very soul.

Or at least, that was what she would do… if she could bloody well see.

“We should slow down,” one of the soldiers to her back hissed, his breath misting before him. The chill of autumn was coming and had already claimed Thameland’s nights. “We don’t want a horse throwing a shoe—or worse—breaking a leg.”

“This message is holy.” The messenger gripped her mount’s reins. “It must be delivered as quickly as we can manage.”

“But what if there are Ravener-spawn about? By riding so fast, we could stumble into a pack before we—” the soldier started.

“We have to ride like demons are behind us,” the messenger insisted. “Like the Ravener itself wants our heads. Uldar will guide us.”

As they rode on, the mist seemed to get thicker and thicker until even she grew nervous.

Perhaps their pace was foolhardy?

And what was that tinkling noise off in the trees? Some sort of bell? Or something else?

The messenger’s nerves tightened and—for a moment—she considered calling for the group to slow their pace.

But suddenly, the wind picked up.

The fog around them began dispersing like salt in warm water. As one, the horses skidded to a halt, sending their riders lurching forward while gripping their reins tighter.

Mist bled away, unveiling a crossroads under the light of the full moon.

The roads in all directions were clearly visible, fog rolling through the woods, disappearing in the gloom.

“It’s the crossroads to Ussex!” a soldier cried. “The path is clear!”

“A miracle,” another murmured.

“Uldar blesses us this night,” whispered a third.

“Thank you, my lord.” The messenger cast her eyes to the heavens, then bowed her head in prayer and gratitude. “I will ensure your message reaches the ones who need to hear it most.” She turned to her escort. “Let’s ride!”

Again, they started off, galloping through the moonlight, their pace even quicker than before. The road was clear of all mist, and the moon lit their way. Soon, thick forests faded to single trees and copses dotting wild fields, and then to farmland thick with wheat.

Soldiers patrolling the fields—alert for Ravener-spawn and hungry beasts roaming the night—paused to watch the party riding by.

After mounting a hill, the city’s walls were in sight, their massive gates shut tight.

“We’ve made it,” said the messenger. “Uldar be praised. Come, only a little further.”

Together, the messenger and her escort rode to the capital, praising Uldar’s mercy for lifting the fog that had shrouded their way.
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“Ahhh, but you’re praising the wrong bearded fellow, little human,” the Stalker whispered, peering out from between stalks of wheat. “’Twas little old me that let you get through that fog. Can’t let anything like a spot of uncooperative weather ruin the hunt’s preparations, can we?”

With a dark chuckle, he slipped back into the wilderness and the fae roads, riding ahead of the soldiers and messenger.

He was eager to see how his hounds’ schemes would play out.

[image: ]



“Blessed Uldar, you know I am a righteous man.” High Priest Tobias Jay knelt beside his bed in his opulent quarters, hands clasped before him; the old man was deep in prayer. “Of this land’s virtue you, I, and your people can be justly proud. But I ask you for guidance.”

He turned his eyes to the stained glass window depicting Uldar surrounded by Chosen of past cycles, all defending the god like the deadliest of honour guards. Many of them, along with the other Heroes, now lay beneath the cathedral, interred in eternal rest. Their images crafted in multi-hued glass in the window wore brave expressions, but Tobias—at this moment—did not share their courage.

“Holy Uldar, what can we do to rid ourselves of this plague?” he pleaded. “Over two years have passed since this cycle began, and your greatest enemy—the Ravener—has only grown more aggressive and foul with each passing moon. I am fearful your people will have to stay away from your holy land for too long. How many lives will be lost defending it, and what will they return to when this war is finally at an end?”

He shut his eyes. “I see the soldiers tire and my heart breaks for them. What ill winds blow our way to make us suffer so? Can you aid us in dispelling them? I know you wanted independence in your people, but this burden will break many of your followers. I would seek to spare them the worst. Tell me, what can this old man do? What can be done?”

No sooner had he uttered those words than a disturbance came from the hallway. The sound of chainmail clinking and voices seeped through his door.

High Priest Tobias slowly pushed himself to his feet, cursing the feebleness of old age.

He called out before he even heard the knock. “Who is it?”

“It’s Cyris, my lord,” said one of his guards. “A messenger has arrived with news. They’ve brought a report of the highest confidentiality for your eyes only.”

Tobias glanced at the stained glass window, lit up by the light of the full moon.

He doubted this could be a coincidence.

“I will dress and be right down. Have the messenger brought to my study.”
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High Priest Tobias Jay,

It is with utmost joy that I write to you. We have had several reports that the Fool has been found. His name is Alexander Roth, from the town of Alric, and he currently is working with the Generasians in Greymoor.

The accounts showing this proof include:

— That of Mother Murphy, in the Barony of Riverwine, who heard her holy symbol sing in the forest near her church. Upon investigating, she discovered a young man searching for the Saint and a woman by the name of Carey London.

— That of a ranger by the name of Arland in the west who, while accompanying a priest named Salazar—who himself is afflicted with deafness—heard the song of Salazar’s holy symbol. Upon looking up, he saw a young man matching the description of Alex Roth flying above.

More accounts were listed in the letter, mostly from priests in the wilds; each had encountered this Alex Roth and heard the song of their holy symbols. It all built a strong case.

But Tobias—despite the hope in his heart and the shaking in his hands—could not help but feel that something was questionable about what was being reported.

“This Alex Roth, what do we know of him?” Tobias’ deep voice filled his study. In the hearth, a fire burned, casting flickering shadows over the chamber. His bookcases, heavy cherrywood desk, couches, and holy statuary, all took on sinister casts in that light.

The messenger sat across from him at a low table, sipping hot wine that he’d served her, while several of his closest advisors—all priests and monks of the highest wisdom—sat around them.

An older priest—a man by the name of Ralphonze—spoke first. “I do not know much of him, only that he is reportedly close with the Heroes, as was Carey London of Wrexiff, may Uldar hold her soul in rest.”

There came an abrupt cracking sound, startling everyone.

A fireplace log had split.

“And this young man.” Tobias looked away from the fire. “He casts spells. He is a wizard, is he not? If he is working with the Generasians…”

“He is a student at the university,” an old woman said. “According to what we know.”

“At the university of wizards?” Tobias asked, his brow creased.

“Precisely.”

The high priest looked sceptical. “Then we have only a series of false accusations or mistakes. This would not be the first time we have received rumours that proved to hold no truth.”

“I believe this is a sign,” Father Lee said. He was by far the youngest of Tobias’ personal advisors, a man just past forty-five, yet his counsel brought some of the greatest wisdoms amongst them all.

The others looked at the younger man, some with fascination, some with envy.

“Speak freely, Father Lee,” Tobias encouraged him.

“Thank you, Holy One.” The younger priest lowered his head in deference. “We are meant to serve Uldar, and—in return—he speaks to us through subtle signs and through the whispers of fate and the world. In recent times, we have faced great tribulation. The Saint disappeared. There is disharmony among the Heroes. The Ravener-spawn grow ever more ravenous. Yet now—in these dark times—we receive a ray of hope. Finally, the errant Fool has been found, and we learn this by way of trustworthy reports.”

“But what of his spells?” Ralphonze asked. “The Fool cannot cast spells; therefore, he cannot be the Fool. In addition, how did he escape through the barrier?”

“Hmmm, hold now, I think I might be able to answer the latter with a theory,” said Mother Charity, looking at an immense map of Thameland on Tobias’ wall. She uttered a quick prayer to Uldar and a point of light appeared on the map. “Thank you for lighting the way, Holy Uldar. Look at the spot that Uldar’s divine miracle has illuminated. That is Alric, where this Alex Roth hails from. And that is also where we found the phenomenon in the Cave of Alric’s saint, the Traveller. Could he not have escaped through there?”

Silence followed, only broken by the crackle of fire.

“You raise a fine point, Mother Charity,” said Father Ralphonze. “But the fact still remains that the Fool cannot perform spellcraft. We know this from Uldar’s teachings and our own historical records both.”

“All the more reason to investigate,” Father Lee countered. “This cycle has been rife with strange and destructive phenomena. Absolutely rife with it. Then there is the Cave of the Traveller; a sanctum of powerful magic hidden from all of our gazes. The Fool cannot cast spells, that is true, but this cycle has witnessed a host of unprecedented events. If this Fool has crafted some way to avoid Uldar’s holy plan, then we must set it right.”

“Hmmmm,” Ralphonze said, his brow furrowed. “That seems like a waste of resources. We are already stretched to our limit. Do we have time to chase phantoms?”

“The timing of this report is noteworthy,” Mother Charity said. “In our time of need, the final Hero has been located. If Uldar’s plan is being made a mockery of, perhaps setting it right is the task we must complete for the cycle to be set right and the Ravener to be defeated.”

“It is true,” Father Lee said. “We have had no fortune in finding the enemy, and the Heroes are in disharmony. The Fool has served as both a tracker and peacemaker in cycles past. Perhaps this is what Uldar wants.”

“Might… might I have permission to speak, Holy Ones?”

All eyes turned to the messenger.

“You may,” Tobias said.

“While I travelled with my escort, a fog cloaked the road,” she said. “But when we had our greatest need, the fog miraculously lifted! It must have been Uldar’s will speaking through the wind and night. Please, I think that this is all a sign of Uldar’s will. You must bring the Fool home!”

With all eyes on the messenger, none noticed Mother Charity and Father Lee exchanging a glance.

They did not notice the subtle twitches in their hands and fingers.

Tiny gestures.

Tiny gestures that communicated great meaning.


Chapter 33


A Devilish Deserter and Coward



“So that is what I saw!” Mother Charity suddenly cried, half-rising from her seat. Surprising strength seemed to lie in her aged body, as her eyes shone with a sudden revelation. “Holy One—” She turned to High Priest Tobias. “I was attending to my duties in my study earlier when my attention was called to the window. Outside, among the trees, a great fog bank that had covered the forest all evening suddenly began moving aside like it was being parted by some unseen hand. At the time, it seemed an act of divine will, but now, I’m quite convinced that it truly was. Our dutiful messenger is right: this is likely a divine sign from Uldar himself.”

“I am not so sure that this is a sign. At least, I am not certain,” Father Lee cut in, his expression sceptical. “Fog banks can shift…”

“Were you not the one pointing to signs earlier?” Ralphonze raised an eyebrow at him.

“Well, yes… I suppose,” he said. “But while the discovery of the Fool at this time seems to be providence, I am not sure if a weather event holds the same gravity.”

“Uldar has sent many signs through the weather,” Ralphonze argued.

“You agree with me, then?” The messenger looked from Mother Charity to Ralphonze.

Ralphonze fell into deep thought. His brow furrowed as he tapped one of the arms of his chair with a plump finger. “It’s true, I was the one arguing against it, but if the weather did clear, allowing you to deliver this message… maybe it is providence. Perhaps I might be wise to change my mind, Holy One. We should investigate.”

“Father Lee, you can’t accept one sign but ignore the other,” Mother Charity chided the young priest.

“Well, I wouldn’t say I dismissed it outright,” he said. “I suppose it does add credence to the accusations and simply reinforces my earlier point, that this is worth investigating.”

“Hmmm,” High Priest Tobias mused. “I cannot deny that this does all seem auspiciously timed: both the odd behaviour of the fog and the timing of these Fool sightings. Fine, I will inform the king in the morning.”

“Not now, Holy One?” Mother Charity asked.

“No, His and Her majesties have been working themselves to the bone,” he said. “Let them rest. If this accusation proves false, then they would be awakened for nothing. And Uldar knows, they need as much sleep as they can get. Especially the queen, considering…”

He let the words hang, and his advisors remained quiet, knowing full well their meaning.

The messenger kept her eyes down, knowing better than to pry.

“Then it is settled. I will inform the king in the morning and advise him that an investigation should be taken,” Tobias said. “In the end, the decision will be his and mine to make. Perhaps Court-Wizard Errol can shed some light on whether or not the Fool could find a way to cast spells.”

“Wisely spoken,” Ralphonze said.

“Only because of the wisdom of Uldar and my advisors.” The high priest rose from his seat. “Thank you for your time tonight and may Uldar bless you all.” He kissed his holy symbol and made the sign of Uldar.

“Now, go, have your rest,” Tobias said. “Depending on the king’s decision, we might have much work ahead of us.” He looked at the messenger. “Stay until the morning, you have served our kingdom well. You and your escort must take some refreshments after your long ride.”

“Thank you, Holy One.” The messenger bowed.

Once again, no one caught the subtle look that passed between Mother Charity and Father Lee, nor had anyone noticed just how masterfully the two members of the hidden church had manipulated the situation.

Mother Charity’s stance had been one of great enthusiasm, while Father Lee changed his position to one more suited to a naive novice; everyone in that room knew well that Uldar’s signs included changes in the weather.

Ralphonze, of course, had corrected the younger priest, taking a position aligned with Mother Charity’s. After that, it only took the messenger’s enthusiasm to help the old priest shift his position enough to no longer resist an investigation, then it was just a matter of time before High Priest Tobias reached the decision they’d wanted him to.

And just like that, the goal of the two hidden priests—embedded in the cathedral of Ussex many years ago—had succeeded. Now, Tobias would handle the rest.

Unwittingly, as always.

[image: ]



“Your majesty.” High Priest Tobias and Court-Wizard Errol rose from their seats in the meeting room, bowing as the king emerged from the royal apartment.

“Good morning, gentlemen.” King Athelstan Merciex moved from the chamber with royal grace. “May Uldar smile on us all.”

“On us all,” the two older men echoed.

“How is the queen’s health?” the court-wizard asked.

“Well enough. You must forgive her for not attending this meeting.” The king sat in one of many armchairs surrounding a low table in the meeting room. His slippered feet pressed into a thick bearskin rug sitting beneath the table legs. “She is feeling a little under the weather this morning, so her handmaidens are caring for her.”

“I see… and the royal heir?” High Priest Tobias asked carefully.

Athelstan gave a grim smile. “The little one grows well. I’m told they will likely come before winter does.”

“This is glorious news, my king,” Errol said, bowing his head. “Have the midwives determined what the child’s sex is?”

“They have not,” the king replied. “Likely, we will not know until he or she is born.”

He looked out the window, taking in the grey skies above his kingdom. Melancholy surfaced in his heart; below those grey skies, the City of Ussex bore the wounds of Ravener-spawn attacks that only seemed to worsen over time.

‘How long until I look out this window to see this entire city aflame?’ he wondered.

“I had thought this war would be over by the time our child was born,” the king said quietly. “Instead, it shows no sign of ending.”

“Have you discussed what your plan will be?” Court-Mage Errol asked. “If the realm is still at war when the child comes?”

“Most likely, my queen and child will travel to the Rhinean Empire by way of the Cave of the Traveller,” King Athelstan said. “They will have to wait out the war there in unwelcome exile until these lands are safe enough for a child to grow up here in health and happiness.”

He looked at High Priest Tobias. “That is why I pray that you bring good tidings this morning, Holy One. We are in dire need of good news these days. Has the Ravener been found?”

“No, sadly,” the high priest said. “It has not. We have teams of delvers exploring the caves beneath the Pinepeak Mountains; our soldiers reported strong Ravener-spawn activity there, and with any hope, that will lead to us finding the enemy.”

“Another thin hope,” the king said bitterly. “At least the Generasians aid us in the hunt for dungeons. Were it not for them, this realm would likely be overrun by now.”

“Your vassals gather dungeon cores for their own purposes as well, your majesty,” Errol said. “As does the royal house; we will need to offer the deepest thanks to the Generasians for their discovery. After the war is at an end, the sale or development of the remains will refill the royal treasury quite quickly.”

“May it be so,” the king said gravely. “The war’s cost in lives and coin reaches troubling heights each passing day. I would truly like to have a few of those chaos bombs in our armoury, though. Such powerful weapons—hurled by trebuchet—would surely devastate any Ravener-spawn horde that attacks the city. They would ensure that my child has a city to grow up in.”

He looked at the high priest. “Is there something troubling you, Holy One. You asked for this meeting, but you do not speak and look as grim as a gravedigger.”

High Priest Tobias leaned forward. “I might have information that could help us, but your mention of the Generasians has reminded me that the situation could be… complex.”

King Athelstan raised an eyebrow. “As I said, I had hoped for good tidings.”

“They well might be, your majesty. They well might be.”

And High Priest Tobias relayed everything he’d learned from the messenger the night before, as well his own theories, and those of his advisors. He explained his thoughts on how finding the Fool might be Uldar’s will, while he also counselled caution.

“There seem to be signs that this is in Uldar’s plan, but we do not know for certain, your majesty,” the old priest suggested. “Therefore, the decision is in your hands.”

“The Fool of Thameland… in Generasi…” The king considered those words. “Could it be…” He recalled his meeting with the terrifying wizard, Chancellor Baelin. Something about the goatman had sent a chill down every inch of his spine, “…that the Generasians forbid priests from approaching Greymoor to shield the Fool from us?”

“Such a thought had occurred to me,” the high priest said. “I did wonder how it was that such a far off realm had obtained dungeon core remains and information about their properties. This Alexander Roth being the Fool could answer certain questions, while raising more.”

“Which questions are answered and which are raised?” the king asked.

“A certain timeline is suggested. The Fool is from Alric, what if he used the portals in the Cave of the Traveller to escape Thameland? That would answer the question as to how the Fool avoided the barrier around the realm. That cave was a dungeon, as well; perhaps some happenstance caused its core to be destroyed. It would not be the first time a dungeon core was destroyed by a beast or natural phenomenon.”

“And if the Fool obtained the dungeon core remains and sold them to the Generasians…” Court-Wizard Errol added. “That would explain why they came to Thameland. Still, I have heard that the chancellor of their university is ungodly and despises all things divine. Perhaps the barring of priests from Greymoor was simply an unhappy coincidence… or… they were protecting the Fool.”

“Indeed,” the high priest said. “Either is possible. In either case, there is something that still bothers me, Errol. How is it that a Fool can cast spells?”

“Hmmmm,” Errol mused. “I received a report about the Generasians’ combat wizards some time back. I was assessing their level of threat should they turn on our realm. If I recall, the wizard, Alex Roth, uses a staff. The Mark of the Fool prevents spellcraft, but not the use of magic items.”

“Hmmmm, I see…” The high priest nodded. “I suppose a Fool could use magical items and simply pretend to be a wizard. It is unheard of and devious… but deviousness is a common trait among those who bear that Mark.”

“Indeed.” Wizard Errol clasped his hands before his body. “A rather clever serpent; such a disguise would have allowed him to more easily hide his Mark. After all, who would expect a wizard to be bearing the Fool’s Mark?”

“Indeed. I thank you for that information,” High Priest Tobias said, turning to the king. “Your majesty, what is your command?”

The king sighed. “As ever, we must all do our duties, just as Uldar decrees. That includes one as unnecessary for the war as the Fool. Though I am quite surprised that the Mark would pick someone of competence. Usually, those bearing the jester’s face are… fools.”

“Your majesty, not to contradict, but there have been past Fools who have exhibited a great deal of low cunning, and even cleverness,” High Priest Tobias said. “Perhaps, this time, it picked an exceedingly devious, but quick-witted individual.”

“A sound theory,” the king said. “But a theory nonetheless. In any case, here is what we shall do. A rider will be dispatched to Alric to confirm this young man’s birthday. If he shares the date with the other Heroes, I will take that as strong evidence. From there, a decree will be made that Alexander Roth must return to Thameland, beyond the bounds of Greymoor and submit himself to the scrutiny of our priests.”

He drew up his chin. “If their holy symbols sing, then we will have him brought before us, either willingly or in chains. Whether he agrees or not, he will serve beside the other Heroes as Uldar decreed.”

His eyes went to the window. “With any hope, that will bring an end to the war… and my child will not be born into a land of fire and blood.”

“What if the Generasians resist?” Court-Wizard Errol asked. “They provide quite the benefit to the realm.”

“I doubt they will,” King Athelstan said. “After all, it is only the Fool; a Hero in name, but a coward and buffoon in practise. What use would he be to them? And what foreign stranger would sympathise with a devilish deserter and coward?”


Chapter 34


The Fool’s Story



“Good morning, young miss,” a voice called. “Could you do something for an old lady and please tell her what this ‘Fool’ business is about?”

Theresa Lu froze, slowly turning around, squinting in the early morning sunlight. Brutus, who had been sniffing a barrel of fletching nearby—looked up, now on alert—one head watching the old woman, sensing his master’s distress through their blood link.

And Theresa was very distressed.

The huntress’ face was set in its customary ‘death stalker mask’—as Alex called it—while appearing for all the world completely calm. Inside, though, her heart was pounding like a war-drum.

Her expression remained neutral. “Pardon?” she said.

The woman who’d caught her attention was getting on in years—her hair was greyer than not, her face weather-beaten by the Generasi sun, and her eyes were framed by fine lines when she smiled at the huntress—and did not look like she belonged in the store.

Theresa was at The Arcane Archery, a workshop of wizards, fletchers, and bowyers. She was, at long last, ready to get the bow Alex had given her for her nineteenth birthday enhanced with some lethal magics, but presently, she was standing beside a display of enchanted arrows looking at fletching.

It was at that moment the woman—one of a few others visiting the bowyer that morning—spoke to her. Theresa had noticed her staring earlier but hadn’t really given it much thought. Between moving through the city with an enhanced cerberus by her side, being recognised for her skills in the Games and standing against demons on Oreca’s Fall, and teleporting around with a wizard who looked like he could wrestle several bears at once, she’d gotten used to the stares.

‘Maybe I should be paying better attention,’ she thought.

“Oh, I’m sorry, young lady, I was so curious I couldn’t hold back any longer.” The older woman smiled sweetly. “You’re… Theresa Lu, right? You won the Grand Melee and Grand Battle this year.”

“Yeah…” the huntress said slowly, her proverbial hackles rising. She was used to the attention, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t unnerving at times, especially when it was this bold.

“And that was Alex Roth who teleported you here, right? I thought I recognised him,” the woman continued.

Other customers in the shop were now watching them, paying close attention.

“Yeah, that was my fiancé…?” Theresa started, wishing—not for the first time—that she had her fiancé’s quick social skills.

“Oh, where are my manners? My name is Maria, just Maria of Generasi. I don’t have any fancy surname or anything like that.” The old woman’s eyes sparkled. She clasped her hands together. “Wait, fiancé? Oh, how wonderful! You two are to be married. It’s good that you’re getting married young. I didn’t meet my husband until I was nearly thirty and I still mourn all of those lost years of marital bliss we could have shared. He was a guard for the city, you know—so stern, but the sweetest man you’d ever meet, my Federico was! Ah, how I still miss him.”

“Oh um, nice to meet you, Maria?” Theresa’s heart beat faster.

A stream of thoughts raced through her mind like a storm of crossbow bolts and she could barely sort through them.

‘What is this? Did this woman just ask me about the Fool? Was I hearing things? Should I ask her? What if she didn’t and you open that door? Wait—’ Fear spread in her chest. ‘What if she’s someone from the church? It’s been months since Uldar’s Rise, so they would have had more than enough time to send agents to Generasi.’

It wasn’t like Theresa to let so many thoughts run loose in her head like this.

She was calm by nature—her mental control and patience had developed over years of silently tracking prey through the Coille Forest, then sharpened through life enforcement meditation—but for some reason, right now, she just couldn’t get rid of the torrent of anxiety whirling around inside her.

“Well, um, he sounds like he was a wonderful man… um… your Federico, I mean,” she said cautiously, deciding not to address the Fool comment, if there actually was a comment. She was wondering if she’d imagined it since she’d been so nervous lately, expecting agents from the hidden church to spring from the shadows at any moment.

Yeah, she probably was hearing things.

“Yes, he is a wonderful man, and my son and daughter are good people too. My son went into mercenary work, but Federico never approved. I never agreed with my husband, though, it wasn’t his place to decide our boy’s choices, or his life for that matter. Oh dearie me, sorry, I’m chattering on like a brainless bird, but what is all of this Fool business about anyway?” she said without hesitation.

No, it seemed Theresa hadn’t been hearing things.

‘But wasn’t she just referring to her husband in the past tense?’ Theresa thought. ‘Now she’s referring to him in the present? What’s going on?’

“What… what do you mean?” the huntress said, wondering if she’d made a mistake. Maybe it would’ve been better to end the conversation and leave, even if she seemed rude.

Alex, Khalik, and Isolde were much better at handling these situations. They would have known exactly what to do. Even Grimloch would have shut her down, whether it seemed rude or not, but it was too late now.

Maria had latched onto the topic like a leech on a swimmer in a bog. There was no stopping her.

“Well, my son, Giovanni—he’s the mercenary, you see—fought beside you when that girl died. Terrible thing, though he said he’d been witness to a miracle.”

“What?” Theresa’s eyebrow rose.

“Oh yes, but we can get to that in a bit. I heard that your boyfrie—Oops! Sorry, I mean fiancé, was the Fool of Thameland? That’s one of Uldar’s Heroes, isn’t it?”

“How do you know about Uldar?” Theresa asked. “Most people here don’t know anything about Thameland.”

“Well, I didn’t!” Maria laughed. “This old thing didn’t have much use for any goings on beyond the Prinean—farthest I’ve ever been from home is Mausarr in the Rhinean for our honeymoon—but after all this dungeon core business, the name Thameland is going around faster than a head cold through a nursery. ‘Thameland’ this, ‘Dungeon Core’ that, ‘Magical Revolution’ this. It’s everywhere, especially with your fiancé opening so many shops recently, and your team winning the Games of Roal! You’re the talk of the town, young lady!”

Theresa’s mind reeled.

She knew Alex had been working to spread his name across Generasi, and so many of his ventures—from entering the Games to starting the first bakery—were part of that plan.

But she had no idea his strategy was working out so well.

“But yes, my son said he heard that your fiancé was the Fool; since I can read, being a merchant’s daughter and all, I went to the closest public library and looked Thameland up. No offence, but what I read was pretty shocking. I’d seen cruelty, but making a young person defenceless and then sending them off to their deaths? Bah, reminds me of old dead Oreca.”

“Yeah… a dead god…” Theresa murmured.

But the woman didn’t react to the words ‘dead god’; maybe her son hadn’t told her Uldar was dead.

“Cruel things, them deities can be. But well, your fiancé seems to be quite the wizard! How did he do it? Good for him, I say. Oh, and what’s all this about ghosts, speaking of gods? My son said that this young Carey woman came back from the dead and saved your lives with some miracle!” She laughed, though it sounded unsettled. “And now he’s talking about this ‘Traveller’ goddess. He never had much to do with deities before, but suddenly, he’s a blasted zealot! He made himself his own symbols and shrine, and he’s even been preaching to his sister whenever he gets the chance. I’ll say this though, this Traveller sounds nice enough—as far as goddesses go—but it’s just so strange. Our family’s never been much for religion… so I guess I’m asking… did all of that business really happen?”

“Yes,” Theresa found herself saying. “Carey saved us, and so did the Traveller. She’s also helped Alex a lot… I don’t think he would have gotten as far into his studies without her help.”

“Really? Well, that’s nice, then. It’s good when deities actually help and don’t just sit there, waiting for goats to be sacrificed in their temples. I tell you, it’s a cruel shame, that practise is. Goat milk is good, and goats are good eating! Better they be on someone’s farm or in someone’s belly than burning to ash on some altar in a smoky temple somewhere.”

“Yeah, I guess, goats do taste good…” Theresa’s emotions ran wild—panic, confusion, shock, awe, curiosity, fear—all hit her so hard, she wondered why she wasn’t screaming.

Alex had warned her that people would start talking.

She and the other expedition members had sworn an oath before Watcher Hill and Professor Jules to keep certain things about Uldar’s Rise secret; the fact that Uldar was dead, the location of his sanctum, even the existence of the hidden church.

But that oath hadn’t included Alex being the Fool, or what had happened with Carey.

If anything, Alex wanted news of the Traveller to spread… and his identity as the Fool was going to get out no matter what. Even if the mercenaries or Watcher’s hadn’t spread it, the church would have.

And better to have people who’d seen Alex fight for his friends and use great power tell the story, rather than some Uldarite priest. In the end, it was the lesser of two evils.

Now that the story was out, Theresa had no idea what would happen next.

“Well, you tell him he has my sympathies. The sympathies of some chatty, old, woman!” She laughed. “But anyway, I’ve talked your ear off. So, it was the Traveller who made it so that he did well at the university, even with all those nasty limits?”

“No,” Theresa said defensively, realising she’d given this woman the wrong impression. “She helped him, she really did, but most of his success was from his own efforts. Alex is one of the smartest, most iron-willed, most decent men around. He’s a Hero in every sense of the word,” the huntress continued. Passion boiled inside her, negating those feelings of confusion and panic. If people were going to know about her fiancé, then they were going to know that he was great—by his own efforts—not from the blessing of any deity.

Not even one as wonderful as Hannah.

“Alex studies hard and works so much…” She felt a twinge in her chest. “He works so much that I hardly ever see him lately. And it’s all for our family. He’s a great brother too. The Traveller helped him, sure, but most of what he did was on his own.”

Silence filled The Arcane Archery, people’s heads turned toward the huntress. If her conversation with Maria hadn’t caught their attention, then her impassioned words certainly had.

Theresa felt the heat of a blush washing over her face.

“Oh, don’t get all shy, young lady.” Maria grinned. “It’s good to love your man so much. I used to talk about Federico all the time. I still do!” Her grin turned into laughter. “And it’s wonderful to hear that your future husband’s going to be a self-made man. Yes, it’s so good to hear that. You’re a very lucky young woman, from the sound of it.”

The older woman glanced out the window, noting the position of the sun. “But here I am, going on and on and on. You came here for business, no doubt, not for me to talk your ear off. Would you believe I came here for crossbow bolts! So many monstrous pests keep getting into our gardens out in the countryside, you see! Pests! Stray beast-goblins, always lurking around, trying to raid the chicken coop, but shoot a couple, and the rest go running! Anyway, I’ll let you go about your business, my dear. Just say hello to your fiancé for me. Oh, and to that handsome Khalik friend of his, haha!”

Before Theresa could get another word out, Maria had swept over to the counter where she made an order for twenty crossbow bolts. The clerk bundled them up for her, while the huntress pretended to be looking at enchanted arrows.

She took several deep breaths, practising her meditation techniques, calming her mind, feeling rational thought return.

Suspicion returned too, as did the instincts of a huntress.

Was this woman truly the mother of one of the mercenaries who’d been at Uldar’s Rise?

Wouldn’t that be an odd coincidence that they both just happened to be in the same shop at the same time? And what about all those questions? Was she just gossiping or was she digging for information? She wasn’t subtle, but maybe that was part of the role she was playing, trying to make herself seem harmless?

If Theresa confronted and threatened her… would she cry out in fear and call for the guards? Or would those friendly eyes turn hard.

And would Uldar’s name suddenly fly from her lips?

As those thoughts brewed in her mind, Theresa continued browsing the arrow display, conscious of the stares still lingering on her and Brutus while Maria completed her purchase.

When she finally left the shop after briefly chatting with another customer, Theresa still continued looking at arrowheads.

She counted to twenty in her head.

Then casually slipped through the front door of The Arcane Archery, her enhanced senses picking out the woman’s silhouette in the crowd.

Brutus stood beside her, three noses sniffing the air, knowing what his master wanted.

After glancing around, the huntress and her hound began following Maria.


Chapter 35


Paranoia



When stalking prey, maintaining proper distance was important.

If one followed too closely, they risked scaring it away. Deer would startle and flee. Squirrels would race up nearby trees. Foxes and rabbits would disappear in the brush.

And people?

People would ask awkward questions or throw around accusations.

But if one followed at too big a distance?

They risked losing their prey, whether they were in Coille Forest or the metropolis that was Generasi.

Once the prey vanished from sight, unless the hunter could keep the scent, chances were slim they’d find it again.

In Theresa’s case, life enforcement and her blood magic bond with Brutus gave her senses she could have only dreamt about back when she was still hunting in the Coille.

Her nose caught scents like a hound’s.

Her eyes pierced the distance like the gaze of a hawk.

Her ears captured sound as readily as a bat’s.

And then there was Brutus beside her, with his heightened canine senses; his three noses could probably smell a single drop of blood from a mile off.

With every sense elevated, the huntress and hound could follow Maria from blocks away, hiding among the morning crowd while still keeping her scent.

Meanwhile, the old woman had no chance of catching sight of her pursuers.

Unless, of course, she was a member of the hidden church. Theresa had learned at the Battle of Uldar’s Rise just how capable their warriors and agents were.

‘Does she look familiar?’ the huntress wondered, continuing to stalk their prey through the streets. ‘Did I see her at Uldar’s Rise? Would I even recognise her? Everything was moving so fast, and I was just focused on keeping everyone alive.’

The battle at Uldar’s Rise had been tougher than the Ravener-spawn attack at the Research Castle—when they were in the tunnels under the moors, where she’d uncovered the power sleeping in the Twinblade.

There’d been no big reveal at Uldar’s Rise, just the struggle against the church, fighting to stay alive. She clearly remembered the sting of arrows and blades across her body. The whoosh of air as Uldar’s statues struck at her, missing by finger-widths. Desperate prayers were screamed to Uldar as her swords cut his sinister followers down.

There’d been fervour in their eyes as priests revived the wounded.

Warriors she’d cut down and left for dead had sprang back up with renewed vigour as divine magic knitted their wounds, letting them throw themselves at her and her companions again and again. They’d been skilled—obviously trained over years—and were filled with divine strength from Uldar’s miracles.

There was also the sad fact that they had been her countryfolk.

Theresa Lu had learned to take life at an early age.

The first creatures to die at her hands were chickens she’d helped her parents kill for meals; she hadn’t shed any tears, though she’d felt for them. Even at her young age, she’d understood that they’d been raised for eggs and food… and she’d seen enough hens peck worms, bugs, or even the occasional mouse to death—to ever believe fowl stayed alive and thrived on air and water alone.

She was drawn to hunting young pheasants in the outskirts of Coille Forest, next. As a youngster, she could hardly believe it when her arrow found its mark, and she would always say a prayer of thanks to Uldar while harvesting the bird.

As she grew older, so had the size of the beasts she’d hunted. First, squirrels and rabbits, then full grown pheasants and quail. Then foxes, beavers, and badgers. Eventually, she’d stalked deer, boar, and—very rarely—wolves through the Coille. She’d even learned to hunt bears over time.

Of course, there came the time when they were fleeing Thameland, and she’d taken down a Hive-queen, a monster, one she’d never seen or heard of before… and she’d liked it.

Coming to Generasi had given her new opportunities to hunt more monsters, killing them in the Barrens, in Thameland, and wherever she found them. She’d fought and bested demons. She’d slain Ravener-spawn.

Eventually, she’d even raised her bow and Twinblade against other humans.

Ezaliel’s cultists were the first mortals she’d ever killed—though to her, it had only felt like she was killing more monsters. They were demon-worshippers and murderers, after all.

But something about killing the worshippers of Uldar—despite knowing what they’d done—made something deep inside her recoil. They wore the symbol of the god she’d worshipped for more than eighteen years of her life, and that her family still worshipped.

So many of the priests she’d cut down looked like her teachers at the church school.

It unnerved her, but she hadn’t hesitated when she had to raise her blades against them when the time came.

Theresa and Brutus had followed Maria—by scent, and sometimes by sight—near to the district in Generasi where many of the churches and temples were located.

Was she going there to report to the priests of Uldar?

Theresa found her gloved hands drifting to her swords, wondering how she could take this kill without others noticing. Should she strike first? Maybe she could climb on a rooftop, conceal herself behind a chimney, and shoot an arrow into the woman’s back.

No, there were too many sky-gondolas around.

The huntress’ thoughts increasingly turned to assassination.

A pre-emptive strike.

To protect her family.

Something caught her attention.

Maria turned from the road, stepping into a building.

Was this where she was meeting agents of the church? Theresa quickened her step, then paused, noting the type of building Maria had gone into: a public stable.

Minutes later, she emerged on the back of an older mare and rode to the nearest city gate.

Theresa picked her pace up. Moving faster. With purpose. Folk passing by took a look at the huntress’ stern expression—and the enormous cerberus beside her—and quickly got out of their way. A city gate loomed ahead, Maria passed through it, kicking her heels against her horse’s sides, cantering down the road.

Cursing quietly, Theresa took off, racing through the crowd.

Brutus bounded beside her.

The huntress weaved through clots of people, leaping over a wagon that barred her way, sprinting to the gate. Her cerberus followed behind his master’s heels until they left the city.

She paused again.

The cover from Generasi’s thick morning crowds was now gone; fewer travellers littered the road, making it easier to spot a lone woman and a three-headed cerberus.

She slowed, giving Maria time to increase the distance between them until she could barely see the horse.

Then, Theresa broke into a run.

Brutus bounded beside her, silent though excited, all three tongues hanging out.

Maria was far enough now that Theresa and even the massive cerberus would only look like two indistinct shapes in the distance. Still, they left the road, using the cover of trees dotting fields beside the road.

They moved from copse to copse, keeping a good distance from their quarry.

‘Soon,’ Theresa thought, drawing her blades. She was now convinced that this woman was an agent of the church, and when she met her contacts, Theresa and Brutus would be ready.

Their quarry began to slow.

Her horse dropped to a trot, then a walk, when they reached a tiny hamlet at the base of a hill by the river. Before it lay a crossroads—one that Theresa, Alex, Claygon, and Brutus had taken when they’d gone to the countryside to hunt the vespara—and behind it was a small forest.

It was to this forest that Theresa headed, using the surrounding hills as cover, until she and Brutus melted into the trees. Moving to the edge of the woods, she watched Maria stop at a small stone cottage. Outside the building, a fenced-in yard contained a vegetable garden, a chicken coop, and a few fruit trees.

“There you are,” Theresa snarled. “Now, let’s see who you’re meeting.”

And the huntress waited.

She waited as Maria tied her horse in a small stable, opened the cottage door, and went inside.

She waited as smoke began drifting from the chimney.

She waited as the scent of stew reached her on the wind.

Maria finally came outside.

Theresa tensed, crouching low.

The old woman carried a crossbow and some bolts. She headed in the direction of a wooden target set up beside the edge of the fence.

“Is she one of their informants?” she whispered.

Theresa paused.

Someone was leaving another cottage and coming toward Maria’s home, a pair of fish in hand. They looked cleaned and freshly caught. Was this all a front? And who was this bringing…

…wait.

That man looked familiar.

He was a mercenary who’d fought beside her at Uldar’s Rise. The dour-looking man even bore a long, angry red scar running down his cheek. Theresa remembered a flange from a priest’s mace catching him there, and a blood mage saving his cheek and pretty much half his face.

He’d taken the blow saving one of the Watchers.

A chill came over her, deepening as the man rounded Maria’s cottage and let himself into the yard.

“Mum, I brought you some fish!” he called.

“Oh, Gio!” She startled, nearly dropping her crossbow. “You shouldn’t scare an old woman like that! Ah, those fish look beautiful, so I forgive you. You cleaned them well.”

“You have enough work to do. Why would I give you fish you need to clean and cut up?” he said. “You want me to put them in the larder?”

“Oh, Gio, just put them in the kitchen. We’ll have them for lunch. Oh! You’re wearing that symbol around your neck.”

Theresa’s stomach churned when she saw what was dangling from Maria’s son’s neck.

Not the white hand of Uldar, which would have revealed him as an agent of the church.

Instead, he wore the holy lantern of the Traveller.

“You’ll never guess who I met today!” Maria said. “Believe it or not, it was that young woman you talked about, the one with those fancy swords, you know the one I mean. She and her team won the Grand Melee this year. Theresa Lu’s her name.”

“Mother, don’t tell me you bothered her,” Giovannai groaned.

“I did not, but let me tell you I—” Maria began gossiping, just as she had earlier.

Theresa’s hand flew to her mouth, barely keeping herself from being sick.

“What am I doing?” she whispered. “I followed a stranger home, intending to kill her.”

She’d let paranoia and fear of the church get to her. Was she out of her mind? What would have happened if she had taken the ‘first strike’ like she’d wanted to? She imagined Maria—an innocent woman—lying limp in some alleyway.

Eyes glassy and staring.

Blood coating Twinblade Lu’s weapon.

The huntress gagged, dry heaving.

She’d almost done something so terrible, so monstrous, she could never have forgiven herself.

“I was acting like one of those fanatics who work for that damn First Apostle,” she whispered, moving deeper into the trees. Whimpering quietly while licking her gloved hand, Brutus moved to deeper cover with her.

When they were farther in the treeline, well out of earshot of mother and son, she hugged Brutus like her life depended on it. “I nearly became another monster. Thank the Traveller. Thank the Traveller I didn’t.”

She could never let herself do this again.

Family was one thing, but if she started killing innocent people just out of fear?

She shuddered.

“Can’t let this happen again,” she whispered. “Traveller, please help me. Guide me. Make sure that my blades and arrows only strike the enemies of our family, just as Carey struck them down.”

She felt a spark of warmth grow in her chest as she said those words.

The wind shifted.

The odour of beast-goblins hit her.

Lots of beast-goblins.

Theresa let go of Brutus, clenching her teeth.

His heads turned toward the scent, letting out a deep growl.

“That’s a lot of monsters,” she whispered, raising her swords. “Maria said she was killing stragglers… but there’s more around here than just a few stragglers. If they ever come around in force, one crossbow’s not going to cut it.”

She knew what she had to do and gave Brutus a grim smile.

“Come on, let’s go kill some actual monsters and keep her safe,” the huntress whispered.

With that, she and her blood-familiar moved away from the hamlet. She would tell Alex what had happened. Word was spreading, and with that would come new challenges.

When that happened, she would face those challenges at his side.

She’d nearly become a lethal weapon just now for his sake.

With her great-grandfather’s weapons joined with her, she would protect him, Selina, Brutus, and Claygon.

So focused was she on protecting her family, that she failed to notice the Twinblade shudder in her grip ever so slightly when she’d thought that.


Chapter 36


Teleportation Practice and the Arrival at Greymoor



One instant Alexander Roth was hovering high above the sun-blasted wasteland known as the Barrens of Kravernus.

The next, he was gone, appearing in clear skies high above sun-kissed waves rolling along the Prinean sea.

“Holy hells,” he whispered. “That was far. I think I’m nearly ready.”

In the months since Carey’s death, the Fool of Thameland continued practising, preparing for the Irtyshenan Empire.

Weeks earlier, he’d broken through to fifth, then sixth-tier spells, leading Professor Mangal to offer to work with him one-on-one, and soon, he’d be ready to conjure his first entities using binding contract and relational contract style summoning.

When he accomplished that, he’d be ready to write the Exam for Credit for fourth-year summoning, and if he passed, the plan was to work directly with Professor Mangal from then on. It was an exciting, hectic time, and he wished he could have just taken a moment to slow down and enjoy it.

But that didn’t happen. Not really.

He had a lot to do, though some—like breaking through to fifth- and sixth-tier spells—was behind him, all of it was necessary. He had to be ready for whatever came, and he also knew he couldn’t burn himself out. What good would it do if he pushed himself to breaking, achieved most of what he needed to, only to crack in the process, unable to enjoy or appreciate his successes. So, he’d begun taking breaks while keeping them to a minimum, trying to strike a balance, not knowing when or where the church would strike.

He would have loved a nice long break, but there was only one of him, and much to be done that only he could do.

Like upgrading his staff.

More nights than he could remember had found him in his lab, infusing new summoning magics and other enchantments into his staff.

He’d added a magic that shifted earth and shaped stone so he could dig for Kelda’s sanctum or anything else, if he needed to. He’d infused magic into the aeld staff to warp ice, changing the shape of both snow and ice.

In combination, the magics would allow him to alter hostile terrain in the wilderness of the Empire so he could build shelter if he needed to. The Traveller’s magic should be able to let him vanish if he found himself in trouble, but there were lots of different magics in the world, and he wasn’t so naive to assume he knew anything about them. If he went to such a hostile realm—one of the coldest places on the planet—without insurance, that would definitely mean he deserved to be called a fool.

To compensate for the frigid temperatures there, he’d infused his staff with magic that could change the temperature of an area from well below freezing to the warmth of a summer’s day, or turn an already cold night to a temperature so frigid, any enemy without shelter or a counter-spell would become an ice block within minutes.

He’d also added magic that raised walls of force, providing excellent defence.

Everything he’d done, had seen the aeld staff grow immensely, both in both power and versatility, and it was all worth the amount of time and coin it’d cost him.

His businesses had been thriving, which meant coin wasn’t an issue. He and Toraka had fulfilled the city’s golem contract in impressive time, generating a dragon’s hoard of profit. His new bakeries were popular and profitable, so much so that he was already considering opening one in another quarter of the city.

The magic item studio wasn’t open yet, but the list of potential customers was growing. Folk were already contacting him, seeking both personal and business commissions, supplies, and more.

When the previous owner retired, she’d left a hole where customers were once able to get unique magical items, Alex was all too eager to fill it.

He was getting supplies, crafting stock for the shop, some he and Selina had worked on together—such as bird-like messenger constructs. They couldn’t fill the entire place themselves, considering all the items he wanted to carry, so he was looking at hiring some crafters to move things along. Even with the Mark and his Wizard’s Hands, there was only so much time he could spare, especially since he needed to dedicate so much of it to his teleportation.

And that was progressing in leaps and bounds.

Alex looked up at the sun’s position, noting the clouds in the sky and the Generasi coast in the distance. He did some mental calculations.

“About… fifty-five miles, I’d say,” he said in the Irtyshenan tongue, practising the language. “The longest jump yet. I could get to the Irtyshenan Empire, but it would take me using a whole lot of jumps, more than I’d be comfortable with… which means I need to keep improving the distance I’m teleporting to preserve my energy.”

He was thinking that if all went well, in another month or so, he should be able to reach the Empire in ten jumps or less. Not ideal, but ten jumps would still leave him with plenty of energy to travel the breadth of the cold northern realm.

In another month, he’d also have their language perfected.

Alex was fluent in the Irtyshenan language now, but he had to be more than just fluent; to travel through the reclusive land where looking down on and being suspicious of foreigners was as common as snow, he couldn’t speak with even the slightest hint of an accent not of the Empire.

That had been his focus for the last while, perfecting his accent so he sounded like he was born there. He’d started taking meals in bars, taverns, and restaurants that served Irtyshenan cuisine or liquors from surrounding countries.

He kept to himself while he was there.

Speaking little.

But listening a lot.

He would focus on all the surrounding conversations, especially those in the Irtyshenan tongue. He picked out accents from different regions, gradually learning intonations placed on the same words.

He’d also started learning the body language of the Irtyshenans, though he could only go so far. Any former imperials were mostly folk who’d fled the Empire long ago and had been living in the city of wizards for many years or even decades, so their mannerisms and speech had long been mixing with the peculiarities of their adopted home.

Still, if Alex could mimic enough of their accents and mannerisms to get by, he could then immerse himself in the Empire and finish his training.

That was the plan at any rate.

Alex glanced to the northeast, toward the direction of the Empire.

Then to the northwest, in the direction of his homeland.

“When are you going to strike…” he muttered, thinking of the hidden church. “I know you’re planning something. But when, what, and how?”

As the weeks had gone by, he’d grown decidedly paranoid.

In the wee hours of the morning, he expected to wake up and find some church-sent assassin standing over his bed.

But none had come, so far.

“How long?” he wondered. “I know you bastards are going to do something.”

On one hand, the longer they took, the more time he had to prepare and establish himself in the city. To keep himself and his family secure. On the other hand, he just wanted the threat over with.

They would come, of that he was sure, and he would face the battle he’d been preparing for, for the last two years of his twenty years of life.

He just wanted it to end.

Alex shook his head. “I can’t get impatient. The more time I have, the better. By the Traveller, I’m starting to lose my mind; maybe I should talk to Theresa. She’s usually so grounded. I think she should be back from The Arcane Archery by now. Maybe I’ll teleport home and surprise her. Yeah, that’s what I’ll do.”

Concentrating, Alex focused the Traveller’s power, teleporting to the living area of the bakery.

He saw Brutus first, gently nuzzling the person he saw second; his fiancée, leaning over the dining room table with her face buried in her hands. Her body was shaking.

“Theresa?” Alex called her name, alarmed.

The huntress shot up, the Twinblade in her hands in a heartbeat. Her expression was fierce, her lips drawn back in a snarl… but her eyes…

They were troubled. Then her expression melted, eyes growing wide.

She rushed into his arms, dropping the swords on the floor. “I almost did something terrible!”

“What? It’s okay, it’s okay, talk to me,” he said, holding her.

And so Theresa told him everything: meeting Maria, following her, the thoughts she’d had, and what she’d wanted to do.

“Brutus and I killed those beast-goblins, every last one of them,” she said, sitting at the table. Alex had brewed a hot cup of pine needle tea for her. Even now, as she sipped it, she was still shaking, though his arm was around her. “At least that’ll help her, but I still feel awful, Alex.”

“You didn’t actually go through with it,” he said.

“But I was thinking about it. I just wanted to protect you, and I was so convinced… so convinced she was from the church.”

“Honestly, I would have been suspicious too.” He kissed her cheek. “But you didn’t do anything you have to regret. We’ve all had bad thoughts.”

“I stalked her like some weirdo.”

“Look, I get it. Was it the best thing to do? I won’t lie and say yes, but living with the church hanging over our heads like some sword, of course that’d make us do extreme things. We just have to be better next time.”

“You really think that?” She looked at him, her face flushed. “You really think it wasn’t so bad?”

“If you’d attacked her, well… yeah, that would have been a different thing.”

“But I might have, if her son hadn’t shown up.”

Alex shrugged. “Look, we’re all acting a little crazy lately. We found our god dead on his throne and learned that his church is conspiring against us. That… that’s a lot to handle. Truth is, I’ve been getting pretty paranoid myself, honestly.”

“How do you deal with it?” she asked.

“Part of it’s not giving myself enough time to dwell on things; I just prepare.”

“Right… well, I’ll never do that again. Not ever,” Theresa promised herself.

“That’s key. There’s a reason I want to marry you… Well, a lot of reasons, but that’s one of them,” he said softly.

She gave him a thin smile. “Thank you, Alex, hearing that makes me feel better… but, right, speaking of hearing things. That Fool stuff… it’s getting around.”

“It is?” Alex said, his stomach flip-flopping as he thought about it. “Well, better it happen like this than for the church to be the ones putting the story out. Maybe the rumours could even help… Still, it’s a damned frightening thing in many ways. A relief but frightening all the same. We’ve been carrying this secret for a long time. Now it’s coming out.”

“I know,” she said. “I don’t know how to feel either. It’s not even my secret.”

“Well, we’ll deal with it together… and the real challenge is coming,” he said. “The church is likely going to make a move soon, I just know it. But who knows if it’ll be against me, the other Heroes, or all of us. They’re definitely not going to stay silent. That bloody nose we gave them will stop dripping, and they’ll come after us.”

“But we can’t let that make us treat everyone like suspects,” Theresa said, partly to herself. “We just can’t.”

“Yeah, I agree.” He tightened his arm around her shoulders. “But, as much as I wish you didn’t have to go through this, at least we won’t be going through it alone.” He looked out the window. “The day when everyone knows who I am is coming, and I’m glad we’ll be facing it together.”

“Me too…” Theresa said, resting her head on his arm. “Me too… Hold me for a while?”

“Of course,” Alex said, putting his other arm around her.

Together, the young couple sat in silence, taking comfort in each other’s warmth.

That warmth would be needed for the storm that was brewing.
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It was raining when they arrived in Greymoor.

A small army of the crown’s soldiers, surrounding a mounted delegation, rode through the moors. They huddled beneath thick cloaks with hoods pulled high, hiding neither weapons nor armour. Swords were sheathed and bows unstrung, but they were a party ready for war if war came looking for them. They rode past the wizards’ outposts, horses’ hooves churning water, grass, and muck, their breaths misting in the mid-autumn air.

Greymoor’s Research Castle loomed ahead, and the procession stopped at a tall gate built into the Castle’s outer wall.

“Who goes there?” a Watcher called from the gatehouse.

A single rider urged their mount ahead of the procession.

“We are here in the name of King Athelstan Merciex!” she called. “We seek the Thameish citizen, Alexander Roth. By order of the king, he is to be turned over to us immediately!”


Chapter 37


Professor Jules’ Confrontation



There were only four times in the life of Professor Vernia Jules that she’d wished she was more like Chancellor Baelin.

For the most part, she found the barbaric and likely insane—by modern standards—colleague fascinating, highly intelligent, and filled with an abundance of wisdom.

But… he was also a monster.

His casual disregard for the safety of young wizards and his alien view on justice often unnerved her, and she also found his warmongering and thirst for blood a terrible influence on young minds. She did have great respect for him; she simply wanted to follow the modern path of wizardry. The goatman had clawed his way from a barbaric era of sword and sorcery, where mist and fear ruled an age undreamed of. An era where blood sacrifice was as common as grass, and wizards secluded themselves in dark towers, contracting with demons, fae, devils, and worse.

Such an age should be left behind.

There had been times in her life when even she felt that demons, violence, and blood might not be so terrible.

The first time was long ago, when a colleague had wronged her in a way that was truly unforgivable.

They were both young, ambitious students, students working together on an important project for the better part of two years. Night upon night, during graduate school, would find them slaving away in the Cells, conducting experiments that showed great promise.

They were in the final stages of replicating their results, the last step before publishing a paper she was sure would have made their names in the alchemists’ community.

That was, until her colleague underhandedly published their results under his name alone.

What followed was more than six months of university tribunals, accusations of fraud, plagiarism, arguments, and the eventual revelation that the reason their findings had looked so promising, was because her ‘partner’ had faked his numbers.

By the time the trial was over, he’d been expelled, while her reputation suffered a blow that took years to recover from.

During that trying time, Baelin casually suggested she simply conjure a shoggoth in her laboratory and contract with it to… make things right, as it were.

“Like a Proper Wizard would,” he’d said those words as off-handedly as if he were recommending cheese for breakfast.

And she’d actually been tempted.

Strongly.

Only her values and tight self control had stopped her from crossing a line she would have regretted crossing for the rest of her days. As wretched as her colleague’s actions had been, taking his life would have been a step too far. He’d paid a huge price since he was ruined academically, professionally, and personally, and she made herself a promise to never entertain such vengeful thoughts again.

…Until decades later. One sunny day, her son-in-law had vanished, running off to greener pastures with the couple’s savings and a young woman he worked with, leaving her daughter and their three children coinless, and devastated.

For the longest time, she would have a repeating daydream where she found the bastard, shoved him in a cage, and zapped him with lightning three times a day for the combined number of years her daughter and grandchildren had been alive when he’d run off, something Baelin had enthusiastically encouraged.

But—in the end—she chose the way of civilization by not resorting to cages and lightning, eventually learning, with a great deal of satisfaction, that the bastard’s life had disintegrated from a series of bad, midlife crises inspired decisions that resulted in him being flat broke, and his young lover abandoning him for much richer pastures.

Seeing him on her daughter’s doorstep, begging for another chance had made her smile, and oh, how she’d grinned as his expression plummeted when her daughter cursed him with the most colourful language she knew. The cherry on top of the situation came when she personally chased the randy dog away on the back of her skeletal steed, which made her cackle like the witches of old.

And so the years had gone by without her having any reason to wish she was more like Baelin…

Until Carey London died.

For nights, the professor of alchemy considered reaching out to Professor Mangal and getting her help with conjuring the kind of demon that would rampage through this entire, filthy realm.

But, she’d resisted those dark urges.

Now, though?

They were back.

In force.

And for the fourth time, she wished she was more like Baelin.

“Watcher Hill,” the alchemist growled, stalking through a hallway of the Research Castle. She took a sip of scalding coffee as she squinted against moonlight glowing through windows lining the walls. “Please remind me why I shouldn’t blow everyone in that room into component atoms.”

“You are not a battle wizard, Professor,” Watcher Hill said stoically, marching at the head of a column of six Watchers.

“Remind me why I shouldn’t have you blow everyone in that room into component atoms,” Professor Jules growled.

“That would be outside our mandate, Professor, as tempting as it would be,” Watcher Hill’s words were clipped as they rounded a corner, on their way to the map room at the end of the hall.

“Pity,” Professor Jules snarled.

She opened the doors, resisting the urge to fling them wide, letting their handles smash against the stone walls.

Inside the map room, a group of Thameish delegates and soldiers waited; some stood and some sat. Several looked at the map in curiosity, while others examined the volumes in the bookcases, still others sat fidgeting, or nervously murmuring to one another.

Several Watchers attended the ‘guests,’ watching them closely.

Every eye flicked to the opening doors.

“What is this I hear about you wanting to take one of my students?” Professor Jules demanded.

She marched into the room, with Watcher Hill and a lower-ranking soldier shutting the doors behind them.

An awkward silence hung.

Until an imperious-looking man—the sort who looked like they enjoyed wielding power that was in no way their own—jumped to his feet and unrolled a very official-looking document.

It bore the seal of the king.

“Good day, madam,” he said curtly. “We are here seeking a Thameish citizen, one Alexander Roth. By order of the king, he is to be turned over to us immediately!” His voice boomed through the room. “Where is he, schoolteacher?”

Audible gasps filled the air.

Jules pointed at the man. “Get out!”

The man baulked. “What do you mean, get out? By the power invested in me by the king⁠—”

“Greymoor, within the Barony of Devon, has been acquired by the city-state of Generasi by way of lawful purchase as cosigned by Chancellor Baelin, City Councillor Kartika, and King Athelstan Merciex!” Watcher Hill barked, her words sharp. “These lands are subject to both the laws of Generasi and the University of Generasi’s regulations. You are showing disrespect to a university professor. You may remove yourself to the courtyard, or I can throw you there myself.”

“How dare you!” the man cried.

“That is enough!” a man with thick, white mutton chops cried from near the map table. “As a higher ranking member of this delegation, I order you to go out to the courtyard. Greymoor is effectively a foreign embassy; do not embarrass us any further, you half-wit!”

“But, Lord Reginald, the king—” The man turned red in the face.

“Only gave you the authority to read a bloody message! Not start an international incident! Now get out before I see you flogged!” Lord Reginald roared.

The man wilted, his teeth grinding. “The king will hear of this!”

With that, he stalked to the doors. Before he could fling one open, two Watchers opened them, giving him looks of stone. Sniffing, he marched into the hallway, muttering to himself.

“Terribly sorry about that, Professor Jules.” Lord Reginald rounded the table, drawing a handkerchief and blotting his brow. “This has been a stressful time, and we are all a little wound up. There are some folk who take a bit of power, then squeeze it for all it’s worth, as though they were some farmer, harassing their poor dairy cow!”

Professor Jules’ brows rose at his odd reference to farmers and dairy cows.

“His attitude was most unpleasant,” Professor Jules said, giving Lord Reginald a flinty gaze. Some of the delegation scoffed at her expression. “But I’ll ask the same question that I asked earlier, because no one has given me an answer yet: what is this I’m hearing about you wanting to steal one of my students?”

“Well.” Lord Reginald cleared his throat. “It is not quite so simple, you see.” His throat clearing turned into full-on coughing, as he pressed his handkerchief to his mouth. “It appears there is some evidence that this Alexander Roth is the Fool of Thameland, whom we of the nobility, the church, and the king’s army, have been searching for over the course of two long years and more.”

He grimaced. “The relationship between your researchers and this delegation has been positive, and you have done a great service to both yourselves and Thameland at large. We value that and understand our position is as awkward as yours. Hopefully, we can resolve this situation peaceably, quickly, and allow you to return to our mutually lucrative business.”

Professor Jules resisted the urge to spit at his feet.

She glanced at the members of the delegation who were sitting in the very same chairs that the strike force had been sitting in only months earlier, while everyone—including Alex—had desperately searched for Carey.

They had been blindly searching while the same church these people held in such high regard, were the ones responsible for Carey’s kidnapping, and her ultimate death.

Now those very chairs were being occupied by people who wanted to kidnap another one of her students.

The sight made her want to throw up.

“Know that I do not ask that Alex Roth—one of your helpers—be given to us lightly; it feels wrong to be trying to give ultimatums to someone who has done as well by us as you, Professor Jules,” Lord Reginald continued, blotting more sweat from his brow. “But this is a duty handed to us by the throne and the High Priest of Uldar, Tobias Jay. Thus, it must be done.”

Someone cleared their throat.

It was a skinny man wearing robes that looked like they’d been wrinkled from long travel, his bushy eyebrows knit together across a furrowed brow. She knew him as the representative of the court-wizard of Thameland. “Forgive me, Professor,” he began, “but I must confess to being quite confused. I’m trying to understand what service this Alex Roth could possibly offer you, since the Fool cannot cast spells. If he is a student, he must not be a very good one; I apologise for any inconvenience our errant Hero has caused you. If he is the Fool.”

Jules’ blood reached boiling point.

“Of course, it could be that he is not the Fool, but we must verify!” Lord Reginald said.

Professor Jules shot the man a hard look. “Tell me, Reginald, do you remember a young man who helped you put your mask on before the chaos bomb demonstration?”

Reginald squinted. “I do believe… I recall a muscular young man, yes. Nice fellow.”

“That young man was Alex,” Professor Jules said. “He is a valued member of our expedition.”

The court-wizard’s representative gawked. “That ox?”

“Yes, and I won’t be handing him over,” the alchemy professor’s tone was flat and uncompromising.

“Erm, I am afraid this is not a request,” Lord Reginald said, almost apologetically. “As I said, our actions are under the order of King Athelstan Merciex and High Priest Tobias Jay. Do be reasonable.”

“Am I a citizen of Thameland?” Professor Jules asked him.

Lord Reginald’s eyes narrowed. “I must… are you baiting me into stating the obvious—that you are not, so that you can then lash me with words to the effect of: then you need not follow the king and high priest’s orders?”

There was a pause.

“Yes,” Jules said, feeling somewhat childish.

Reginald sighed. “I had a sinking feeling you would say that. Is there no way I can get you to reconsider? It would be much easier for us all if this was resolved quickly.”

“No, there isn’t,” Professor Jules said decidedly.

“This only serves to confirm that this Alex Roth is the Fool,” another noble joined in.

“Maybe it’s simply that I don’t want to see a young man dragged away like a common outlaw,” Professor Jules said. “You’re already speaking of my student with so much disrespect, and you don’t even know if he’s this Fool or not. How am I to trust that he’s going to be treated properly in your ‘care’? Plus, he’s a free, young man—Fool or not—and if he doesn’t want to go with you, he doesn’t have to.”

Lord Reginald sighed again. “Then this situation is officially above us. Professor Jules, could I ask you if you would consider meeting with one of our priestesses in the Village of Luthering. She is an advisor to High Priest Tobias. Perhaps together, the two of you can sort this matter out.”

He smiled. “She is a kindly woman, and she might be able to reassure you. Mother Charity is her name.”


Chapter 38


Secrets in Luthering



Mother Charity.

The irony of the name made Professor Jules sick to the core.

It implied goodwill, mercy, and other kindly virtues; virtues attached to compassionate deities, mortals, and rulers. Did this Mother Charity represent any of those qualities, or did she represent a monstrous god who gladly sent children to fight monsters of his own making?

Professor Jules wanted to show Lord Reginald—and every other member of this delegation—exactly what she thought of Uldar’s ‘charity.’

Instead, she held strong.

She was a modern wizard, after all, and wasn’t about to let herself give in to barbarism, especially when her students needed her to protect them.

‘I failed Carey,’ she thought. ‘I will not fail Alex too.’

“I’ll meet with this priestess, if that’s what your procedure requires,” Professor Jules said primly.

“Good, good.” Lord Reginald looked relieved. “There is no need to create bad blood between two great realms. Such a thing would only spoil lucrative partnerships and ruin trade. I am sure that both reason and faith will win the day!”

“Reason is already winning the day, and I don’t have much use for faith at this moment,” Jules said quietly.

Delegation members murmured their disapproval and sent more than a few glares her way. She returned them without hesitation. In her long life, she’d faced shoggoths, demons, and other creatures well beyond mortal understanding; it was going to take a lot more than some dead gods’ agitated pawns to make her flinch.

“Your words about faith are somewhat disrespectful,” one of the delegation members—a woman of middle-age with blonde hair turning grey—said, her voice like steel.

“Tell that to Carey London,” Jules said flatly.

The woman raised an eyebrow in confusion. “And who would that be?”

Professor Jules glared at her. “Exactly! This meeting is done. We’ll provide you with a messenger construct to inform your priestess we’ll be coming and to be ready; I’ll meet her in the morning.”

“We could travel together,” Lord Reginald offered.

“No, be our guests here,” Professor Jules said quickly, dreading the thought of spending more time in these peoples’ presence than she had to. “You must be tired from your journey. Rest. We will find our own way.”
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The morning light found Professor Jules once again sipping scalding coffee.

This time, she wasn’t striding through the halls of the Research Castle in Greymoor. She sat astride her skeletal steed, flying high above forests and hills below them.

At her side flew Watcher Hill, leading a column of troops ready for battle, whether battle took the form of words or blades.

“Could I convince you to blow up this priest if she gives us trouble?” Jules asked.

“Again, as tempting as that would be, it’s beyond our mandate,” Watcher Hill said. “I will admit, Professor, it is very tempting; after the treatment we received at Uldar’s Rise, I’d like nothing more than to send some of these accursed priests to the after-world to meet their dead god. As much as it pains me, though, I don’t think blowing them up would be a tactical solution at this time.”

Jules’ teeth ground so hard, her jaw hurt. “I can’t believe they’re doing this. It’s not enough for them to kidnap one of my students; now they’re looking to take another one.”

“I’ll support you no matter what you do, Professor,” Watcher Hill said, flight magic carrying her through the morning air. “I wouldn’t advise starting a war, but the Watchers will defend you.”

“Thanks,” Professor Jules said sincerely. “They’re just very, very lucky that Baelin isn’t here; if he was, I could see most of that delegation being dust by now. I’ll still try my best to fill part of the gap he left, even if I can’t blast them to component atoms.”

Falling silent, she and the Watchers soared through the skies over Greymoor until—finally—they passed the last outpost marking the border between their lands and the rest of the Barony of Devon.

Waving to guards stationed on the watchtower, they kept going, moving through the wilderness until Luthering was in sight. If Jules had to choose just one word to describe the village, it would be run down. Clearly, Uldar’s war had had a devastating effect on much of Thameland.

By the gates, several armoured figures waited, watching both the road and skies, and as Professor Jules and her entourage drew near, she recognised the familiar figure of Sir Sean Swift. The knight and his troops looked to be in one piece since Alex, his companions, the Heroes of Thameland, and the deleo had avenged them against the Ravener’s monsters.

They were the lucky ones.

The wizards slowed, dropping altitude, flying straight for the village gates and Sean. His knights began scrambling, raising crossbows, assuming they were under attack from flying Ravener-spawn. Watcher Hill’s troops halted and hovered in place, weapons pointing down, not moving until the Thameish soldiers finally recognised them as allies.

Whether or not they remained allies would depend on how Jules’ meeting with ‘Mother Charity’ went.

“Hail.” Sir Sean raised a hand, greeting the wizards who’d landed before him.

“Hail.” Jules dismounted from her skeletal steed, commanding it to stay. “Have you recovered from your wounds, Sir Sean?”

The tall, ageing knight gave her a grim nod. “The priests patched me up, by Uldar’s grace. I only wish I could say as much for my soldiers.”

“We’ve all lost comrades,” Watcher Hill said, walking up beside Professor Jules. The other Watchers flanked the two women, staring impassively at the knight; Hill had made a point of choosing the largest warrior-mages to accompany them; making for quite an intimidating sight.

“Come then, I’m to escort you to the church,” Sir Sean said, glancing at the Watchers. “Shall we be on our way?”

“An escort?” Professor Jules said, raising an eyebrow. “Are we about to be arrested, Sir Swift?”

“No, nothing like that, and if things were to turn so grim, they’d need another knight to do that dirty deed; I’m in your debt.” His armour clinked, boots sinking into muddy ground. He looked at a plot of land on their right where Professor Jules remembered an old, dilapidated building once standing.

It was gone now—likely salvaged for walls and fortifications—a new graveyard replaced it. Most of the grave sites were fresh.

“You slew the great, dirty Ravener-spawn that killed my soldiers.” The knight’s voice was as grim as the graveyard. “I want you to know I’ll always be grateful for what you did. No matter what happens, I don’t want any bad blood between my house and your people.”

Jules watched him for a moment.

‘Your people come to us, looking to kidnap a twenty-year-old student… yet everyone keeps talking about not wanting bad blood.’ Professor Jules discreetly shook her head. ‘Sir Sean has always seemed to be a steady man. He’s probably as caught up in all this mess as we are.’ She glanced at the sky. ‘How many damn people did you sweep into your net of selfishness, Uldar? So pointless.’

But she didn’t say that. What she actually said was, “There’s no bad blood between us, Sir Sean.”

“Good,” he said. “And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry to hear what happened to that young woman you were searching for. I know you moved the heavens to try and save her.”

“You’re not as sorry as I am, Sir Sean. Not as sorry as I am.”

He gave her a long, knowing look. “Fair enough. I’ve lost men and women under my command; no one can know what that’s really like unless they’ve gone through it.” The knight saluted soldiers walking past them, pressing a gauntleted fist to his breastplate.

They saluted in kind.

“These soldiers trust me, and sometimes I fail them. It never gets any easier.”

“I feel for you, sir knight,” the professor said. “But Miss London was a student, not a soldier under my command.”

“She did die like a warrior, though,” Watcher Hill said, her voice sounding caught between sadness, pride, and admiration.

‘That’s little comfort,’ Professor Jules thought. ‘We deserve to die in our beds, surrounded by those who love us, with all of our life’s achievements at our backs, not young and screaming on some dirty battlefield.’

But she knew better than to voice those words. It was neither the right time nor the right company.

“I hope that young woman’s at peace, then,” Sir Sean said, lowering his head.

“I hope so too.” Professor Jules felt a lump forming in her throat.

“May Uldar take her into his embrace and guide her to the after-world,” Sean prayed.

A blade of white-hot rage stabbed the alchemist.

Her face flushed red.

But she kept silent.

Uldar guiding Carey to the after-world? That was rich. The professor had been to Uldar’s Rise, had gone into the dead god’s sanctum and seen his corpse. She’d even taken a sample of the dried, black ichor on his body… a body that was about as impressive as any other cadaver she’d dissected over her long alchemy career.

It certainly wasn’t anything worth dying for.

Her jaw clenched. She found herself wishing she could dissect Uldar’s corpse for materials, like any other specimen… like his very own Ravener-spawn.

‘He’d actually be of some bloody use then,’ she thought.

Since she couldn’t voice those thoughts either, she just walked beside the knight and Watchers in silence, the village square—and church—growing closer.

Sir Sean cleared his throat. “Forgive me, but I’ve got to ask you something.” He gave her a piercing look. “Did you always know that the Fool was hiding among your ranks? Did you know it when I first met you?”

Professor Jules recalled the conversation he was referring to. It had taken place the first time the expedition had come to Thameland:

“Oh… and just one more thing. If you should happen to find anyone hiding on your lands, it would do me a great favour if you search them thoroughly and hold them, or bring them here to our priests.”

Sir Swift had drawn a piece of parchment from a case on his belt, unrolled it and presented it to the expedition. On the scroll was a detailed drawing of a grinning jester’s face. “If you should find anyone with this symbol on their bodies, capture them. This symbol is the Mark of the Fool. It glows gold and marks the body of a missing member of Uldar’s Heroes. They’re most likely long dead, but if they happen to be hiding in some hole out there in the moors while others fight and die in their stead, then I ask that you submit them to my custody: they’re wanted by the king of Thameland and the Holy Church of Uldar.”

His eyes had been like steel. “If they’re not dead, then it’s more than time they started doing their duty. After all, who are they to deny Uldar’s plan?”

“I thought the church wanted to test Alex to see if he is the Fool?” the professor asked.

The knight’s jaw shifted. “Listen, I’m not stupid; the church is sure he’s the Fool or they wouldn’t be going through so much effort. Mother Charity is convinced he’s the Fool. She told us they checked his town’s birth records and found that he was born the same day as the other Heroes. The letter your metal flying thing brought to Mother Charity last night made it clear that you wouldn’t hand him over, but you were willing to talk to our priests. That pretty well confirmed it. Why would you be giving us so much trouble if you didn’t know he was the Fool?”

Jules’ face turned sour.

She should have expected this; any talk of wanting to ‘test’ Alex had been nothing but smoke and lies. The hidden church knew who he was.

“I only found out recently.” She snorted in disgust, irritation rising at Alex. The logical part of her mind understood why he hadn’t told her, but that didn’t stop her from being more than a little annoyed at him.

Sir Sean looked at her and sighed. “Sorry, I was a bit forward with my question, but I just had to know. I believe you. And I’m sorry you were fooled by him—I apologise on behalf of all of Thameland. The Fool deceived all of us, and I’ll be glad when that bastard fugitive is dragged back home.”

“If that’s what you think, you’ve obviously taken too many blows to the helmet, sir knight,” she growled at him.

Watcher Hill looked at her in surprise.

Sir Sean stopped dead, his face going pale. “I beg your pardon?”

“You don’t get to beg me for anything. You talked about having gratitude?” she asked. “Then you’ll be quiet. You’ll listen, and I’ll tell you the truth about the Fool.”


Chapter 39


Mother Charity



“You spoke of your soldiers being avenged.” Professor Vernia Jules advanced on Sir Sean Swift. “You said that we destroyed the monsters who’d killed them. Well, would you care to know how that came to be? It was because of⁠—”

Her finger formed quotation marks.

“—that ‘fool’ you people keep referring to—like he was the vilest, lowest form of life ever born. It was Alex Roth who did that. He worked with me to organise a strike force to find Carey London. He fought beside our warriors and Thameland’s, risking his own life. He was instrumental in avenging your soldiers. He was the one who uncovered so many hidden secrets about dungeon cores. If it wasn’t for him, what chance do you think there’d be of ending these wars permanently?”

“I—” the knight started to speak.

“Don’t interrupt me,” she cut him off, her expression hard enough to cut stone. “Listen to me carefully, Sir Sean, the same young man you insist on calling Fool has probably eliminated more Ravener-spawn than you and every soldier you’ve ever commanded combined. And that’s just him alone, never mind his companions and everyone else he’s led into battle.” She gestured toward the rundown village around them. “This place—your fief—is safer because of him. Greymoor was cleared of monsters thanks to events he helped set in motion. Would I say he’s the most important person to ever walk your realm, or the greatest wizard who ever graced our organisation; exaggerations like that would be a disservice.”

She glowered at the knight. “But I can say with every confidence that his contributions to magic and to your realm will be remembered for generations. And that his name will be remembered for generations, not that derogatory title. The Fool’s name, Sir Sean, is Alexander Roth. And we all owe him a great deal.”

The knight sputtered, his jaw tensing. “Maybe we are both wrong, then.”

“Are you calling me a liar, Sir Sean?”

“No, of course not, Professor,” he said respectfully, though his voice was stiff. “But if this Alexander Roth is truly such a great young man, then he can’t be the Fool. The Fool can’t cast spells, he can’t do magic… he can’t even throw a punch, let alone kill Ravener-spawn like how you tell it. Perhaps the priests have made a mistake, and we’ve got the wrong man. Perhaps you’re mistaken about him too; you wouldn’t understand, because you’re not Thameish. The Fool’s a necessary part of the Heroes, but the role means they’re the least of the Heroes. They can help and support the others, but that’s it. They can never be great on their own. We know this. Maybe we’ve got a case of accusing the wrong man, but I know Mother Charity will sort this⁠—”

Professor Jules interrupted him with a bitter laugh that echoed through the village. “Sir Sean, with all due respect, you could fill the skies with all the things you don’t know.”

The knight snorted, turning away. “No need to be rude. You’ll see. The Fool can’t do any of the things you’re talking about. If Alexander Roth is so capable, then he can’t possibly be the Fool.”

“Fill those skies, Sir Sean.” Professor Jules rolled her eyes. “Fill those skies.”

With those words, they reached the centre of the village where the church and a large tavern stood. The church was tall—perhaps three floors high—and the only completely stone structure in the village.

The white hand of Uldar was painted above the entrance and another one marked the side of the building where a fenced-in graveyard lay, likely the final resting place of the priests of Uldar.

While the rest of the village looked like it had seen better days, Jules noted how well-maintained the church was. Its roof had been newly patched, and the front doors were smooth and polished. ‘Priorities,’ she thought, looking at Uldar’s white hand with increasing resentment.

Sean opened the doors, revealing rows of pews and a spotless entrance leading to the altar. Fresh candles burned in tall golden candlesticks at the front of the church, and a soldier was atop a ladder, busily polishing a stained-glass window bearing the image of Uldar smiling down in benediction.

The morning light filtered through the window, shining on a group of people standing around the pulpit.

Warriors wearing tabards bearing the symbol of their god looked up, eyeing the Watchers and Professor Jules as they entered the church. They were surrounding priests and a tall, straight-backed priestess, whose white robes were trimmed in gold.

The priestess looked up, eyes falling on Professor Jules with a gentle gaze. Jules watched her warily, knowing that, within the church of Uldar, innocent lambs could just as easily be wolves.

Vernia was ready.

“Greetings.” The woman’s voice was calm and soothing. “Welcome to the church of Uldar at Luthering. I hope that Uldar eased your journey here.”

“We had ways of easing it ourselves,” Professor Jules said, walking up to the priestess and her guards. “I take it you are Mother Charity? I am Professor Vernia Jules.”

“I surmised as much.” Mother Charity lowered her head in greeting, then looked up at the Watchers. “Will your armed escort be necessary?”

Professor Jules looked at the church’s warriors, armed with blades and clad in armour and tabards. “Will yours? I think it’d be better if all of our witnesses stay right where they are.”

Mother Charity raised an eyebrow. “You seem tense, Vernia. May I call you that?”

“You may call me Professor Jules.”

The priestess’ expression did not change one bit, though several of her warriors bristled.

A young priest—a man at most half a decade older than Alex—turned beet red, stepping forward. “Mother Charity is treating you with Uldar’s kindness and respect. Could we ask the same courtesy of you?”

‘This is a courtesy,’ was what Professor Jules thought. ‘What I really want is for the Watchers to blast your skeletons from your bodies. I’m actually being positively kind right now.’

“I do believe we are here in a professional capacity,” Professor Jules said. “Therefore, I feel the most respectful way to proceed would be to use our professional titles.”

“I see… Well, that is a pity,” Mother Charity sighed, as though she was lamenting all the evils of the world. The young priest looked at her with the kind of fawning admiration the educator had seen on the faces of impressionable students in the presence of charismatic mentors.

The professor’s tension grew.

‘They’re all bloody fanatics,’ she thought. ‘I have to be careful since I have no idea what they’ll do. If any of them are from the hidden church, they’ll likely have some scheme they’ll be wanting to satisfy.’

She didn’t pretend to have any special gifts for seeing through schemes; in the end, though she was a leader, a wizard, an alchemist, an academic, a mother, and a grandmother, none of those qualified her as some clever spy or rogue from a bard’s tale who could see through devious plots.

She was the woman, after all, who’d been tricked by a lab partner over a two-year period. Vernia had no illusions about being a master manipulator.

And that left her keenly aware of what she and Watcher Hill discussed last night; not giving these bastards anything to work with.

“Then let’s move on to those ‘professional reasons’ we are both here,” Mother Charity said. “Your letter stated that you would be refusing the command of the king and high priest of Uldar? That you were not open to presenting the fugitive known as Alex Roth before us?”

“I thought you didn’t know whether or not Alex was the Fool?” Jules said. “Why are you already calling him the fugitive?”

“We know as surely as we know Uldar watches over us,” Mother Charity said.

‘He hasn’t for thousands of years, has he?’ Jules thought bitterly.

“Why have you not handed him to us?” the young priest jumped in.

“Because we do not have to,” Jules stated matter-of-factly. “Alex Roth is a student. I am not about to hand over one of my students to anyone.”

Mother Charity raised an eyebrow. “Will you really do this? This is an order directly from our king and high priest.”

“Which does not matter to me,” Jules said decidedly.

“You disrespect the thrones of our king and god!” the young priest shouted.

“Edward, calm yourself,” the priestess commanded him.

Watcher Hill moved a step closer to the professor.

“You know what? I don’t see the need to continue this conversation any longer,” Professor Jules said. “Unless I can convince you to give this course of action up. Alex Roth might be this Fool, but he is a fine and heroic young man.”

“He is a deserter and a liar,” Mother Charity corrected. “And his absence is blasphemy. I am afraid I must insist we take him into our care.”

“And what will you do if I say no?” Professor Jules’ tone was even.

Mother Charity’s eyes narrowed. “We might have to take you into our protection… if the Fool is manipulating you.”

Watcher Hill burst out laughing. “I don’t think so.”

“Do you threaten Mother Charity?” Edward growled, stepping forward.

As one, the church’s soldiers reached for the hilts of their swords.

“We’re not going to fight you,” Watcher Hill said. “If you attack us, we’ll simply leave. This is your holy ground and we’re outside Greymoor; don’t think for a moment that I’m going to give you an excuse to capture us.”

Edward flinched, surprise and irritation plain on his face.

Professor Jules kept her eyes fixed on Watcher Hill.

Is this why they’d set up this meeting?

“This matter involves the kingdom’s future,” Mother Charity insisted. “The king and high priest will not take this well. You could see the rights to Greymoor revoked.”

“Then that is a matter beyond both of us,” Professor Jules said. “You can run back to your king and high priest, and tell them they can meet with Councillor Kartika.”

For a long silent moment, Mother Charity watched Professor Jules intently.

“I ask that we do not escalate this. There is no reason for our king to be burdened with meeting the leaders of your city and university.”

A flash of annoyance erupted in Jules as she cursed Baelin for not being there.

“We can resolve this now,” the priestess continued. “We will not back down. This must happen—the Fool must come back to Thameland—and I ask that you return him to us.”

“The final answer is no,” Professor Jules growled. “And neither you nor I have the authority to resolve this ourselves, so we’ll be leaving now. And I warn you—if you show us even the slightest threat—we will see that as an act of aggression by your kingdom. Alex is not coming to you. I’m well aware of your history and how many Fools end up dead. Your god doesn’t need defenceless children to fight his battles.”

Mother Charity’s expression did not change as Professor Jules turned to walk away. “That is sad to hear,” the priestess sighed. “I will return to Ussex with your disappointing answer.”

“You do that!” Professor Jules called back.

Her eyes fell on Sir Sean, who looked back with a mix of regret, confusion, and irritation.

She shook her head, walking from the church and out to the square.

The Watchers fanned out around her then tensed, looking out over a sea of soldiers.

Every warrior under Sir Sean’s command—and more from the church—stood at attention, watching the wizards with menace like barely contained guard dogs. Their faces looked tired. Angry. Desperate.

“We’re leaving, Professor,” Watcher Hill whispered, casting flight magic on the professor as she and another Watcher took the alchemist’s arms and soared high above Luthering, the village shrank below them.

“Watcher Hill, look,” a warrior-mage nodded toward the forest around the village. “There’s steel glinting in those trees.”

Hill cast a sensory enhancement spell on herself, then swore. “So that was their game.”

“What?” Professor Jules said.

“The entire thing was a trap, but not for us,” she said. “It looks like they expected Alex to be with us or following somewhere nearby, maybe trying to listen in on our conversation in the church. They were probably going to grab him in the trees or the village. That’s why they brought so many soldiers.”

“Bastards,” Professor Jules cursed, mentally calling her skeletal steed to her.

“And now it makes sense for them to have brought that hot-headed priest with them,” Hill surmised. “They were looking to start a fight and goad us into striking first, then—if Alex was hiding somewhere; they’d arrest him when he appeared.”

“Well, it didn’t work out like that for them now, did it?” Professor Jules’ smile held no joy. “I’m glad Alex wasn’t here. Hopefully, the amount of time it takes for that Mother Charity to return to the capital, inform her king, and for him to respond, gives us time to prepare for those arrogant bastards. I need to speak to Alex and Councillor Kartika.”

“I took the liberty of contacting them,” Hill said.

Professor Jules looked at her with gratitude.
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Edward looked at Mother Charity in agitation. “The trap failed. Our entire plan failed. We neither caught him nor gained anything. This was all for nothing!”

They stood in the doorway of the church, watching the wizards shrink in the distance.

“I wouldn’t say we gained nothing,” Mother Charity said. “Did you notice Jules’ annoyance when I mentioned the chancellor of their university?”

“No… I am not as adept at seeing through people as you are,” the younger priest said.

The priestess smiled. “It is alright. These things come with experience. What is more important is that it seems something has happened to make the ancient wizard unavailable… or perhaps there has been a schism among their ranks. A very interesting development. A very interesting one indeed.”


Chapter 40


Shoulders that Bear



Alex had to be meticulous, checking a diagram for the summoning circle he was drawing.

It had to be perfect.

The afternoon found the young wizard in his laboratory, bent over his desk, sketching a magical circle for a new fifth-tier spell: Summon Planar Ally. The very first relational contract summoning spell he would ever cast. And he was almost ready to cast it. Professor Mangal had worked with him, helping him prepare for this next—very important step—as a summoner.

Until now—the method he used to call allies was subjugation style summoning magic, making sure to treat the summons with respect. Not that he would have ever treated his summons with anything but respect, but if it ever happened and they wanted to get away from him, there was no danger of them escaping his control, as long as the spells were cast correctly. Those types of spells had a downside, though: anything he summoned was limited in power.

The most powerful entities he could conjure were greater elementals, celestial dire tigers, and other monsters of a similar strength. While they were still mighty creatures, and would likely devastate many Ravener-spawn…

…they would also fall short when it came to standing against powerful priests or warriors of the hidden church. Even against certain Ravener-spawn, his summoned monsters were often torn apart with ease, never mind the church’s human monsters.

If he wanted allies that could do more than just serve as a brief shield against monstrosities like the First and Third Apostles, he’d need some with a lot more power.

Both Binding Style and Relational Style Contract Summoning would give him allies with that level of power, except creatures like that would also bring a certain amount of risk. Those spells, by their very nature, allowed greater freedom to any ally he summoned. And if the entity wasn’t bound—willingly—with a relational contract, or tied unwillingly, in a binding one, the end result could be chaos.

Before such bargains or bindings were struck, anything he called would have to be contained within a perfect summoning circle. The slightest flaw could mean a very angry, very powerful monster escaping, taking vengeance on the summoner… him.

So, that was where the need for perfection came in.

“Almost done,” he told himself, calling on the Mark. “I think this construction is about as strong as I can make it—” He paused, noting an image the Mark was showing him. “Ah, the left side of the circle was more symmetrical last time. “I’d better draw it again⁠—”

A knock came from the door.

“Alex!” Selina called. “There’s a message for you!”

“Coming!” he called back, teleporting to the top of the stairs and unlocking the door. His sister stood there, holding a butterfly-shaped messenger construct.

“Thanks,” he said. “Huh, that must be from Professor Jules. She really loves her butterflies, doesn’t she?” He looked at Selina with a raised eyebrow. “You didn’t open the message, did you?”

She rolled her eyes. “You’ve been spending too much time locked away down there. I’m not about to start opening your letters, Alex,” she said, taking the folded parchment from the construct and handing it to her brother.

“Thanks, Selina.” Alex unfolded the letter.

“What’s it say?” she asked.

His breath caught when he read what was written by Watcher Hill on behalf of herself and Professor Jules.

Come to Professor Jules’ office at the University. Do not attempt to go to Greymoor. They’ve made their move.

Signed, Watcher Hill and Professor Jules.

He swallowed. “Selina, what’re your plans for the day?”

“Um, I was going to go to Abela’s house. Why?”

“You can go, but get Claygon to go with you,” Alex said. “Theresa should be back soon. I need you to tell her that they might be coming.”

Selina gasped. “You mean—” she mouthed the words “—the church?”

“Yes,” Alex said. “I’m not going to lie to you, Selina; you’re old enough to know what’s coming for me. For us. I’m going to try and—Oof!”

She jumped on him, holding on like she’d never see him again. “I know you have to go but be careful. Be careful.”

“I will,” he promised, hugging her while mentally contacting his golem.

‘Claygon, I have to go to Jules’ office. The church made their move. I don’t have any details yet, but protect Selina.’

There was a pause.

‘Maybe… I should protect you, Father…’ the golem’s thoughts came through their link.

‘No, Claygon, I’m alright,’ Alex thought. ‘I can defend myself if something happens. I need you to protect Selina. Okay? Promise you will.’

Another pause. ‘Yes… Father…’

‘I’ll be back soon,’ Alex thought, looking down at Selina. He kissed her forehead. “I love you. I’ll be back.”

She hugged him tighter. “You’d better be. Just be careful.”

“I will.”

He teleported to his room, grabbed his staff, and vanished, reappearing in the hallway outside of Jules’ office. The door was open.

Inside, the alchemist paced back and forth, muttering to herself.

“Professor?” he called, startling her.

“Mr. Roth! At last. Come in and close the door.”

Alex quickly went in, shutting the door behind him.

“May every god and spirit in all of creation bless Watcher Hill.” The professor gestured for him to take a seat, sitting down at her desk. “That woman anticipated things wouldn’t go well, and she was right. I’m glad she sent you that message when she did. But, to the point. The king’s delegation came to Greymoor today under the guise of easing tensions.”

Alex swallowed.

“When, in fact, a military force now occupies Luthering,” she said grimly. “The church demanded that I hand you over to them.”

She filled Alex in on everything that had happened since the night before—the delegation’s arrival, the conversation, the presence of Mother Charity—and what unfurled afterward.

“Watcher Hill has contacted Councillor Kartika, but we don’t know when she will reply. It could be days, with her schedule,” the professor said grimly. “An increasing number of the expedition team now knows about you and this Fool business.” She looked disgusted as she said the word. “Rumours have been spreading through the Castle like fire through a chemical bath. Those who were on the strike force—those who hadn’t shared what they knew until now—are speaking out about your heroics to save Miss London.”

“So this is it,” Alex said. “This is their move. They’re going to focus on me first. Maybe they think I’m the most dangerous… there’s a lot of bias against the Fool, and I think that’s got something to do with Uldar changing the Mark.”

“Yes, but they’ll likely strike at the other Heroes one way or another.” Professor Jules rubbed her temples. “I’ve sent Miss Goldtooth to warn them. We should have some time, though; even if the delegation uses the fae roads to return to Ussex, it’ll likely be days before anyone comes back to Greymoor. I’m going to stall them as best I can.”

“Right…” Alex said, his mind racing. “What’s been the expedition’s reaction to me?”

“So far, it’s been overwhelmingly positive,” Jules said with no small amount of relief. “At least from what the Watchers and I have heard. There are a few asking if you were the reason the petrifier attacked the Research Castle, but others also pointed out that the enemy targeted Miss London as well. There are plenty of folk whose lives you’ve saved on the battlefield, Alex, and they’re actively vouching for you, as is the entirety of the research team. Believe me, you’re not going to get a wave of your allies trying to cast you away.”

“Good,” he sighed. “That’s good. That’s something at least… I can’t tell you the number of times and ways I imagined this day coming. I thought maybe I’d accidentally let it slip, or a priest would pass me here in Generasi—back when there were actually a good number of Uldar’s priests around—or that someone from Alric would check records. And now, here we are…”

He shook his head, eyes unfocused. “Yet, it somehow doesn’t feel real.”

Nerves and terror slowly crawled through him, pushing rational thought away.

He imagined himself and his family being dragged away in chains, being cast down deep into a dungeon under Ussex, or executed for desertion or aiding a deserter.

He shivered, shaking the thoughts away, taking a deep grounding breath.

‘That’s not going to happen,’ he thought. ‘This is real. But that thought? That’s not real.’

“It’s alright to be scared, you know,” Professor Jules said.

“What?” Alex startled.

She looked at him with sadness. “I remember when I first met you, you were this skinny, enthusiastic young man. It seemed all there was in your head was curiosity, alchemy… and that brilliant mind of yours.” Her eyes drifted to his shoulders. “Your shoulders are so broad now, in many senses of the word; your burdens have been heavy. And all because some dead god wanted children to fight his battles.”

She looked Alex in the eye. “It’s alright to be scared.”

“I’ve prepared for this, Professor,” Alex said.

“It’s alright to be scared.”

“I can’t be. I’ve got too much to do. I⁠—”

“It’s alright to be scared.”

“I’m not scared, I’m angry, if anything!” Alex’s voice rose. “I mean, who do they think they are, calling you out? Demanding that I come with them like some common outlaw? I’m very angry!”

“It’s okay,” Jules said softly, and at that moment, she seemed less like a professor of alchemy… and more like a kindly grandmother. “Alex, it’s okay to be scared.”

“I…” His voice broke.

He remembered the endless hours he’d spent trying to make himself so important to Generasi that they wouldn’t just send him away. He’d spent nearly every waking moment preparing, gathering power, growing his reputation.

Even before that, he’d already been pushing hard in his studies, entering the Games of Roal, trying to get his name out there. In many ways, he’d done it out of anger; he’d never wanted to ever feel like he had when he was being interrogated by those two Generasi investigators during the demon summoner attacks.

‘There’s more to this, isn’t there?’ he thought. ‘What about Theresa’s family in the Rhinean Empire? What if the church decided to threaten them, and put pressure on them?’

He swallowed as Professor Jules watched him with a gentle gaze.

“Y-you’re right,” he said, his voice shaking. For a moment, he allowed his body language to relax. He allowed his mask to shatter. “Professor, I’m bloody terrified. But I’ve done my best to prepare for this. I’ve done everything I can.”

“Of course you have,” she said.

“But I’m still bloody scared. What if nothing I’ve done works? What if the city council decides I’m too much trouble. I could leave, but I don’t want to. I shouldn’t have to. What about Selina’s life here? What about Theresa’s? And what about her family? What’s going to happen to them?”

Professor Jules nodded. “There’s a lot on your shoulders… you, your friends, the Heroes. I don’t envy you. The worst thing I had to worry about at your age was final exam results. I can’t imagine what this must be like for you.”

“It’s… it’s hard, but I’ve got to keep going, don’t I?” Alex’s voice shook. “Bloody hell, why can’t they just leave me alone?”

“I know. I know.” Professor Jules got up and rounded the desk. She spread her arms. “Come here, Mr. Roth.”

Alex looked at her for a long moment, before getting up and hugging his professor.

“That’s it,” she said. “We’re going to fight with you. Together. The University of Generasi is not in the habit of giving up its students.”

Alex couldn’t help but laugh. A little while ago, he’d been hugging Selina and comforting her. Now Professor Jules was doing the same for him.

“What do you think’s going to happen now?” he said.

“We wait for Councillor Kartika to meet with me,” Professor Jules said. “Then I’m going to do my damnedest to make sure the council doesn’t do anything stupid. But what do you want to do? If you want, we will handle this until we can’t. You can continue being a student.”

“No,” Alex said, pulling away from the hug. “If I can get my own meeting with Councillor Kartika, I will. And I’m going to talk to my friends and we’re going to…”

He paused, a thought occurred to him.

“Did you say Councillor Kartika might meet with the king and the high priest?”

“Yes,” Professor Jules said.

His jaw clenched. “Any chance I could be at the meeting?”


Chapter 41


Desiring a Confrontation



“In turn, I have a question for you,” Professor Jules said, stepping away from Alex and meeting his eyes. “Could you answer mine first?”

“Of course,” Alex agreed readily.

“Have you taken leave of what little sense you have left?” she shouted, startling him. “I swear that old goat has completely ruined your mind, Mr. Roth! In all the long and miserable history of terrible ideas, this is quite possibly one of the worst I’ve ever heard—and trust me—that is a feat.”

“Oh jeez, well, why don’t you tell me how you really feel, Professor,” Alex’s tone bled sarcasm. “I think it’s a good idea.”

“On what planet?” she demanded, her voice dropping low. “On what plane, the plane of foolhardy jackasses?”

“Okay, okay, I think that’s going a little far now,” he huffed.

“Is it? Is it truly, Mr. Roth? Have I not mentioned the army that was waiting in ambush to drag you away in chains?”

“You did⁠—”

“Then why are you asking if you can attend that meeting?” she said. “Listen to me—they feel entitled to you. They feel as entitled to your life as I do to a-a—” she stuttered, searching for a word “—as I do my own shoes! They just want to walk over you and not give a single damn as to what you want. They don’t care about your life, your responsibilities, your family, the great things you do. All they care about is that stupid, nonsensical, dogmatic plan of a treacherous, dead god!”

Her words—spoken with rising volume—dropped to a whisper when she mentioned Uldar, and in those whispered tones, she continued, sounding like a hissing, angry serpent. “They’re not going to play fair, no matter what boundaries we put on the meeting. After all, what are the needs of mortals compared to the laws and deranged plans of their precious deity? Listen, if they find an opportunity to grab you, they will. We cannot trust them. Those priests might be acting as diplomats, but they have no interest in rational diplomacy.”

The professor’s face blazed bright red, and her passion blazed equally as hot, surprising Alex. He could count few occasions where he’d seen his alchemy professor so angry.

“To them, you have a duty, and that duty is one that trumps all words, actions, or commitments,” she finished. “So no. I do not think you should be at the meeting.”

Alex swallowed. “I hear you, Professor, I honestly do. You want to keep me safe. You’ve given me a lot of freedom in the expedition, but you don’t want me to walk into such an obvious trap. Is that right?”

He shifted his voice so that it was soft, slow, and less threatening. He bent his knees ever so slightly, slumped down and rounded his shoulders, releasing some of the air from his chest.

The hulking wizard, Alex Roth, visibly shrank, displaying a calm, even demeanour to his professor, relaxing her.

“Yes, Mr. Roth. That is exactly right. If you are astute enough to grasp the reason for my words so thoroughly, then why would you even suggest such an action?”

“Because I want to plead my case in person,” Alex said, putting all the sincerity he could into his voice, pain tinging his tone. “Professor, for over two years, I’ve been waiting for this sword to drop on my head. Every day, it’s been hanging there, and now it’s finally coming down. I want the chance to say my piece. I’m tired of other people telling me what the Fool is. Uldar, the crown, the church, my people… all of them act like they know what I am. And I use ‘what’ on purpose. Because they see me as a ‘what’ not a ‘who.’”

He straightened back up to his full height, shoulders expanding, chest swelling. The young Hero of Thameland pressed a palm over his heart. “Because that’s the problem: they all see me as a what. I’m half-convinced Uldar saw all of us as a what. I know I have plenty of people here who support me: you, Baelin, my cabal, Mr. and Mrs. Lu, my friends, my family… they all know the ‘who’ of Alexander Roth. But for once? I want those bastards who want to put me in chains to know who the hells I am.”

Words spilled from Alex’s mouth, words he didn’t even know he had in him. “I have nothing against the king, and—hells—even most of the priests of Uldar I’ve met aren’t evil, they’re just misguided. I want the chance to tell them what I’ve done for the war effort, and how valuable I am to it.”

“The misguided can still harm, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules said, her voice growing strained. “You know who was also misguided? Amir. Yet he caused more harm to Generasi in mere months—by helping his filthy, demon-worshipping friend—than most of our city’s enemies had in entire lifetimes. One could say even his demon-summoning scummy friend was misguided in his own way. But he still harmed others, all the same. These misguided priests will harm you; you need not be the one to save them.”

At that, Alex began to laugh.

His laughter rolled from his lips, growing in volume until it echoed through the office. He doubled over, hands on his knees, barely supporting himself.

Professor Jules looked at him like he’d gone completely mad.

Alex held up a hand, shaking his head. “Give… me… a second…”

When his laughter finally died, he looked at her with a broad smile. “Oh, I know that, Professor. I’ve got no interest in saving them—” He paused, thinking over his next words. The young man examined his own thoughts and emotions. “Actually, I do want them saved. The true bastard in all of this is Uldar, not them… really. Another monster is that First Apostle… basically the entire hidden church. They’re all pure evil, every last one of them, but I think the rest might deserve some guidance, at least. But I’m not the one who should be interested in guiding them—not when they’re trying to get me killed. No, what I’m suggesting is for me. I want to explain my accomplishments. I want to explain what they’ll be losing for the war effort and the future, if they chain me up like a dog.”

Professor Jules sighed. “I’ve already explained that to them, Mr. Roth. It’s no use.”

He shook his head. “It’ll have more impact if it comes from me.”

The professor raised an eyebrow.

“Let me explain. They see me as this cowardly deserter. They see me as this useless Fool who ran from his rightful duty in order to save himself. They see me as someone afraid to face them, right? Well, what happens when I do face them? When I walk up to them—head held high—and tell them from my own lips who I am. That’s not exactly the move of a cowardly deserter. And even if High Priest Tobias doesn’t change his mind about me? Then maybe the king will. If not him, then maybe his nobles. Maybe the court-wizard. Or the soldiers. As long as I can plant some seeds of doubt in their minds, we could see their perception shift in our favour. And that can only help us.”

Professor Jules’ eyebrows knitted together. “That is not even a hypothesis, Mr. Roth. That’s just supposition.”

“It’s experience.” Alex tapped his right shoulder. “For one: the Mark of the Fool has taught me a lot about how to change people’s minds and how to read them. Look at Merzhin. He was about as fanatical as fanatics come. If you or I had told him about the church’s nasty secrets, he wouldn’t have believed us. But you know what changed his mind?”

Alex pointed to a painting on Jules’ wall depicting a beautiful garden filled with butterflies. “Seeing the difference between what was real, and what was no more than an image in his mind. He couldn’t deny what the hidden priests did to Carey. And because of that? The image of the church—the one in his mind—completely changed because of their actions. What if the Fool appears before the king and priests and he breaks the image they have in their minds. I think it’s worth a try; anything that might get them to change their minds, even a little. The more we make them question, the less likely they are to come after me, and—with any hope—they’ll have a better chance of seeing things differently, making it easier for everyone when they eventually find out the truth about Uldar… well, if they do.”

“They will capture you anyway, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules warned. “No matter what you say to them.”

“Then I’ll just teleport away. As many times as I have to.” To illustrate his point, he teleported across Professor Jules’ office and back, startling the alchemist. “It’ll be a display of power, one that’ll show the king and the high priest how futile trying to catch me would be.”

“And what if the hidden church is there?” Professor Jules pointed out. “The First Apostle sounds very old and dangerous. I would be shocked if he is not currently trying to create a way to pen you in—teleportation or not.”

“That’s not as easy as it sounds; Hannah’s power is… well, powerful. And more importantly.” He rubbed his hands together like he was anticipating a delicious meal. “If we bring along a powerful enough force with us, then we’ll be able to stop them; try to capture me and get crushed right then and there.”

“If only we would be so lucky,” Professor Jules said grimly. “Hmmmm, a powerful force… The First Apostle and Third Apostle alone sound like monstrous opponents with well-trained strike forces… possible Ravener-spawn support. We would need to have our own exceptionally powerful force, or risk casualties in any battle that they would gladly blame us for. Hmmmm, that means a sizable force of Watchers. Maybe Gemini herself… perhaps Professor Mangal could summon something nasty. Hm, if only Baelin were here, this would be so simple. He would be our most powerful resource. Nothing else comes clo⁠—”

She paused, a deep frown crossing her features.

Alex could see her thinking long and hard.

“What do you have in mind?” Alex asked.

“A thought, but it could be nothing,” she said.

“Anything I could help with?” he asked.

“No, actually. Trust me, it would be better if you’re not involved. It would be better if as few people as possible were involved… but it could work. I am going to try something, Mr. Roth, and if it works, we will have a shocking amount of strength with which to crush the hidden church or anyone fond of ambushes. Seeing as I’m not sure whether or not it can be done, I’ll keep the idea to myself for the moment.”

Alex was about to say something else, but the words died on his lips. He knew better. “Fine, I’m going to trust you.”

She smiled weakly. “Thank you, Mr. Roth. Fine, then, I shall trust you as well. If you want to come to the meeting, then do so. But please… you must be careful.”

“I promise I will, Professor,” Alex said.

“No, listen to me.” She looked at him solemnly. “You must take care of yourself, Mr. Roth. Don’t become another Miss London. I could not stand it. So, please, don’t do that to me. Are we clear?”

“Yes, we’re clear,” Alex said. “And I won’t do that to you, Professor.”

“Good, then I’ll arrange the meeting with Councillor Kartika as quickly as possible,” she said. “What will you do?”

“I have to tell my friends what’s happened,” he said. “They deserve to know, and we’ll have to get ready for whatever’s coming.”

She looked at him gravely. “Tell them to take care of themselves as well. I do not want any of their lives on my conscience.”

“I’ll tell them, Professor.” He lowered his head. “I’ll see if I can meet up with them at Khalik’s place.”

“Good. Keep me informed of where you are so I can send you a message as the situation develops. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must go prepare… possibly for war.”


Chapter 42


The Cabal’s Gathering with the Fool



Prince Khalik Behr-Medr’s villa suited him perfectly.

Peeking from behind a stone wall was an older grey building situated near the southern wall, standing at the end of a quiet boulevard on a hill, offering its occupant a fine view of much of the district. A copper roof—long turned green—capped rough walls thick with ivy.

Alex stepped through the open gate and was greeted by gardens abundant with shrubs, grapevines, fruit trees, patches of fragrant herbs, and flowers. A magical fountain sprayed jets of water high in the air, twisting it into a whirling column of droplets that swirled back into the basin, and repeated.

Every plant in the garden was perfect, not a blemish anywhere to be seen. The young wizard paused, recognising Professor Salinger’s techniques from the look and composition of the soil, techniques he wasn’t sure he’d be using anytime soon, but for an earth mage like Khalik, they were key.

Hummingbirds flitted from bloom to bloom, dipping long beaks into nectar, as a trio of frogs croaked below the fountain’s edge. Alex made his way to a courtyard ringed by a low, inner wall that enclosed outbuildings, more gardens, and the main house. He looked behind him. Lining the top of the outer wall like a row of gargoyles, a flock of crows had gathered, giving the peaceful scene an ominous turn.

“Omens of doom and gloom are kinda fitting right now,” Alex muttered to himself, his hand reaching for the door knocker.

A piercing screech startled him.

Something blurred by, striking the ground.

He yelped, instinctively raising his staff.

Had the church found him? Did they send an assassin? Were they here to ambush him in front of his friend’s house?

No.

The only assassin around was Najyah, here killing his already tightly wound nerves. She clutched a freshly caught hare in her claws, keeping it pinned to the ground as it struggled to get away. The eagle turned her head to glare at Alex as if daring him to approach her meal. Her back arched as she fixed him with a cold gaze, then abruptly turned away, totally disinterested.

“Bloody bird,” the young wizard swore. “You scared me⁠—”

Suddenly, the front doors burst open, revealing a certain muscular prince standing in the entranceway. He looked bewildered. “Alex, I did not expect you to be here so soon. I heard someone scream and thought Najyah was chasing off some intruder. Thank the gods it was you. Come in. Come in.”

The prince waved him inside, barring the door behind him.

“You will have to forgive me; I would have gotten some proper food, but this meeting happened so suddenly.” Khalik pointed to a spread of fresh fruit, vegetables, and cheeses on the table. “This is all I had time to prepare.”

“Hey, man, it feels wild to me that I’m about to eat anything prepared by a prince.” Alex took a seat at the table, noting it was set for four.

“It is a ‘privilege’ few will ever experience.” Khalik grinned, sitting across from him. “But in truth, few royals in Tekezash can actually cook.” He laughed, but the laughter did not reach his eyes.

It soon faded. “Isolde and Thundar should be here shortly.”

“That’s good,” Alex said.

“Do you wish to talk before they arrive? Are you well?” the prince said.

“No, man, not at all,” Alex said grimly, reaching for some grapes. “I’m bloody tired. Part of me wishes I could teleport to Thameland right now and slap those bastards in their nasty faces. Another part wishes I had more time. I’m trying to hold it together, but… ugh, my mind’s all over the place.”

“Mine would be too,” the prince started to say. “When I⁠—”

There was a knock at the door.

Both young men slowly looked at it.

“Oi! It’s Thundar! Isolde’s right behind me—she’s paying the sky-gondolier—let us in,” the minotaur’s deep voice boomed.

The prince and wizard breathed a sigh of relief, and Khalik went to the door.

Alex fought a moment of panic, remembering how the clawed hunters mimicked voices. He was already standing up when the prince unlocked the door, revealing a very worried minotaur on the other side.

Behind him, Isolde had left the sky-gondolier just beyond Khalik’s outer gate. She was jogging toward the minotaur.

“We are here,” she said, giving Thundar a stern look. “You could have contributed to the gondolier’s fee.”

“You’re rich,” the minotaur fired back.

“Yes, well now, so are you, cheap son of Gulbiff!” Isolde snapped, stepping inside. Khalik closed the door behind them, barring it.

“Not as rich as you,” Thundar said simply, taking a seat at the table. “But, uh, you know what, I’ll get you next time. Besides, Alex should’ve just teleported us here, ain’t that right, Alex?”

The minotaur grinned at the young Thameish wizard.

But Alex’s smile was tight. Forced.

Thundar’s grin vanished as Isolde took her seat at the table.

The cabal was together again.

Silence fell.

Isolde glanced at Thundar, then cleared her throat. “Your message, Alex… would… you care to give us more details?”

And so he did, telling them everything Professor Jules had told him, her concerns about all of it, and what they were planning.

The cabal took it all in, grimly.

None took even a sliver of food from the table, only listening as Alex explained what the church had planned to do, and what Professor Jules’ and his response was going to be.

He also told them about wanting to meet with Kartika, and how that meeting would likely decide his fate.

When he was through, Khalik nodded gravely. “So, at last, it has come to this. When you first told me your secret, I knew that a day would come when we would need to defend that secret. Defend it, and you.”

“And now that time has come,” Isolde said, shaking her head. “At the time you told me, it seemed like such a small, distant thing.” She gave a bitter laugh. “The thing that I was most focused on then was how the Mark affected your ability in your studies. I was relieved when I learned that you had not simply overtaken me in terms of intelligence and work ethic. Now? Such thoughts seem irrelevant.”

“I hear you,” Alex said. “Honestly, marks, tests, assignments… that all feels so small now.”

“Which is ironic, since they’re gonna affect our future,” Thundar added.

“I would not be so sure,” Isolde said. “My grandfather told me that the reason to achieve high marks is twofold: one for pride and prestige in school, and the other to demonstrate that you have properly absorbed the material. Wizardry is too dangerous to learn in half measures. We must know it well and cold. But—” she winced “—and I cannot believe I am the one stating this, he admitted that individual marks achieved during our university career will not help us much in life. How did he put it…”

She drew herself up, her voice dropping low and deep, “Isolde, the number on any paper you achieve will seem like the end of the world to you. Exceptional success will feel like life, while moderate success will feel like crushing failure. But, Isolde, in even as short a time span as five years after you complete your final studies—graduate level, of course, you are a Von Amnut—you will not even remember those numbers and sometimes you might catch yourself wondering why you worried about them at all. After all, no monarch will be interested in what your grade was in magic theory when they are selecting a court-wizard. Any army you join will not demand your grade for your third-year assignment in battle magic, and no entity that you conjure will ask for your final grade in your summoning assignment.”

Isolde took a deep breath, tapping the side of her head. “Then he tapped his temple and finished with: ‘However, that king will ask you to demonstrate your mightiest magics, and if you wreck yourself with a mana reversal, then it will be the end of your path through magic. An army will demand your greatest battle magics and—if you do not know them well—you will ensure that soldiers fighting on your side die. And die terribly. And lastly, while a demon or devil will have no interest in your final summoning grade, they will be very interested in the flaws introduced into your summoning circle by sloppy work. In short, competence, confidence, and knowledge gained from your training will matter all your life. The numbers on a piece of parchment? They will be worth less than the ink used to write them.’”

Thundar gaped at Isolde. “Are you… feeling okay, there?”

“Have you taken ill?” Khalik asked.

“Do you need to lie down?” Alex said. “Are you a mana vampire pretending—badly—that you’re Isolde?”

“Honestly, I feel the same as you; at the time, my grandfather’s words seemed completely misguided. I thought them out of touch and that marks were of the utmost importance. But are they?” she said. “I am not so sure. Look at what Alex has achieved. In your businesses, have any of your prospective clients asked you about your marks?”

“No,” Alex admitted.

“My potential academic supervisors for my graduate studies are interested in my marks—which are still essentially perfect, I might add,” she sniffed. “But they show more interest in my interests, the research I have performed on the expedition, my battle experience, my relationship with Baelin, and even my connection to my grandfather… My marks seem almost secondary. And now, here we are, speaking of the apocalyptic coming of the church of a dead god. It makes all talk of marks seem rather frivolous.”

“I hear you,” Prince Khalik said.

“Yeah,” Alex agreed. “At this point, if it wasn’t for the Mark’s downsides, I might be able to challenge the Exam for Credit for every single class I have, then graduate at the same time as Isolde.”

“Show-off,” Thundar grunted.

“Thundar, my brother, your girlfriend is a dragon,” Prince Khalik said pointedly. “You do not get to call anyone a show-off. Ever again.”

“A dragon slayer,” Isolde said. “Only without the ‘s’.”

“Isolde!” Thundar gasped. “Look, we’ve been on one date! We just… Come on, don’t make this weird! And—wait, how are you the one making that joke?”

Her smile was evil. “Thundar. Remember all of the hell you and everyone else gave me over Cedric?” Cold blue eyes turned toward Alex and Khalik. “You will all feel my wrath in time. But, we are getting distracted. Alex, tell us your thoughts.”

The young Thameish wizard blew his breath out. “Look, thanks for lightening the situation up. I kinda needed to hear some normal conversation, and well, I’m worried about the future, to be honest. Things should be alright, but who knows how Councillor Kartika will react. And she’s a big deal; if she decides I need to be handed over to preserve relations with Thameland, then that’s it for me.”

“I would hope not,” Khalik said. “But I could see it. Monarchs and nobles will—at times—capture fugitives from outside their realm, if they are important enough; surrendering them to their pursuers can mean having a debt owed to them. Perhaps Generasi will want Thameland to owe them.”

“Thameland already owes Generasi a lot,” Alex said. “But… ugh, yeah, maybe the council will want to give me up in return for exclusive harvesting rights to dungeon cores or something.”

“Yeah, ’specially if people here start turning against you,” Thundar growled. “They might blame you for shit you never did. Like, you know, for all those people who died trying to harvest dungeon cores in Thameland? Maybe they’ll blame you for that.”

“Really? Why—Oh,” Alex groaned, catching the minotaur’s logic. “If I hadn’t discovered the dungeon core essence, or never showed it to Baelin and Professor Jules, then there never would have been a dungeon core rush. Those folk would still be alive. In a twisted way, I get it.”

“Even my cousin might take issue with you,” Isolde said grimly. “The attack on his villa was by Ravener-spawn, after all. I could see how he might blame you for putting his family and guests in danger. Come to think of it, his guests might blame you as well.”

Alex felt something wither inside himself.

He slowly met Isolde’s gaze. “And what about you? Do you blame me for the attack?”

Isolde looked at him carefully, then sighed, blowing black bangs away from her eyes. “I shall be honest with you. Under slightly different circumstances? Yes. Yes, I absolutely would.”


Chapter 43


The Cabal’s Fellowship



Alex’s question for Isolde didn’t come easy. In a way, he’d never wanted to ask it, too frightened of what her answer might be. It was a question he’d even avoided asking himself for the longest time, but eventually, he had, finding peace with himself. The attack on Patrizia DePaolo’s ball—which felt like a lifetime ago—was what he’d wrestled with, wondering if he was to blame. He knew for certain the attack never would have happened if he hadn’t left Thameland’s shores. That was a fact, just as it was a fact he had no way of knowing what would have happened if he’d accepted his ‘duties’ and simply served the other Heroes as the Fool.

He could make some pretty good guesses, most involving him lying dead in a cave somewhere, his corpse now nothing but bones.

He also knew that Uldar’s secrets wouldn’t have been revealed.

The power of dungeon core essence would never have been uncovered.

Untold numbers of dead demons would still be alive, roaming free to torment mortals.

Hannah might have never developed a stronger connection with the material world.

The hidden church wouldn’t have been exposed.

And—when the Heroes eventually defeat the Ravener—the cycle would have just continued century after century, destroying innocent Thameish lives. More lives would continue to be shattered, including endless streams of Chosens, Champions, Sages, Saints, and Fools, fighting the futile wars of a dead god.

Another cost if he’d followed that duty? His sister would no longer have a brother, Theresa would have lost her best friend, and there would be no Claygon.

For all the good that his leaving Thameland had brought, there were also lives taken that likely would not have been lost had he just quietly accepted his fate.

Carey would still be walking the halls of Generasi, in all likelihood, researching alchemy, looking for a permanent solution to the Ravener, still happily hosting meetings with members of Campus for Uldar.

People who’d died after the Ravener became more aggressive would likely still be alive, including those who’d died on the expedition.

For that matter, there’d be no expedition between Thameland and Generasi.

He vividly remembered the attack on Patrizia DePaolo’s ball, and would for the rest of his days.

If he’d been in Thameland, Uldar’s Ravener-spawn wouldn’t have been there, leading a horde of monsters into a moonlit garden. Everyone who’d been maimed, traumatised, or killed would be well, reliving wonderful memories of a magical evening spent dining, drinking, dancing, and sharing time together.

For the longest time, part of him wondered if Isolde blamed him for what happened, but he’d been too afraid to voice the question.

Now, he’d finally said the words, and she’d answered with:

“I shall be honest with you. Under slightly different circumstances? Yes. Yes, I absolutely would have.”

He had to know what that meant.

Khalik and Thundar were exchanging nervous glances.

“What circumstances, Isolde?” Alex asked.

Her answer came decisively. “If you had known that you were being hunted by these clawed beasts—that they had tracked you all the way from Thameland—and that you were the target of their violence while you walked around the school and then my cousin’s ball without telling anyone?”

Her lips pressed together in a thin line. “If you had risked so many people’s lives simply because you wanted to have fun? Then yes, I would have blamed you. I would have done more than simply blamed you. But you did not know.”

“No…” Alex said. “But from the moment I picked up the dungeon core and found out that mortals could link with them, I knew that someone or something would likely come after me.”

“Yes, but did you know that with certainty, or were you guessing?” Isolde raised an eyebrow. “If you did not know, then you did not know. It is as simple as that. How could I judge you for it? I am a noble and the granddaughter of one of the most powerful wizards in all the Rhinean Empire. Naturally, I was the target of all manner of plots when I was younger. Including kidnap and assassination plots.”

“As was I,” Khalik admitted.

“And we could only guess as to whether or not we would be targeted in Generasi. In fact, you had less evidence and experience to suggest you would be a target than either myself or Khalik.” She sniffed. “And, Alex, you have studied too long to conflate guesses with actual knowledge. You only had guesses and the vaguest of guesses, at that. There was no evidence to make you believe that you were actively placing yourself or anyone else in danger by going to my cousin’s ball… I will tell you something. If nothing else could have convinced me that you did not know, this alone would have… You brought your young sister and Theresa with you, and I know you well enough to be certain that you would never risk them, no matter what. So, my answer? I do not blame you. I blame your filthy, dead god.”

She snatched a grape from the platter, angrily grinding it between her teeth. “That is one very good reason why we worship the elements in the Rhinean Empire; the elements can be cruel, unwavering, and destructive. But they do not connive. They do not lie.”

“Yeah, that sounds kinda nice,” Alex said with some bitterness. “And… uh, thank you. Hearing what you think means a lot. And, for what it’s worth, I wish I’d known for sure that I was being hunted; I definitely would’ve stayed away from your cousin’s party. I would have made a lot of different choices.”

“I wish that we all had more information,” Isolde said, her eyes dropping and shoulders slumping. “If we had, then we could have saved many from harm at my cousin’s villa… but the trouble is not what information we had or did not have, but what folk will perceive that we had.”

Her blue eyes bored into Alex’s. “I will not lie to you, though; this will not look good from Giuseppe’s perspective. When your secret reaches him, all he will see is that a disguised Thameish fugitive came to his ball, and a pack of Thameish monsters attacked his guests, causing a lot of harm. I promise to try and convince him—and those in his circle—that none of us knew there could be the possibility of an attack, but he will already know that we kept one secret from him. So why would he not suspect us of keeping more?”

“And besides, the truth might not matter,” Khalik said. “People will look for someone to blame, and you will be an easy target, Alex. What of you, though, Isolde? Do you think this will cause a rift in your relationship with Giuseppe?”

“I surely hope not, but I suspect it will. If he learns I kept Alex’s secret from him, then he might blame me anyway,” she said sadly. “I do not want any trouble with him, but the choice is not mine to make.”

“It would be a pity for him to turn against kin over Uldar’s crimes… and then there is Sinope to think of as well.” Khalik glanced through the window at the garden outside. “The dryads have had good relations with your cousin. I would not wish for our conflict to spill over to her people.”

“Well, that’s the problem with conflict.” Thundar scooped up a handful of cheese, stuffing it in his mouth. “Sometimes it just starts swinging at you when you weren’t even doing anything. Hell, sometimes it hurts people who weren’t involved with it more than it does the ones who started it. Back home, I remember seeing a couple of young warriors get into this brawl—don’t know what it was even about—well, they were swinging at each other, locking horns, pounding the ground with their hooves when one of their fists went wide and smashed into this fellow who was just passing by. The poor guy dropped like a rock while the two fighting assholes just kept at it like nothing happened.”

Alex growled. “Uldar started all this, and we have to suffer for his choices… Meanwhile, he’s too damned dead to face a single consequence. It’s maddening, and I’m sick of this bullshit.”

“Then better to have this situation resolved as quickly as possible.” Isolde leaned forward in her chair. “Have you and Professor Jules made progress with his notes?”

Alex raised his hand, teetering it back and forth. “We’ve been working on them but haven’t really made a lot of progress. We have to go through his notes line by line, then test all of his secret formulae to see how they coordinate with modern alchemy. It basically means that every time we find a new formula—and there’s a lot of them in that book—we have to extrapolate what it might be, run experiments using the formula, then see if we can reverse-engineer what its equivalent is in modern alchemy. The process is bloody slow, and it’s not like we’ve had a ton of time lately.”

“That is understandable.” Isolde leaned back. “Perhaps I can be of assistance, then. Admittedly, I lack Professor Jules’ experience, and you have the Mark to enhance your proficiency and knowledge, but I am a good alchemist. A very good alchemist. If you give me access to your laboratory, then I can run my own experiments. Or maybe I can ask Professor Jules for access to one of hers… yes, I think that will work better.”

“You don’t have to do that, Isolde.” Alex waved a hand. “Look, you’re in your final year; those aren’t exactly easy courses you’re taking, and you’re still on the expedition.”

“And I shall excel at my studies, the expedition, and this,” she said. “But—as we know—the situation is dire, and sometimes there are things more important than studies.”

Khalik and Thundar looked at each other.

“Nope, I cannot take it!” the prince cried. “Once was enough, but saying something like that twice? I feel faint!”

He collapsed from the table while the minotaur flopped on the ground, tugging at his horns.

“The world is ending!” Thundar cried. “Flee! Flee for your liv⁠—”

“The world will truly be ending—but just for the two of you—if you do not stop laughing at me this instant!” the young noblewoman cried.

Laughing, the prince and minotaur got back in their chairs.

Alex called on every bit of training and every fibre of his will to not crack a smile.

‘By the Traveller, I love these people,’ he thought.

“Alright!” Thundar clapped. “Let’s focus up, again. We’re a cabal, and one of our members is in trouble. Let’s figure out what we can do next. Alex, do you want us to spread what we saw at Uldar’s Rise? Tell our own stories about the great stuff you did?”

“No, I think you’re too close to me for that.” The Thameish wizard shook his head. “Remember when Govert Beerensteyn tried to shut down the bakery the day we opened? Well, the reason his plan failed was because it was obvious. We were only open for a few hours and all of a sudden, there’s all these people on every street corner claiming our food poisoned them? I mean, sure, if we hadn’t caught the scam, it could have worked—it was working for a while—but imagine if he’d been subtle, patient and waited?

“What if he’d had his agents talk about being ‘poisoned’ over a period of days, weeks, or even months? You know, just telling friends, letting those friends tell other friends, allowing the news to spread from person to person. His scheme would have been a lot harder to detect and—by the time I figured out that something fishy was going on—the damage would have been done.”

In a nod to Isolde’s grandfather’s wisdom, he tapped the side of his skull. “We’ve got to be smarter than that.”

The young noblewoman smiled at the tribute.

“We won’t make Govert’s mistakes,” Alex continued. “We have to let the rumours about me travel naturally. They’re already starting to spread, so all we have to do is let them.”

“Well, we can’t just sit on our butts and do nothing,” Thundar rumbled.

“Agreed,” Khalik said.

“Absolutely not,” Isolde added.

“You won’t be doing nothing,” Alex promised. “You’ll be listening. Gathering information and telling me if you hear anyone talking about the Fool, and what kind of talk you’re hearing. That’ll help me get an idea of what the wizard-council’s response might be: if public opinion is bad, then it’ll be easy for them to make me someone else’s problem.”

“That’s easy; we’d be listening anyway! So, how about this? When you go confront your king? We’ll be right there with you.” Thundar grinned.

“My experience with nobility might help in this situation.” Isolde drew herself up to her full height, her chin rising. “The Von Anmut family has engaged in many matters of diplomacy.”

“And I’ve had my share of speaking to kings.” Khalik laughed. “If worse comes to worst—if he is a monarch who has no interest in discussions with ‘commoners’—I can have my title announced and speak to him on your behalf.”

Alex startled. “You’d do that for me?”

“In a heartbeat!” Khalik clasped him by the shoulder. “What sort of friend would I be if I did not?”

Thundar cracked his knuckles. “I won’t have any fancy words or titles to help you with, but hells, if anything goes wrong, then I’m gonna bust some damned heads.”

Alex felt a lump in his throat.

“Listen to me, a lot of things have gone right and wrong in my life… but meeting the three of you was one of the… ‘rightest’ things that has ever happened to me,” the young wizard said, his voice shaking. “No one in the world has friends like mine. No one in the world.”

“You are wrong,” Khalik said. “We do. Because we have each other, and you are our friend.”

The young Thameish wizard choked up, remembering a day long ago… when he’d followed a prince into the woods, looking for a large eagle.

“Thank you… thank you…” was all he could say.


Chapter 44


The Storm before the Storm



“Speaking of friends,” Thundar said. “What about the Heroes? Do they know what’s happening? I think they’d have something to say about all this.”

“Professor Jules sent Tyris to tell them,” Alex said. “But they haven’t answered her yet. I’m wondering how they’ll react.”

“I can tell you that Cedric will be very unimpressed,” Isolde said.

“Drestra even less impressed,” Thundar said.

“But what will they do?” Alex said. “A message like that’ll be pretty shocking to hear, but, whatever happens, I don’t expect them to start a rebellion against the realm or anything.”

As the words left his lips, a gentle tapping came from the window. Everyone startled, spotting a butterfly-shaped construct on the window ledge.

“It’s one of Professor Jules’ messenger constructs,” he said as Khalik hurried to the window.

The construct fluttered inside, settling on the table with a note tied to its bronze leg.

Jules’ neat handwriting said:

Spoke with Councillor Kartika.

She said she cannot resolve this on her own.

You and I will meet with the Wizard Council of Generasi in one week from today, at noon.

Alex’s jaw dropped. “Oh, by the Traveller…”

“What is it?” Khalik asked.

“I have to present myself before the entire ruling council of wizards,” he swallowed. “I’m expected to argue my case before them.”
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The wind whipped Alex Roth’s soggy cloak.

In the distance, lightning struck the Prinean Sea, illuminating the storm. Black clouds roiled overhead as a cold rain lashed him and the crimson wind and rain shield above him.

Despite the chill, the young wizard didn’t seem to mind.

He was soaring through the sky—the City of Generasi far below—weaving through the storm with an Orb of Air covering his head. His eyes were fixed on his destination, his breath was even, his heartbeat steady. He felt like he was riding the storm as he teleported through the elements.

Lightning flashed above the raging ocean as Alex counted the seconds. “Ten… eleven… twelve…”

Thunder rolled and exploded.

The young wizard vanished.

In one breath, he was hovering above the city; the next, he was over the raging sea. Thunder rumbled on the horizon while Alex peered through the storm, searching for the faint blue glow of Generasi’s lighthouse.

“Hard to know where I am,” he muttered, teleporting to the Barrens of Kravernus with its blistering sun and terrible heat. In the distance, the storm cloud hung—dark and threatening—looming over the city and ocean beyond it.

“I shot past the storm,” Alex said, pleased with the distance he’d travelled. “Let’s see how far I can go this time.”

The young wizard vanished from the Barrens, reappearing beneath the storm clouds, icy rain battering him.

“The good news is, I can teleport through the storm no problem. The bad news is, visibility is low.”

He scanned the sea, knowing roughly where he was from many hours practising there in good weather, but with fierce winds pushing him off course, he couldn’t be precise. Every familiar land or seamark was impossible to find in the storm.

“It’d be easy to get lost in this kind of weather,” he noted. “So, maybe to be on the safe side, if a storm catches me by surprise in the Empire, I’ll have to teleport back to a place I’ve already been to since I won’t be able to rely on my sight for navigation. Not that—Oh shit!”

A blinding flash of light split the sky, illuminating the world as lightning struck the sea.

“Yeeeeeah, maybe now’s a good time to start the next test.”

Concentrating, Alex formed an image in his mind: a view of the storm from where he’d been, deep in the Barrens of Kravernus—seventy miles away. He thought of black clouds…

…and blue skies above them.

Fixing the image in his mind, he touched a glyph on his belt buckle.

The heat glyph flickered to life, surrounding him in warmth.

In an instant, he was gone, teleporting above the clouds, jumping over twelve miles.

Inky cloud cover and crashing waves vanished, and in a blink, he was floating in the vast blue sky with the sun and barely visible stars high above him.

Far below, the storm kept raging; black clouds were streaked by bolts of blue-white lightning. Thunder rumbled below… yet, it all seemed so small from his vantage point.

From where he floated, he was so far above the storm, it could no longer touch him. The lofty view made him feel like he had all the power in the world, looking down on it like a god.

“So this is what it’s like to be above it all… or nearly all…” Alex whispered, looking up at the muted stars. “Baelin’s view must be even more spectacular. I wonder how it feels, floating in the gulf between worlds, seeing stars up close while looking down on our planet?”

A twinge of envy hit him.

“I wish I could take his place for a while,” he muttered, watching the tempest below.

Beneath that storm, another one brewed: one crafted for him alone.

In less than twenty-four hours, he would meet with the ruling wizard council of Generasi; the most politically powerful force in the city of wizards. The rulers and commanders of the city.

Each wizard was powerful in their own right, wielding seventh-tier spells and above, but it was the strength of their words that mattered to him, not the strength of their magic. Tomorrow, they would decide his fate. If he argued his case well, he could continue living in Generasi, working with the expedition to destroy the Ravener. The city would serve as his base as he explored the Irtyshenan Empire.

He could continue growing his businesses and all would be well. At least as well as it could be living with the threat of an entitled organisation dedicated to destroying him hanging over his head.

And if the council decreed he must be sent back to Thameland?

He’d have to disappear.

There would be no life in Generasi for the foreseeable future, not until the Ravener was destroyed, and perhaps not even then.

Alex had to face the real possibility that his life—as he knew it—would end tomorrow.

“Just like when I got Marked,” he whispered, considering his future. “Maybe I’ll be able to adapt again. I adapted to the Mark, after all… I adapted to Mum and Dad dying… I adapted to McHarris…”

His jaw clenched and he raised his head to the sky.

“I’m tired of adapting!” he shouted. “Can’t I just keep this? Can’t I just have this? I don’t want to leave Generasi! Don’t I deserve this?”

If the Traveller—or any other deity—was listening, they did not answer.

His face flushed red with frustration. “Well, nice going, Alex. Here you are screaming at the sky like some maniac. Ugh. Come on, keep it together. You’ve done everything you can. You can do this. You can make your case.”

He thought about the preparations he’d made: growing his reputation, solidifying his name, making himself indispensable… all in the service of making it hard to just toss him away like a piece of trash.

He considered his meetings with Professor Jules. He and she had spent hours preparing for the meeting, but how do you truly prepare for the unknown?

“I’ve, uh, never appeared before the wizard council before,” Professor Jules had admitted nervously. “I’ve met some of them… but never in such a formal capacity. I’m not sure how much help I will be, Mr. Roth. But I will try.”

And hopefully, their efforts would be enough.

They had to be.

“Maybe after this, life will stop throwing storms at me,” he said quietly, looking down at the clouds. He wrapped his arms around himself. “At least for a little while.”

He was shivering.

“By the Traveller, it’s bloody cold up here!” His teeth chattered. “Concord’s Guide to the Sky said high altitudes have little air and temperatures well below freezing, but I didn’t think it’d be this cold.”

The biting cold seeped through his wet clothing in spite of the warming glyph. His breath misted in the Orb of Air.

“Maybe I should get back,” he said. “The others are probably worried.”

Theresa, Claygon, and Selina hadn’t wanted him practising teleportation in such bad weather, but he’d argued that a storm was an opportunity he should take advantage of.

“When I’m in the Irtyshenan Empire, there won’t always be good weather,” he’d said. “There’ll be blizzards, ice storms, and Traveller knows what else for me to deal with; apparently, whiteouts are common there. I need to test how extreme weather affects me when I teleport; if it’ll throw my aim off, or how it’ll affect my ability to navigate.”

His words, while true, were also an excuse to be alone for a while.

Over the past week, he’d been feeling like his nerves were on the verge of snapping, so he’d just wanted to get away for a while, to be distracted, and the storm was the perfect distraction.

“Alright, down below the clouds one last time,” he said. “Then, I’d better get back home. The lightning seems to have moved off a bit.”

Concentrating, Alex teleported below the clouds.

The roaring sea was now below him, and the raging clouds above.

“No problems teleporting below the clouds either—and I’m already warming up. Well—” He looked around. “I still can’t see anything, though⁠—”

He went quiet, squinting at the sea.

What is that?

He saw something.

Roughly a thousand feet below—a tiny orange light bobbed on the crashing waves.

Was there a ship burning down there?

Was it some sea monster, luring unsuspecting seafarers?

He had to find out.

Alex teleported toward the light, aiming for a space in the sky roughly a hundred feet above it; he materialised, hovering over a ship struggling on the waves, a lantern burned in its crow’s nest. Most of its sails were furled in the high winds—keeping them from tearing from their masts. The only sails still flying were the topsail and headsail, barely keeping the ship from pitching over.

The boat moved through the rough waters at an angle, its crew desperate to keep it upright.

Alex spotted tiny figures staggering across the deck; most gripped ropes, pulleys, and rails to save themselves from being tossed overboard, but some careened across the deck, fighting to tighten loose rigging and tackle.

“Holy shit!” he gasped.

The storm had come on fast, it seemed the crew had gotten caught before they could secure the ship.

He concentrated, poised to teleport and offer help, when a sailor suddenly lost balance, flying through the air as the hull hit a surging wave. The young man’s cry was drowned by raging winds as he tumbled overboard—flailing—into the sea.

“Shit!” Alex teleported above the water, searching for the fallen sailor, blinded by the darkness. Quickly materialising in his lab, he grabbed the aeld staff, and an instant later, he was back, raising it high, drawing on its power, conjuring a swarm of forceballs.

With a wave of his hand, he sent the balls of light through the storm, illuminating the sea.

The sailor was nowhere to be seen.

“Come on! Come on!” he shouted, frantically looking around. “He must be underwater! He’s gonna drown!”

Alex called on the power of his staff, drawing on a well of mana to summon a sixth-tier spell.

The air shimmered and a greater water elemental—the same one he’d conjured when he’d broken through to sixth-tier—appeared.

It splashed into the churning waves, raising a translucent tentacle.

“There’s a mortal under the water!” Alex shouted in an elemental tongue of water. “Please find him!”

With a deep gurgle, the elemental dove.

“Oi!” a deep voice yelled from above. “Who’s that down there?”

Alex looked up, craning his neck at a selachar leaning over the side of the ship—positioned to leap over the railing—gaping at him from above.

“Gel-Dor?” the young wizard shouted at the first-mate of the Red Siren, shocked at finding the crew of the ship that had brought him to Generasi, fighting their way through the Prinean in the middle of a storm.


Chapter 45


The Fool and the Siren against the Storm



Alex didn’t know which was the bigger shock: finding Gel-Dor in the middle of a storm at sea or seeing the crewman wash overboard. Whichever it was, the lost sailor took priority.

“One of your crew fell overboard!” he shouted, immediately feeling stupid.

‘Of course he knows that, you fool!’ he thought. ‘Why else would he be half-way over the side?’

“I sent him some help!” he shouted again. “But I don’t know how fast it’ll find him!”

Gel-Dor peered through the storm at the crimson-illuminated wizard. “Wait… Alex? What are you doing her⁠—”

A massive waterspout erupted. The ocean swelled as the greater water elemental surfaced with the sailor wrapped in its tentacles. Forceballs drifted to the pair, shining on the man’s face.

He wasn’t moving.

“I don’t think he’s breathing!” the young wizard cried, teleporting to the water elemental, quickly touching it and the sailor. In a blink, they were behind Gel-Dor on the deck of the Red Siren.

Alex—his flight magic stopping him from pitching over the railing—watched the greater water elemental wrap tentacles around a mast, securing itself to the rolling deck.

“Lay him down, but hold him in place!” he called, startling Gel-Dor. The first mate whirled, gaping at the young wizard. “You were just…” His eyes shifted from Alex to the sailor. “Never mind! Fan-Dor! Berlamir’s not breathing!”

The first mate crouched by the sailor’s side as a loud voice came from the ship’s stern.

Captain Fan-Dor—shirtless and with every thick muscle bulging—gripped the helm for dear life. His voice was strained as he roared over the storm, “I can’t let go, brother! This wind’ll take the ship and we’ll all be in the drink before⁠—”

Pausing, he noticed the newcomers.

“What th—” he shouted. “Arms up! We have—Wait⁠—”

“Brother, it’s Alex Roth!” Gel-Dor was on his knees, rocking back and forth beside the crewman’s still form.

“Have you lost your mind? How could Alex possibly be out here in this storm? Anyway, never mind that for now, I can’t let go of the helm!” the captain ordered. “You’ll have to help Berlamir as best you can!”

“By the blackest trench!” Gel-Dor pressed both hands to the man’s chest. “Don’t you die on me!”

“Hold on!” Alex knelt beside the sailors. “I might be able to help!” He spoke to the greater water elemental. “Can you suck the sea water out of his lungs? Not the other liquids in his body, just the salt water in his lungs. We just need his airway cleared!”

The elemental gurgled, reaching out with a tentacle, sliding it into Berlamir’s nose and mouth. Letting out another gurgle, the tentacle expanded, swelling in size as it syphoned ocean water from the unconscious sailor’s chest.

“What’s it doing?” Gel-Dor shouted above the wind. “I caught some of your words—they were from an elemental water tongue, right? I understood something about ‘water’ and ‘body’!”

“Yeah,” Alex watched Berlamir’s chest closely. “I’m having my friend here suck the water out of his lungs to revive him—there, all done!”

The tentacle slid from the sailor’s still face.

“Dammit! Check his heart, see if it’s beating!”

Gel-Dor pressed his ear to the crewman’s chest. His face fell. “I don’t hear anything⁠—”

A loud boom exploded, the ship struck a wave, sea water cascaded over the deck, nearly sweeping Alex, Gel-Dor, and Berlamir into the sea. The greater water elemental gripped the unconscious sailor, holding him down as the ship strained. Alex raised his staff, calling a lesser air elemental.

“I need your help. Can you blow fresh air into his lungs?” The young wizard pointed the aeld at the sailor, feeling his power surge, blood magic connecting them as his mana entered Berlamir’s motionless form.

With Mana-to-Life, Alex shared his energy with the sailor while the lesser elemental gently eased air into his nose and throat.

All around them, the wind screamed and sheets of rain pounded the deck.

Berlamir lay stone still…

Until…

He took a deep rasping breath.

His face contorted and his chest heaved.

“What happened?” he croaked, clawing at the lesser air elemental.

“Berlamir!” Gel-Dor shouted, taking hold of the frantic man. “You’re alive!”

Alex sighed. “Thank the Traveller, now we’ve got to keep him and the rest of you that way!”

Black clouds swirled above the ship, moving faster.

He’d been outside the storm; he’d seen how bad it was. There was little chance of it ending soon. If anything, the wind seemed to be picking up.

Time was short, he had to act now.

“We’re gonna ride out this storm!” Fan-Dor’s voice boomed across the ship. “No storm has ever sunk the Red Siren yet, and this one won’t be the end of her or us! Hold tight! We’re gonna make it!”

Another wave crashed across the deck, battering the ship.

Alex didn’t know if Fan-Dor was right—he was the experienced sailor, after all—but the young wizard decided to increase the odds that he would be. Raising his staff, he called on its internal energies, connecting to the elemental plane of air.

Mana raged through him as he thrust the aeld to the sky—lightning cracked across the sea at his back—and the air began to ripple.

Four hulking greater air elementals—shaped like cumulonimbus clouds—appeared in quick succession, crackling with their own internal lightning, swimming through the air around him, murmuring in voices of wind.

“What do you wish of us?”

“Why have you called us?”

“What a wondrous storm!”

“The wind is howling with us!”

“Elemental kindred!” he called. “Those who Sweep Across the Sky, heed my call. Surround this ship with a current of winds to ease the burden on its sails! Help it sail to where I guide you!”

The greater air elementals whispered together, “It will be done.” They rose through the air, encircling the ship.

As one, they seemed to exhale, releasing a tremendous breath, blowing gusts into the storm’s teeth—lessening the impact of the gale battering the Red Siren.

“By Ek-u-Dari!” Captain Fan-Dor sounded amazed. “I can’t believe this! There’s much less pressure on the helm!”

Alex spoke to the greater water elemental. “My friend, I need you to go beneath the ship and control the keel. Hold it steady, keep it pointing forward.”

The greater water elemental gurgled in acknowledgement.

“I know you won’t be able to do it by yourself, but you won’t be alone! I’ll be right back!”

‘Buddy, I’m coming to get you. We’re going to have a lot of work to do in about five seconds!’ Alex informed Claygon through their link.

‘Yes, Father… I will be ready…’ the golem answered.

The greater water elemental released Berlamir and slid toward the ship’s port side.

“Wait—” Gel-Dor began, but Alex was already gone.

He appeared in the kitchen, startling Selina, who was doing her homework at the table.

Claygon was already marching toward him.

Outside, thunder boomed as rain lashed the windows.

“Alex! You scared me!” his sister cried. “What’s going on? Claygon said you were coming to get him?”

“Captain Fan-Dor and Gel-Dor are out in that storm!” the young wizard told her. “I’ll be back!”

“O-okay!” Her eyes went wide as her brother cast flight magic on Claygon then reached for his arm.

Instantly, they vanished.

“By Ek-u-Dari!” Gel-Dor jumped when they reappeared. “What’s happening?”

“We’re getting you out of this storm, that’s what’s happening!” Alex called back.

The ship was already steadier; the elementals were doing their work.

“Buddy, we’re going to get this ship to safety,” Alex said. “I’m going to need you to pull it. You think you can do that?”

Claygon looked down at the ship for a long moment.

“Father… I could have done it one evolution ago…”

“Perfect, I’ll get you something to pull it with. Come on, let’s get to the front of the ship!” Alex led the golem toward the Red Siren’s forecastle.

“The front’s called the bow!” Gel-Dor informed them.

“We can take a bow after we’re out of this storm!” Alex called back.

“No, that’s—wait, was that on purpose?” the first mate demanded, but the wizard was already focused on the monster he was conjuring.

His inner power—combined with the aeld staff’s energies—reached down to the lower planes, calling a familiar evil spirit.

There came a sound of metal clinking against metal, and suddenly, the hellchainer sprang onto the forecastle, hissing at Alex.

“What do you desire?”

“I need you to conjure a chain!” the wizard shouted over the storm. “As thick as you can make it!”

The hellchainer raised its arms and a massive chain burst from metal links, enveloping its body, thick enough to anchor the Siren. Alex cast body enhancement magic on himself then wrapped the chain around the ship’s nearest mast.

His muscles strained with effort.

Claygon took a hold of the chain and flew straight ahead, keeping the links taut.

Alex concentrated, reaching for the last place he’d teleported to. He thrust the staff in that direction, toward home.

“That way, Claygon.”

“Yes, Father!”

And he pulled, taking the ship toward Generasi, adjusting direction as it crashed through churning waves.

The Red Siren stabilised, rocking quieted, the sound of groaning and straining planks grew faint. The ship was an island of calm in a terrible storm, being pulled by Claygon, protected by greater air elementals, and stabilised by the greater water elemental below the sea.

Captain Fan-Dor laughed, his muscles relaxing as the helm eased in his hands. “It feels like we’re sailing through a light wind right now! What a difference! This is incredible!”

“It won’t last forever!” Alex called back. “I’m going to keep the summoned monsters here as long as I can, but my staff’s eventually going to run out of power.”

“Can’t be having that!” the captain barked, eyeing the air elementals. “Can those pet clouds of yours blow wind into our sails?”

“Sure!” Alex floated to the main mast. “I can summon another one and have it blow air directly into the sails, if that’s what you need?”

“We’d be much obliged if you did!” The captain suddenly glowered, noticing his crew still clinging to ropes, railings, and rigging. “Well, don’t just stand there, you limp-armed bastards! Unless your name is Berlamir, and you just nearly drowned, I want you up and unfurling those sails! We’ve got ourselves a private wind, and by Ek-u-Dari, we’re not wasting it! Up, you lazy bastards, up!”

“Get to work!” Gel-Dor roared, helping Berlamir below deck. “Or I’ll make sure you wished the storm took ya!”

Shoulder to shoulder, the crew of the Red Siren sprang to life, rushing around, unfurling storm sails, raising them up the masts until they were wide and billowing in the wind.

As promised, Alex conjured a fifth greater air elemental, instructing it to fill the sails with wind so the ship could cut through the Prinean faster. With Claygon’s tremendous strength, the five greater air elemental’s wind power, and the water elemental’s guidance below the surface, the Red Siren skimmed the waves, riding them toward Generasi and safety.

They sailed along with Alex repeatedly calling on fresh allies to help as others disappeared back to their home planes. He offered his strength where it was needed, flying from crewman to crewman, helping with rigging, pulleys, and sails, ensuring the ship and its crew got to shore.

In a voice that was like music to everyone’s ears, a sailor announced: “There! In the distance! I see the lighthouse! We’re almost to shore!”

That welcoming beacon, the blue light of Generasi’s lighthouse, beckoned them, calling them to land.

Claygon, Alex, and his summoned monsters took the Red Siren through the worst of the storm, its peak lessening the closer they came to shore. Through lashing rain, the lighthouse’s light grew ever brighter, until—finally, the shadow of Generasi’s walls rose on the horizon.

Shore neared.

Safety lay ahead.

When, at last, the Red Siren reached the port of the city of wizards, Captain Fan-Dor heaved a heavy sigh of relief. “Brother, the next time you hear me say I want to go back to Generasi for some excitement? Remind me of this. This wasn’t exactly the kind of excitement I was thinking about!”


Chapter 46


The Siren’s Gratitude



“We’re in your debt!” Fan-Dor leaned across the table in the portside taproom as a tall hearth cast flickering light across the selachar’s face. The ship’s captain slid a foaming tankard of ale to Alex. “Three cheers for Alex Roth! The best wizard that ever set foot on the Red Siren!”

A roar of approval erupted from a grateful crew now filling the taproom to bursting.

“Uh,” Alex muttered. “Thanks!”

“‘Uh, thanks,’ he says?” Gel-Dor laughed. “The hero of the hour says ‘uh, thanks’? That’s all?”

“Humble man!” Fan-Dor said. “Let’s see if we can’t get this humble man so drunk, he won’t be able to walk again!”

Another cheer ran through the tavern, one so infectious, its few patrons and the barkeep grinned, seeming ready to join in.

After the harrowing trip through the storm-struck Prinean, Captain Fan-Dor, with help from Claygon and Alex’s summoned monsters, managed to dock the Red Siren in Generasi’s port. Waves battered the ship during the docking, preventing Fan-Dor from dropping the gangplank, so Alex obliged the crew by taking them ashore in threes and fours until everyone was safely on land.

A very grateful Fan-Dor had thrown his arms around the broad-shouldered wizard and half-dragged, half-carried him to the nearest dockside tavern.

And that was where—still high on living through their wild battle with the storm—the crew of the Red Siren celebrated, seemingly intent on emptying every cask in the place.

Alex nursed his beer, his mind still mulling over everything that had happened.

There he’d been, alone in the sky, practising teleportation while mentally preparing for his appointment with the wizard council. The next moment, he was on the Red Siren with First Mate Gel-Dor and Captain Fan-Dor—two people he hadn’t seen in ages—fighting an angry lightning and thunderstorm.

Through magic, might, Claygon’s power, and everyone’s will… they’d beaten it. He was still excited when he’d teleported Claygon back home to tell Theresa and Selina what happened, and even now, sitting around the table with the Red Siren’s crew, he felt ready to burst with pride.

‘This is magic!’ he thought, taking a long sip of ale.

All around him, the crew whooped and cheered his name as the beer flowed.

‘This is what being a wizard is all about! I saved people and beat a bloody storm! How amazing!’

His chest and shoulders began shaking with giddy laughter as he replayed the events in his mind: the lightning, the wind, the summoned monsters, the magic… Claygon.

It was all straight out of tales that bards told about wizards, the type of stories he used to love as a boy.

And now?

He was the wizard doing incredible deeds.

It felt good.

If he was going to be pushed out of the city tomorrow, and this was his last act in Generasi… well, it was an act he was proud of.

“You did well!” Fan-Dor laughed. “You saved all our lives! And our livelihoods too!”

“Oh, come on,” Alex said, being humble. “I’m sure you’ve run into storms before.”

“We have,” said the selachar captain. “But every single time was a trial right from Ek-u-Dari herself. Before I owned the Siren, there were two other vessels I sailed on that sank in bad weather. We’ve even had close calls on the Red Siren. We probably wouldn’t have wrecked, but I doubt we woulda made it out of that storm without damage. And I’m not too keen on a word like ‘probably’ when we’re talking about the health of my ship and crew. So, there you have it!”

His calloused ham of a hand clapped on Alex’s shoulder. “You and your fancy magic saved us in my book, which means, my friend, it’s time to drink!”

Another cheer spread through the bar, followed by guzzling noises as dozens of sailors chugged back steins of foaming ale. Alex drank, slamming his empty tankard on the table.

“You can really put it away.” Gel-Dor slapped him on the back. “Pretty impressive for some fancy wizard.”

“And he’s still a student to boot!” Fan-Dor roared with laughter, waving at the barkeep. “Another beer for our friend here! Didn’t know they taught drinking in that damned university, but if he needs extra lessons, let’s make sure he’s got the right teachers!”

The barkeep nodded.

Alex laughed. “My good Captain, of course the university of Generasi doesn’t teach us how to drink… but how in all hells do you think we relax between classes?”

“Hah! Fair enough! What’s that old expression? ‘Work hard and play hard’?” the selachar captain said.

“Something like that.”

“Well, we can see you have the ‘working hard’ part down,” the first mate said, moving aside so the barkeep could drop another sloshing tankard in front of Alex before hurrying back behind the counter. Gel-Dor snorted. “I remember the first time we took you and your family aboard the Siren. That was a bit more than two years ago now, wasn’t it? You were this gangly young fella with two left flippers and a little bit of magic.”

“Thanks, Gel-Dor,” Alex said sarcastically. “That makes me feel great.”

“Well, it should!” Captain Fan-Dor gestured at him. “Look at ya now. You’ve completely changed! It’s like you’re a different man! You look like you could lift a great white shark like it was nothing—” Fan-Dor flexed his own arm. “You’re as sure of yourself as any admiral, just from the way you threw around all that magic. You didn’t even hesitate!”

“It was something,” Gel-Dor agreed. “You were flying around like some blasted seabird, you saved our man’s life, and you had those monsters doing what you needed like a general from an old sea tale.”

Alex felt his face flush as red crept up his cheeks. He was getting used to being praised, but hearing it from Fan-Dor and Gel-Dor—the two adventurous, experienced sailors who’d taught him the Spear-and-Oar Dance—made him feel a little self-conscious.

‘I look up to these two,’ he thought. ‘They pretty much took us under their wings on the Red Siren, especially when that mana vampire tried to kill me. And here they are, treating me like I’m some conquering hero. It’s wild.’

He smiled, draining another half a beer while looking around the taproom.

His thoughts drifted to tomorrow and what the day could mean, what the council could say.

“Now hold on, why do you look like a seaside widow all of a sudden?” Captain Fan-Dor said. “You got a look on your face as deep and dark as that storm… and it came on faster, by Ek-u-Dari! I won’t have it! The hero of the hour can’t be down or I’m gonna be down, and there’s no sense in being down when someone just saved your life!”

“Sorry,” Alex said. “It’s just…”

He paused, looking at the first mate, the captain, and their crew.

Most were leaning forward, foreheads creased with curiosity.

‘The hells with it,’ he thought. ‘My secret’s gonna spread soon enough, so I might as well be the one that tells it.’

And he did.

Taking a deep, steadying breath, Alex told his story.

He told them of the Ravener, the Mark and his destiny as decided by the god of his people… he left out the part about that god being dead. He shared what his family’s life was like in Generasi; he spoke of the friends he’d made, the challenges he’d faced, and the battles he’d won and lost.

Almost unconsciously, he channelled the Mark, using it to improve his storytelling. It guided his voice, tone, and volume, helping him reveal his tale so grandly, that he actually felt like a bard holding an audience spellbound with his woven words. His friends, mentors, family, and cabal mates became as captivating as any legendary figure told of by bards who’d travelled through Alric when he was younger.

He told of the Traveller, singing her praises in a voice that echoed through the rafters. From Hannah’s story, he revealed how she’d dedicated her life to ending a cycle of endless violence. It was the joining of myth and truth; it was a tale worthy of a goddess, and he told it not just with words, but with his heart, his body, and his soul.

The sailors seemed spellbound, their attention held to the end of his story when he spoke of the battle that lay before him:

“—and so, at noon tomorrow, it’ll all be decided. They’ll tell me whether I’m allowed to stay in Generasi or have to leave to go fight Ravener-spawn. I won’t be doing that, no matter what, even if I have to teleport jump by jump to the ends of the earth. And if I have to run again? I won’t stop trying to end the Ravener forever. Something like that doesn’t belong in the world.”

As his last words rang through the bar, Fan-Dor abruptly tossed back another tankard of ale, slamming down the empty mug, then pointing at Alex. His hand shook. “Now that was a story, my friend! But tell me, was it all true?”

“Every word.” The young wizard nodded, hardly believing it himself. Every word was true, yet felt like somebody else’s life. In many ways, the tale seemed like it couldn’t be his. The story of an orphaned baker’s assistant from Alric, and the incredible people he’d shared journeys, battles, magical studies, and more with.

And yet, Alex, the baker’s assistant from Alric—Alexander Roth—was exactly who it was about.

He shook his head, his thoughts wandering. “I can hardly believe it now that I’ve told the whole story—front to back. But the question isn’t whether you or I believe it, the real question is whether or not the ruling council of wizards will believe it, and will they value me enough not to try to turn me over to priests.”

“Well, they’re gonna hear from me!” Captain Fan-Dor shouted, tankards of ale making his volume rise. “There’s no way that my bloody saviour’s gonna be cast out of his home like some flotsam after a storm. No bloody way! I’ll tell your story to every tavern rat, scow sailor, and fancy captain all over the docks.”

In the rear of the bar, the silent barkeep was nodding in approval.

It seemed that even he had been pulled into Alex’s tale.

“The telling won’t be as good as yours—but we’ll tell it all the same!” Fan-Dor declared.

Gel-Dor rolled his eyes. “Brother, the meeting’s tomorrow at noon. Even if we went around all day and all night, there’s no way our story’s going to make a difference… but maybe what we could do is go to city hall and submit a petition to speak up on your behalf, Alex. If the wizard council are the ones deciding your fate, they should know what you did for all of us. A man shouldn’t save as many lives as you did and not have that recognised!”

“Hear! Hear!” Fan-Dor cried, raising another glass. “I mean, that way of doing things is more stodgy than I’d like, but probably more useful. I hate you when you’re right, brother.”

“Then you must hate me every moment you’re awake,” Gel-Dor said evenly. “And when you’re asleep too.”

“Hah! Cheeky bastard!” Fan-Dor grinned, slapping his brother on the shoulder before turning to the rest of their crew. “Looks like we’re going to the fancy city hall, right?”

“Aye, aye, Captain!” the crew agreed as one.

Alex put a hand on his chest, moved by the sailors’ support. “I… I’m touched, I truly am. Normally, I’d say something like ‘you don’t have to do all of that for me,’ but—honestly—I think I need all the help I can get.”

“And get it you shall!” Fan-Dor cried. “Now, then. Enough talk. We’ve got a lot of drinking to do, followed by a lot of petition—” The captain paused, his eyes narrowing. “Wait, it won’t look too good showing up at city hall drunk. Maybe this calls for a change of plans, then! One more round for us, and then we go make sure that Alexander Roth is a name that stays in Generasi!”

“Alex! Alex! Alex!” The crew of the Red Siren chanted the young wizard’s name.

He stood up, going around the bar, shaking hands with every single person there in appreciation; recognising that even at this dark time, he was lucky. Feeling more hopeful, he returned to his seat, sipping his last beer for the evening with the crew of the Red Siren, exchanging stories and laughter before going their different ways.

There were sailors who’d asked him to tell them more about the Traveller and her miracles.

Even First Mate Gel-Dor was curious. “Listen, my loyalty will always be to Ek-u-Dari, but if there’s another goddess of travel—a kind one who we can pray to as well? Damned if I won’t include her in my prayers and sacrifices.”

The Traveller’s followers grew in number that evening.

All in all, the day had actually turned out to be a good one for Alex. He’d learned how to teleport through a raging thunderstorm, practised fifth- and sixth-tier summoning spells, and directed the conjured entities, saved lives, spent time with old friends, and gained allies eager to speak on his behalf. He would be better armed than he’d expected to be for his battle at noon the next day; for the next storm he’d be facing.

But that storm—and his trial—was going to begin earlier than he expected.

And in ways he had not accounted for.


Chapter 47


The First Battle for the Fool



Alex Roth had been in his bakery’s kitchen since well before sunrise, preparing for the day. Truthfully, he wasn’t needed, there was no emergency, and Troy and the rest of his staff were more than capable. But this morning, he’d been glad to be busy. He’d made it a point to hire staff who were creative, eager, and willing to learn.

He was no McHarris, who used to simply grab any enthusiastic, job-seeking, desperate young person who came through his door, then crush them with towering expectations, and an endless tide of abuse. Alex had taken the opposite tack, training teams of apprentices, shaping them into bakers that bakeries around the world would admire.

For those apprentices who showed talent, he’d challenged them, honing their skills.

For those who showed average talent but great enthusiasm, he’d moulded them into chef’s assistants whose jobs were to help where they were needed, and to make sure the kitchen ran smoothly and efficiently.

Not everyone he hired lasted, though. There were always Dereks in every field, folk who started off acting like they had all the enthusiasm in the world, but soon dropped the act, cruising through the workday while everyone else did their work. Through hard work and intuition, Alex had built strong teams of bakers, servers, hosts, and assistants, who supported each other, took pride in their work, and helped the business’ reputation spread.

In return, he’d made sure his staff were well paid and well treated, keeping employees happy.

The atmosphere in the bakery was always welcoming, customers noticed and commented, saying it was always a pleasure being there. Even if Alex wasn’t there, he knew the quality of food would be excellent. He had confidence in his staff, their training, and their skills in producing mouth-watering dishes that kept hungry folk coming back for more.

Working for McHarris meant one either sank or swam, and Alex had swum, teaching himself how to be a proper chef. After getting the Mark, he’d fine tuned his skills in the kitchen to a supernatural level of expertise, letting him produce baked goods that the Roth Family Bakery had become famous for. While the staff didn’t have his Mark-honed edge, they’d been personally trained by him and always produced some of the finest food in Generasi.

And this morning?

It found him working in the kitchen before his staff arrived, teleporting from place to place, surrounded by an army of Wizard’s Hands, while challenging himself to make some of the best baked goods he’d ever made.

Today was the day, after all, that could be his swan song; the final day he might ever set foot in his own bakery. He’d wanted to savour the time before he had to leave for city hall.

Troy and the rest of the staff had arrived in the early hours of the morning, surprised but glad to find their boss in the kitchen, and got straight to work. The mood was light as they joked around, preparing for the morning rush. Not a single one of them knew what awaited Alex at noon that day, and in a way, he was glad they didn’t. He could forget for a while, enjoy their laughter, enjoy what was possibly his last normal morning in Generasi.

Keeping busy had carried him through the morning preparations, and—by the time the bakery opened—enough dishes were ready to last them for a few days.

Delectable scents drifted from the kitchen, wafting upstairs, bringing Selina, Theresa, and Brutus down for breakfast. Claygon followed, his attention fixed on Alex as the young wizard brought a platter of quiche and meat pies to his family’s table.

They were all subdued—worry draping them like a dark cloud—but Theresa and Selina had smiled, quietly showing him their support.

Claygon had placed a hand on his father’s shoulder, his iron palm patting the young wizard while Selina caught his eye, looking as though she wanted to say something… but, instead, had turned away.

No words were really needed; he already knew what she was thinking. She had an exam at school, but wanted to be with him, Claygon, Theresa, and Professor Jules at city hall.

She couldn’t, and she knew it, though that didn’t mean it wasn’t bothering her.

Alex was about to comfort her—just as their first customers of the day were coming through the bakery doors, ready for breakfast—when a familiar song chilled him to the bone.

Theresa’s eyes flew wide. She was on her feet before he could take a breath. Her hands were at her waist, reaching for hilts that weren’t there, for blades that weren’t there.

The back of her chair hit the floor, startling Selina, drawing all eyes to the Roth family’s table. Claygon’s hands clanged as metal fingers snapped into deadly fists. His head turned toward the door.

Brutus growled, three heads facing the door.

Alex’s voice was low. “Selina, I need you to go upstairs.”

“What? Why?” she demanded, getting to her feet.

The young wizard’s face was a thundercloud.

‘So this is how it’s going to be?’ he thought.

“Selina, I want you upstairs,” he said again, his voice like ice. “I don’t know what’s about to happen, and I want you far from here.”

Her green eyes hardened like emeralds. “No.”

“Selina—” he started, strongly considering teleporting her upstairs and grabbing his aeld staff.

Outside, a commotion was starting.

“Hey, watch it!” someone shouted. “Budge up, you! There’s a line for this place! Hey, come back here! Who do you think you are?”

The door was flung wide.

Standing within its frame?

An elderly woman—her back bent by the toll of years—held a gnarled cane in one hand… while a symbol of Uldar sang on her neck. White priest’s robes, as pristine as a newly draped death shroud, covered her, and stern eyes scanned the bakery as she hobbled inside.

Behind her came an army… such as it was.

Many Alex recognised from Carey’s funeral and campus; Campus for Uldar were there in force, accompanied by a clot of Uldarite worshippers.

Every last one of them had the white hand of Uldar dangling from their necks. Irate customers glowered as the stream of worshippers pushed their way to the front of the bakery. All eyes flicked from them to Alex, while the symbol of Uldar continued singing around the old priestess’ neck.

She silenced it with a hand, closing a gnarled fist around the symbol.

Knuckles popped.

Her hand shook.

“The Fool of Uldar,” she hissed, her voice filled with venom. Every word was a contrast in tone; a mixture of disappointment, anger, derision, and even… a touch of relief. “So, this is where you hide!”

“You leave my brother alone!” Selina spoke up, her eyes like flint. “This is our home, not yours. Get out!” Her hand was on her dagger.

The old woman’s eyes went to the young girl.

“Hush, child⁠—”

“Do not tell her to ‘hush’ in our home,” Theresa snarled, taking a silent step forward, putting herself between the Uldarites and her fiancé. “And while you’re at it, get out.”

“Unless… you are planning… to buy something…” Claygon’s voice was low, crackling with a threat. A demon’s voice.

The horde of Uldarites stepped back.

Brutus growled.

They took another step backward.

The priestess of Uldar stood firm, her lined face fixed like carved rock. “Is this how it will be, Holy Fool? Will you do violence unto our flock? Unto those who follow Uldar, those you were born to protect?”

A murderous rage sprang to life inside Alex—for a moment—the urge to tell Claygon to blast every last one of these obnoxious zealots to atoms consumed him.

This was his home.

This was his family.

How dare they come here?

His teeth ground as he clenched his jaw.

But he fought it, controlling his ire. Lashing out now, even with words alone, could hurt his case with the council. They might not see him as someone who was defending himself and his family; they might see him as some hothead who chose to attack an old woman instead of talking to her. He didn’t need them thinking he was some violent maniac, easily provoked into attacking people in order to preserve his own interests.

If he struck out now, even he wouldn’t blame the wizard-council for slapping him in chains and sending him back to Thameland by way of the first wizard who could teleport him there.

But… if he showed decorum and self control… maybe he could turn the situation in his favour.

So—a few hours before his battle in the chambers of the ruling council of Generasi was set to begin—Alexander Roth opened his mouth…

…ready to fight his first battle of the day, for his home, his family, and his life.

His eyes fell on Claygon, his solid, steady golem, and he took a long breath, focusing his senses.

He inhaled for a count of four.

Held his breath for a count of three.

And exhaled for a count of eight.

In that time, he allowed every sight in the room, every sound, and every smell to pass through his mind, drowning all thoughts and his spiking rage. Overlapping sounds reached him, murmuring customers, plates clattering in the kitchen, Brutus’ growling.

The sounds that came loudest were the pounding of his own heart, and the thundering of his own breath.

His eyes caught every movement and expression the Uldarites made—frowns, wide eyes, squared shoulders, slumped ones, knitted brows, clenched jaws—and among his customers—slack jaws, darting eyes, cocked heads, silently moving, whispering lips—as the scene unfolded before him.

And towering above all of that was his family, standing before him like living shields.

He detected various scents in the air: the sweet aromas of baking, the foul stench of morning breath, and unwashed bodies drifting from certain customers, even the medicinal smell of a poultice of pain-relieving herbs that the priestess was wearing.

But the most powerful smell that reached him was coming from the meal on his family’s table; forgotten and growing cold.

His taste buds remembered all that he’d tasted as he’d baked that morning, pleasant residues lingering behind his lips.

He felt the weight of his clothing on his body, the grip of his boots and the floor beneath them.

It all washed over him; all the sensations that made up a life.

His life.

And they washed away his rage.

Alex Roth acknowledged his anger, his fear, his irritation, and disgust.

Each fell away, one by one, until his mind was a calm pool of crystal clear water.

He levelled his gaze on his enemies. He was now ready to do battle.

But he would do so strategically.

His mind began to work. ‘What do I want out of this?’ he thought. ‘What are my win conditions? Their win conditions are simple: either I go with them and get on the first boat back to Thameland, or they show Generasi that I am what they say I am: a dangerous, useless coward who belongs under the heels of the other Heroes.’

Alex met the hardened gaze of the priestess. ‘My win conditions are: getting them out of my bakery, resolving the situation quickly, taking care of my customers, and using this as an opportunity to improve my reputation in the city. That means I can’t be too aggressive; that’ll just turn people against me. I also can’t lie—it’d be an easy lie to disprove—and I’ve already been keeping secrets from people. What I need now is truth… and calm words.’

He looked around his bakery, his mind working quickly. ‘Remember, these Uldarites are the aggressors. To my customers, they look like some horde of hooligans burst into their—hopefully—favourite bakery to start acting like thugs. Most folk in Generasi have an indifferent attitude toward religion, so all their zeal’s just going to drive sympathy toward me… I’ll need to capitalise on that sympathy. I need to make them show themselves as the bad guys in this. And in order to do that… okay, I’ve got it.’

Alex stepped forward, adjusting his body language; his back straightened, his shoulders slumped, and his frame relaxed. His arms spread wide, his face took on a look of concern.

“A ‘good morning’ would have been a better greeting, I think,” he said to Uldar’s priestess, carefully adjusting his tone; loud enough to be commanding, but not loud enough to come across threatening. He wanted to convey control over the situation, putting his customers at ease while displaying one important fact.

He had done nothing wrong.

The priestess frowned, her expression as dark as a storm cloud. “Holy Fool, we speak of your duty to Uldar, and you respond with flippancy?”

More whispers ran through the crowd of customers, like birds flitting from tree to tree in the woods. He could already see body language relaxing, and irritation turning toward the priestess.

He’d shown control over himself, and established that folk were safe.

He’d established himself as the one who belonged.

Meanwhile, the priestess responded with anger, drawing on religious words and throwing them in his face, alienating herself from the gathered customers who were simply there to grab some food before they went to work. He could already see increasing numbers of his regulars glowering at the Uldarites.

He could capitalise on their displeasure.


Chapter 48


An Argument for an Audience



“Erm, I’m not being flippant. It’s just—” He gestured to the customers standing in line. “These people are buying breakfast before they have to get to work; a lot of them don’t have extra time, so I was simply thinking we could stop interrupting their morning.”

There.

A reminder that many of his customers were on their way to work and didn’t have time to waste on religious zealots taking up their morning, making them late, or having to leave without getting something to eat.

More irritated looks drilled into the Uldarites.

“Holy Fool—Er, Alex.” One of the Campus for Uldar members stepped forward. “You’re talking about someone’s day being interrupted while Uldar’s people struggle and die back home? Look at this place! You live in comfort while the other Heroes risk their lives every day!” His voice began to rise. “You’re a coward and⁠—”

“Hold on.” Alex raised a hand. “You’re going to scare my sister with all that yelling, and we also have other children waiting in line here for their breakfast—” He glanced at the customers, some of whom had their families with them. “So could you…”

He kept his voice steady and even, choosing two of his next words on purpose.

Not to defuse, but to infuriate.

“…please calm down?” he finished, using words he knew never to use during an argument. There were few phrases less likely to calm someone down than demanding that someone calm down.

Predictably, the Campus for Uldar member did not calm down.

“You’re not taking this seriously at all!” he shouted. “Our people fight and die, while you live here in luxury!”

“No, he doesn’t!” Selina’s voice stopped him. Fire burned in her eyes. “I hardly see Alex anymore. He’s always working on magic and golems and stuff to help our home and people like you!”

The young girl pointed at the university student, who took a step back in surprise.

She’d taken everyone by surprise with her forceful words.

“He’s always away on the expedition back to Thameland, fighting Ravener-spawn!” she cried. “He and our friends are always there, fighting for everyone! Every time he leaves, I get so worried that he’s not going to come back. He’s not living in comfort here! He’s fighting hard for all of us!”

Alex looked down at Selina, bursting with pride.

The old priestess’ eyes rested on the young girl and she smiled sadly. “My child, you know little of what you speak. Uldar’s plan says that the Fool must fight alongside the Heroes⁠—”

“He has been.” Theresa took over from where Selina left off, looking at the priestess closely. “He, Claygon, and I have been fighting alongside the Heroes for months. We’ve been making sure that the army has fewer dungeons to deal with, and less Ravener-spawn in the fields and forests of our homeland. Alex, Cedric, Drestra, Hart, and Merzhin have fought together. I’ve been there beside them. I’ve seen it.”

‘Good job, Selina and Theresa!’ Alex wanted to shout.

A number of Uldarites were looking at each other, their discomfort plain as they whispered to one another, suddenly faced with a revelation that now shook their assumptions… one that made their point seem less about life and death, and more about their allegiance to what they thought they knew.

Alex was close to smiling but stifled it. ‘They must have learned about me from rumours going around Generasi, not from the secret church. Seems they don’t have much information and just showed up here without a plan. This is getting better and better.’

“I don’t know what kind of twisted truth you’re telling, but there’s only one thing that matters: you should not be here,” said a Campus for Uldar member who stood next to the priestess. She was a young blonde with harsh grey eyes and a vicious sneer. “If what you say is true, then you should be even more ashamed of yourself. Fighting alongside the Heroes should be your life. They don’t get to come back to a comfortable bakery. I imagine that they’re out in the wilderness right now, living rough, constantly at risk of Ravener-spawn attacks! You get to come back here to a comfortable bed and… and…”

The young woman’s harsh expression crumbled as tears sprang to her eyes.

She pointed a shaking finger at Alex. “While you’re here, good people like Carey London die at the claws of Ravener-spawn! I was at her funeral,” she sobbed, “and I saw you there… you should be ashamed of yourself for even attending her service while you were here in Generasi cowering and running from your holy duties!”

“That’s right!” cried another Campus for Uldar member. Alex recognised him from his magic lore class. “I’ve seen you on campus, but I didn’t take you for a coward, pushing your duties on others! You slink around campus laughing, drinking, taking classes… while people like Carey give their lives!”

The rage was back, slamming into Alex like a demon’s burning hammer.

‘Laughing? Drinking?’ he thought. ‘Who do you think has been trying to preserve Carey’s memory? And you’re dead wrong if you think Ravener-spawn were what killed Carey! No, it was the same bloody church she’d dedicated most of her life to! A life she’d spent on the very thing that killed her!’

Alex seethed, fighting to keep his mouth from blurting out the truth, from spilling every secret he’d vowed to keep.

But Claygon spoke first.

“You were… at Carey’s funeral…” His voice changed to that of a kindly woman. It was a voice well suited to a priestess of Uldar. “I saw you there… I was there too…”

“Exactly!” the teary-eyed Campus for Uldar member sobbed. “I⁠—”

“Yes… but where… were you? Where were you… when Carey needed you?”

From the silence that followed, it seemed as though everyone had stopped breathing. In that stillness, Uldarites seemed to shrink, casting their eyes down, exchanging guilty or confused looks. Customers were also exchanging glances. Some glared in annoyance, while others smirked at what had gone from being a quick stop to grab a meal to high drama; entertainment that was spicing up their morning and feeding the daily gossip.

“What do you mean?” the crying woman demanded. “I said I was there at the funeral! Uldar should strike you down for⁠—”

“No,” the golem cut her off. “That is not what I meant. Carey… was dead at the funeral… that’s not when she needed you… She needed everyone when she was alive. But you all shunned her. When she was risking her life… I was there… when she fought our enemies. Your… enemies. I was there… fighting beside her. I was almost destroyed by… our enemies. I was there helping her… I was there… and Theresa was there… we were there… when she died…”

Claygon took a step forward. “And so was Father. Father… almost died trying to save her too. He was there… but it’s odd. You said you were there when Carey needed you… but I do not remember seeing you at her side when she was fighting… I do not remember seeing you there when she died… where were you?”

Dead silence.

With every word, the Uldarites visibly shrank further, growing paler as Claygon spoke.

“Could you leave?” a customer said, an older man with a receding hairline. “Listen, this bakery’s had enough problems; first someone tries to sabotage it on the day it opens, and now this? Look, all of this has been fine gossip. It made my morning, but now it’s getting irritating. Coward? Fool? I don’t know what’s going on, but what I do know is that Alexander Roth fought on Oreca’s Fall, and he and his team saved a lot of lives. They helped people in the countryside when they were attacked, and they’re even helping your own countrymen apparently. Why don’t you all either buy something or go home. And if you’re going to buy something, get to the back of the line, which is outside!”

He pointed at the door.

Cheers of agreement rose from the other customers. The majority looked as though they wanted the confrontation to just end, and for these troublemakers to vanish.

The old priestess looked around the room, her expression growing darker and darker.

“Should I call the guards?” Troy called, sticking his head around the kitchen door. Alex wondered how long he’d been listening.

“That’s not necessary,” the priestess nearly spat. “We will return; the Fool must fulfil his duty, but… obviously, this is not the time.”

“Oh, before you go!” Alex said, teleporting to his room, grabbing his staff, and teleporting beside the old woman.

Those in the dining area startled at his sudden disappearance and reappearance.

“Let me just do one thing,” he said, looking at her solemnly and raising the aeld staff.

He began channelling his mana.

“What are you doing?” the old priestess demanded, her eyes bulging as the aeld’s crystalline blooms flared with both power and light.

She backed away, wobbling on her cane, and several Uldarites cried out in alarm. “Someone call the guard! He’s attacking her!”

Alex paid their hysterics no mind, drawing on the magic of…

…Mana-to-Life.

Pointing his staff at the priestess, he transformed his mana into life force, pouring it into the old woman’s body, watching as vigour washed over her.

“What? What’s happened to me—my pain is gone…” she murmured.

“Those poultices you’re wearing are to stop pain and help with healing, aren’t they?” Alex asked her.

“How… how did you know that?” she said slowly.

“I can smell them. I recognise some of the herbs from magical botany,” Alex said. “I don’t know why you haven’t healed yourself with your miracles, or asked Uldar to heal you, but I couldn’t just let someone of your age keep suffering in pain. Even if you did come here to see me put in chains.”

His voice was calm but firm.

“You… this minor injury was not worthy of Uldar’s attention,” she snapped. “I was fine. I had no reason to waste one of his precious miracles on so minor a thing.”

“That’s up to you,” Alex said. “But I’m glad I spent my mana on something, that was apparently beneath Uldar.”

He let a hint of his contempt for the dead god slip into his voice.

She glared at him… but the damage to her cause was complete.

He’d healed her with his own power—a woman who, by her deeds, declared herself his enemy—showing her kindness in the process.

It was the final nail in the Uldarites’ coffin.

In the end, he’d appeared calm, brave, and kind… all the things they’d claimed he wasn’t.

Bored children in line began making rude noises, making it obvious that the waiting Generasians were now done with the show.

“I say, if someone doesn’t call the guards, then I will!” cried a customer with thick mutton chops. “Out, out, I say, and let good, honest people go about their day! Save your preaching for your church!”

The Uldarites began slinking away like lurking serpents exposed in tall grass. The priestess’ eyes narrowed. “This is not over, Holy Fool. I will see that the city knows a fugitive of Thameland hides within its walls.”

“I committed no crime, so go talk to them if that’s what you feel you need to do,” Alex said simply.

“The crime is against Uldar himself,” the priestess cried. “And he will have you.”

‘You’d be surprised,’ he thought.

Turning her back on him, she walked through her crowd of followers as they moved aside to let her pass. Some threw Alex nasty looks… though others looked almost apologetic. As one, they left the Roth Family Bakery, its door slamming behind them.

“Bastards,” Theresa whispered.

Alex turned to the crowd of customers and gave them an apologetic smile.

“I’m sorry.” His hands were spread helplessly. “You’ve all been very patient, and I thank you for that. For everyone who’s been waiting in line? We’ll be throwing in a complimentary croissant with your order, and my best wishes and hopes that the rest of your day is less exciting than mine’s been so far.” He laughed modestly.

Folk thanked him, some offered their sympathies, while others asked what in the world a ‘Fool’ was.

With help from the Mark, he answered, giving them an abridged version of a very complex story, carefully worded to avoid certain details, like Uldar being dead. In a turn of irony, as the Mark was helping Alex tell his story in the most sympathetic way, it was also letting people see the Fool as valuable, not as some useless menace like the Uldarites claimed.

‘Just happy no one punched me in the face this time,’ he thought, rubbing his jaw at a memory.

‘Cedric had a pretty mean hook!’


Chapter 49


The Hall of Roth’s Fate



Relief ran through the breakfast crowd as the annoying Uldarites filed back through the bakery door. Customers could finally relax, and they did, some were laughing, some murmuring to one another, others were busy thanking Troy, Alex, and the mutton-chopped patron for pushing the irritants to use the door. Some made a point of offering the young wizard their sympathies, while others wanted to know all about ‘this Fool business.’

Alex answered, satisfying the crowd’s curiosity while allowing the bakery to return to the normal, busy morning flurry, before he and his family went upstairs to talk about the invading Uldarites.

“I can’t believe they’re saying those nasty things about you! Living in comfort? They’re the ones living here in comfort while you’re risking everything going back to Thameland to help our people,” Selina said.

“Bunch of hypocrites!” Theresa growled. “I wanted to slap the poultice right off that old priestess. You’re a better person than I am, Alex; taking her pain away would’ve been the last thing I would have done to her.”

“I know, but helping her made her look bad, and that’s exactly what I needed,” Alex said. “She’s probably on her way to city hall to petition them to send me back to Thameland. I can’t stop her, but at least I can get more of the public on my side, in spite of her.”

“They are… on your side…” Claygon said. “People in the bakery… looked like they were, Father…”

“Hopefully, they’ll talk and spread positive stuff about me around Generasi,” Alex said, thoughts shifting to Councillor Kartika. “It would’ve been nice if this had happened a few days ago… but some of the councillors send their interns here to pick up breakfast. Maybe some of them were here and saw what happened then went back to their bosses and colleagues with some juicy gossip to share.”

“We can always hope,” Theresa said grimly. “That’d be one silver lining in this situation.” Her death stalker expression was on full display. “The more help you can get with city hall, the better. When that priestess goes down there stirring up trouble, if you have people speaking up for you, it can only help you, right? I mean, thank the Traveller for people like Captain Fan-Dor, and Gel-Dor, and their crew.”

“At this point, all we can do is hope,” Alex said. “Anyway, it’s time to get you to school, Selina.”

His sister frowned, then voiced the words she’d held back earlier, “Uhm… can I miss school today? I want to go with you.”

He shook his head. “No, Selina. You shouldn’t miss school over this.” The young man kneeled in front of her, placing his hands on her shoulders. “Listen, things are going to be okay. No matter what happens, things are going to be okay. What I need you to do for me is to go to school, write your test, and do well. Alright?”

“But what if you don’t come back?” Her eyes were filled with fear. “I want to come with you. I can argue for you, Alex. I don’t want them to send you away!”

“And I want you to go to school,” he said gently. “Listen, you’re one of the strongest people I know, and that’s a fact. It’s not fair that you’ve had to be so strong all your life, but—just for today—I’m going to ask you to be strong for a little longer, alright? So, please, go to school, do your exam, pay attention to your teachers, and I promise, I’ll work this out. It’s just like when we went through the Cave of the Traveller together. I just need you to be brave like you were back then.”

She looked at him for a long, silent moment then nodded, lightly punching him in the chest. “You just make sure they let you stay, okay. But, if they don’t… come back… and say goodbye to me.”

Her lip trembled and he wrapped her in a tight hug. “I promise I’ll do my best, but if that’s not enough? I promise I’ll come say goodbye… and if I have to leave the city? I’ll be back. When the Ravener is destroyed and all of this ends, I swear I’ll be back.”

Selina simply breathed into his shoulder, fighting tears. “Okay. I’ll wait for you, no matter what, but please be careful, promise me.”

“I will. I promise, I will.”
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The sun was bright over Generasi, slowly rising to its noontime peak.

It shone down on a group standing in the centre of the city.

There was Alexander Roth—broad shouldered and long haired—hand in hand with his fiancée, Theresa Lu. The young couple’s expressions were grim as they waited in the shadow of Claygon’s polished four-armed form. Beside them, gripping a satchel of documents, was Professor Jules—the alchemist’s white bun was wrapped as tight as her face looked.

They stared up at the looming structure waiting for them to enter, like dwarves eyeing a titan.

The City Hall of Generasi—seat of the ruling council of wizards and its vast bureaucracy—was enormous, a monument to the power and advanced state of the City at the Center of Creation. The city’s great wealth and majesty was concentrated right here, and—to Alex—even more magnificent than Uldar’s sanctum.

Rising hundreds of feet in the air, the main dome—carved from a single slab of magically conjured marble—spread far and wide, covering the distance of an entire city block. Around the dome, standing equidistant to one another, were four hulking square columns where four massive dragon statues looked down on their surroundings. On the column to the north, a four-legged, black-scaled, horned dragon sat, its bat-like wings unfurled. To the east, a short-legged, golden, serpentine monster bearing long whiskers and horns like a crown, looked down. Coiled around the southern column was the form of an elongated legless serpent, feathered wings extending from its back.

The western dragon resembled a great hunting cat with scales of gold, the antlers of an elk, and a long, snaking tail.

Below the dome, the building spread for blocks. Messenger constructs flew to and from small windows in a swarm of shimmering metal, while wizards—on sky-gondolas, sky-boats, flying carpets, brooms, or simply flying along on their own power—entered the building through a great stone docking bay, protected from the elements by an overhang with a host of gargoyles clinging to its sides.

No gargoyle seemed nearly as fearsome as the majestic dragons guarding the dome.

Though each wyrm differed from the last—facing a different direction—Alex felt as if he was being watched by their stony gaze.

He imagined them springing from their perches, swooping down, clutching him in their claws and carrying him off to do the church’s will in Thameland. He knew his imagination was running wild, as it often did… but knowing so didn’t make it any easier to shake those images.

“Here… we are…” Claygon said. “If all goes well… you won’t have to… worry about leaving anymore, Father…”

“If all goes well,” Professor Jules said solemnly. “I’ve been considering every possibility I could think of, but I just can’t generate a decent hypothesis on how they’ll decide.”

“They’d better let him stay.” Theresa’s tone mimicked what her hand said as it moved to the hilt of a sword. “Or I’ll have something to say.”

“Then you’d better not say it with those.” Professor Jules looked pointedly at the Twinblade. “The ruling council’s members hold their place by nature of their wisdom, knowledge, and popularity… mostly. Make no mistake, they are also elected for their power; among the twelve members of the ruling council of Generasi, very few are battle mages, but you’ll find few wizards as potent anywhere else, and that’s no exaggeration.”

“As potent as Baelin?” Alex asked.

Professor Jules snorted. “They’re not on that mad old goat’s level of magnitude… but they are powerful enough so the difference between Baelin and them would largely be irrelevant to wizards like us. My point, Miss Lu, is that those swords of yours are basically toothpicks here… even at your level of skill.”

“Yes, I know…” the huntress said, her hand moving from the sword. “It’s instinct. When I know a fight’s coming, I don’t feel complete without a weapon in my hand. But I’ll be sane… I won’t let anger and worry make me do something stupid.”

“We know, Professor,” Alex said. “The only weapons we’ll be relying on today are words… not spells or steel.”

“And we’ll use those words as best we can, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules promised. “Now, come, let’s get in there before we’re late.”

The interior of city hall was much as Alex remembered.

A ceiling mural of wizards sitting in a circle, facing a centre painted to resemble the sun with the alchemical symbol for mana in the middle, greeted them in the atrium.

Towering walls displayed scenes of triumph from throughout Generasi’s history, including a mural of Noarc conjuring sheets of rain that ended the drought centuries ago. A host of different languages filled the air.

Though some words in particular—spoken in the common tongue by familiar voices—caught his attention the most.

“We will pass your petition regarding Mr. Alex Roth through the appropriate channels,” a bored-sounding clerk was saying. “Are all signatures listed beside the corresponding printed names?”

“Yes,” Troy said, standing at the head of a line of staff from the Roth Family Bakery. They were queued in front of a city bureaucrat’s desk. “We’ll sign twice if we need to.”

“That will not be necessary,” the clerk said. “Your documentation is all in order, so it will be processed appropriately. Is there anything else I can help you with⁠—”

Alex gaped as he and his companions walked through the main hall, his eyes on Troy’s group standing at the clerk’s desk. He would have stopped… but thought better of it. The meeting with the council was scheduled to start soon, and being late was not an option.

“I can’t believe this,” he murmured. “They came all the way down here on their lunch break… I had no idea.”

“They must have… decided to help you after what happened with… that priestess…” Claygon said.

“Listen, I swear if you don’t give them a raise, I will,” Theresa said.

“Are you kidding? I’ll build personal golems for them if I get through this,” Alex said, shocked. “I really do have the best staff in the city.”

“Part of me can’t help but view their actions with a degree of cynicism—your staff could also be eager to protect their jobs, after all—but it’s just as likely that they truly care for you, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules said as they neared a floating platform at the end of the hallway.

On the platform, just off to the side, a uniformed attendant stood erect, with the disciplined bearing of a soldier.

“Let’s hope their efforts help,” the alchemist said, stepping onto the platform and looking at the attendant. “Top floor. Council chamber, please.”

The woman studied the short alchemist with a calculating eye. Alex noticed a wand sitting in a holster on her hip; powerful magics emanated from it. “Names and appointment time?” she asked curtly.

“Alex Roth,” the young wizard announced himself.

“Professor Vernia Jules, Head of the Alchemy Department at the University,” the alchemist followed.

“Theresa Lu,” the huntress said.

“Claygon…”

The city employee quickly drew her wand, and—with a flick of her wrist—displayed an image of the day’s schedule.

Alex had an idea that schedules weren’t the only magic it was capable of.

The attendant’s eyes snapped back to them. “Only Alexander Roth and Professor Vernia Jules are listed here as having a noontime appointment with the council. Anyone accompanying them must wait in the waiting room. No weapons are allowed. Understood?”

“Yes…”

“Yes,” Theresa said reluctantly.

“Good, then we will proceed to the top floor. Professor Jules, Mr. Roth, you are ten minutes and—” the woman took a timekeeper from her pocket “—thirty four seconds early for your meeting, which is preferred. Better early than late.” Her tone was harsh. “I will take you to the top floor.”

Alex was glad they hadn’t stopped to talk to Troy and the others. From her tone, it sounded like being late was an act punishable by death.

She pointed her wand at the floating platform, and a humming noise began as it lifted off the ground, hovering in place. “Please keep all limbs within the radius of the disk as it’s moving. Do not attempt to dismount until we have come to a full and complete stop; invisible force walls are erected when the disk is in flight for your safety.”

The attendant pointed the wand toward the ceiling and the disk began rising, accelerating as it did.

Entering a stone shaft, it moved upward, rising to the top floors of the building, passing floor after floor—hall after hall—climbing hundreds of feet in the air. Just when Alex thought their ascent would never end—the disk began slowing, stopping before a shining pair of sealed brass doors emblazoned with the image of a circle of wizards. Each one held a staff pointing toward a capital letter “G” centred in the circle.

Without warning, the doors began opening in an eerie silence on their own power.

Behind them, a small army of well-armed wizard-warriors clad in shining plate armour blazing with magic waited. Some wore glowing swords through their belt loops, and crystal shields on their backs.

Others bore crossbows nocked with bolts of light.

And among them stood two iron golems.

Two iron golems Alex recognised.

Two iron golems he’d recently built for the city in Shale’s Golem Workshop.


Chapter 50


The Chamber at the Center of Creation



Alex already felt like a criminal.

The army of wizard-warriors’ eyes were fixed on them as the young wizard and his companions stepped from the floating disk. Alex could almost feel suspicion emanating from them as their eyes followed him.

The two iron golems watched Claygon and Theresa, titanic iron fists clenching and unclenching in preparation to protect the wizard-council.

Around them, enough wizard-warriors to stop an army of demons stood at the ready.

‘This feels like when I was in that interrogation room with those two officers when Leopold set those demons loose in Generasi,’ Alex thought as a broad-shouldered warrior stepped in front of him.

The young wizard tilted his head back, looking up.

Looking way up.

‘Actually, this is much worse than when I was being interrogated,’ he thought.

The warrior towering before him was a lion-beastman, taller than Thundar and even broader of shoulder. A jagged scar ran down his right cheek and his leonine eyes seemed to look first through Alex, then Theresa.

His nostrils flared.

Black lips twitched, revealing gleaming, dagger-like fangs.

“Alexander Roth?” the beastman growled, his voice reverberating through Alex’s chest.

“Yes,” the young wizard said, meeting the beastman’s eyes.

They stared at each other.

There used to be a time when the mere presence of the lion-man would have sent him into fits of terror.

But now?

He’d faced worse things than lion-men. Ravener-spawn, unholy champions of dead gods, monsters, greater demons, and he’d even witnessed that dead god’s corpse lying draped across his throne. He’d fought alongside Baelin and his cabal, Drestra the dragon, Claygon and…

…Grimloch. Just Grimloch alone.

Compared to any one of them, this beastman—whose body language spoke of lethal skill—seemed to pale in comparison when Alex looked at him closely.

‘Come to think of it, I think Theresa could probably take him,’ he said to himself.

The lion-man abruptly broke off eye contact, looking at Professor Jules instead. “And you are Professor Vernia Jules?”

“Yes, I am,” she said. “Mr. Roth and I have been called to present ourselves before the council.”

“You are not late. Good. They get into a bad mood when you’re late,” the lion man growled, looking back over his shoulder.

Beyond the receiving room, iron golems, and an army of wizard-warriors, Alex noticed a hallway running from left to right. Across from that hallway was a pair of light-coloured metal doors.

While the doors Alex and his companions had passed through were crafted of brass, these double doors looked to be platinum. The same circle of wizards was repeated in the centre of these doors, except the wizards were surrounded by carvings representing the four dragon statues perched on the columns outside.

Glyphs of protection—and lethal magical traps—blazed with power along the door frame. Alex couldn’t imagine anyone breaching those doors… except for Baelin. He swallowed his mounting tension.

“The council is presently with another petitioner,” the leonine wizard-warrior said. “They’ll be with you shortly.” He looked at Theresa and Claygon. “You are?”

The huntress and the golem identified themselves.

Black lips twitched.

The lion-man’s fangs gleamed behind them. “You won’t be permitted in the council chamber, but if you’d like, you can either wait downstairs or in the waiting area to your right. And for security, you must surrender all weapons while you’re here.”

Theresa looked ready to protest, but slowly drew the Twinblade instead and handed it to the beastman. He took a good long look at the swords.

“Magnificent workmanship. They look very well maintained. You clearly treat them well.”

Theresa’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “T-thank you.”

The lion-man made no reply, only stepping aside and pointing to an iron construct. “That golem will escort you to the waiting area.” He then addressed Professor Jules and Alex. “You may wait here.”

Theresa turned to Alex, paused, then wrapped her arms around him, squeezing the breath from her yelping fiancé as she lifted him from the ground and pulled his face to hers for a long, deep kiss.

“Good luck, “ she whispered, stepping back. “I love you, Alex. May the Traveller protect you.”

She walked away.

Claygon was next.

“Oh no,” Alex groaned, rubbing his aching ribs, but the golem was already reaching for him, lifting him off his feet, trapping him in another bear hug.

Four iron arms held him like they would never let go.

“Father… if you need me, just call… Be well… I love you and please… remember that I’m close by…” the golem said, putting Alex down.

He turned from the young wizard, joining the huntress and their escort as they left the receiving room.

“I love you both!” Alex called after them. “I’ll see you soon!”

His golem and fiancée gave him one last look of support before going down the hall and disappearing from view with their escort striding ahead of them.

“You are a very fortunate man,” the lion-man said to Alex.

“I know,” the young wizard said. “I know.”

“Let’s hope your fortune holds,” Professor Jules said, nodding to rows of seats on either side of the receiving room. “Come on.”

The alchemist and Thameish wizard sat beside each other, watching a timekeeper on the wall.

It slowly ticked toward salvation… or doom.

“Mr. Roth, remember what we spoke of. How we will handle this situation?” she asked him.

“I remember. I take it you do too?” he asked.

“Of course.”

Silence.

The timekeeper ticked closer and closer to noon.

The doors to the council chamber suddenly opened, and a wail of despair swept through the hall.

“No, please! Mercy! Have mercy, I beg you!” a man clad all in white pleaded. His wrists and ankles were shackled.

He wailed like a distraught baby as tears ran down his face.

A squad of officers dragged the struggling man through the receiving area toward the doors leading to the floating disk. A barrister—garbed in black robes with her head low—shuffled behind them like she was in a funeral procession. The doors shut behind them with a very final sounding clang.

Two wizard-warriors whispered to each other, and one pressed a pair of coins into the other one’s palm.

“What was that all about?” Alex said.

The lion-warrior crossed his arms across his chest and said rather matter-of-factly, “That man’s a good example of why crime doesn’t pay in Generasi. It seems he thought he could kill his partner, make it look like an accident, steal the man’s share of their business, and get away with it. Today was his last appeal for mercy, which obviously failed and now he’s facing execution by the deleo in three weeks’ time. I guess you could say things didn’t go well for him.”

Alex swallowed. “Do they usually go well?”

The lion-man looked at him carefully. “Do you want an honest answer?”

“Yes.”

“Not usually,” the wizard-warrior said. “The city runs on magic, ethics, logic, costs, and benefits. It’s rare that an emotional appeal works on the council.”

Alex swallowed. “…Right.”

The lion-man nodded at him before turning away.

Professor Jules threw him a worried look. “Mr. Roth, I⁠—”

“The council is ready to receive the next appointment!” a woman bellowed, stepping from the council chamber. She wore yellow silken robes, and a scroll was floating beside her bald head. “Mr. Alexander Roth and Professor Vernia Jules, please come in! Officers Ferrero and Gustavo of the Generasi Investigative Unit, please come in as well!”

Alex’s blood ran cold.

He knew those names.

He remembered them in a stark white room, interrogating him about having a role in the demon summoner attacks.

What were they doing here?

Professor Jules stood, looking up at Alex in alarm. “Mr. Roth, who is that?”

Alex told her quickly.

The more he said, the paler she went. “What would they⁠—”

“You’d better go in,” the lion-man said. “The officers will be entering from the waiting area.”

The professor and student looked at one another, nodded, then walked toward the open platinum doors. From the entryway burned an impenetrable wall of white light.

“Ready?” Professor Jules asked.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Alex replied.

And together, they stepped into the light.

It took time for his eyes to adjust—the sunlight was brilliant—yet there was a cool breeze caressing his skin, and fresh air filling his nostrils.

The sight left him stunned.

Inside the chamber where meetings of the ruling council of Generasi took place… he’d expected to find a display of lavish wealth and opulence.

Instead, he and Professor Jules were surrounded by nature, standing in what seemed to be an endless field of rippling grass gently swaying beneath a cloudless blue sky. The sun had reached its peak, beaming down on all while the breeze drifted across the field.

Behind them, a doorway floated—white light no longer obscured their view, allowing them to see the receiving room beyond—and flanking them were two lines of wizard-warriors on either side of a gleaming white stone pathway.

And ahead?

The ruling council of Generasi hovered.

The twelve wizards were seated on silken cushions attached to white marble thrones floating a dozen feet in the air, facing each other in a circle. Below them were dozens of seats forming another circle of clerks, secretaries, aides, and bureaucrats.

An enormous scroll—easily as wide as Claygon was tall—floated just outside the circles, and a quill was busily scrawling notes along the parchment.

The yellow-robed wizard entered the chamber after Alex and Professor Jules and made an announcement: “Professor Jules and Mr. Roth may approach the council.”

“Yes, don’t be shy. Let’s get on with our meeting, shall we?” Councillor Kartika called from her throne, her six arms resting on six armrests.

As one, the two wizards walked along the white path, approaching the council. Alex took in each ruling wizard.

He recognised Kartika immediately, but some of the others looked interchangeable to him. Six of the council members—ancient human men and women—greatly resembled each other, all with sharp eyes and distant expressions. The opulent robes they wore ranged from brightly coloured, to more muted silks, though all were lavishly embroidered. Their staves rested in stands carved into the sides of their chairs.

The other council members—while also opulently dressed—were far more unique in appearance.

A beastwoman, with owl-like features whose large eyes were shielded from the magical sun floating in the sky behind a pair of dark monocles, looked down at them. Her graceful wings were folded behind her.

Another councillor was an elf with hair like spun gold and a deceptively youthful face free of even the finest lines; he was familiar, and it took Alex a bit to place him. In the courtyard of the university’s main castle, there stood two enormous statues: one was of an elderly human woman with plaits running past her shoulders, while the other was a tall, stately elven man.

This elf resembled the elven statue; a brother or cousin, perhaps?

Sitting across from the elf was an elephantine beastman, his wrinkles as deep as crags in parched soil.

Beside him was an entrancing woman with a hairless head, curving ram-like horns, and a complexion the colour of raspberries. Demon or devil-blooded, by Alex’s guess. Beside her was a man with hair like spun silver, wings of blinding white feathers, olive skin, and a neatly trimmed beard.

A halo of power shone behind his head.

‘Engeli-blooded, maybe,’ Alex thought as he entered the circle.

Before him—in the centre of the circle—the pathway’s white stones angled upward, forming a floating staircase, and a platform of white stone appeared in front of them.

Two chairs popped into being on the platform, facing away from the platinum doors leading into the council chamber.

The owl beastwoman gestured to the chairs. “Have a seat.”

The council’s floating thrones shifted position, breaking the circle, forming a line before the floating platform, bringing them face to face with Alex and Professor Jules.

Keeping their expressions relaxed, the alchemists took the offered seats… facing the ruling council of the City at the Center of Creation.

“Today,” the engeli-blooded man announced, “we will be hearing from Mr. Alexander Roth of Thameland, and Professor Vernia Jules of Generasi. Councillor Kartika, if you would provide the details of this case.”

“Certainly, Councillor Solaris,” Kartika said. “My fellow council members, we have entered a lucrative alliance with the Kingdom of Thameland to the northwest. Through this alliance, we have gained access to dungeon cores, which is a revolutionary material that we are still studying.”

“It’s quite remarkable,” an ancient-looking wizard—with a clean shaven head, and a white beard that fell to his feet—said. “My experiments with the substance have proven fruitful.”

“Thank you for that, Councillor Ebenhad,” Kartika said. “And for that reason, having access to the dungeon cores of Thameland is a boon to the city. To that point, King Athelstan Merciex and High Priest Tobias Jay have requested that Alexander Roth be exiled from Generasi, arrested, and turned over to their custody.”

“May we have the reasons for this repeated, for the record?” said another ancient wizard with short, stark white hair, and eyes that blazed with green fire looking out from a deeply lined face.

“Of course, Councillor Calliope,” Kartika said. “It is for religious and military duty. They accuse Mr. Roth of being an apostate and a deserter. Today, we will decide if that is true and—if it is—whether or not agreeing to extradite Mr. Roth will be in the city’s best interests.”

She looked down at Alex. “Today, we decide if it is Mr. Roth’s fate to remain in our city.”


Chapter 51


The Ruling Council of Generasi



The council of wizards looked down from their floating thrones, considering the young wizard with eyes that held deep wisdom and great power.

Meeting those eyes wasn’t quite as intimidating as holding Baelin’s gaze—especially if you didn’t know him—but it was uncomfortably close.

The Fool of Thameland tried reading their body language, looking for clues on how they felt toward him.

He called on the Mark, watching them closely, and…

…got little in return.

They were unreadable, statue still, calm, relaxed, almost emotionless. Each breath they took was even, controlled, and comfortable. Only the vaguest of curiosity marked their faces.

‘I should’ve known,’ the young wizard thought. ‘They’re centuries old, they’ve been ruling this city forever… any of them who couldn’t keep their intentions hidden wouldn’t have lasted this long. I’m sure they only show you what they want you to see.’

“Before we begin,” the elephant man spoke, “I would like to hear from Officers Ferrero and Gustavo. It seems they had a prior interaction with Mr. Roth in a legal capacity regarding criminal acts being committed in the city last year. Hearing from them could be useful in gathering information about his history… Perhaps they might offer a perspective that wasn’t included in their report.”

“Very well, Councillor Bwanatembo,” Kartika said, nodding to the yellow-robed wizard.

The bald woman closed her eyes and muttered a quick incantation.

Suddenly, a doorway appeared on the stone platform; Alex felt a pulse of teleportation magic as air parted, revealing a hallway within city hall where the two officers who’d interrogated him over a year ago were standing.

The pair looked just as stern as he remembered.

Stepping through the portal, and giving him only the slightest of glances, they faced the wizard-council.

“I am Officer Ferrero,” said the older of the two, bowing. Alex recognised his balding, greying hair, and pencil thin moustache.

“And I am Officer Gustavo,” the younger, bulkier man introduced himself in a gravelly voice.

“Welcome. For purposes relating to this meeting, I’ve learned that you officers questioned Mr. Roth on the matter of the demon summoner? Could you expand on that interaction for us?” the councillor asked.

“Certainly,” Ferrero stepped forward. “At the time, we were looking for anyone who might be involved in demon summoning for nefarious purposes here in the city, and Mr. Roth came to our attention under suspicious circumstances. It seems he had left his homeland to attend school here and avoid the Ravener upheaval that plagues his countrymen.”

“But,” Officer Gustavo’s gravelly voice cut in, “we had information indicating that he’d already had an incident with a mana vampire before arriving in the city. Our report said the creature was dispatched aboard the Red Siren… The timing of that event and his movements raised questions for us, since it would have been impossible for him to get to Generasi as fast as he did after leaving Thameland. Not without being teleported by someone, or teleporting himself, which wasn’t the case.”

“I see, and what was the explanation you received from Mr. Roth?” Councillor Solaris asked.

“That he left as soon as he received his letter of acceptance to the university, and so he was—I assume—supposedly travelling well before this… Ravener arose in his homeland,” Officer Ferrero said.

“And you believed this?” Councillor Bwanatembo asked.

“We did,” Gustavo said. “I’m trained to read people, Honoured Councillor, and he showed no signs of lying on that score. But, we still kept him as a potential suspect for a time.”

Alex remembered those dark days. Having plain-clothes officers following him around, being questioned like some criminal, and vowing to make a name for himself so he’d never be subjected to that kind of treatment again. Today might tell him how successful he’d been.

“I see,” Councillor Bwanatembo said. “And, of course, Mr. Roth had nothing to do with the demon summoner?”

“That’s correct. The only time he had anything to do with demons was when he saved innocent lives from them on Oreca’s Fall Island during the Games of Roal,” Ferrero said. “He was someone who was instrumental in keeping the number of casualties from being worse in that attack.”

“I see.” Councillor Solaris looked at Alex. “And when did you leave Thameland, Mr. Roth?”

Alex glanced at Professor Jules, who nodded.

“The day after I received my letter from the university… which was around the time the Ravener returned.”

During his and Professor Jules’ frantic preparations for this meeting, the two wizards had decided that one thing would stand firm.

They would not lie to the council.

“Mr. Roth, you are obviously excellent at keeping secrets,” Professor Jules had said while they huddled around her desk in her office. “But now, we must avoid deception at all costs. Better for you to tell the truth and receive their final decision than be caught in a lie later. Trust me, it will be much worse if you attempt to deceive them.”

Alex had wholeheartedly agreed.

He wasn’t about to volunteer information about the secret order inside the church, or the fact that Uldar was long dead, since the fallout from having those things exposed without careful thought and discussion could be devastating for the people of Thameland.

But beyond keeping that information to himself, he wasn’t going to lie to the council.

And so, Alex told what he had held back from the two investigating officers…

…and his words were met with a stunning lack of reaction.

Not a single councillor showed any interest in his revelation, nor did the two investigators.

“I see,” Councillor Bwanatembo said. “And how did you get to Generasi so quickly?”

“I was able to use a portal in the Cave of the Traveller,” Alex said. “The Chosen of Uldar, Cedric of Clan Duncan, had gotten rid of most of the Ravener-spawn in a dungeon that had sprung up there, and my family and I managed to get rid of the stragglers.”

“I see,” Bwanatembo said, glancing at the floating scroll.

The quill was blurring across the parchment.

“Are there any other reports that the officers wish to give us? Any other information that would be pertinent to this meeting?” Councillor Bwanatembo asked.

“None,” the two officers said in unison.

“Is the rest of the council satisfied?” the elephantine wizard asked his colleagues. “Are we free to move on?”

For the first time, Alex caught a tinge of emotion in his voice.

Was that… irritation? Agitation?

Councillor after councillor replied in the negative. “Then the council is finished with your statements. You officers may go,” the elephant-like councillor said. “If you wish to learn the outcome of this meeting, you can return to the waiting area.”

“Thank you, we will,” Ferrero replied.

“Very well then.” Bwanatembo nodded to the yellow-robed wizard.

She nodded in turn, waving her hand at the floating platform and muttering an incantation.

Another surge of teleportation magic.

The air parted beside the two officers, and they followed each other into the hallway.

With a soft hum, the portal closed behind them.

“Now, then,” Kartika said. “We’ve received a breadth of petitions from interested parties concerning this matter. The king of Thameland and his High Priest have—of course—petitioned for Mr. Roth to be banned from Generasi, as did one Priestess Alice of Thameland earlier this morning. Hers was co-signed by members of her congregation.”

Alex fought the urge to twitch.

“We’ve also been petitioned by quite a few groups arguing for Mr. Roth to stay in Generasi; the interested parties are staff members from the Roth Family Bakery, the captain and crew of the good ship Red Siren, the alchemy department and Thameish Expedition at the university, and a final one from Toraka Shale and her staff.”

“Has Chancellor Baelin made his opinion known, Councillor Kartika?” the elven councillor asked.

“He has not, Councillor Eleniel,” Kartika replied. “He, as of yet, has not returned to the university.”

‘Eleniel,’ Alex thought. ‘His name’s similar to the last name of the chancellor before Baelin.”

“A pity,” Eleniel mused. “My cousin’s successor’s opinion would be valuable here. In any case, proceed. Are there any other petitions to take into account?”

“None,” Councillor Kartika said. “Now that they have been entered into the record, we may proceed with the arguments. Professor Jules, Mr. Roth, which of you will speak first.”

“I will.” Jules got to her feet and cleared her throat.

“You have the floor,” the owl-like beastfolk said.

“Thank you, Councillor Tsgililuga.” Professor Jules bowed her head, then began addressing the wizard-council, “Honoured members of the ruling council, I am here to argue on behalf of Mr. Alex Roth so that he can remain in Generasi. I can speak to his character, his achievements, and his bright future. It’s my sincere belief that we can truly benefit from his continued presence in our city, and that his exile would harm Generasi’s future.”

And she elaborated, speaking to Alex’s accomplishments in his time at the university, listing them from his first project in her classroom, through his academic achievements in different departments, his innovations in alchemy, his understanding of dungeon cores, and his acts of heroism during the expedition.

“I think Mr. Roth’s heroism must be taken into account,” Professor Jules continued. “We have a host of brilliant alchemists here in our enlightened city, including myself and members of this esteemed council, but we have relatively few who have, at such a young age, demonstrated the ethical character, bravery, and dedication to this city and his compatriots as Mr. Roth has.”

Her eyes rested on Alex for a time, then she smiled. “I can truly say that it has been an honour to teach and mentor him, and that—judging by the ways in which he has distinguished himself—he will be a benefit to the city. He has shown that not only has he been blessed with great insight, but that he will turn that insight to the good of Generasi and those around him. While it was designed to be a great burden and a hindrance, the Mark of the Fool, in the hands of a rare few such as Mr. Roth, can actually be an incredible gift. As I am sure you have all been briefed, Mr. Roth has used it well for both our country and his own. With him in this city, I have no doubt that magic will take a fantastic leap forward, and Generasi will benefit from having a hero as great as he—and his companions—on our side.”

Professor Jules looked from one councillor to the next. “Thameland has shown itself all too willing to spurn heroes of Mr. Roth’s calibre, and sadly, that is to their own detriment. Let’s show them that we are better.”

As her last words rang out, the councillors watched her impassively.

“Are you done?” asked the demonic-looking woman.

“Er, yes, I am, Councillor Firenza,” Professor Jules said quickly.

“Very well,” the horned woman said, her voice crackling with heat and… something else. Something that seemed to be quietly trying to worm its way into Alex’s brain. “Does the council have any questions for Professor Jules?”

“None,” the wizards said as one.

“Then, you have our thanks and may return to your seat, Professor,” the demonic councillor said.

Jules and Alex exchanged confused looks.

Where were the questions? They’d expected at least a few.

Maybe even more than a few.

Alex’s stomach began to sink.

Had they made their decision already?

Should he get ready to teleport?

“Mr. Roth, you may speak now,” Councillor Kartika said. “Stand and say your piece.”

Alex’s mind began racing, he took two deep breaths, held them, then slowly released them, calming himself. He called on the Mark to guide his body language and help him display calm and confidence.

“Honoured councillors: Councillor Kartika, Councillor Bwanatembo, Councillor Ebenhad, Councillor Solaris, Councillor Firenza, Councillor Eleniel, Councillor Tsgililuga—” he named each councillor who had named themselves over the course of the meeting, and he didn’t stop there “—Councillor Calliope, Councillor Esposito, Councillor Striga, Councillor Maldici, Councillor Bianchi.”

He named all twelve wizard-councillors, demonstrating that he’d come prepared by doing his own research, that he respected them, and that he was engaged.

“I am not going to stand before you today and talk about how much it means to me to be here… though it does mean a lot. I’ve built a life for myself and my family here. I feel a connection to the university and to the city it stands in, but those things are personal to me,” he said. “I doubt they would matter much to you or for the reasons that we’re here today. So, I’ll leave all of that aside and talk about numbers and projections.”

And he did; informing the council in his own words about his businesses, about what he’d accomplished from the time he’d opened his first one, revealing how he’d grown them in the community, how they’d touched the lives of his customers and those he’d been able to employ. He talked of plans for the future, for innovations in industry, and magical science.

Alex argued for his life using tactics he knew well, using merit to justify his very existence in Generasi.

He was driven by a single goal: convincing those who held his fate in their hands that he was worth defying Thameland for.

Convincing them that he was worth the diplomatic problems that refusing Thameland could cause.

That he was worth keeping around at all costs.

He poured all he had into his words. All he could think of that might be relevant to these ancient wizards.

Then he paused, looking directly at them, ending his remarks with, “I don’t know if any of what I’ve just said will convince you, but I assure you, honoured members of the council, that I will contribute to the city for years and decades to come. If you’d just let me stay.”

With those final words, he fell silent.

And then…

“Can we not end this farce already?” Tsgililuga sighed, sounding irritated.

“I agree,” Councillor Bwanatembo echoed emphatically, looking to his left and right. “My opinion was reached before I even stepped foot in here this morning, and I have to say, I’ve heard nothing to change that. If anything, I’m more firmly in my position and see no need to waste time over this matter any longer.”

“I am in full agreement, Councillor Bwanatembo,” Kartika said. “Is everyone alright with putting this to a vote at this time, or should we ask more questions of Mr. Roth?”

“I have weighed the scales: a country against one individual,” Councillor Solaris said. “And my scale remains in the position it started in. Let’s put an end to this.”

“W-Wai—” Alex began.

“Then I say we vote and be done with all of this. If we vote now, we can enjoy an extended lunch,” Councillor Ebenhad said, his eyes twinkling.

“Indeed,” said Councillor Calliope. “Let’s take a vote on the matter and move on.”


Chapter 52


Citizen Roth



Alex fought the panic rising in his chest.

His face remained a mask of calm, while dread stalked through every fibre of his being.

The council had asked no questions.

Not one.

He’d had no opportunity to defend himself, explain his position, or even try to bargain.

They were ready to decide his fate, and from the way they were acting, it was clear which direction they were leaning toward. In desperation, he prayed to the Traveller, watching each member of the council, trying to pierce their masks, searching for any hint of their true feelings.

Of course, he found nothing. They were masters at concealing what they were thinking, and he was a novice compared to these ancient wizards.

Professor Jules leapt from her seat. “Councillors!” she cried. “Councillor Kartika! Shouldn’t we discuss this⁠—”

The councillor held up two of six hands. “My fellow honourable councillors have the right of it,” she said grimly. “We have considered the evidence you’ve brought before us, the petitions on Mr. Roth’s behalf—as well as those against him—our relationship with Thameland, our need for dungeon cores, and the development of Generasi in the future. This hearing was more of a courtesy, than anything; to see if you or Mr. Roth had new information that would shift our opinions.”

“But we have heard nothing to make us do so,” Councillor Solaris said, his voice as deep as the crack of doom. “The information you brought before us today was either already known to the council, or only served to enhance what we knew. The matter is settled; now our will can be done.”

“But—” Alex started.

“The wizard-council of Generasi’s rulings are absolute in this city, Mr. Roth,” Councillor Ebenhad said. “As you are about to learn. Listen to our verdict with dignity, at least.”

Before Alex could continue, Councillor Firenza raised her hand.

“We will now vote on the following issue: Is the Thameish wizard known as Alexander Roth, also known as the Fool of Thameland or the Fool of Uldar, to be extradited to the custody of the crown of Thameland and the church of Uldar?” she asked. “Or will he be allowed to stay in the City of Generasi. Is the question understood?”

“It is,” the council echoed.

Rage burned hot in Alex like boiling lava, eating away his earlier fear and panic.

After everything he’d done.

After all he’d sacrificed.

This was how it was going to end?

Everything he’d done to get to Generasi, the battles he’d fought within its walls, all the time he’d spent researching, finding solutions… in the end, was this all it was worth? Was he—despite everything he’d given to this city, his name, his reputation—still nothing more than a useless Fool?

A tool of a dead god?

No.

It was not going to end this way.

Not if he could help it.

If he teleported away, he could grab some supplies from home and be in the Rhinean Empire in no time.

“Then let us cast our votes,” Councillor Firenza said. “All those in favour of extraditing Alex Roth to Thameland, voice your vote.”

Guards tensed below the platform.

Alex reached for the Traveller’s power in his soul…

The council chamber was silent.

It remained so.

What was⁠—

“Very well, all those in favour of allowing Mr. Roth to remain in Generasi?” Councillor Firenza said.

“Aye!” the wizards said as one.

Alex gaped, stunned into silence.

Before his mind could catch up, several councillors raised their hands.

Councillor Solaris was first. He smiled. “I put forth the motion that Alex Roth—and his sapient family members—be offered immediate citizenship to our wonderful city.”

A few other councillors shot him hard looks, slowly putting their hands down.

“Councillor Calliope,” the engeli-blooded man turned to the ancient councillor, looking directly into her blazing green eyes. “Might I trust your department to accelerate the citizenship process?”

“Why, yes,” she said. “In light of Mr. Roth’s achievements and service to the city—as well as the services provided by Claygon and Ms. Lu—I believe we could have them swearing oaths to the council and the city by the end of the week.”

“Excellent, then does anyone oppose citizenship for the Roth family?” Councillor Solaris asked.

Kartika glared at him.

“Nay!” the council replied.

“Very well, then the motion passes. Alex Roth will not be extradited to Thameland against his will—and furthermore—he and his family will enjoy the full protections, privileges, and responsibilities of a citizen of our fine city,” Solaris pronounced. “Let this be recorded.”

“It is done,” the yellow-robed wizard said.

“And with that,” Bwanatembo smiled at Alex and Professor Jules, “I do believe it is lunchtime. You two must be stressed. Why don’t you join us for our repast? We have a private dining hall at the very top of this building with an absolutely marvelous view. There’s nothing like a little food, a little conversation… and a bit of midday wine or cocktails if we’re feeling naughty, to de-stress. Go, summon your family from the waiting room, and we can all enjoy a nice meal together.”

Alex, still gaping, looked at Professor Jules. “What just happened?” he whispered.

She gaped back at him. “We won… other than that? I have no idea?”

[image: ]


“I have a quaint little seaside villa on the southern coast of the island, beyond the Barrens,” Councillor Bwanatembo was saying, smiling at a very surprised Alex and a very shocked Theresa. “The estate is a fine one, and from the tallest tower, one can actually see the coast of the southlands on a clear day. I keep plenty of game stocked in my preserve—beasts and monsters from all over the world—and wine?” He smacked his lips. “You really should come down. I actually have some security gaps, I think one of your golems would nicely resolve⁠—”

Soon he found himself standing with another councillor in the dining hall.

“You know,” Councillor Calliope said, her green eyes burning. “I have a great-great grandson about your younger sister’s age. I think they would get along famously, and you would love my great-granddaughter’s family; they have a compound on an island off the eastern coast, and the fishing there is something I think would make even your taste buds sing. Why don’t you join us one day? We might be able to work out a little contract. Perhaps my family could supply some seafood for one of your restaurants.”

“Oh, er, I run bakeries, for now,” Alex had said.

“Ah, but you could expand into seafood, couldn’t you? It’s very lucrative. Roth Family Fin and Flounder has a nice ring for an eatery, doesn’t it? You know, I have the perfect lot that would suit such a venture. I think a partnership⁠—”

Other council members joined in with their own pitches.

“Citizenship was my idea, you know,” Councillor Solaris said, with Councillor Firenza at his side. “I looked into this… Fool of Uldar business.”

“Absolute barbaric nonsense,” Firenza said. “It reminds me of when those of demonic blood were persecuted. I couldn’t let such a thing happen to you.”

“We couldn’t,” Solaris agreed. “You know, though, speaking of not letting certain things happen, it just so happens that I’m in charge of research and development for Generasi’s navy, and it’s come to my attention that you’ve been doing wonders for a certain shipping company’s nautical endeavours. Perhaps we could have a little chat?”

“Only after my chat.” Firenza chuckled, her eyes flashing. Again, Alex noted the hypnotic quality of both her face and her voice, a voice that again seemed to worm its way into his mind. “I have been making forays into some personal blood magic research and was quite amazed to learn that you were able to forge the bond of a blood familiar—” her eyes flicked to Theresa “—and I wonder if you both would meet with me under more private circumstances to compare notes. If we put our heads together⁠—”

More conversations.

More offers.

More councillors trying to forge connections between Alex and their own interests.

It was overwhelming, and the Thameish wizard’s—soon also Generasian wizard’s—reeling brain could barely keep up.

Things had moved so quickly, Alex was still stunned.

After the verdict, Theresa and Claygon had joined him, Professor Jules, and the twelve councillors for a leisurely lunch in the private dining hall overlooking the city on the top floor of the building. Glass walls allowed for a perfect view of the city, the Prinean, and the countryside. Comfortable chairs—gilded, silken, and stuffed—invited one to sink into them and never leave. At the very centre of the room stood a graceful fountain carved in the shapes of the four dragon statues outside.

They were all seated around ovular tables, enjoying a lunch of grilled seafood, wild rice, blackened red peppers, and smoked root vegetables.

The food was excellent, of course. The city had standards to uphold, after all, but the richest part of the meal wasn’t the food; it was the lively interaction between various councillors, Alex, Theresa, and Claygon. Business offers flew throughout the meal. After introducing themselves, these wizards revealed what they were truly after, a connection with the Roth family and new opportunities and partnerships. Many eyed Claygon, their admiration plain. They grilled Theresa about hunting dungeon cores and building security teams. They asked Alex about dungeon core essence and applications for it, about aeld trees and his staff. All of the attention almost made Alex’s knees buckle.

For the better part of an hour, he’d barely managed to exchange a word with Theresa, Claygon, or Professor Jules, but—finally—he managed to slip away and get Councillor Kartika alone.

“What happened?” he choked out, bewildered. Theresa and Claygon were near the fountain surrounded by the rest of the council. “I thought you were going to send me away.”

“Really?” Kartika’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Whatever for?”

“Because you said… that… you all weighed the weight of a kingdom against an individual or something like that. You talked about the dungeon cores… I was even told to listen to your verdict with dignity!” Alex hissed.

Kartika laughed quietly. “We did weigh the possibilities, and we found the value of yourself as an individual far outweighed the value of your kingdom.”

Alex flinched, not knowing whether to be insulted on behalf of his people, or to feel complimented.

Kartika continued, “I mean this with no offence, but—aside from the dungeon cores—Thameland has little to offer us. Nothing, actually, Mr. Roth. It’s far less advanced than we are in magic and in many other areas, their natural resources—again, aside from the dungeon cores—are not unique. While the realm does have excellent farmland, we do not need new sources of food in the city. In short, if your king loses his temper with us, we lose little of value.”

“But what about the dungeon cores?” Alex asked.

She chuckled darkly. “We have the right to harvest them under our treaty, and that contract says nothing about needing to extradite a ‘Fool of Thameland’ to preserve it. If your king tries to block us from our research or harvest, he will be in direct violation of our agreement, and all the funding we have been sending his way will dry up. We have been feeding and armouring Thameland’s soldiers, keeping King Athelstan’s treasury full, and providing equipment for his vassals. If he wants to financially devastate Thameland, he is free to go against us. Further, if he tries to block us from our activities… well…”

The councillor’s smile was decidedly evil. “We would be authorised to use our military might to protect our own interests. And naturally, we have analysed that scenario. Thameland loses all military conflict with Generasi about ninety-nine times out of one hundred. Occupying their land would invite unruly actions like guerilla warfare against us… but crushing a few armies that are trying to block us from harvesting dungeons? Child’s play.”

She placed two hands on his shoulder. “But you, Mr. Roth? You have value. You have a lot of value. Your businesses are improving Generasi’s culinary culture and—in time—might prove to be a fine point for tourism across the Prinean. Not to mention most of us get our breakfasts from you each morning.” She winked, giving him a broad smile. “You’ve succeeded in making significant alchemical breakthroughs⁠—”

The councillor gestured to Claygon, “—and they’ve already proven that they could change the course of history. You have developed new golems, an exceptionally fine staff, and even new developments in nautical travel. And—if I understand this ‘Mark of the Fool’ correctly—that’s only the beginning. You are progressing your talent at this early stage of your life. But once you fully come into your own and have finished your training in alchemy? Your situation will only improve.

“We have great expectations for you, Mr. Roth. We can see that you—and your cabal—are talents worth having around. Your young sister’s potential for fire magic could prove a great boon to our city… Letting such a family go would be absolutely foolish. And since we are all too old to be that foolish, we were never going to let you go. That wily bastard, Solaris, even decided to suggest your citizenship first—which was my idea, by the way—to get you to owe him something.”

Alex could barely understand the depth of what happened; it was far more than he’d ever expected. He, a baker’s assistant from Alric, had more value than his entire realm to one of the most powerful ruling councils in the world.

Was he dreaming?

Had he hit his head on something?

After he’d been interrogated by Ferrero and Gustavo last year, he’d vowed to build his reputation in Generasi to have value to the city, but was he worth this much? So much that his entire country could be cast aside as no more than a bump on the road to dungeon cores?

“When… when did you decide all this?” Alex asked.

“Two days after I sent you the letter inviting you to council.” She chuckled. “This was mostly a formality; and that’s why you were told to have dignity. If we are going to have connections with you, we can’t have you breaking down in the middle of council.”

She extended two hands toward Alex to shake his. “So, welcome to Generasi, new citizen. I’m sure we’ll be able to help each other a great deal. Oh, and on that point, I have a wonderful property in the city with a fantastic view. It was an investment property, but I’d be willing to part with it at a reasonable price, in exchange for a golem or two. Perhaps even a trade would work. Oh, and by the way, we’ll need to get your citizenship finalised before any meetings with King Athelstan take place.”

Alex stared at her, hardly hearing her words.

He should be ecstatic.

He’d won.

But… what if he hadn’t developed the ‘worth’ the council found so desirable.

Would he have been dragged off in chains?

As conflict touched his spirit, he could only wonder.


Chapter 53


A Mixed Taste



“Well, we won.” Theresa smiled, taking Alex by the hand.

“I guess… so,” he said, squeezing her hand in his. “I guess we actually won.”

The huntress and wizard stood together, looking through a window in the ruling council’s dining hall.

The twelve wizards had departed. After finishing their extended lunch, they’d returned to their duties.

They’d left the Roth family and Professor Jules behind.

“Unfortunately, we’re short on time, but feel free to stay and enjoy some dessert,” the elven Councillor Eleniel had said. “It might not be quite as fine as the fare you serve, Mr. Roth, but our chef is offering a gelato sweet cream with freshly baked tiramisu today. I think you’ll all enjoy it. I’ll be sending you a messenger construct in the next few weeks. You ought to have tea at my vacation home, north of the Rhinean Empire. This time of year, the snows have already come, and the landscape is as fresh and lovely as you’ll find anywhere.”

And so the council had left Alex with the run of their dining hall… and both a growing sense of relief and a deep bitterness brewing in his chest.

“You know, Kartika told me they’d made their decision days ago. That they’d pretty much only held this meeting as a formality… and I guess so that I’d kinda be in their debt?”

“I could believe that,” Theresa said. “I’ve never had so many invitations to so many fancy places in my life.”

“I know,” Alex said. “And I just keep thinking about… what if I was still just Alex from Alric?”

“You were never ‘just’ Alex to me,” Theresa said.

“I know.” He smiled at her. “But to most people, that’s who I was.”

“So, what’re you saying?” she asked.

“Well, you saw that guy that got dragged away before our meeting started, right?” He frowned. “The guard captain was saying how uncompromising the ruling council is. I think if I’d still been ‘just Alex,’ right now, I’d be in some jail cell somewhere being prepared to be sent back to Thameland on the first ship heading there. Unless they sprang for someone to teleport me there, I guess.”

He looked over the crashing sea. “I know this doesn’t sound… like it makes any sense, but the fact that the only reason I wasn’t sent home was because they thought I was more valuable than our entire country… just doesn’t feel great. Like that’s a big compliment, but am I really worth so much? Is our realm worth so little?”

“Well, when you put it that way…” Theresa said quietly. “It doesn’t sound real great, does it?”

“No, but this is what I wanted, isn’t it?” He looked at her, his eyes haunted. “I mean, I’ve spent so much time and effort trying to make myself as important as possible in Generasi; to make myself so important, they couldn’t get rid of me very easily. And I accomplished what I’d set out to do. I’m important enough that they’re giving us all citizenship—if we want it⁠—”

“I definitely want it,” Theresa said quickly. “Even if I want to travel the world… having this as my home? Bringing my family—our family—here? That’d be such a dream.”

“Yeah, I agree,” he said. “I want that too. I mean, our lives are so much better than they were back home, but if I wasn’t so useful to them, they wouldn’t give two shits about any of us. They wouldn’t care that you and I have a life here, they wouldn’t care that I’m working hard with my professors, they wouldn’t care that you’re a beautiful, awesome hunter who’s going to be my wife⁠—”

“One of the councillors actually offered us their villa as a wedding venue,” Theresa said, looking shocked.

“Really?” Alex sputtered. “Holy hells, they’re trying hard—but that’s just it! They wouldn’t care about any of us if I wasn’t Alex Roth—businessman, golem crafter, wizard, researcher.”

“Don’t forget Hero,” Theresa threw in. “A lot of those councillors were telling me and Claygon that we were Heroes to Generasi. They even talked about us speaking to some of their soldiers…”

“Wow.” He shook his head. “That’s something. But yeah, that’s it, that’s the only reason why they’re trying so hard for us. It’s the reason they’ll defy our king… At the same time, if Thameland was worth more to them, then I’d be on the first ship back home.”

“Yeah…” Theresa agreed. “And you’re sore about that?”

“I shouldn’t be,” Alex admitted. “But something about that doesn’t feel real good.”

“It’s the nature of things, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules’ voice came from behind them. Her mouth sounded full.

The alchemist and Claygon were leaving the dessert table. Naturally, Claygon had nothing in his hand, but Jules was eating enough for both of them. She’d piled enough gelato and tiramisu on a plate to feed a family of four.

And she was shovelling the dessert down with a vengeance. “We’ve talked about this before, Mr. Roth. Keep in mind that it’s the nature of the world. Often those who have no means, but great need, receive no help. But those who have means, talent, resources, or power—whether they have need or not—are the ones who have an abundance of aid rained down on them like… well, rain.”

“Does it really… work that way?” Claygon asked.

“It does,” Professor Jules replied. “I’ve told Mr. Roth in the past that even I am guilty of such behaviour. In the end, I have only limited time and resources to go around. Who should I spend my time helping? Someone who is barely putting in an effort and has only the barest spark of talent? Or someone who is already excelling, but could go much further if their full potential was fed?”

She sighed. “In the former case, I would get an average student. In the latter, I might get someone like Mr. Roth—a major credit to my department and an incredible resource to the entirety of the study of alchemy.”

“I think… the first student you talked about… would be grateful… even if they didn’t go far in life…” Claygon said.

“Very true, perhaps.” Professor Jules shrugged. “Or they might only be taken to the level of ‘average’ and hold the belief that I wasn’t trying hard enough to access their ‘true talents,’ while in reality, they’ve already exhausted the limit of their natural gifts for alchemy. Help is not guaranteed to be rewarded with gratitude.”

She glanced at the dining hall behind them. “Then we have the ruling council of Generasi. Here are the most politically savvy wizards in the entire realm, who had to be sharp—and at times ruthless—to gain their positions. Do you think they would pour their resources into causes of the heart, unless such causes were of personal interest to them? Mr. Roth shines brightly among the new generation of wizards at the university, as does his entire cabal. The council is doing what’s logical.”

Professor Jules looked at Alex, Theresa, and Claygon. “In a decade, I think your family will be well-known in Generasi. In two, you might be one of the most powerful economic and magical forces in the city. By the time Selina is old enough to be a grandmother, I suspect you will wield the sort of power and authority that would directly influence the council’s decisions. They know this, and are building relationships and ties with you now while you’re young. As I said, Mr. Roth, it’s the way of things.”

“But… that way kind of sucks, doesn’t it?” Alex asked. “Like, I get it, I totally do, and this is what I wanted but… now that I’m here, it feels almost…”

“Oily? Slimy?” Jules asked.

“Yes,” Alex said.

“To that, all I can say is that we did not make the world or the way power works, Mr. Roth. We were simply born into it. Perhaps Baelin is old enough to have shaped the very rules of civilization and even certain aspects of natural law, but you and I are not. We simply suffer or benefit from what is reality. You have suffered a lot in your earlier life, Mr. Roth. Now you are benefiting, and—in my book—you deserve it. If you disagree, then use any influence you gain from these old councillors to help those you love and people you believe in. I’m no sage, but I see no other way.”

Alex looked at her, then at Theresa and Claygon.

The huntress looked back with empathy.

He could feel his golem’s relief and determination emanating through their link.

To them, today was a victory.

Even if he felt conflicted, he should embrace that.

Taking a breath, he let go of his ambivalence.

In the end, he wasn’t ‘just Alex from Alric.’ He hadn’t been for a long time, if he was truly honest. Now, the choices he’d made, the work he’d put in, the people who cared about him, and his own dumb luck were coming together to help him and his family.

Perhaps he should recognise and appreciate that.

“Alright,” he said. “I don’t know what the future holds, but… I’m going to have to get better at reading people if I’m going to have dealings with those councillors. They’re next level. But that’s a later problem.”

He looked at Professor Jules. “I guess I’m about to be a subject of Generasi… does that mean this whole thing ends? The king can’t demand a citizen of another country be brought to him ri—Well, actually.”

Alex gave that some thought. “I’m still a subject of Thameland, I guess, even if I’m also a citizen of Generasi. And in the king’s mind, I’ve ‘committed the crime of desertion,’ so he could still ask for me. I think he’s got less of a leg to stand on than before, though.”

“Indeed, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules said. “And—if he were to order his soldiers to attack you, he would be attacking one of his subjects… but also someone who is a citizen of Generasi. He would be wise to think twice before harming you.”

“I don’t think that’s going to stop the hidden church, though,” Theresa said. “They’re only answering to Uldar.”

“Maybe… it will slow them down?” Claygon asked.

“Only one way to find out.” Alex smiled for the first time in hours. “I guess it’s time to prepare for our meeting with the king.”

“That it is, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules said. “This will be your final battle for freedom from your god’s disgusting destiny for you.”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “And I can’t wait to fight it. It’s time to be done with this. It’s time to be free.”
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When King Athelstan Merciex rode out from his capital, he did so equipped for war.

His glittering plate armour—covered in enchantments—sheathed his form as he sat astride a charger, the pride of the royal stables. The shield of the ruling house—passed down for generations since the days Uldar walked the land—was strapped to his saddle, while the royal sword hung in a scabbard at his waist.

The king’s honour guard surrounded him, their polished armour gleaming, reflecting the morning sun. Lances were held high, their shields at the ready. Banners—both their own and those of the House of Merciex—fluttered on the tips of their lances, as did crimson plumes flowing from their helmets.

Ringing the circle of knights were priests and soldiers sworn to the church of Uldar, with the white hand of their god emblazoned on their tabards.

Beyond them, a smaller army of knights, soldiers, and rangers rode. The latter scouted ahead and behind, ensuring the countryside was free of Ravener-spawn.

The safety of their charges mattered above all else, for beside the king, rode Court-Wizard Errol, High Priest Tobias Jay, and his holy council.

The very crown jewel of ruling power within the boundaries of Thameland was riding out that morning, and should they meet with ambush and massacre, it would mean the devastation of the realm.

But their purpose was divine and in the service of Uldar, so none could stay behind.

For it was on this morning that they rode out to unite the five Heroes of their god.

Today, they would meet with a delegation from Generasi.

Today, they would bring the Fool home.

So intent were they on that purpose, that they did not notice two members of their council—Mother Charity and Father Lee—communicating with subtle hand gestures as they gripped the reins of their horses.

Nor did they notice the sly glances the two council members threw toward ruins and distant trees dotting the fields around the road.

Nor did they notice the other members of the hidden church, who had long infiltrated the army’s ranks.


Chapter 54


Rockmoot



“It’s way too early for this,” Thundar grumbled, flying effortlessly through the early morning sky over Thameland. “Way too early.”

“The earlier the better,” Prince Khalik replied, Najyah beside him. “The sooner this comes to an end, the sooner I shall be able to breathe easier.”

“You and me both, brother,” Alex said. “You and me both.”

Morning had found the delegation from Generasi leaving their castle in Greymoor as the sun barely crested the horizon and the night’s frost still clung to the fields.

The air was still, and the sky uncharacteristically clear. Despite a slight chill in the air that promised the coming of winter, the sun’s growing warmth seemed at odds with the time of year.

Its light beat down on the forests, fields, and rotting bodies scattered throughout them.

Ravener-spawn carcasses dotted Greymoor’s forests, strewn across fields and woodlands well past Generasi borders. Corpses—torn asunder by spell and steel—were left to rot where they fell.

The number of dead monsters scattered about the wilderness counted in the hundreds… but the sight of that much death was not unexpected. Ravener-spawn attacks were increasing, growing worse since the battle at Uldar’s Rise.

The monsters were ravaging Thameland, attacking soldiers and priests travelling across the land; Greymoor had grown to be a favourite target. Hardly a day went by without the vicious creatures piercing its borders, only to be beaten back or killed by Watchers of Roal and mercenaries manning Generasi’s outposts.

Yet, the attacks persisted.

It was clear that something had happened to cause the Ravener to escalate.

Alex hoped his people’s resolve would hold.

“Maybe we’ll be able to put our differences aside today,” the young wizard whispered, looking at the formation of flying wizards. “That is, if today doesn’t end with violence… but if it does, at least we’re prepared.”

Alex understood how understated his words were, considering that most members of the Generasi delegation around him didn’t only look like they were prepared for violence.

They looked more like they were prepared for outright war.

The young wizard was in the centre of a formation flanked by Professor Jules on one side, and Councillor Kartika on the other. The councillor was along as representative of the city council, while the alchemy professor represented Chancellor Baelin and the university.

Above them flew Alex’s cabal; Prince Khalik had Najyah beside him, with Isolde and Thundar on either side. His three cabal mates were armed and armoured for battle.

Below Alex was Theresa, Claygon, and Brutus, the cerberus—despite having flight magic cast on him—was crouched on the iron golem’s broad back, refusing to look down.

Grimloch, clad in his powerful armour and gripping his deadly maul in one hand, soared behind.

‘I wish we could have brought some of Uldar’s gear from his armoury,’ Alex thought, looking at his friend’s equipment. ‘Everyone here has good weapons and armour, but nothing like what we found in his sanctum; that stuff was unique. But that also means it’d be easy to recognise by any priest who’s seen drawings of it in old records, and since we don’t need them asking a bunch of questions we don’t want to answer, maybe it’s better if it remains hidden, at least for now.’

He looked at the Watchers of Roal. Dozens flew in a swarm surrounding the delegation, their eyes constantly watching the ground. Among them were wizard-warriors, including an iron golem, and the leonine captain from city hall.

All were poised and ready for what might come, whether it be an attack from Ravener-spawn or anything else.

The last member of their delegation was someone Professor Jules insisted accompany them.

“If we can’t have Baelin with us, then it is best we take another of the school’s more dangerous resources,” she had said to Alex and Kartika the night before. “He is sworn to protect the school and its students, but… make no mistake, he is very dangerous.”

If someone didn’t know much about the university, they might have assumed Professor Jules was referring to a dragon or war golem that was attached to the school.

Alex knew better; there was only one entity she could have meant.

He remembered a conversation he’d had with Baelin when he was offered a place on the expedition.

The chancellor’s goat-like eyes had twinkled, then he’d snapped his fingers. “Now, there’s some paperwork I need to go through quickly, then I’ll need to get some signatures from you. If I do not, then I am fairly sure Hobb will kill me.”

Alex had snorted. “Like Hobb could kill you.”

Baelin had paused. “Let us just say that it is a good thing for the city that we have no reason to fight.”

He recalled the chill that had run down his spine as he’d imagined an apocalyptic battle between the ancient wizard and devil.

And now, that ancient devil was right there with them as they made their way to meet the king of Thameland…

The blue-skinned, horned devil—his clothes perfectly pressed and straightened—flew a little to the side, his monocle gleaming in the early morning sunlight. Registrar Hobb’s expression was a mask of calm, completely impenetrable.

From time to time, Alex watched him with concern. If Baelin was with them rather than Hobb and things turned bad with the Thameish delegation, he was fairly confident Baelin would show them mercy… probably.

He had no such illusions about Hobb.

At the moment, his strongest memory of the registrar kept playing through his mind—the time he’d turned those demons that invaded university property into a small mountain of ground meat.

If things went wrong with the Thameish delegation this morning, he hoped the devil would show some restraint. Even if the king did want him in chains, he didn’t want to see the king filleted.

And there were a lot of ways that things could go wrong.

‘By the Traveller, I can’t wait for this to be over,’ Alex thought, squinting ahead.

The fields and forests of his homeland spread out before them as he watched for a specific landmark—a circle of megalithic stones that had been used as a meeting place from the most ancient days of Thameland.

Rockmoot.

It was an area considered neutral ground by both parties—halfway between Greymoor and the capital of Ussex—with wide open skies and clear fields for miles around. With no forests to hide in, there’d be nowhere for assassins or armies to conceal themselves, minimising any chances of treachery.

Yet, Alex wasn’t naive enough to think the day would pass by without at least one scheme being hatched.

The hidden church had been surprisingly quiet.

Too quiet.

And if he was the First Apostle, this meeting would be too tempting not to take advantage of, considering it was taking place so far from Greymoor.

He’d be stunned if the secret church didn’t try something.

‘Either way, we’ll find out soon enough,’ he thought.

Theresa pointed ahead. “There! Rockmoot’s just over there!”

Ahead, the woods fell away to a sea of green grass stretching out for miles. The terrain was flat, contrasting the rest of the hilly and forested landscape; the contrast was striking, even unnatural in some ways.

From what he’d learned about Rockmoot—when preparing for the meeting—the ancient Thameish chiefs had ordered their people to clear and excavate the nearby hills, resulting in land that was as flat as the surface of a tranquil sea.

At one time, the area would have been littered with tree stumps where the forest once stood… but now, there was only tall grass, perennial herbs and other plants swaying in the morning light.

A hill ascended from the sea of grass, and from that hill rose the megalithic stones marking Rockmoot. Enormous rocks formed a circle on the hilltop, sitting like a stony crown atop its surface.

A painting in Uldar’s sanctum came to Alex’s mind, it depicted the god helping his people raise stones in what looked like the same formation.

Rockmoot wasn’t the only place in Thameland where a stone circle could be found, but he still wondered if this was the spot where Uldar helped his followers all those centuries ago.

‘I might never know for certain,’ he thought as they approached the hill.

“Fan out!” Watcher Hill barked, leading her warriors at the head of the wizards’ formation. “Check the fields! I want to know if anything’s in that tall grass that shouldn’t be there. It seems we’ve arrived first, let’s not waste the advantage!”

“Guardians of the Hall,” Councillor Kartika said, her voice carrying to every ear within the wizards’ group. “Support the Watchers.”

“Come, let us join them,” Khalik said.

“Yeah, I’ll help—” Alex started to say.

“I think not,” Isolde cut him off. “You are likely the primary target of any enemies lying in wait. So, please, do not make their jobs any easier, Alex.”

“She’s right, you should stay with the Councillor, Registrar Hobb, and me,” Professor Jules said.

“Do not worry, Father…” Claygon said. “I’ll watch out for everyone who is scouting the area.”

“Same,” Grimloch rumbled.

“Just sit tight, Alex,” Theresa said.

The young wizard sighed. “I suppose that makes sense.”

The formation separated; most Watchers, wizard-warriors, and Alex’s companions spread out and landed, combing the area for signs of an ambush.

Thundar and six Watchers soon returned to the sky.

“We didn’t find anything out there,” the minotaur shouted, looking down. “I caught the stench of Ravener-spawn, but it’s old. Nothing living, except for maybe a few animals, has been around here in a long time.”

“Good to hear,” said Watcher Hill. “Let’s get to the stones.”

Professor Jules, Councillor Kartika, Hobb, Alex, and a heavy guard of wizard-warriors and Watchers landed in the centre of the stone circle.

“You can see for miles from here,” Kartika observed, folding her six arms behind her back while gazing around the landscape.

“It’s defensible,” Watcher Hill said. “Anyone with bad intentions would have a hard time reaching this place with any sizable force without us seeing them.”

“In other words, a very good place for a meeting,” Alex commented.

“Hmmmm,” Hobb said, both hands clasped behind his back. The horned devil examined the standing stones. “I see.”

He didn’t elaborate.

“Registrar, do you detect mana underground, below the hill?” Professor Jules asked. “Anything that might indicate a dungeon? It would likely be mana that’s thick and unpleasant.”

Hobb cocked his head, raising an eyebrow.

“Aside from the mana staining everything in this land—which I assume belongs to this Ravener—there is nothing below us,” he announced. “Will the Thameish delegation arrive soon? I have paperwork waiting for me at school.”

Professor Jules checked the position of the sun. “They should be here soon.”

“I’ll go up and watch for them,” Theresa offered, flying to the top of a standing stone.

“Najyah will join you,” Prince Khalik said.

Ruffling her feathers, his familiar spread her wings and soared into the sky, circling higher and higher above the hilltop.

An abrupt gust of wind filled the air with a sudden chill.

Alex gripped his staff as the aeld emanated apprehension.

“Don’t worry,” he whispered. “We’ll be okay.”

Of course, he couldn’t know that for sure.

He was merely hopeful.

Time passed, the Generasians waited, taking up positions against the stones. Hobb conjured some comfortable chairs, arranging them in the centre of the circle, and the councillor, humming softly to herself, gladly took a seat.

The others were much too tense to consider sitting down.

‘Are you… ready, Father?’ Claygon asked in Alex’s mind.

‘Maybe?’ he internally replied. ‘It’s not every day you meet your king.’

‘But… he is only partly your king now…’ Claygon thought. ‘Did you… remember your proof of citizenship, Father?’

‘It’s right here.’ Alex tapped his satchel.

The bag contained a waxed leather container that held a document stating that he was now a legal citizen of Generasi, with all of the rights, responsibilities, and protections that entailed.

He could hardly believe it.

There were a number of benefits that came with citizenship—most he hadn’t had time to consider yet, but for the time being, the key one he was interested in was that he could show King Merciex that… he was not entirely his subject any longer.

The full legal ramifications of this new situation weren’t clear yet, but for now, he hoped the document would restrain King Merciex from being too eager to claim him.

“Be ready!” Khalik shouted, startling the delegation. His eyes were unfocused. “Najyah sees an army coming this way with banners flying high. Some bear the symbol of Uldar. She also sees a man with a crown among them.”

“This is it, then,” Professor Jules said solemnly.

“Hold now.” The prince paused. “She sees… oh. The Heroes are with the king.”


Chapter 55


The Fool and the King



“The Heroes are with the king.”

Prince Khalik’s words stunned the group waiting at Rockmoot, stopping all conversation for a time.

‘What?’ Alex wondered. ‘No one said they’d be here. They weren’t even mentioned.’

“Are you sure it’s them?” Theresa looked at Khalik sharply before turning back to their surroundings. “I don’t see anything.”

“Najyah is sure,” Khalik said grimly. “Drestra, Cedric, Hart, and Merzhin all ride at the king’s side.”

Alex and Professor Jules looked at each other. “Did you hear anything about them being here?” he asked her.

“Not a word. Did you?” she asked.

“No. And I’m not sure I like it. Maybe it’ll be fine… but, I don’t know about this.”

Since Carey’s funeral, Alex had neither seen nor heard from his fellow Heroes. Much of their time would have been taken up fighting the increasing number of Ravener-spawn threats throughout Thameland as well as trying to root out the Ravener.

With new dungeons springing up like mushrooms in a forest, the Sage, Saint, Champion, and Chosen were barely able to keep up with them lately.

Alex was surprised they’d even have time to be at this meeting.

Yet, not only were they here, they were beside the man who wanted him in chains.

His thoughts ran wild.

‘They might have been compelled by the king and the high priest,’ Alex thought. ‘Maybe they were busy fighting dungeons and hunting the Ravener, then he ordered them to accompany him. Or maybe Merzhin turned on us, or the hidden church got to them. Maybe the secret church has miracles that can control a person’s mind.’

That possibility made the hairs on the back of Alex’s neck stand up.

‘Maybe the First Apostle can control them through one of his interdictions,’ he thought. ‘Or maybe… maybe it has nothing to do with the hidden church. Maybe they’re here to help me, but then why come with the king? Not to mention that being at this meeting puts them in a bad position.

‘What happens if it comes out that the Heroes knew I was the Fool for months? Would they be threatened with chains too? Will I have to try to help them?’

Alex shook his head.

Too many possibilities and too little information; he couldn’t work any of it out.

He shared some of what he’d been considering with his companions, keeping anything about the hidden church to himself.

“We have no idea why the Heroes are here,” Alex said to the others. “But they’re our friends, they’ve shown us that, so let’s just assume that they’re on our side.”

The paranoid—and cautious—part of him wondered if something had changed their positions.

Maybe he didn’t know them as well as he thought he did.

He pushed the thought aside.

‘Trust them,’ he thought. ‘They’re your friends… well, except for⁠—’

“I suggest we watch Merzhin closely,” Prince Khalik suggested. “As far as he said, he is on our side, but we do not know how true that is. This will be his test. The others, I have trusted with my life; I know they would not betray us.”

The confidence and conviction in Khalik’s voice sent a spike of shame through Alex. He couldn’t believe he’d had doubts about Cedric, Hart, and Drestra.

Fear, desperation, and paranoia could do strange things to one’s mind.

Even Theresa had learned that the hard way.

They exchanged a look and a nod, likely thinking the same thing.

‘It… will be okay, Father…’ Claygon spoke in his mind.

“Yeah, it will be,” Alex said.

The group fell into an uneasy silence as the king’s party came closer.

“Okay, I see them now,” Theresa said.

“Me too,” Grimloch announced moments later.

Alex squinted in the direction they were facing, only seeing a vague mass in the distance. It gradually changed to a flash of steel in the sunlight, and finally, the army began materialising.

Khalik wasn’t exaggerating.

King Athelstan had brought an army.

“There must be half a thousand of them,” Theresa said quietly, standing on a megalithic stone. She began stringing her bow.

“Well, we came ready for war,” Councillor Kartika said lightly. “And it appears so did they.”

“They’re serious about this,” Professor Jules said.

“And so am I,” Alex added.

The Generasians fell into a resolved silence as the king’s army made their way to Rockmoot. The closer they came, the more knights, soldiers, and war priests Alex saw, all riding in tight formation. Ahead and behind them, alert rangers scouted the grass, eyeing the Generasi sentries with distrust.

In the centre of the formation rode the Heroes.

A single glance at their body language calmed many of Alex’s earlier fears. He saw no signs of betrayal when they looked up at the hilltop. Their body language showed nervousness, some confusion, but openness. When they’d spotted Theresa on the stone, they’d waved to her unguardedly.

There was no closing up of demeanour, no tension, no anger.

It seemed that most of the Heroes hadn’t come to Rockmoot with any intention to betray.

But Merzhin?

His body language screamed tension.

The slight Saint of Uldar’s eyes darted around like he was expecting Uldar’s corpse to spring from the tall grass. He was constantly throwing anxious glances at the king and the High Priest of Uldar while gripping his horse’s reins hard enough to make his hands tremble.

‘Maybe he’s having second thoughts about who he should be supporting,’ Alex thought. ‘I hope not, though. I hope he’s still with us.’

The king’s army fanned out around the Generasians, encircling them and the hill in a deep ring of steel. It was a largely useless display. The wizards could easily fly out of the encirclement, but their options would be reduced.

And judging by the number of priests holding crossbows, they were ready for battle against even opponents with flight magic.

Alex looked at the priests and soldiers with suspicion.

‘It’d be hard for them to ambush us since there’s so much open space around the hill,’ he thought. ‘But it wouldn’t be hard for secret church members to embed themselves in such a massive force of bodies.’

No sooner had that thought crossed his mind, than the song began.

Cries of surprise swept through the priests of Uldar as their holy symbols began to sing. Surprise quickly turned to alertness, and then…

“There!” a priest pointed in Alex’s direction.

“The Fool!” another shouted.

“At last!” cried another.

Murmurs, shouts, and prayers of thanks to Uldar ran through the army and—for a moment—it looked like they would rush up the hill to try and capture Alex. Emphasis on try.

King Athelstan raised his hand, eyes fixed on the Fool. “Order,” he commanded.

And immediately, there was order.

With a single word, he quieted the zeal of his entire army.

Alex’s eyebrows rose. ‘That’s a form of power I haven’t seen before.’

As he was considering the king’s power, a man rode to the front of the army and approached the hill.

“Announcing King Athelstan Merciex! The ruling monarch of Thameland, possessing the divine right of rulership as so granted by Holy Uldar himself!” the herald cried.

Alex swallowed.

The king of Thameland was younger than he’d imagined, but his eyes were old and his expression hard.

He was flanked by a cluster of knights, priests, and two old men in fine robes, as his horse cantered up the hill to Rockmoot. The Heroes followed close behind.

When Athelstan reached the hilltop, his herald dismounted, taking the king’s reins before the monarch dropped from the saddle, his armour lightly clinking when his boots touched the ground. Everyone in his party followed his lead as the monarch led the way into Rockmoot.

Councillor Kartika rose from her chair. “We meet again, King Athelstan.”

“Greetings, Councillor Kartika,” the king said, his voice low. He looked over the gathered Generasians. “I see you have come in force.”

She looked at his army. “So have you.”

“Mm, but this is my realm,” the king said.

“And our delegation is in a dangerous, monster-infested wilderness,” Councillor Kartika said. “We felt the need to protect ourselves.”

“Of course,” said Athelstan.

For a time, the king and councillor exchanged greetings and pleasantries, giving Alex time to examine his body language and that of his two companions. He recognised the pair from Kartika’s description of them, since she’d met them before.

The older one—High Priest Tobias Jay—had quieted his holy symbol but was watching Alex closely… looking somewhat surprised. The other man—Court-Wizard Errol—seemed unsurprised, though his eyes barely strayed from Alex’s staff.

Cedric was looking at Alex with an apologetic expression.

The Fool of Thameland nodded to the Chosen.

“So, you are the Fool of Uldar,” the king suddenly said.

Alex pulled himself from his thoughts and looked directly at the king. The older man’s eyes were searching; probing to discover what kind of man this fifth Hero was.

The young wizard bowed his head, searching the king’s body language. He seemed confident, authoritative, and… desperate?

“I am Alex Roth of Alric, your majesty,” he said, his tone respectful and gracious. “Some call me the Fool of Thameland, though others see me otherwise.”

“Excellent,” the king said, nodding to Tobias Jay. “You’ve given us the runaround for quite some time.”

“I was⁠—”

“No, I do not think you need to speak.” The king held up his hand. “You deserted your people in their time of need, but no more. From today, you will do your duty. Understand, you will be punished for your desertion but that can wait until the war is over. Depending on how you support the other Heroes, you may be granted leniency. Now come, it is time to submit yourself to our custody.”

Cedric opened his mouth to speak, but Alex spoke first.

“With the greatest respect and honour, your majesty,” the Fool of Thameland bowed once more, “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

Murmuring, which swelled to jeers and insults, ran through the Thameish contingent.

“Coward!” someone called.

“Deserter!” shouted another.

“Treasonous cur!” cried a knight standing behind the king. “You may be a Hero, but you are the least of them!” the woman spat. “You are also a commoner and a subject of both the throne and your divine liege. Fall to your knees now and beg for forgiveness!”

“No, my lord,” Alex’s tone was forthright. “I cannot do that.”

The king looked the Fool up and down, his lip twitching. “You might be frightened, boy, but master your fear and retain your dignity. You cannot defy your duty.”

“Who says that?” Alex asked.

“Pardon?”

“Who says that I cannot defy that duty, or that I have not been doing it?” He pointed to his chest. “Your majesty, I have been doing everything in my power to end this war. I’ve been fighting dungeons, battling Ravener-spawn, and researching ways to end the Ravener’s reign of terror. The ‘duty’ you speak of would have me dead, your majesty. But by following it my way, I can be of far more use to our people.”

“That is not for you to decide,” the king said simply. “And I am sorry it has come to this.”

The king looked at Councillor Kartika. “Councillor, I am afraid I will have to use force to obtain my subject.”

“And I’m afraid that we will need to use force if a foreign power attempts to capture one of our citizens,” she said evenly.

The king paused. “What?”

“Mr. Roth has a copy of a document in his possession which he and his family have received from us,” she said. “It states that by authority of the ruling council of Generasi, they are now citizens of our realm due to their valuable contributions to our city, which also takes into consideration their future contributions to Generasi. At present, they enjoy all rights, responsibilities, and protections citizenship provides them.”

“You had no right to do that,” High Priest Tobias said.

“We did, actually,” Councillor Kartika replied. “We have offered citizenship to those who have migrated to our wonderful city on many occasions. They are not the first, nor will they be the last.”

“But he is a subject of my realm,” the king said.

“And he is also a subject of Generasi,” Councillor Kartika insisted. “He is both your subject and our citizen… unless, of course, you wish to let him go. We’ll gladly accept him.”

Behind the king, Drestra pressed a hand to her veil, stifling what might have been laughter.

“I have no intention of ‘letting go’ the Fool of Thameland.” The king sounded offended. “I do not know what is happening here, but while this does not violate our agreement, it does sour relations between us.”

“And I am sure we can work that out,” Councillor Kartika said smoothly. “After all, my understanding is that the Fool is the least valued of your Heroes. Surely, with the proper incentive, you could be persuaded to let him go.”

“If I may, my king?” the high priest spoke up.

“You may,” King Athelstan said.

“This goes beyond the laws and citizenship requirements of both realms. This is a divine decree that we must fulfil. That is above the laws of mortals.” Tobias Jay took a step toward Alex. “Even if we must capture a citizen of Generasi, Uldar’s will must be fulfilled and—Wait, who are you?”

Hobb had stepped between the high priest and the Fool.

“I am afraid I cannot let you do such a thing,” the devil said, looking into the eyes of the holy man. “Not under the pacts by which I am bound. Your divine law means nothing to me. After all, devils have little use for the so-called divine.”


Chapter 56


Heroes, Devils, and a King



“Under the Regulations of the University of Generasi, all students of the school will have the freedom to attend—as long as they are of sound mind, pay tuition, and follow both university regulations and Generasian law—until such time as they graduate or withdraw under their own will. Your god is not a Generasian authority, and therefore, your forcible removal of a student from their studies not only breaks university regulation⁠—”

Hobb took a step toward the high priest.

The scent of brimstone rose into the air.

The devil’s eyes glowed like hellfire. “But would shatter it. And I—as the Registrar of the University of Generasi per the pact between myself and one Chancellor Baelin—will not allow anyone to ruin my ledger.”

Knights surrounding the king bristled as many hands reached for sword blades.

“Registrar!” Professor Jules cried. “There is no need for threats.”

“It is important to establish the parameters of any negotiation,” the registrar said. “Otherwise, one might get the impression that certain things are negotiable… that are not. For example, say that you decided to offer Alex Roth to King Athelstan in order to quickly broker peace. If Alex did not consent to this, then I would be forced to step in. The deal you made would be nullified by my need to fulfil the bargain struck between me and the chancellor, which would cause unnecessary grief to both you and this king.”

“Then you do not bargain in good faith!” the high priest shouted.

“Neither do you,” Alex countered. “Your excellency, you came to bargain with another state, but if you’re just going to cite divine law as an excuse to do whatever you want, then this isn’t really bargaining, is it?”

“Ah, from the mouths of babes,” Councillor Kartika said lightly. “He is correct. I think we both came here with no intention of letting go of what we want.”

“It would seem that way,” the king sighed, pressing his fingers to his temples. He squeezed his eyes shut. “I do not want to do battle with Generasi.”

“And I don’t want to do battle with Thameland,” the councillor agreed.

“So then, how are we to resolve this?” King Athelstan asked. “This devil will not let Mr. Roth come to us unless he consents to surrendering himself. Our god will not allow us to simply overlook the Fool’s desertion.”

“With respect, your majesty,” Prince Khalik said. “You are bound by the law of the divine, but you also have the divine right of rulership; in the absence of Uldar, you are his delegate. Your word is law in his eyes, by my understanding. If this were not the case, then no monarch who rules by nature of divine right could make any decisions unless they ask permission from their deity. Your deity has not spoken or given any sign on this matter, so you would have freedom to decide as you wish in relation to Alex. And he is not necessary for the other Heroes to succeed in their task.”

“Your majesty, the Heroes of Thameland have slain the Ravener without the Fool in the past, have they not?” Isolde added. “Is Alex’s presence truly necessary for your victory? I ask this with respect.”

The king looked at them both. “You two speak as though you have dealt with matters of this scale before… which makes me wonder just who you all are. There is also precedent to consider. It is true that other Heroes have defeated the Ravener without the Fool by way of necessity. Their Fool had either died or disappeared, unable to be recovered. I cannot just let the Fool go when he is standing in front of me. In future cycles, what message would that send? No, he must fulfil Uldar’s divine duty.”

“Your majesty,” Alex said, moving beside Hobb. “I am fulfilling my duty. I fight Ravener-spawn, delve dungeons, and research the Ravener’s end. I support my kingdom; I haven’t run off just to drink wine and eat grapes all day. I did things in my own way, sire. I am most useful where I am.”

The king—now forced to listen to Alex—looked at him with more consideration.

Tension hung heavy in the air—the young wizard doubted that most in the king’s delegation expected him to be present, or for the Generasians to put up such a fight to keep him—and the threat of violence seemed close.

He watched the soldiers eyeing Claygon, the other iron golem, and Grimloch, as though considering their chances against them.

From their demeanour, the answer seemed to be that they would fight, but they wouldn’t like it. Alex could sympathise; he wouldn’t want to fight them either.

“Your majesty,” Court-Wizard Errol said. “You could always have the other Heroes bring the Fool home.”

“Surely our young Heroes would make short work of this devil,” the high priest said derisively.

“I am not so certain that things would be that easy,” Errol looked at Hobb closely.

The devil simply smiled back.

“I do know this.” Errol looked at Professor Jules and Councillor Kartika. “We have good relations with each other, and I am sure you want to preserve those relations in the current state. I know I certainly do. I won’t pretend to be a master of devil summoning, but I know enough to recognise just how powerful that individual with you is. But our Heroes are also powerful, and they’ve been working with your expedition to grow stronger. If we come to blows, a lot of people, on both sides, will die.”

His focus turned to Alex. “If you are as dedicated to Thameland as you say you are, young Holy Fool, then you will come with us willingly. You are both a subject of Thameland and Generasi; both sides have reason to come to blows over you. If that happens, then it is likely that many of us—including the people who have come here to argue on your behalf—will die. Some of the Heroes could die as well.”

“Preposterous!” High Priest Tobias said.

“Tobias, it is possible. There are devils around who can be devastating even to Uldar’s Heroes. But I do not think this devil is so powerful that such a fight would be free of casualties… especially now that we know of the secret the Sage was keeping.”

The court-wizard glanced at Drestra, who refused to look at him.

“I’ve been talking for too long: Alexander, you must come with us, willingly,” the court-wizard said. “If you do not, then the battle that results could not only cost you your life, but also the lives of those willing to protect you.”

King Athelstan looked at Errol, his eyebrows rising in respect. “Impressive.”

Alex glared at the old wizard, his teeth grinding.

It was a threat, and not a terrible one.

But—no matter what happened—he could not allow himself to be taken. Not now. Not after all he’d gone through… unless…

‘I could go with them,’ he thought. ‘And simply teleport away. Then they’ll only have reason to blame me, not Generasi. But… what happens if there’re secret church members hidden among them? If that Third Apostle is with the king’s army, then I could be dead before we even lose sight of the hill. No, I’ll need another plan⁠—”

Before he could say anything, Cedric cleared his throat.

“Ah, jus’ one wee problem wit’ your fancy plan there, Errol,” the Chosen said, stepping forward to stand beside the court-wizard. He held up his left hand—covered in the morphic weapon in gauntlet form—and wiggled his fingers. “I sure as shite ain’t battlin’ Alex.”

“Hah! I was wondering when we were going to jump in.” Hart stepped forward to stand beside Cedric. “Too much standing around, so I’ll just make what I say simple and quick. I’m not fighting the Fool, king. No way.”

“That goes for me as well.” Drestra walked up beside the Champion and Chosen. “You invited us here to support you, but the only reason I fight in this war is to destroy the Ravener. I will not throw spells at the very people who’ve been helping us.”

Her reptilian eyes outright glared at Tobias. “Those who’ve been helping us more than any priest has at home.”

“How dare you?” Tobias cried, looking at Merzhin. “What does the Holy Saint have to say?”

Every eye fell on Merzhin.

This was his moment of truth.

The smallest Hero looked around anxiously, biting his lip. His arms hugged himself, and he resembled a drowning sailor desperately seeking a raft to cling to.

He shifted his weight back and forth from foot to foot.

Then, with a groan, he looked skyward.

“Guide me,” he whispered, coming up beside the other Heroes. He bowed to the king and the High Priest. “Forgive us, your excellency and your majesty. I do not believe that capturing the Holy Foo—” he paused. “That capturing Alex would be in our, or Thameland’s best interest.”

Merzhin looked at Alex. “He’s been doing good work in Generasi, generating knowledge that will help end this war forevermore. We cannot risk him by taking him into battle. With his research lost, we could lose our chance to defeat our great enemy permanently.”

“Aye, he’s been aidin’ us.” Cedric clapped Merzhin on the shoulder. “He didn’ tell no lies about helpin’ us.”

“In a way, he’s already fulfilling his holy duty in a manner more useful than if we had taken him with us into the field,” the Saint said. “I beseech you, kind king, let him continue. Maybe this path is the one that will truly save us.”

“And maybe this was Uldar’s will,” Drestra said, knowing better.

“I—” the court-wizard began speaking.

“Hold now.” King Athelstan held up his hand. “You speak as though you have known of Alex Roth’s true identity for some time.”

Silence followed.

The king’s eyes bore into the Heroes. “Did you know of him?”

“Aye,” Cedric said.

The king’s eyes hardened. “How long?”

“Long enough,” Hart said.

“What does that mean? When exactly did you learn of him?”

“We knew when we needed to know,” Hart’s voice rumbled. “Your majesty,” he added after a beat.

“It’s as they say, your majesty.” Alex bowed his head. “I’ve been working with them in my own way, and I’m going to disagree a bit with Merzhin; I can now protect myself on the battlefield. I’ve had to work hard to find ways to defeat my enemies, but I found them. But, your majesty, I need to be able to research and do battle against the Ravener-spawn. I can’t just follow the Heroes around, setting up camps for them and cooking their food. I’ve made myself into more than what people like Galloway and others believe the Fool is. Please, let me be more. That’s the thing, I never did desert Thameland; I retreated to find my own way to fight. My own battle to fight.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “And I have found that way. I’m going to continue fighting that way until the Ravener is destroyed.”

He looked at the court-wizard next. “Court-wizard, why fight for something that’s worse than what you already have? I am helping out in the war effort. I’m already helping the Heroes, and I’m serving my purpose—not in the way that everyone else has said I should—but in a better way. Even if the Heroes agreed to fight me, would you throw away so many lives just to have me be less useful to Thameland? I’m not some village dullard who Uldar stamped with a jester’s face. I’m not a coward or a sneak thief. I’m not some piece of trash.”

“The divine plan of Uldar dictates you must be with the Heroes…” Tobias Jay insisted, though Alex could see something shifting in his body language; the old priest was wavering.

The change had started the moment the Saint spoke; the words of the Heroes were pressing uncertainty into his mind.

“It does,” Alex said. “And am I not with the Heroes? I have fought beside them on the battlefield as well as supporting them in my role at the university and the Research Castle. My friends and I have shed blood and bled to help Thameland. How can I be any closer to the Heroes than this? And what would Uldar h—” The young wizard paused, coming close to referring to the god in the past tense. “What would Uldar want? He’d want to end the war, wouldn’t he? He’d want the Ravener gone forever.”

Alex looked at the king. “So what do you say, your majesty? You’re the vassal of Uldar and the ruler of his kingdom. What will you do?”


Chapter 57


Harmony



“Father, what does ‘harmony’ mean?” Prince Athelstan asked.

“Harmony is the music of civilization,” his father said. “It is the melody that binds mortals together under divine law and social contract.”

It had been a cold winter night some decades ago.

Athelstan had been in his bedroom.

He remembered the fire crackling in his hearth.

Its flickering light. The crack of burning wood. Its smell.

Even after all these years, that memory was as clear as the sun.

And—while the fire burned—his father had spoken of harmony.

“Where did you hear that word?” the king had asked his son. Strangely, his image was… vague in Athelstan’s mind. Like an impression of his father, seen through a murky piece of glass.

“In Father Tobias’ sermon this morning,” Prince Athelstan said. “He talked about harmony between Uldar’s people and bringing folk like the clans and the witches in harmony with everyone else. What’s that mean?”

“Hmm, let me see now,” the king had said with a frown.

Athelstan remembered his father’s expression.

That look of confusion in his eyes. Like he was lost for a moment.

“Ah yes, I remember.” The king’s eyes had then lit up. “I suppose my earlier explanation was poetic, but a little useless. Harmony is when folk get along, working toward the same purpose—or similar purposes—in peace with one another. When your mother and I make the same ruling on something, then we are in harmony. When the lords are happy and listen to each other, they are in harmony.”

“When my friends and I fight, we’re not in harmony, and when we play together, we’re in harmony?” Athelstan asked.

His father smiled, ruffling his son’s hair. “Of course, you are. Of course you are.” Then that smile faded. “When you are grown up and married, it will likely be the time that the Ravener returns. By then, I will be old but will still be king. You and I will have to work with the Heroes of Uldar to ensure Thameland’s safe for all people in our land. Together, we must work in harmony.”

Of course, his father had only been half right.

Decades later, the Ravener did return, but Athelstan’s father was long dead, taken by a disease of the brain that had begun even when Athelstan was a boy. And now, he was king.

And the king pondered the word ‘harmony’ once again.

‘I had heard the Heroes were in disharmony,’ he thought, looking at the Sage, the Saint, the Champion, the Chosen… and the Fool. ‘But are they truly in disharmony? I would have to say not. They are in harmony with each other, but not with me.’

He looked to the sky. ‘Does that mean I am picking the wrong side? Am I going against Uldar’s will by sewing disharmony among his Heroes? Am I here to confirm that the Heroes are on the right path? Or is it the opposite… have they all strayed? Has the Fool been misguided, along with the others?’

His hand rose to the holy symbol of UIdar around his neck. ‘What are they to do? What am I to do? They wish to end this war forever, and I only wish for the same thing: an end to this cycle of ever-returning devastation. But is this righteous? Is their way right? Or are they going against Uldar’s plan? What is the correct choice? What will bring harmony?’

Suddenly, there was a cry from behind him.

“Treachery!” a man shouted. “The Fool means to kill the king! Strike him down!”

Bows twanged.

War cries filled the air.

And King Athelstan’s heart plummeted.
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It happened so fast.

One moment, the king was silently considering the situation.

The next, a flurry of activity came from his army. A group of soldiers and priests had unslung bows and crossbows, aiming them directly at Alex. They were fast. Trained. Ready.

And it was clear someone had signalled them.

Priests cried prayers to Uldar as they and the soldiers loosed a volley of bolts and arrows. The missiles burned with white light—divine energy pouring into them—swerving toward Alex like hungry snakes.

He teleported out of the circle, away from his companions.

But the volley continued sweeping toward him.

‘Fine, let’s see you catch me when I’m fifty miles away,’ he thought.

He was ready to teleport again…

When a devil’s word struck the air.

“Halt,” Hobb said, his hands still clasped behind his back.

An immense power smote the volley, freezing the arrows and bolts mid-flight. The missiles shuddered in the grip of Hobb’s devilish power… and Uldar’s blessing bled away.

Alex tensed, expecting a second volley.

But it never came.

He stopped where he was, looking over the Thameish army. “By the Traveller!” he said.

Every member of the army who’d struck out at him was frozen, as still as statues. Their faces contorted, fighting to move, but found they could not even make a single finger twitch. Nearly a hundred attackers were neutralised by a single word.

Hobb spoke again.

“Fall.”

There was an impact with no sound.

The missiles’ shining light faded, and the volley dropped to the ground like rain drops. Steel points and wooden shafts soundlessly struck the standing stones, quietly rolling into the grass.

Soldiers fell; each attacker buckled, tumbling from their saddles and hitting the earth as silently as snowflakes. None cried out. None groaned.

They simply could not rise, nor move, as though a great weight pressed down on them.

“I will waste no time on grandiose speeches,” said Hobb. “But know this: you cannot win.”

“I think they can see that,” Alex muttered.

“Let our people go, devil!” Tobias barked.

“I have not hurt them, which is a mercy.” Hobb looked back at him evenly. “I would suggest you keep better control of your subordinates.”

“You dare⁠—”

“Tobias!” Errol warned. “Be careful! What would you have us do, your majesty?”

“Hold! Hold!” the king ordered, glaring at his army. “I swear I will have the next one of you who draws a weapon drawn and quartered!” He looked at Hobb. “Release them.”

“Your majesty,” one of his knights spoke up. “Someone said they saw him with a weapon.”

“Then they need their eyes checked. I saw no such thing!” the king snapped back. “Devil, release them.”

Hobb smiled sweetly. “Very well, as long as they respect your authority this time. But I warn you, the next time they make me do my duty, I will be less gentle.” He looked at those he’d paralysed. “You may move.”

And they did.

The immobilised Thameish attackers suddenly relaxed, flopping on the grass like dying fish. Exhaustion was clear in their body language.

“This is an affront.” Councillor Kartika glared at the soldiers. “I understand that your soldiers would be dedicated to your safety, but shooting at shadows endangered us. They also attacked a citizen of Generasi and threatened the life of a councillor. This is duplicitous and wars have been started over less!”

King Athelstan glared at her, his face shining with sweat. “You knew that Alex Roth was the Fool, and you chose not only to show a lack of cooperation with my kingdom, but you actively protected him by granting him citizenship. You are protecting a deserter of Thameland. A Hero of Thameland who fled his realm. These actions could mean war.”

“With respect, your majesty, I didn’t know or care what a Fool of Thameland was until recently. And I didn’t know this Fool was Alex Roth until even more recently,” she said, crossing her uppermost pair of arms. “And even then, he is a citizen of Generasi. He has committed no crime under Generasian law and that—as far as I am concerned—is a private matter between you and him. I will not extradite him, and will protect him as a Generasian citizen.”

“He is also my subject and a subject of Uldar,” the king pointed out.

“And since he is both of our subjects, until we can resolve this by way of diplomacy, then any act against him is an act of aggression against a proud citizen of our city. And just to warn you—while you may decide to pursue this and him within your borders—any attempt to send a military force or espionage unit into our city will be viewed as a direct act of aggression.”

King Athelstan’s face turned red and his eyes hardened.

“We have been nothing but cooperative with you in our joint endeavour, your majesty,” Professor Jules said. “We have been helpful and our coffers have kept your treasury full and your people fed. Our research has helped you in your battle against the Ravener. Will you turn this relationship sour over one man, King Athelstan?”

“I am willing to overlook the attack on our delegation if you cause no further harm to our people,” the councillor added.

“Please, your majesty,” Alex said, teleporting beside the Heroes. “I am on your side. Please don’t do this. I am trying my best for us all.”

The king frowned.
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The king’s soldiers had only acted with his best interest in mind.

But this was still a terrible embarrassment.

Some jumpy scout must have thought the Fool had a weapon in hand, even when it was obvious he did not. Perhaps his staff might have proven dangerous… but Alex Roth had not shown a single action of aggression.

He had shown harmony.

But what of King Athelstan; his warriors and priests acted without his word, making them seem churlish and undisciplined. To Councillor Kartika, it would have seemed like he hardly had control over his own subjects.

The Heroes had chosen the Fool.

His troops had acted without his orders, jumping at shadows.

He was not in an enviable position…

Could he step away? Could he let the Fool act as he wished? What message would that send?

“Your majesty, if I may,” High Priest Tobias said. “Perhaps… this is part of Uldar’s plan.”

“What do you mean, Tobias?” the king asked.

“The Fool and the Heroes seem to be aligned… perhaps it is we who were wrong,” he said quietly. “Uldar works in mysterious ways, and the troubles we have seen in Thameland, perhaps they are not because we did not have the Fool at our side, but because we failed to recognise that he was already by our side. If even the Holy Saint speaks of the Fool supporting the other Heroes, then I cannot believe Uldar is against him. Perhaps, this is the way it was meant to be.”

“I see…” King Athelstan said. “And you, Errol?”

The court-wizard frowned, then looked at Councillor Kartika. “You—in some ways—took a subject from our king. Would compensation be on the table?”

Kartika smiled. “I thought you’d never ask. We could see that King Athelstan is fairly compensated for the fact that we granted citizenship to one of his subjects.”

The court-wizard looked at the king. “I think this is the path of least resistance, your majesty.”

Now King Athelstan looked at Alex Roth.

Truly looked at him.

And he saw not a Fool… but a Hero.

“Swear that you will continue to find a solution to the Ravener,” the king said. “Swear that you will apply your skills and knowledge against our great enemy to see it destroyed.”

“I swear it,” Alex said. “I’ve wanted to do that since the day I was branded with the Mark.”

“And do you accept this?” He looked at the other Heroes.

“Aye, we do,” Cedric said.

The others echoed his words.

The king sighed.

Harmony.

Who was he to destroy it?

“Very well!” King Athelstan’s voice carried over Rockmoot. “Then let it be known. On this day, I declare that the Fool of Uldar, Alex Roth, is hereby pardoned for the crime of desertion and flight from his duty… for it seems he never left his duty. As the Heroes are in harmony with each other, I will not see their union shattered. Alex Roth will have the freedom to research and battle as he and the other Heroes see fit. We are done here.”
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Alex’s heart leapt.

A heavy weight lifted from his shoulders.

His spirit soared.

At last, after two years of hiding, he no longer had the threat of becoming a prisoner in his own realm to fear.

The hidden church would still want him dead.

The Ravener would still want him destroyed.

But right now?

He couldn’t care less.

Right now, in many important ways, he was finally free.

And that opened the door to new possibilities.

He would celebrate this day.

He would return home.

Then he could finish his training in teleportation.

And finally get to unlock the secrets of the Mark of the General.
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“Odd,” Hobb whispered to himself, watching relief spread through the Generasi delegation. He looked up at the sky, tasting the Ravener’s poisonous mana.

It was familiar to him.

He felt no need to share that.

After all, whispering such knowledge did not fall into his pact or his duties.

And it would be more amusing to watch these mortals discover it themselves.

“Come, let’s go home now,” said Professor Jules.


Chapter 58


The State of the Empire and Journey’s Preparations



Several weeks had passed since the king of Thameland pardoned the Fool. Several weeks since Alex Roth was freed from the threat of chains, Thameish priests, and kings.

But he hadn’t spent that time resting, contemplating, or celebrating.

He’d spent it training.

By day, he’d attended class and studied with Professor Mangal in her tower, preparing for his first relational contract summoning. By night, his time was spent teleporting across the Prinean, the Barrens of Kravernus, or building golems with Toraka Shale.

It became his steady routine until he was finally ready to travel to the Irtyshenan Empire.

And—on the morning of the first weekend after midterms—he prepared for his first journey to find Kelda’s sanctum.

“Waterproof sleeping roll, check. Magical fire producer, check. Back up flint and tinder, check. Magical water purifier, check. Self-erecting tent, check. Potions, check.” Alex stood in front of his kitchen table, taking careful inventory of his supplies. “Enchanted rope, check. Week’s worth of rations, check. Cleansing supplies, check. Portable timekeeper, check. Mapping kit, check. Snow blindness-reducing goggles, check. Alright, I think this should do it. Oh right, and I can’t forget you.”

He picked up the aeld staff that he’d leaned against the table, its many crystalline blooms glowing. A new one would blossom each time Alex introduced new magics into it and much like its wielder, it had grown considerably.

The aeld staff was giving off waves of anticipation, seeming eager for this new adventure, almost as eager as he was.

Though not everyone was as eager about the journey as he was.

“Are you really not taking me with you?” Selina asked. “I’ll be helpful, Alex. I really will. I mean, look!”

His sister was sitting at the head of the table—the only place not taken over by his supplies—watching him pack while Brutus rested one of his heads in her lap.

The young girl raised a hand and spoke words of power.

Alex felt a tingling warmth as fire-tinged mana surged.

An orb of flame burst into life, floating above her palm. It was a simple first-tier spell, but he felt sheer power and heat emanating from it. The flame shone with a bright light that was barely flickering; it was unnaturally uniform and controlled.

“See, I mastered Orb of Fire.” She smirked.

“I was there when you mastered it.” He smirked back.

“Yes, but it’s even stronger now. Look, the orb is bigger and it’s flickering less,” she pointed out. “I’ve got better control of its heat.”

Alex nodded, looking at his sister closely. “That you certainly do. You’ve grown a lot, haven’t you?”

And she had.

Months now passed since her twelfth birthday party, and during that time, Selina Roth had entered a growth spurt. She was eating twice as much as she used to, and looking noticeably taller each month. Her voice was more mature, her face more angular, and she was starting to embrace most of these new touches of maturity.

Her shape was changing, and—to her horror—treacherous pimples started to erupt on her face like weeds in a flower bed. Luckily for her, Alex’s alchemy skills let him craft potions that kept her face from being a complete crater of angry, unwelcome, pus-spewing bumps.

“I am growing,” she said. “That’s why I can be helpful. The empire’s cold, right? My fire can keep us warm.”

He frowned. “I know we should be spending more time together, Selina, but I don’t think the Irtyshenan Empire’s the right place for that. It’s dangerous, from everything I’ve learned.”

“But you’re not going into the Empire today, right?” she said, pointing to a map spread over the table. “You’re going to—Kymiland, right?”

“And Kymiland’s bordered by the Irythsenan Empire on three sides,” he said. “It’s also the most forested realm in the entire continent, and those forests are full of monsters.”

He recalled a passage from a book Baelin had quoted from over a year ago:

“We tracked the rune-marked, and within the Western Borders of Kymiland, with all of its foul and treacherous barbarians and savage monsters, we lost sight of the light of Mount Titarsios and we slipped from the gaze of The Virtuous Gods within the vile trees,” the chancellor had read.

“For days, we wandered, battling the hordes of barbaric elves, savage forest humanity, and even the foreign firbolgs. We were tired and our guards were down. Our guide—one of the Bloodwalkers—caught the movement before the rest of us. The beast was unknown to us: humanoid—as though its form were mocking us—stinger-toothed, and with great claws on its fingers. Its hide was like thousands of scabs and turned away good imperial steel. We lost Agreus, Zevchen, and Bolg in the first few seconds. Our Bloodwalker went after it, and thanks to her enhancements, she managed to finish the beast off. She did take a mortal wound, and we had to retreat with her before the trolls came; they always arrive at the scent of blood.”

If the passage was to be believed, then⁠—

“Kymiland is full of monsters, Selina, and—if Kelda was there—then she probably left traps or other things to stop the hidden church. It’s too dangerous to take you there right now, not until I see things for myself,” he said.

“Awwww…” She made a face. “Claygon gets to go.”

“Yeah, well, he’s over ten feet tall, made of metal, and can probably pick up and throw this entire building. He can handle Kymiland.” He laughed. “Speaking of Claygon…”

Alex reached out mentally. ‘Did you and Theresa find our guests yet?’

‘I did, Father… We are on our way… home… we should be there soon,’ Claygon said in his mind.

‘And you’re sure they don’t want me to just teleport them here?’ Alex asked mentally.

‘No, Father… They said they are fine… with coming there… the ‘old fashioned way,’’ Claygon replied.

He looked at Selina. “He said he’ll be here soon. Which means we should be ready to go in an hour or two. Me, him, Theresa, and Brutus,” he said pointedly.

“Ugh, I can’t believe everyone gets to go but me.” Selina rolled her eyes.

“It’s not so bad.” Alex chuckled. “It’s only a day trip, really.” He traced his finger along the map. “I can teleport a hundred and twenty miles at a time now, so that’s about sixteen jumps to get there using maximum power. That should leave me with plenty of power to get back home later.”

“Then why do you have all this camping stuff?” Selina asked.

Alex sighed. “Because you never know, Selina. You never know.”

Before she could answer, sounds of a door opening, followed by hushed voices and massive, metal feet coming upstairs reached them. “Ah, there they are. Welcome, everyone!”

“Hello… Father…” Claygon said, stepping into the dining room.

Behind him was Theresa, Captain Fan-Dor, First Mate Gel-Dor, and Lucia. The shipping company head and the captain were already deep in discussion despite—as far as Alex knew—having met only an hour ago.

Good.

With the pair getting along so well, his plan would be easier.

“Welcome, sit down! Sit down!” He gestured to the table, then paused, remembering his pile of supplies. “Oops, just give me a moment, folks.”

Holding up his staff, he summoned a swarm of Wizard’s Hands, and in no time, they gathered the camping gear, moving every piece of it out of the way.

Theresa giggled. “Now that the table’s available, make yourselves at home,” she said to the two selachar and the former sky-gondolier.

“Thanks so much,” Lucia said, sitting across from the captain and first mate. “And thank you for introducing us!” She gestured to the twins. “I’ve learned much about nautical travel in the last hour that I never knew.”

“And I’ve learned a lot about negotiations, pricing, and currency exchange!” Fan-Dor said, cracking his knuckles and rubbing his hands together. “You really know your stuff, Lucia.”

“She does, doesn’t she,” Alex said slyly. “But we’ll get to that in a bit. Let’s get to the first reason I wanted you all to come here. Fan-Dor, Gel-Dor, while I get you all something to drink, can you tell me more about the current situation in the Empire? You’ve been there recently, right?”

The selachar twins glanced at each other.

“Well, we’ve mostly been pirate hunting in Thameish waters for about a year, but before that, we’d sailed to the Empire on quite a few occasions,” Fan-Dor said cautiously. “Theresa said you were heading there today?”

“Oh yes,” Alex said. “We’re going to be looking for certain artefacts and information. If you have any insight you could share with us on the state of things there, that’d be real helpful.”

Fan-Dor said, “It’s the least we could do since we still owe you for saving the Siren, after all. Right, so the Empire. Basically, what you need to know is war’s brewing. The new emperor’s looking to flex his muscles and show that his spine’s nice and sturdy, their gods—up in that big mountain of theirs—are looking for more worshippers, plus the lords and ladies of the realm, as well as the governors, are keen to prove themselves to the new rulership by expanding.”

“Kymiland’s resisted being conquered for thousands of years, and I’m willing to bet the Empire’s keen to bring that realm back into their territory, permanently,” Gel-Dor added. “Which means the guild’s getting aggressive.”

“The guild? What’s that?” Selina asked.

“Oh, that’s what we call it,” Fan-Dor said. “Its full name is the Guild of the Red Mouse. It’s uh, a thieves’ guild.”

“Why would thieves need a guild?” Selina said.

“To organise themselves,” Gel-Dor explained. “They’re not so much ‘thieves’ as they are an organised group who want to obtain and trade goods that might not be exactly… legal. They’ve stolen from one noble and sold to another, they offer protection, but they—most importantly—smuggle weapons. Word has it they’re getting aggressive, trying to smuggle as many weapons in and out of the Empire as possible before the borders tighten even more. I suspect the guild’s going to be in Kymiland.”

“Right, I’ll keep that in mind.” Alex prepared cups of hot cider for everyone. “Well, here’s where we’re starting.” He pointed to the map. “Right here, in the town of Tursinki; it’s near where we’re going to begin our search.”

“Ah yeah, that’s on the western border of Kymiland and the western part of the Empire,” Fan-Dor said. “Careful. They’re a port town, so they’ll be used to some outsiders, but war will make them more cautious.”

“Thanks for that.” Alex passed out the cups of cider. “Now, for the other reason I invited you here. Lucia, I would like to recommend that Captain Fan-Dor join your company⁠—”

“Oh!” Lucia said. “We already discussed hiring the Red Siren.”

“—they’re an experienced, brave crew, who’ve sailed just about every sea there is—” Alex continued, launching into the speech he’d prepared.

“Yeah, if she wasn’t going to offer, I was gonna ask,” Captain Fan-Dor said. “Her operations sound like they could work great for us, and it’ll be steady work.”

“ —and Lucia’s company is one of the best in the region, so you won’t be able to do better. I think together—” Alex kept going.

“We were already working out a verbal contract and pretty much all we have left to do is get everything down in writing then sign on the dotted line,” Gel-Dor added.

“—then you’ll be unrivalled on the Prinean and beyond. And—” Alex finally stopped. “Wait, you already made an agreement?”

“Yeah, I mean, we are adults, after all,” Fan-Dor pointed out.

“O-oh. I was… I was planning this big pitch,” Alex said. “I thought, it could be like… a thank you for how much you’ve helped me in the past couple of years…”

Silence fell on the room.

“I’m sure they appreciate the thought.” Theresa stifled her laughter.

“Stop,” Alex groaned, his cheeks blazing.

“You should continue with your big speech, Alex, it was fun to listen to.” Selina grinned.

“Somebody, please kill me,” the young wizard groaned, looking sheepish.
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“Alright, are we all ready?” Alex asked, looking at Theresa, Brutus, and Claygon.

They were standing on the roof of the bakery, sheathed in protective magics and flight spells. Behind them, Selina was seeing them off.

“I am ready… Father…” Claygon said.

“Me too,” Theresa said.

Brutus licked his hand.

“Be careful, okay?” Selina warned.

“We will,” Alex promised. “And we’ll be back by nightfall. If we don’t, get a sky-gondola and go to Khalik’s.”

With that, the young wizard looked up at the clear blue sky and called on the power of the Traveller…

Then the wizard, the huntress, the golem, and the cerberus vanished.

The journey to find Kelda’s sanctum was starting.


Chapter 59


Kymiland from the Sky



Flocks of birds startled, scattering to the four winds as four figures materialised in the sky beside them.

A hulking wizard was first to appear.

He was soon followed by a lean huntress beside a fearsome cerberus, as big as a workhorse and sheathed in bone armour.

A four-armed iron golem wielding a massive war-spear towered over the trio.

They floated in midair—held aloft by flight magic—in a blue cloudless sky, with the sun high above them.

And below…?

“Oh, by the Traveller!” Theresa cried, staring down at Generasi with bulging eyes. “It looks so small!”

“It does!” Claygon agreed. “I cannot even see… the buildings from here… Everything looks so tiny! Even… the sea!”

Below, the great city seemed more like a spreading grey splotch surrounded by green patches of countryside and the blue Prinean Sea. To the south, the sand-blasted Barrens stretched out, while to the north, east, and west, the endless sea lay, dotted by barely perceptible islands.

“Welcome to an absolutely divine view,” Alex said. “We’re over thirty thousand feet in the air, and according to my calculations, we can see about two hundred and twenty-five miles from this height.”

“Wow, how incredible,” Theresa murmured. “The world seems so small.”

“Hah, you think this is impressive? Remember how it took us about a week to travel from Maussar to Generasi? Watch this.” Alex grinned.

Touching his companions, he drew on the power of the Traveller—allowing it to flood his body—then teleporting over a hundred miles north. Briefly, the Prinean surrounded them on all sides, and just as quickly, it was gone as they teleported away.

Alex paused, nodding toward the north. “See there?” He pointed. “That’s Maussar.”

In three heartbeats, they had travelled across the sea. The southern shore of the continent spread before them from horizon to horizon—green, dotted with white—with a splotch of grey in its centre.

“That’s Mausarr?” Theresa said. “But we just… we were only…”

Alex smiled, a twinkle in his eye. “Hey, I said I’d take you to see the world, right? Think of this as a preview of the real thing to come. Now, hang on to me, everyone. It’s just under ten jumps to Tursinki, unless I get lost, that is. Which I hope doesn’t happen.”

Theresa, Claygon, and Brutus reached out—the cerberus clamped down on Alex’s cloak—and they vanished from above the sea, crossing vast swaths of the Rhinean Empire a hundred miles at a time—maintaining a constant altitude.

Lakes became ponds, rivers seemed like trickling streams below.

Cities resembled grey dots from above, while the Empire’s immense forests looked like mounds of grass. Only the majestic Peaks of the Elements—one burning, one stony and studded with gem deposits, one covered with waterfalls, and the last floating above the earth—were significant from such lofty heights.

The Four Elements remained impressive, no matter where they were viewed from, even thousands of feet in the air.

“They’re spectacular!” Theresa said.

“They are…” Claygon agreed. “They… must be immense…”

“That they are,” Alex said. “Mount Tisarios in the Irtyshenan Empire is even bigger than the four elemental peaks. We might even get to see it… from a distance. But, since the Irtyshenan gods live on it, I don’t think we should risk getting too close and catching their eye.”

“Makes sense to me,” Theresa agreed. “I don’t think we want anything to do with gods right now.”

“Yes…” Claygon echoed. “I look forward to… Kymiland…”

“Well, we’ll be there soon,” Alex said.

He teleported again, taking his companions above land, forests, fields, and mountain ranges. From time to time he paused, consulting his map, noting landmarks that would help him keep his bearings in their journey north.

As they teleported, the land changed, leaving greenery behind and turning white. Late autumn snows had fallen, now clinging to mountains, valleys, and great swaths of the northern wilderness. The air grew colder the farther north they went, and Alex felt its bite even through his warming spell. Wind whipped at their bodies, increasing in force.

The young wizard slowed teleporting, pausing often, checking his bearings as they passed through the northernmost reaches of the Rhinean Empire. He changed course, avoiding gathering black storm clouds—and passing beyond its borders.

In the span of seconds, they’d whisked past a half dozen minor kingdoms that crowded together, gnawing at each other for land. Soon, even those were behind them. In a blink, all signs of civilization—towns, keeps, and cities—disappeared from the landscape, leaving only an unbroken wilderness for miles in every direction.

And finally…

“Look at that forest!” Theresa gasped. “It seems to go on forever!”

A woodland, covered in newly fallen snow, and stretching farther than the eye could see, spread out before them. From horizon to horizon, an endless sea of trees, only broken by the occasional meadow or field, went on for miles.

The air was cold and unforgiving, the wind sharp, roaring in Alex’s ears.

A single glance at the lands below told of their harsh nature, but—from the claw-shaped lake down there—Alex knew they had reached their destination.

“Here we are. We’re now at the southern boundaries of Kymiland,” he announced. “It’s where that Hunter was spotted, probably searching for Kelda.”

This was their first lead.

Just how good of a lead was it? All they had was a three-centuries-old biased, unverified account to go on.

“Where do we begin?” Theresa asked.

“There are communities of elves in Kymiland,” Alex said. “And firbolgs, or giants as they’re also known, who came from Thameland thousands of years ago; they’re long-lived races. If we could find someone who was around at the time that Hunter was here, we might get some help with where to begin.”

“That… seems like a good idea, Father…” Claygon said.

“So do we go right to the forest, then? And start looking for elves?” Theresa asked.

“We’ll probably have a better chance with the firbolgs,” Alex said. “Since they’re originally from Thameland, they might be more open to talking to us than the elves are. Either way, we’ll have to stop in Turksini to get the lead we need on where to begin looking.”

“That makes sense,” Theresa said. “You think they’ll talk to us, us being outsiders and all?”

“It’s a port town,” Alex said. “I think it’s worth the risk. But if things get bad, we can teleport away. So, let’s make sure everyone stays close together, okay?”

“Yes, Father…” his golem said.

With that, Alex teleported over the forests of Kymiland, using the map and landmarks below them as a guide. He dropped altitude as they went, gaining a better view of the ground.

From there, he began calculating their exact location, moving closer to Turksini. But as they drifted nearer to the treetops…

“I smell blood on the wind. There’ve been battles here recently,” Theresa drew her swords, her nostrils flaring.

“Maybe… monsters?” Claygon suggested.

“I’m not so sure, Claygon,” Theresa said. “I’m not sure.”

They soon hovered about a thousand feet above the forest when the sounds of metal claws raking flesh, eliciting screams of agony, reached them.

“What in the world’s that?” Alex asked.

“Whatever it is, it’s coming from the north.” Theresa frowned.

“I’ll put invisibility magic on us, then we can get closer without being seen,” he said.

Casting invisibility, Alex teleported closer to the sounds. In a few jumps, they found the fight.

Within a clearing—two groups clashed in a struggle of blood, metal, and death.

The first group appeared to be human barbarians. Most were fur clad, and wielded two-handed axes and swords while screaming battle cries. They weren’t very remarkable in appearance, no more so than any wild bandit living among the trees… except for one feature.

‘Marks,’ Alex thought, swallowing a potion of sight enhancement. His eyes homed in on symbols on the barbarians’ bodies that burned with red light. ‘No, not Marks. Runes.’

On the skin of each barbarian, at least one crimson rune burned like firelight.

Some wore two.

Some three.

Each burned brightly, either on exposed skin or glowing through thick furs. The barbarians fought their opponents with the berserk frenzy of demons, clashing against them with powerful swings and hurled curses.

Behind the barbarian lines sat a figure who must have been the leader.

A menacing individual in pitch-black armour sat astride a mount that appeared more demon than horse. From the man’s size, he would have towered above even Thundar or Baelin, and in his armour, he must have weighed at least half a ton. The sword hanging from his back looked capable of splitting a mature tree trunk in two.

His body was covered in crimson runes that blazed through his black armour, burning brighter than those of his subordinates.

“His runes look like tally marks,” Theresa whispered. “Like how a hunter would tally kills… on their body. What do you think, Alex?”

“The rune-marked are chosen warriors of a god, a bit like us Heroes,” Alex said, recalling Baelin’s explanation. “Red runes appear on their skin, telling of their deeds in battle. Each rune grants them power.”

“From which god?” Theresa asked.

“No one knows for sure,” Alex said. “At least, no one who’s written books about them back in Generasi knew for sure. All I know, is that the runes grant each of them greater strength, or new powers, as long as they keep killing. The Empire’s been fighting rune-marked warriors for… no one really knows exactly how long.”

Theresa blew out a breath. “These rune-marked sound similar to Thameland’s Ravener.”

“I am… wondering if many places in the world… have their own Ravener…” Claygon said. “And the people… these rune-marked are fighting… are they from the Empire?”

“Yeah, judging from those suits of armour… they would be.”

Alex watched as the rune-marked’s opponents took on their assault like a rocky shore withstanding the tide. Heavily armoured warriors formed a shield wall, and behind them were soldiers with short bows and lances. The front line was taking on the barbarians’ assault, while the back line attacked with pole arms and bows.

Behind them, three towering figures fought another force of barbarians assailing the Irtyshenans’ flanks.

The trio resembled steel golems; their bodies looked to be covered in fine armour trimmed with gilded edges and detailed silver lines. They were taller than Claygon—and even broader—and fought with the skill and speed of veteran warriors.

Upon their helmets were broad flanges, flaring out like wide-brimmed conical hats, forged entirely of steel. Alex guessed the sections were meant to block volleys of arrows coming from above. Metal hands gripped thick-hafted maces and swords that crushed and cut down barbarians with every swing.

Alex watched a rune-marked warrior chanting a spell. Her rune flared, a tongue of crimson lightning launching from her sword, striking the golem-armour. The magic bled away like water sliding off an oiled cloak, leaving the armour unblemished. An instant later, the golem-warrior’s foot shot out, crushing the barbarian with a well-aimed kick.

“Father…” Claygon asked. “What are they…?”

Alex remembered a conversation with Professor Jules. She’d described an old way of crafting golems—by binding trapped elementals in their forms—which left a golem that was⁠—

“—highly resistant to magic,” she’d explained.

Alex had paused. “Pardon?”

“You see, a binding circle’s purpose is to form a barrier so that a creature caught within cannot exit nor use its magic outside,” she’d said. “When it was inside a golem’s body, it was not so much a ‘circle’ as it was a binding ‘knot.’ The elemental then completely filled that knot, raging within its prison.”

She’d paused, adding water to a nearby beaker until it was filled to the brim. “Take this cup, for example. It is filled with water, isn’t it?”

“That’s right… though there could be contaminants in there besides water, since that isn’t distilled water,” he’d said. “Plus with the ambient mana around, there’s going to be mana in there too. We can’t know for sure what’s in there unless we test it, but for the sake of your question, I think we can say that it is.”

Alex remembered seeing a smile reach Jules’ eyes through her mask. “Good, Mr. Roth. I am pleased to see you were paying attention during my class. And indeed, for our argument, it is completely filled with water. So, to add anything else to the beaker, you would need to displace some of the water. Well, an elemental filling one of these golems was like the water in this glass: shoving away any magic that tried to touch the circle.”

“So those golems have enslaved elementals in them?” Theresa asked.

“No, they have people in them,” Alex warned. “That’s why they move so well. We’ve just seen three Irtyshenan Knights who use golem armour… and there could be even more. Something’s going on.”


Chapter 60


The Greasy “Merchant”



“What about the Irtyshenan Empire?” Alex had asked Professor Jules. “You said they still bind elementals to use in golems?”

Professor Jules had sighed. “In a sense… Their wizards devised a means to effectively destroy an elemental’s mind upon its binding, like if one had simply injected acid through the skull and into the brain. With the mind destroyed, the elemental spirit is still there to power the golem, but it has no mind to resist, or actually move the body and process instructions. So, through some very clever design, those alchemists constructed a control system within the golem itself. An individual must sit inside the golem’s body to move and control it, which provides a powerful, magically resistant body.”

Alex had blinked, considering what professor Jules said. “That sounds awful… but great for whoever’s controlling this… golem, or I guess, mechanized suit of armour. They’d be dangerous, while being safe inside a magically hardened body—empowered by an elemental—that’s resistant to magic. And the golem’s body would be directly controlled by a sapient intellect. That… that’d be pretty terrifying on the battlefield.”

“It is,” Jules had said. “Which is why the Empire continues to make them—out of the best materials, using their best crafters—even if the process is very long, expensive, involved, and cruel. I understand that knightly houses there are built upon being able to field these elemental war suits, just as the houses of knights in other realms are built around being able to afford armour and warhorses. It is why they enjoy the privilege of land, title, and serfs.”

Alex had frowned. “This… this Empire doesn’t sound like a very nice place.”

His professor had given him a look. “There are few places that are, Mr. Roth. Especially if you look long enough.”

Alex had learned that the hard way, even about his own homeland.

Here, he neither had to look long nor hard to see that this was not a pleasant place.

“Die now, barbaric vermin!” one of the knights shouted, her voice exploding from her armour and carrying over the forest.

She punctuated her words by cracking a deadly whip of barbed steel and lashing her enemies with it. Rune-marked shrieked as the weapon cut them to the bone, dropping them to the reddening snow.

Barbarians surged toward her—crying out for blood and vengeance—as their axes did their own terrible work. Runes flared on flesh as the fighters met the line of shield bearing Irtyshenans—growing arm muscles and sheathing weapons in crackling red power—driving barbarian warriors into the shield wall.

Metal screamed on metal.

Iron buckled.

Impacts shuddered through shields, shattering limbs.

With barely a sound, a dozen Irtyshenans fell, barbarians rapidly cleaving them to pieces.

But the golem knight lashed out again—her whip screaming through the air—flaying rune-marked like filleting fish. Dying bodies met the cold ground.

‘It’s… complete carnage…’ Claygon’s voice echoed in Alex’s mind.

‘You’re right, buddy,’ he thought.

There came a snort as the rune-marked leader spurred his demonic steed forward. The beast reared, releasing a sound: part whinny, part wolf’s howl, and part human scream. It sprang forward with all the power of a stampeding herd.

Its master unslung a two-handed axe—crusted with red-blazing runes. He charged for a golem knight, choosing a path that took him right through the Irtyshenans’ shield wall, his steed’s hooves trampling warriors to paste. He rose in the stirrups, his axe raised high.

The towering golem knight barked a challenge. “I will turn you to pulp, you red-branded scum!”

He raised his halberd, swinging at the rune-marked.

The blade met the rune-encrusted axe, spraying sparks like fireworks. A screech came. The rune-marked warrior twisted his axe’s haft; the enormous halberd went wide.

Demonic hooves churned fresh snow, bringing the rune-marked into the knight’s guard.

The golem-knight released the haft of his weapon with a single hand, striking out with a colossal, iron fist. The rune-marked leapt from the saddle as the fist connected with the mount.

Iron feet carved a trench in the snow as the golem-knight was driven back, his fist’s impact bursting the mount’s form like glass.

The dying beast’s master leapt forward, the axe chopping a chunk out of the knight’s helmet, but shattering the weapon.

The rune-marked landed behind the knight. The golem slowly turned.

Both towering warriors glared at each other for a few long moments.

Then the rune-marked raised the ruins of his weapon. “Retreat!” he roared.

The barbarian horde paused and backed away from the Irtyshenans, soon joined by their black-armoured leader. Arrows and crossbow bolts chased them as they melted into the trees.

Sounds of movement echoed through the forest.

Theresa swore. “Listen. There’s a lot of them,” she whispered. “There were probably hundreds.”

“Yet, they still… retreated… why?” Claygon’s voice was soft.

“They were outmatched,” Alex whispered. “They killed lots of soldiers, but they couldn’t even touch those three knights. Their leader sacrificed his steed and weapon, but the only damage he did was to a helmet. They could have lost their entire force trying to stop those knights.”

“I see…” The golem’s voice dropped to a low growl, like a beast trying to mimic mortal words, “They… are strong…”

“Not compared to you, though,” Alex said. “But they’re faster than you and look like they’re more experienced. Anyway, we’re not here to pick a fight with them.”

“It is still… good to prepare… since they seem to be patrolling the forest… and we might… run into them…”

“You’re right,” Alex agreed. “The bigger problem’s those rune-marked. If there were hundreds of them in that warband, then how many are in this forest?”

He watched as the Irtyshenans gathered the dead in two rows—their own fallen, and those of their enemies—before looting all of the corpses. They worked silently and with practised movements, stripping every piece of gear from the dead.

When the grisly task was finished, they backed away, letting the three golem-knights come forward.

The whip wielder stood to the left.

The halberdier to the right.

And between them was a golem-knight standing a full head taller than the pair, her golem armour was inscribed with an abundance of golden filigree throughout. She bore two weapons in hand. The first was a unique crossbow, strung with pure light and force energy, and topped with a bolt of force magic upon it. The second, an intimidating spiked flail covered in magical glyphs that increased its impact, while thinning an enemy’s blood so they would quickly bleed out. The ball on the weapon was enormous, fully capable of bringing down a castle portcullis.

The knight in the centre spoke, “We have lived. We have died. We have spilled the blood of our lessers, yet lost the blood of those from the true civilization. We thank the gods for their mercy in our victory. We pray that we hunt down our enemies for vengeance. And we curse those who struck us down and curse our own weakness. For the Empire!”

“For the Empire!” soldiers and the two other knights shouted as one.

“Burn them,” the leader commanded.

A battle mage stepped forward, setting aflame both pyres while speaking quiet words of power. The bodies erupted in unnatural flame, blazing in a column while the survivors prepared to move on.

“Bonus coin to any warrior who brings me a rune-marked head,” their leader snarled, leading her troops into the trees. “Too much of our blood has been spilled. The barbarians must pay tenfold.”

There was only silence in response, but it was obvious they’d heard her loud and clear.

“We should go,” Alex said. “The quicker we take care of our own business in this forest, the better. Something nasty’s brewing here.”
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The town of Turksini loomed on the south side of an icy sea. It was a grim place with thick grey walls capped by sharp spikes rising from atop them. A dark wooden gate, shod in iron and guarded by half a dozen warriors wearing thick furs over their armour, barred the unwelcomed from entry.

Two rangy guards stood above the others, clad in finely forged plate bearing symbols that Alex recognised: a mountain with a halo burning overhead. The symbol of Mount Tisarios.

The symbol of the Empire’s jealous gods.

Alex couldn’t help but feel a bitterness in his chest when he looked at it. ‘I wonder if their gods still help the people, or are they lying dead in their palaces?’

He didn’t voice his thoughts, as he and two of his companions carefully approached the gate.

After the warriors had moved on, Alex teleported his three companions away, searching until they found the town of Turksini. They’d materialised in the nearby wilderness, buried Claygon in the snow—and left the aeld staff with him. “I’ll come and get you once we finish in Turksini, buddy,” Alex had said as they’d buried the golem. “It’s better that I don’t walk into town with a war golem and glowing staff.”

“Understood… Father…” the golem had said as snow covered him.

Now, they were approaching the town, seeking information from the townsfolk about the forest and monsters that dwelled there. Alex could also test his language skills using the Low Irtyshenan tongue.

“The guards are looking at us,” Theresa whispered.

“Let me do the talking,” Alex said. “If they say anything to you in the common tongue, stick to our story.”

“Got it.”

“Halt,” commanded a guard in Low Irtyshenan, stepping into their path. “State your business here, travellers.”

“Afternoon,” Alex said, spreading his arms with exaggerated enthusiasm; in that moment, he appeared every inch like a travelling trader. He carefully infused a light Generasian accent into his Irtyshenan. “This is Turksini, yes? My companions and I are here to hunt; I am told the forest is full of monsters, which can be taken apart for rare alchemical goodies!” He grinned, winked, and leaned over, whispering loudly, “I know of a mushroom-like creature that grows in this forest, and if its spores are treated just right… oh my! It brings just the right kind of ‘stamina,’ yes? The men I know will pay a lot for it.”

He’d quickly crafted a personality; open, yet crude.

With a reason for being there; reasonable, yet greasy.

His body language tying it together; familiar, yet obvious.

The effect? He could already see the guard’s suspicion and curiosity draining away from mistrustful eyes.

“It is nearly winter, foreigner,” the man said. “We do not get many foreigners here this time of year. Our Irtyshenan winter is… not merciful to foreign barbarians.”

His tone for the word ‘barbarian’ held condescension, but not direct disdain, like he was simply stating a well known fact.

“I know, I know,” Alex said. “But if people are too unmanly to come here when the winter bites, then that is more of a haul for me, right?”

The man looked at him again before sighing. “Well, foreigner, so be it. The forest is full of savage beasts and filthy barbarians, and we’ll not be out there looking for you when you don’t return.”

“Ah, I have survived many scrapes and scraps before! It is alright…” Alex paused, letting a flicker of feigned fear pass over his face. The guard noticed and smiled.

“Yes?” the man said.

“Well, it is just… perhaps, it would be good to hear where some of these savage beasts and forest barbarians are located in the woods, no? Is there anyone I could ask… not that I am afraid, mind you…” He let a clear case of nerves reach his voice. “But I think that it would be good if I knew where the barbarians and beasts lie, just to… plan my hunt accordingly, you know?”

The guard smirked openly now, just as Alex had hoped; in the smirking man’s eyes, the young wizard looked like some muscle-headed, overconfident young adventurer. He was someone to be looked down upon, not suspected.

“You’ll want to ask at the trading post,” the guard said. “Maybe Old Illiana can talk some sense into you. Trust me, boy, you will want to take your companions and go back down the road where you came from. Or maybe catch a ship and go hunting on the ice floes up north. They’re more forgiving than this bastard of a forest.”

As though on cue, a scream ripped the air, sounding like some animal being slaughtered. The shrieks peaked, splitting the silence and distant crashing of the icy sea.

The guard smiled. “See? To those unprepared, this place is a hell.”

Alex glanced at Theresa, and they managed to keep from smiling.

After all, they’d both spent time down in the actual hells.


Chapter 61


The Treacherous Trading Post



“That’s what you want, big man? You’re asking where the monsters are? Are you crazy, barbarian? We’re set for war with barbarians and beasts of the forest, you think I’m just going to show every greasy foreigner who walks in here a map?” Old Illiana scowled at Alex from across the trading post’s counter.

Women and men, clad in heavy furs with well-used weapons and vicious-looking traps hanging from their belts, glared at Alex and his companions from every corner of the smoky room. Every twitch of their bodies spoke of mistrust and disdain. Hands moved toward weapons, even as curses and prayers were muttered.

Alex heard the words ‘wild beasts’ uttered in an errant whisper and knew full well they weren’t only referring to Brutus.

‘Bloody rude bastards,’ he thought as he kept a friendly, sincere smile frozen on his face. The time for battles might come, but not quite yet.

Though, from the daggers shooting from Theresa’s eyes, it seemed she was ready right now. Her hands weren’t far from the hilts of the Twinblade.

“I wouldn’t dream of asking you for a map!” Alex grinned with feigned unease. He let out a little laugh, letting his voice crack as he glanced around the room. The odour in the trading post reeked of old oil and tanning furs, as animal hides hung from rough-hewn walls. “I just thought you could… well, that I could be pointed in the right direction. I’m looking for Darkroot Walking Mushrooms, you know the ones that can improve, er—” he looked around conspiratorially “—special energy?”

“Ugh, another one wanting to make the pervert potion.” The old woman scowled.

“I wouldn’t exactly call it ‘pervert potion,’ I’d more say it’s… well, it’s a potion that helps couples, uh… have fun!” He grinned. “But never mind who it’s for or what law-abiding people call it. The point is that I’ve got a demand for it, but I’d like to avoid hungry trolls, firbolgs, elves, and other barbarians and beasts. And then there’s the rune-marked to think about; definitely don’t want to run into their kind! Come on, won’t you help me out? And anything we hunt that’s not going into my alchemical cauldron? I’ll sell it here! How’s that?”

“Ten gold coins.”

“Wait, what now?”

“Pfeh, you heard me!” The old woman drew a gold coin from her apron with the image of a mountain pressed into one side, and the face of a glowering man on the other. Alex assumed he was the realm’s emperor. “Ten of these, not that useless foreign junk either!”

Alex frowned. “You drive a hard bargain!”

“Better I state my terms now, since I can’t get coin from your corpse when it’s in the belly of a troll later now, can I?”

He sighed dramatically. “Fair point.” With a flick of his wrist, Alex reached into his coin pouch and pulled out ten gold coins, rolling them in his palm. As he did, the gold in the bag—and there was a lot of gold fresh from the currency exchange in the Bank of Generasi—clinked together, briefly catching the light. “Ten gold, was it? Listen, I’ve got clients who could really use some ‘pepping up,’ if you know what I mean. Those mushrooms are worth a lot to me, and I hope us doing business together’ll be worthwhile to you too.”

Old Illiana paused, her eyes narrowing.

‘Easy coin for me, is what you’re thinking, I bet?’ Alex thought.

Ilianna snatched the coins, her face splitting into a greasy smile. “Well, well, well, why didn’t you open with that, my foreign friend? Turksini’s a lot more open to people who know how to give something to get something. No free rides here; only the strong survive our forest’s dangers. Isn’t that right, boys and girls?”

“Life to Turksini! Life to the Empire!” the trappers cheered, their hard eyes lingering on the coins in Ilianna’s hand.

And subtly, Alex noticed those gazes and the hunger in them.

“Speaking of those dangers.” The old woman gave Alex, Theresa, and Brutus a long look. “I’m not sure if a pair of hunters will be safe in the woods with only a hound by their side… even one as frightening as him.” Her gaze fell on Brutus, lingering on his hide. “If you want some true advice, avoid the forest altogether. Or, if you need something for your trouble, go up river and trap beaver for the season. Their pelts sell well enough.”

Alex laughed uncomfortably. “I need something a little more… exotic for my clients. It has to be the mushrooms.”

“Then maybe ask some trappers to guide you?” she offered, nodding toward a group of rough-looking men wrapped in furs with vicious blades strapped to their hips.

The young wizard maintained his calm demeanour, smiling politely. “I’m used to working with who I know.”

“Smart, smart. Aaaah, then you will need to be quick and careful.” Illianna looked left and right, before leaning forward. Her voice dropped to the lowest of whispers. “The rune-marked roam the forest in big numbers. They can sense violence in these lands, you know? That’s what my old mummo used to say. Beasts and cannibals of the wood are striking good, honest trappers, so our brave soldiers’ll be clearing the woods of them soon enough. Nasty things! Blood’ll fill the trees before long, and the rune-marked can taste it. And they come, looking to be in the fight. You’d best move quickly and quietly; avoid beasts, and understand one thing, any blood you draw calls the branded filth to you like moths to flame.”

“And what about local beasts? Are there any we’d need to worry about?”

“Winter wargs are about, and they’ll be hungry. You’re lucky that none of the pointy ears are this far west so late in the season, and that the frost drakes have moved north. But there are the cannibal wendigo from across the ice cap to the north; they’ll claw your body as quick as your mind. Some of those Darkroot Mushrooms you’re so interested in gather in the north, but you’d be better served to avoid that direction. Mmmm, but for the next closest territory for your mushrooms… yes, wargs are the biggest threat. Them, and the firbolgs, trolls, and hill giants. The firbolgs have magics you should be wary of, and the trolls have their own sorceries; they fear nothing but flame and acid.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed. Trolls and hill giants weren’t long-lived races like the firbolgs; there likely wouldn’t be anyone among them who would’ve been alive three centuries ago. They’d have nothing of any use to share about Kelda or the Hunter that stalked the woods looking for her around here. But the firbolgs? Their kind could live for hundreds of years. They might have elders who are still alive who could have useful memories.

“Trolls and firbolgs… and where do they lair?” Alex asked. “And how do I get my mushrooms?”

“For the mushrooms, you’ll want to leave by the eastern gate out of town and take the old woodcutter’s route northwest. After three hours of walking—when you come to a tree that looks like an old, withered man—veer somewhat east for an hour. Do not keep going north, not unless you want to be troll food. If you’re good with directions, then you’ll come to a boulder in the shape of an axeblade after another four hours. Veer north again, not south. That’s where the firbolgs tend to be. Oh, and when you get there, if you hear singing, don’t trust it. Those wily old giants have certain illusions that trick travellers into their cauldrons! Beware! But after a day’s travel, you’ll find the territory of your walking mushrooms.”

Alex bowed his head. “Thank you for the advice and information. I know where we need to go now.”
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“What a nasty place,” Theresa grumbled, pulling her cloak tight.

A cold wind rustled the trees, eerie creaking drowning all sounds of the huntress’ boots crunching the snow.

She glanced over her shoulder. Through the tree line, Turksini shrank away, disappearing behind bare foliage. “How miserable,” she said. “And did you notice the way they were looking at us? I felt like I’d turned into some giant cockroach in that trading post.”

“The Empire’s got their people thinking that every outsider’s some uncivilised barbarian,” Alex grumbled. “They tolerated us because we’d be bringing them business, but I think that’s it. I suspect—if we get out of the forest alive, and with goods to trade—they’d take more interest in us, for better and for worse.”

“Ugh, they remind me of Uldar, except on a larger scale,” the huntress grunted, stepping around a scraggly tree lying across the path. Ahead, Brutus padded through the snow, his six eyes methodically scanning the trees. All six ears were perked up. “He told the church all this garbage about the Fool… or maybe someone in the church told everyone else all that garbage about the Fool… and now everyone thinks you’re nothing but trash to be sacrificed. This place is even worse; they look at all outsiders like trash.”

“Yeah,” Alex grunted. “Let’s just say I think the sooner we get our job done here, the better.” He cursed under his breath. “I just wish the town had been more helpful. If we’d gotten a map of the forest—or better directions besides ‘walk for some hours then turn at the rocks’ then I could probably teleport us pretty close to the firbolgs’ territory. As it is, we’re going to have to walk or fly at least part of the way. I almost wish we’d gone right to the woods and just avoided that place altogether.”

“Hey, we got some directions, which is better than no directions at all, right?” Theresa said.

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right,” he sighed. “Let’s just hope that the firbolgs are more useful. The Empire’s an enormous place; even if I teleport and search the entire territory, it’s going to take a long time if we don’t have any leads to go on. The firbolgs have to know something, or the elves… or somebody.”

“And the more they know, the better for us,” Theresa agreed, ducking under a low-hanging branch. “What’s our next move if we don’t find anything here?”

“Something I won’t like.”

She looked at him sharply. “What?”

His sigh sounded like the beginnings of a groan. “Well, you know how I told you that Kelda teleported right into Generasi’s library? To research anything that could help her change the Fool’s Mark, or give her clues about the hidden church?”

“Yeah,” she said slowly.

“This Empire has its own universities of wizardry, including one that could rival Generasi’s. It’s called the Brightfire University, and supposedly, it’s better than Generasi’s, according to the Empire’s own—very biased—opinion. I figure if Kelda could break into Generasi, then I can break into Brightfire. Hopefully, they’ll have records that could point us in the right direction. It’ll be dangerous, but we’ve literally fought across like three hells so… dangerous is kinda relative, I suppose.”

“Yeah, somehow, giants and trolls don’t seem like that big of a deal to me anymore,” Theresa said. “It’s hard to believe I used to be so concerned about wolves and bears back in the Coille. Now the only thing that really shakes me is that First Apostle bastard.”

“Yeaaah,” Alex said. “He was way too tough, way too fast, and he threw around way too much power. I hope we’ll be stronger before we meet him again… and let’s hope he doesn’t decide to go on some training journey that brings him more enlightenment or something along those lines that make him even stronger.”

Theresa shuddered. “Don’t even joke about that. If he reaches a higher level of enlightenment before I do, I’m going to be pissed… and probably dead.”

“You’re going to be stronger than you were when you last faced him. You already are,” Alex said

The huntress let out a low groan, tapping the hilts of the Twinblade. “There’s something I’m missing with my weapon. I thought I’d unlocked all their secrets, but… I don’t know. A while back, something big happened while I was sparring with Hart and Grimloch—the same day you figured out teleportation with the Traveller’s power—but I haven’t been able to replicate it.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Sometimes these things take time,” Alex said. “I have faith in you.”

“Yeah, but I need it sooner, not later,” the huntress growled. “With the secret church involved, we’re going to have some hard fights ahead of us, and if we aren’t at full power, then⁠—”

Brutus suddenly growled, the sound rumbling from his chest, his heads whipping around.

The cerberus’ paws gripped the snow.

His tail lashed back and forth.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked.

Theresa drew her swords, cocking one ear to the path behind them.

Her expression was death. “We’re being followed.”

Alex smiled. “Finally.”


Chapter 62


A Lesson on Terminal Velocity… and Lying



Alex Roth had entered the trading post of Turksini knowing two things were guaranteed.

The first was that any locals he met there would be hardened frontier folk who would see him as a foreigner—which meant bad, greedy, young merchant hunter who was way out of his depth in their land.

So, he’d reinforced that image by sounding greedy, desperate, nervous, and inept the entire time he was in the trading post, inviting disdain. His act had drawn scorn from Old Illiana—and the hunters and trappers—right up until the moment he’d pulled out his gold.

That was where the second guarantee came in:

Basic mortal greed.

When he’d paid Old Illiana, he’d made it a point to flash his coin pouch, giving a glimpse of its contents to every ruffian and hunter in the place. Hungry looks started immediately, and the old woman had become very interested in seeing Alex, Theresa, and Brutus join some of the local hunters.

When he’d refused her suggestion, he knew the moment they left the trading post, they’d be tracked.

And sure enough, he’d been right.

He smiled, looking back at the obvious tracks they’d conveniently left in the snow. “Looks like they took the bait.”

“Bait?” Theresa asked.

Alex quickly explained. “—now we have a better chance of getting some proper directions. How far are they behind us?” he whispered.

Theresa’s eyes narrowed. “About three hundred paces. They’re moving slow and quiet… I can’t see them yet. They’re using the trees for cover.”

“Right,” Alex said. “Let’s lure them a bit further away from town. Tell me if they start closing the distance.”

“I will,” she promised.

The young wizard mentally reached out to Claygon, ‘Buddy, we’re about to have trouble. Be ready, and make sure you’ve got a good grip on my staff.’

‘Yes… Father…’

Theresa, Alex, and Brutus continued along the snowy trail, their boots crunching through drifts. Trees creaked, frigid winds blew, and the calls of beasts—and other creatures—echoed through the woods.

Theresa was silent, her head slightly cocked.

One of Brutus’ heads looked behind, his nostrils flaring.

Alex reached for the power within.

An hour passed.

“They’re closing,” Theresa said. “They’re probably trying to manoeuvre themselves into bow shot.”

“Right… Tell me when they’re a hundred paces away.”

The huntress listened intently.

Trees thinned. Snow-filled meadows broke the tree line. Blackened pines—seared by past forest fires—loomed, leaving clear spots for an archer.

Ahead, he spotted a tree larger than the rest, resembling a withered old man.

“A hundred paces,” Theresa said.

“Where are they exactly?” Alex pretended to stretch, glancing back toward the tree line.

He saw no one.

“Third tree to the right of the woodcutters’ path, the one with all the lichen,” Theresa whispered. Her lips hardly moved. “Two there, the other three are hidden and spread out.”

“Got it, be right back.”

“Should I shoot them?”

“Not all.”

“Got it.” Her hand reached for her bow.

Alex teleported; the forest disappeared.

A rocky outcropping beside a fjord manifested; a snow pile rose before him, revealing Claygon.

“Ready, Father…” The golem handed the young wizard his staff.

“Good.” Alex touched his chest, finding it surprisingly warm.

Suddenly, he was surrounded by cries of pain and cursing voices. Nearby, five living hunters had been reduced to three; two splayed on the ground with arrows protruding from their throats.

A third desperately grappled with the now horse-sized and bone-sheathed Brutus.

The bandit was not winning that fight.

Screaming, the last two were trying to escape.

One’s bow was drawn; she fumbled with an arrow.

The other was panicking, trying to string his bow.

‘Crush the one trying to shoot Theresa,’ Alex thought.

The golem took a step forward.

His fist swung out, striking the hunter.

Both the woman and tree she hid behind were fused together.

The hard way.

A grinning Alex materialised beside the man struggling with his bowstring. “Let’s talk, shall we?”

He teleported a mile.

Straight up.

Grasping the screaming man’s wrist, he floated far above the forest, keeping the hunter at arm’s length.

“Agh! What’s happening? What’s happening?” The man’s eyes rolled in panic.

“I’ll make this short,” Alex said, his voice as cold and hard as steel. “You tried to kill my fiancée, which makes me really, really want to drop you.”

The would-be bandit trembled while the powerful wizard eyed the forest floor. “Ah, I can see you’re finding it a bit chilly up here; well, you’re certainly well dressed for the season, but the cold’s got a stronger bite this high up⁠—”

As he spoke, a sudden gust of wind blew. “Well, will you look at that, it seems the wind’s stronger too! Huh, I don’t think you’ll last too long up here, friend.”

“P-please.” The man’s teeth were chattering. “S-spare me, t-take me back down! I beg of you.”

“Oh, so you can kill us and rob our dead bodies of our coin?” Alex wagged a finger in front of the man’s face. “I don’t—whoa!”

The man scrambled for the knife on his belt, fumbling it free of its sheath.

“Oh dear,” Alex said lightly.

With a strangled cry, the hunter swung the blade.

The aeld staff flared.

Call Through Ice took form, the portal opening in front of the blade. Yelping as his hand passed through the gateway, the man jerked it back, dropping the knife.

A second portal opened behind the young wizard, and the blade fell through, plunging toward the ground.

Alex whistled, shaking his head. “None of that. If you threaten me again, I’ll drop you.”

To emphasize his point, he unwrapped his pinkie and ring fingers from the hunter’s wrist.

The bandit screamed. “No, no, please, don’t!”

“You know, that knife is going to hit terminal velocity from this height, right?” Alex said quietly. “Like you. Do you know what terminal velocity is?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “When something falls, it accelerates—falling faster and faster—until it hits a maximum speed. For a man your size, taking into account air resistance, I think you’d take, oh… maybe fifteen hundred feet to reach it. That’s about twelve seconds.”

“P-please,” the man moaned, his teeth chattering faster, eyes looking wild.

“And at that velocity? You pick up a lot of energy. Which means when you hit the ground, all that speed is going to instantly drop—excuse the word—to zero. All that energy will be transferred between you and the ground. Do you have any idea what an impact like that does to the human body?”

Alex peered at the ground clinically. “The snow will absorb some of the energy, but at this height—without anything to protect you—that’s not going to matter much. You’ll turn to paste, your heart will likely burst, and your bones? My friend, one would probably see piles of sand on a beach stronger than your ruptured skeleton after a fall from this height. And you might want to pray to your gods to make sure you die on impact, because if you don’t.”

The young wizard cringed, pulling his lips back from his teeth and sucking in air. “Well, let’s just say I wouldn’t want to go that way… ah well, my hand’s getting tired⁠—”

“No, no, no, no! Wait, wait, wait, wait!” the hunter cried, squeezing his eyes shut. “P-please spare me. Y-you can’t!”

‘Technically, he’s right,’ Alex thought sourly. ‘As much as I’d love to whip this bastard into the ground, Uldar—in his infinite wisdom—thinks that protecting myself from bandits and monsters shouldn’t be something I can do. By the Traveller, I can’t wait to fix this… but, for now… he doesn’t know I can’t hurt him, does he?’

Alex unwrapped his middle finger from around the man’s wrist.

“Aggggh! No, no, no!” the hunter shrieked, grabbing the wizard’s thick forearm with his other hand. “I’ll do anything! I’ll give you anything!”

“Okay, okay.” Alex winced. “Not so loud, you’re going to rupture my eardrums. I tell you what, you’ve got a deal going with Old Illiana, right? She gets a cut of your spoils when you gut someone she tells you to?”

“N-no! That’s not it!” the hunter cried. “Oh, by the gods, don’t drop me!”

“The faster you talk, the more likely my hand doesn’t get numb. Oops, the feeling’s leaving my fiiiingeeeers.”

“Illiana w-works with o-others! W-we just… we take what we can get, we work by ourselves! We hunt in these woods and take what we can g-get, even from barb—I mean, good foreigners like you!”

“I see, fair enough. Which means if you hunt the woods, you must know them real well, right? Tell me where we can find the elf and the firbolg communities in the forest.”

And the man talked.

His directions were much better than Old Illiana’s; he identified several landmarks that would guide Alex to both the giant firbolgs and elves.

The young wizard smiled.

‘With so much good information, teleporting there shouldn’t be too hard at all,’ he thought.

“Alright, alright, thank you for all your woooonderful help.” Alex flashed a huge smile. His expression was that of a kindly teacher.

The man met the young wizard’s gaze. His shoulders relaxed. “S-so you won’t drop me?”

Alex’s voice dripped honey. “Of course I’m not going to drop you. You told me what I needed to know.”

Mentally, he was already talking to Claygon.

Conversation passed through their mental link.

“Let’s get you back down to the ground. You must be cold,” Alex said. “You’ve probably wet yourself and it’ll be a long way back to town. Best you get started on your journey.”

He teleported into the forest, some fifty paces from where the hunters had set up their ambush. The bandit’s eyes rolled with shock as his feet touched the snow, body shaking, legs buckling.

“T-thank you!” he cried. “I-I swear I won’t tell anyone anything about you!”

“I know you won’t,” the young wizard’s voice was ice. “You tried to kill my fiancée. Why in every hell should you get to live?”

The man’s eyes grew wide.

Alex casually stepped to the side, one hand folded behind his back.

Something crashed through the trees.

Claygon’s war-spear shot from bare brush, striking the bandit, pinning him to a trunk. A creaking sound followed as the tree toppled to the reddening snow.

The wizard’s expression was sour as he looked at the dead hunter.

‘There was a time when I would have balked at doing something like that. But people like you never do, and people like me end up dead. It’s time we stopped being the ones to die,’ he thought, turning his back on the corpse.

He teleported back to find Theresa and Claygon cleaning their weapons and fists.

Alex could hear Brutus crunching on something behind a tree.

“Is everyone alright?” he asked.

“We’re fine,” Theresa said. “Those murderous bastards might have been good enough to kill some hapless travellers, but we’re not a bunch of poor, unsuspecting travellers. They more than met their match, so we’re just fine. The only way they’d have a chance of scratching me is if I was asleep. Brutus is fine too.”

“And so am I… Did I get that bandit?” Claygon asked.

“Your aim is better than ever, buddy,” Alex confirmed. “And speaking of aim; we got what I was aiming for. That bandit gave us proper directions to the firbolgs. We can stop walking, go invisible, and teleport.”

“Sounds like a much better way to travel,” Theresa smiled.

“Agreed, Father…” Claygon said.

Brutus stepped out from behind the tree, licking three sets of lips.

Casting invisibility and flight magic, Alex teleported himself and his companions over the treetops, watching for landmarks the bandit had described.

He soon caught sight of the first one, then continued on, teleporting to the next landmark and the next. But as they travelled, he noticed a problem.

“Wait, is it getting dark or am I going crazy?” Alex asked.

“It is getting dark.” Theresa squinted at the dimming horizon.

“Shit,” Alex cursed. “We’re so far up north, the days end earlier. Nightfall’s going to be here soon.”

“What do you want to do?” Theresa asked.

“Let’s find the firbolg settlement, but we won’t make contact today. We’ll save that for our next trip up here. It’ll also give me a chance to research them.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Theresa said. “Are you going to tell Professor Jules what we found?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “I can do that before meeting with Professor Mangal. She and I are going to really start working on Relational Contract Summoning tomorrow.”
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The rune-marked stood over the ruined corpses of the hunters.

Some had been split apart. Others, crushed. One looked to have been impaled by an immense weapon; a weapon that was now gone.

“New violence…” their warleader whispered, his breath misting through his visor. “New enemies to slay.”

“Shall we track them?” a warrior asked, rifling through the clothing of a broken body.

“Later. For now, blood calls to us. Giant blood. The portents say that we must seek something.”

His voice was like two boulders grinding together. “Something the firbolgs have.”


Chapter 63


Prototypes and Time



“So you found the settlement?” Professor Jules asked, stirring a spoonful of honey into a cup of tea. The amber liquid’s steam rose through the morning sunlight streaming through the map room’s window.

Outside, Greymoor tasted the first snows of late fall.

A dusting for now, but the day was still young.

“We did.” The young wizard eased into a chair, poised to set his hot cup down on the map. Khalik’s glare froze him partway, making him think better of it. “We only saw it from a distance, but it’s the right location to be the firbolgs’ village. Next time we go back, we’ll approach them and see if we can find out if there’s anyone there who was alive during the Hunter incident three hundred years ago.”

“Let’s hope so. I hunger for progress.” Prince Khalik frowned, eyeing the map of Thameland. All across its surface, miniature red models of Ravener-spawn were positioned at the site of a Ravener-spawn attack that had occurred in the past two weeks. The number of models covering the map were increasing alarmingly. “Since we met with the king, the attacks have grown worse. I fear something bad is coming. The sooner you are free of the Mark’s limits, the better. When do you plan to return to the Empire?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk about with all of you.” Alex grimaced.

There was a pause as Professor Jules, Khalik, Isolde, and Thundar looked at each other.

“Can you make what you just said sound any more ominous?” The minotaur moved a tiny wizard across the map, taking it from Greymoor and placing it farther north.

“Indeed, Alex, you make things sound as though you are about to leave us and go off to sacrifice your life.” Isolde squinted at the area where Uldar’s Rise was, taking notes.

“What is it, Mr. Roth? What seems to be the problem?” Professor Jules asked.

“It’s… How do I phrase this?” He took a deep breath, searching for the right words. “I want to get back to the Empire as soon as possible.” He took a sip of hot cider—letting the flavours linger on his tongue before flowing down his throat. He exhaled, then leaned forward. “The problem is, I think I’m going to need more time to do this properly; Restful Slumber’s taken me this far, but—even with only sleeping two hours a night—I’m still running out of hours in the day.”

He looked at Professor Jules. “I want to make the search for Kelda’s sanctum a priority; the Empire’s just about the biggest country in the whole world, and—if we don’t get lucky—finding it could literally take months… or even years, if I’m honest.”

“Oh wow.” Thundar sucked air through his teeth. “But that’s without using teleportation, right?”

“Oh no, without teleportation, it could take decades—or even centuries—to search every single corner of the Empire. That’s why we need to find a lead as quick as possible. We need information that points us in the right direction, but in order to get it as fast as we need it, I’ll have to go there probably a few times a week.”

“That makes sense,” Isolde agreed. “But you are making it sound as though doing it will be a problem.”

“Well, it might be. Here’s the thing: I’m going to try to be back to Generasi every night, but between classes, my golem work at Toraka’s, researching Uldar’s notes, working with the dungeon cores, and…”

He paused, searching for the right words.

“Look, I’ll just come right out and say it. I’ve hit a wall when it comes to learning spells,” he said.

“Aren’t you at sixth-tier?” Thundar asked. “If that’s a wall, then I’m at… what… like… a castle wall? A bigger wall? A mountain? I’m not even at fifth-tier yet, man.”

“I can cast sixth-tier summoning spells because of Hannah’s power, and even with that, the Mark’s really starting to increase its resistance; it’s taking me a long time to learn even a single one of those higher-tier spells. I just… I need more time.”

“What are you saying, Alex?” Khalik asked.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to come to Greymoor as much.” His shoulders slumped. “I want to be here as much as I can, but we need to find Kelda’s sanctum.”

“That’s true,” Professor Jules said. “From what you’ve told me of Hannah’s story, Kelda had been researching her Mark and the hidden church for many years before she met her end. We could use that research dearly.”

Her lips thinned to a pale line, and she threw a venomous look at a locked drawer in her desk. “I’ve been examining Uldar’s notes every night for weeks, and it’s becoming harder to wring any meaning from them; that damned, dead god was so obtuse with his notations that I’m having to guess what some of his formulae mean. And I am no fan of guessing.”

“You and me both,” Alex agreed sourly.

“Then all the more reason we need that Fool’s Mark changed.” Thundar touched one of the Ravener-spawn miniatures on the map. “The more time we take, the more people die, plus the more time the Ravener and the secret church have to cook up their next scheme.”

“Indeed,” Isolde said. “If Kelda had learned enough about her Mark to create an—albeit unsuccessful—process to reverse it, then that means her notes will quite likely give us insight into Uldar’s methods.”

“And even if they do not, having you without limits would make you an even more powerful force against the enemy,” Khalik noted. “You would be able to research more freely and stand on the battlefield in a way you never have before. I say if that means you must spend more time in the Empire than Greymoor, then that is time well-spent.”

“Agreed.” Professor Jules looked at Alex grimly, taking a long sip from her steaming cup. “Alex, if you need time away from the expedition, then that will be fine; your quest to find Kelda’s sanctum will be beneficial to us in many ways. It’s worth devoting your time to.” She glanced at her desk. “It’s not the worst time for you to step back; with the dungeon cores’ properties now fully catalogued, and with all of our teams well into the prototyping stage of creating new magical devices, losing you now won’t slow us down that much.”

She circled the rim of her cup with a fingernail. “I would ask you to make an appearance at the Castle once per week, though. During that time, you could help the research teams test prototypes of the following dungeon core items: our Dungeon Core Portable Mana Generator, Blastwave Emitter, and Conductive Wiring.”

“Yeah, I’ll make it work—Wait, hold on a second,” Alex said. “I knew we were working on the Mana Generator and Wiring—they could revolutionise Generasi. But I thought a general mana power grid was top priority… what’s this about a Blastwave Emitter? I didn’t think we were moving on to weapons creation so quickly.”

Professor Jules sighed wearily. “I wish we didn’t have to, Alex. The truth is, both Counsellor Kartika and myself think we’re going to need a new weapon. The first time a petrifier attacked Greymoor, there was only one of them. The next time, there were three. How many will there be next time? And the question that raises is: are they the Ravener’s most powerful soldiers? We don’t know. It’s a construct designed by a god using what may be the most advanced alchemy I’ve ever encountered. I doubt we’ve seen its limits, and if or when we do, we are going to need something extraordinary to deal with whatever it throws at us.”

“Very true,” Alex agreed. “I can help with the design, but if it’s a weapon… there’s only so much I can do with it.”

“All the more reason to be rid of the Mark’s limits,” Professor Jules agreed. “You have my permission to explore the Empire on behalf of the expedition, Mr. Roth… unofficially, of course. I’ll see that you get your full Art of the Wizard in Combat credit, as well as full Alchemy credits for your efforts.”

“Thank you so much, Professor,” he said, then looked at his cabal. “Are you guys all okay with this?”

“You need not ask,” Isolde sniffed. “I am not so small-minded not to recognise where your efforts need to be directed.”

“Same,” Thundar agreed. “We’ll keep fighting Ravener-spawn, working with the Heroes, and trying to track down the church from here, while you can work on finding Kelda’s place.”

“Agreed.” Khalik tapped Uldar’s Rise. “The secret church obviously tried to strike you down at Rockmoot, and likely only retreated in the face of Registrar Hobb’s power. We cannot assume they will be idle. As a matter of fact, I am surprised we have not seen them reappear yet.” He swore in Tekish. “If only I had the wisdom to see through their schemes. We could strike first.”

“Yeah,” Alex said, draining his cup then balancing it on his chair’s armrest. “I’d like that too. Truthfully, I’ve been trying to feel good about what happened at Rockmoot. I mean, I’m basically free now. No more worrying about the king or the church coming for me. No more avoiding certain parts of Generasi because priests might be lurking around a corner. No more having to avoid every soldier in Thameland while I’m here… but…”

His mind returned to the assassination attempt at the standing stones. “But it feels like there’s still another sword hanging over my damned head at this point. The hidden church isn’t going to give up, but where are they going to strike? In Generasi?” He blew out a breath. “I’m going to work on Relational Contract Summoning with Professor Mangal after our meeting. Are they going to jump from behind a bush on campus and blast me with their miracles? Am I going to look at my customers one day and see the First and Third Apostles standing among them, raising their spells to kill me? Am I going to get home from Shale’s and find they’ve kidnapped Selina. Or hell⁠—”

He looked at his cabal with concern. “Are they going to ambush one or all of you, or even Theresa, when you’re searching for them, or maybe Kybas or Grimloch when they’re out harvesting dungeon cores? Is their attack going to happen here in Greymoor? When’s it going to happen?”

“I confess to having asked myself the same questions,” Khalik said. “We will not be able to breathe comfortably until they are all destroyed, but the rats will not come out of their nests. What do they wait for?”

“I don’t know, Khalik,” Alex admitted. “And that’s what’s driving me so damn crazy, I just don’t know. Hopefully, I don’t find out when they jump from behind some bushes on my way to Professor Mangal’s.”
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“I beg for your forgiveness, First Apostle.” Third Apostle Izas bowed his head so low, his long beard scraped the grotto’s floor. “We have tried to seek another opportunity to slay the Fool, but we have not found another one as golden as Rockmoot.” The old man grimaced. “Our failure there burns me, Holy One. Please, give me leave to punish agents Lee and Charity.”

Within the dark of the grotto, First Apostle Gabrian meditated.

His eyes were closed.

The glowing scales of the Chosen burned on his forehead.

“I cannot grant you such permission.” The First Apostle’s deep voice reverberated through the grotto. “Their failure was unfortunate, but they were ill-equipped to face the power that the Generasians brought to Rockmoot. Had you and I been there personally, then perhaps we could have changed the outcome… but the risk was too great.”

“Eldin would have seen them punished anyway.” The Third Apostle closed his eyes in pain. Only Uldar knew how much he missed the priest’s skill, judgement, and loyalty.

“Eldin’s way served us well before the disaster at Uldar’s Rise,” the First Apostle said. “But now? Now our list of allies runs thin, like blood with snake’s venom coursing through it. We cannot afford to burn away those few who remain… and remember, the failure did not come without benefits.”

The First Apostle opened his eyes. “We now know more of the power the wizards bring to bear. This will help me when it comes to praying for interdiction and miracles. It also means that it might be time to move on to our secondary targets. The Fool should die first, but if he is inaccessible, then we must⁠—”

“Now, now, now, don’t lose hope my young mortal friends,” a familiar voice spoke from the dark.

The Stalker stepped from the shadows, wearing a vicious grin bursting with delight.

“There you are,” the First Apostle said. “It has been some time since we have seen you.”

“Aye, I was doing some hunting, watching, and… this and that…” The Stalker rubbed his hands together. “And something really wonderful happened yesterday while I was tracking our quarry’s name. He’s been moving about a lot for the past few months, but he’s always stayed close to either that city of wizards, or the wizards’ castle here in our lovely realm.”

His grin widened.

“That was until yesterday, friends. Yesterday, he moved far away. Far, far away from those that protect him.”


Chapter 64


Build me a Worthy Army



“It was the strangest thing.” The Stalker threw himself on the grotto’s stone floor, his plump legs splayed out before him. From his sleeve, he produced a steaming silver cup of mulled wine, then paused. “Aye, it’s cold outside—my good mortal friends—what say you join me in a cup of the good stuff?”

“I must decline.” The First Apostle rose from where he had been meditating.

“I’ll have a cup, thank you,” the Third Apostle said.

One of Gabrian’s eyebrows rose while the Stalker laughed.

“It is indeed quite cold, First Apostle,” Izas said, his expression apologetic.

“Aye, that it is, that it is.” The Stalker reached into his sleeve once more, withdrawing another hot cup of mulled wine, offering it to the white bearded mortal. “And speaking of cold,” the fae continued. “Our quarry left his usual haunts and travelled far north, and when I say far, it was way up north, even by reckoning of this chilly isle. No idea what he was doing, but whatever it was, it took him to a place of ice and snow.”

“You’ve said you don’t know what his purpose was?” Gabrian asked. “Where exactly did he go?”

“I believe you mortals would call it Kymiland, right around the area you’d call the Irtyshenan Empire. I quite like the frosty place; the fae there are nice and cold-blooded.” The Stalker sighed wistfully, remembering hunts of yesteryear.

Or more specifically yester-century, realistically speaking.

“The Empire?” Gabrian frowned. “Strange… Thameland’s not had dealings with them.”

“Not anymore,” the Stalker said.

Izas looked at him sharply. “What do you mean not anymore?”

“Oh? Aaaahhhh, you mortals have short memories,” the fae said, chuckling. “A long, long, long time ago—back when your god walked the isle—that Empire’s reach was far more southwest than it is now. The Irtyshenans came to these shores looking to conquer. Sadly for them, your god drove ’em off.”

“I was not aware of this,” Gabrian marvelled. “Truly, Uldar is great.”

“Aye, gods tend to be,” the Stalker agreed.

They remained in silence for a moment before Izas spoke. “One has to wonder what the Fool would be doing there? If we did not know of such an invasion, then he likely would not have either.” Izas’ eyes lifted toward the grotto’s ceiling, his forehead wrinkling in thought.

“No idea, my young friend, but it might be something for you tricky little mortals to look into,” the Stalker suggested. “As for me, I’ll keep tracking him and start selecting the right paths on the fae roads to use––and figure out what tolls need to be paid—for us to travel to the same place he went; that’s if he keeps going there. A hunter should always keep in mind that if prey suddenly changes its habits, try to understand why before starting the hunt. If the Fool’s change in behaviour sticks, that means the Empire’s the right place for us to hunt the mysterious Foolish fellow down.”

“Glorious.” Gabrian bowed his head. “Uldar provides opportunity for us. And this time, we shall not waste it.”

He looked at Izas. “If our next chance to strike the Fool presents itself when he is far from protection, then we cannot allow ourselves to fail. When the time comes, we must ensure success.”

The ancient Chosen cracked his neck.

“Personally.”

“Indeed, it will be time for war, First Apostle,” Izas agreed.
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“Are you sure you want to begin with a war-spirit?” Professor Mangal’s eyes seemed to burn as they peered at Alex through a cloud of incense. The summoning room—at the top of the Summoner’s Tower where the young wizard had taken his first summoning class—was heavy with the scent of fragrant smoke. Through the haze, the night sky appeared inky black above the magical ceiling; stars were winking down at them. One wall of Professor Mangal’s seminar room was plastered with star charts and diagrams of the various planes.

“A war-spirit is a very powerful entity to bind or bargain with, Alex. I would suggest you begin with something easier.”

“Trust me,” he said, looking at the spell-guide in his hand. “You never know when a war is going to come looking for you. Besides, the bargaining part is the thing I’m least worried about. I have to actually be able to cast the spell that calls the spirit to me first.”

Squinting, the young wizard brought the spell-book nearer to the light from the four braziers around the summoning circle in the centre of the chamber.

The flickering glow illuminated the spell-guide’s formulae and diagrams… among the most complex of any spells he’d ever studied.

In fact, the most complex spell he’d ever tackled.

“I’ve been building relationships with every summons I’ve ever conjured,” the young wizard said. “Negotiations, diplomacy… those, I can handle. But this spell, Professor, by the Traveller, it makes my teeth ache thinking about how I’m ever going to manage to cast it.”

His professor, seated on a cushion across the summoning circle from her student, laughed lightly. Incense burned at five points around her, the smoke billowing at her laughter. “Listen, my young friend, the complexities of relational contract summoning spells are among the most challenging to master in all of the summoning arts. I must remind you that binding contract summoning is somewhat easier.”

She pointed to a spell-guide at her side. “Bind Planar Entity is—while still incredibly complex compared to the subjugation type summoning spells that you have mastered—is more straightforward than Conjure Planar Ally. Using the framework of pact magic, Bind Planar Entity simply binds the being you call within its magics. Conjure Planar Ally must seek a balance by allowing the entity to preserve its free will, while still using its magic to reinforce the contract you make together and prevent the being from striking you down while you are negotiating with it. You would be better served mastering Bind Planar Entity first.”

Alex suppressed a shudder before answering; the idea of binding another entity within a contract against its will made him queasy. In a way, that’d make him no better than Uldar, who’d unilaterally branded young folk to do his bidding without any say from them.

It didn’t matter whether they wanted the destiny of a Hero or not.

‘That’s something I’d rather not do. Maybe if I have to do it to survive or save someone’s life I would… but if I can avoid it, I’m going to. Besides⁠—’

“I think Conjure Planar Ally is the more logical choice, Professor. Look, we’re going to make enemies as wizards, right?” Alex asked. “So, why am I going to make even more enemies by binding and pissing off a bunch of elementals and spirits? I’d rather make allies instead; I’ve got quite enough enemies, thank you very much.”

“Ah, yes…” Professor Mangal said slowly. “I have… heard of what the god of your homeland branded you with; your story has gone through campus like wildfire.”

“Really?” Alex looked up from his book.

“You didn’t know?” The professor cocked her head to one side. “I expected someone would be stopping you every time you tried to make your way across campus; a great deal of people have been talking about you.”

“Well, to be honest, I don’t spend a lot of time on campus these days,” he said. “I have so much to do that I basically teleport from home straight to class, then either go to the Barrens, or Shale’s Workshop, or my other businesses.”

“Ah, that would explain it; I have heard you are very busy.” She looked at him with concern. Her eyes seemed to search him, looking for something. “Are you sure you can proceed with future spells, considering this Mark that you bear? It is a miracle that you have come as far as you have… I saw how you struggled with breaking through to sixth-tier, and I do worry for your mind. What that Mark does to inhibit you… sounds like incredible torture. Perhaps⁠—”

“Professor, thanks for being worried about me. I mean that sincerely, but with time, I’ve come to know my limits, considering I’ve been pushing them for two years, and—trust me—I’m not the kind of person who keeps pushing until they hurt themselves. Permanently. I think I can handle this, but I’m not going to know until I try.” He locked eyes with her, his voice solemn. “I’m going to try, Professor. I have to. And now that you know about my Mark and what it means… do you see why I’m reluctant to force a binding contract on anything?”

“What about subjugation type summoning?” Professor Mangal countered. “You use that regularly, and you also made a golem for yourself. Does that not amount to the same thing?”

“Maybe,” Alex admitted. “But when I call something to the material world with a subjugation type summoning spell, I talk to them and work things out with them. My spells technically bind them, but I’d like to think that I’m treating them well; and that their service is only temporary. When the spell is finished, they go home, the whole thing doesn’t take long. But with a binding contract summoning spell, I’m luring an entity into a magical trap and basically forcing them to be imprisoned until they agree to a service against their will; and that service could last days, weeks, or even months. That doesn’t sit right with me.”

“I think that is still more similar to subjugation summoning spells than you think, Alex,” Professor Mangal pointed out. “When you summon your favourite water elemental, he is friendly to you, but you could still force him to undertake any demand you desire, regardless of his will. You are merely giving the illusion of free will; when your summons are subjugated by your magic, they must listen.”

“To me, it’s still different,” he said calmly. “In the end, they spend a short amount of time with me doing a service, and I’ve never compelled any of my summons to do anything against their will, even if the magic would let me. But with binding type summoning spells, I basically have to force the contract… I admit, it’s probably not as different from what I’ve been doing as I think it is, but I still don’t like it. Something about the idea of forced negotiation…

“No, if there’s another way that’s not going to make enemies, I’ll go that route. Besides, with subjugation type summoning spells, anything I summon gets sent back home if the power of the spell is severed, for example if they’re heavily injured. With binding type summoning spells, they’re just here. They’re stuck until they finish whatever task I’ve bound them to. That’s a lot different.”

He tapped the spell-guide for Conjure Planar Ally. “So that means specialising in relational contract summoning. Don’t get me wrong, if it comes down to learning Bind Planar Entity or letting myself or someone I love die, I’ll do it. But it hasn’t come to that yet, so I’ll make the choice that feels right and still gets me what I want.”

The professor’s face lit up. “Ah, you always fill me with pride. Ethically, I agree with you, though logically, I still think subjugation and binding style summoning are akin to one another. However, I am not here to force you to do what you do not wish to do, I am here to guide you towards developing knowledge that will serve you and the summoning arts in the future.”

“Of course, Professor.” Alex smiled. “And thank you; if it weren’t for teachers like you, I wouldn’t have made it this far. And speaking of teaching, could you summon the war-spirit one more time for me? I want to watch you do it; it might give me some clues on how to handle the spell array.”

“Of course,” Mangal said.

She raised her hands, fixing her eyes on the circle.

Her face seemed to take on the strength of steel.

Then, she spoke a single word.

When Alex was in his first summer semester and taking his first summoning class, the professor had called the same war-spirit she was now summoning, sending the class into different levels of fear. He’d been so awed by the mesmerising spirit that he hadn’t focused on the professor, neither understanding nor clearly hearing what she’d said. The only distinct sound he remembered hearing was the sound of pain and metal grinding on metal.

But now?

Now, he’d mastered planar languages to a degree he couldn’t have dreamed of when he’d walked into his first summoning class the summer of his first year.

He’d studied the languages in detail, keeping in mind how important accurate pronunciation was. He’d grasped what different words meant and knew not to confuse them, to be specific and crystal clear.

As he listened to her casting, he understood what she was saying as clearly as if she were speaking the common tongue. She’d actually said more than one word, but they were all spoken together in a single pulse of magic:

“Come, Then-Arus, sworn warrior of Akebo. Come and honour me with your fellowship.”

A heartbeat later, the stone in the circle began to ripple violently.

Alex reached out with the Traveller’s power, feeling the spell’s might, wanting to capture how it felt. If he could sense it, he could have one hell of a soldier to stand against the church, the Empire, or any other enemy that came before him.

His eyes narrowed.

‘Huh… another captain for a general’s army,’ he thought.


Chapter 65


The Ultimate Technique of Mana Regeneration



Thunder echoed through the room.

Power flowed across the planes and Alex touched it with Hannah’s energy. He felt for the mana as it reached out to a distant plane; a plane emitting the scent of fresh blood, a pulsing heat of flame, and the sound of metal striking metal.

The spell’s mana called, and something answered.

Alex felt the war-spirit touch the flow of energy, riding it across the gulf between planes.

A form rose within the summoning circle; at first, it appeared that the floor tiles were swelling and shifting, like something was pushing them toward the ceiling. Alex remembered the first time he’d seen the war-spirit manifest in this very room. He recalled how it had taken on the appearance of stone.

It was stretching now, growing until its height was greater than either Thundar’s or Baelin’s. Stone warped, taking on definition, gleaming like metal.

From a place unknown and distant, Alex could hear the sound of iron pounding iron. Heat rose, as if from a forge.

The war-spirit took form.

Humanoid arms appeared.

Two bladed legs extended from its lower body.

A pair of outgrowths projected from a lean back—filling the space within the circle—becoming feathered wings glistening like polished steel. As its features unfolded—metallic musculature, flesh, and hair—a ring of metal shimmered into being, encircling its human-like head in a halo.

Spikes, like the thorns of a rosebush, extended from the steel surface.

A gleaming humanoid stretched its wings, looking around with an unreadable air, finally fixing its gaze on Professor Mangal.

With every sound escaping the creature, an echo of metal striking metal and voices screaming in terror reached Alex’s ears. The scent of fresh blood filled his nostrils and the spirit’s every movement seemed to threaten violence.

Despite the menace it was exuding, it appeared calm and relaxed.

The first time Mangal summoned this war-spirit for his class, its appearance had sent shock and fear through the beginner summoners and beyond merely creating a feeling of fear, something else about it felt deeply wrong to him.

At the time, he could acknowledge its unique physical presence, yet there was an aspect of its being that he couldn’t quite make sense of in his mind. It was as if one was looking around a familiar space, realising that something was out of place and having no idea what it was.

But now, Alex understood exactly what it was he’d found so unnerving back then—the war-spirit was an unapologetic confirmation of violence. If Tiashivas were empowered by violence, then war-spirits were born of it.

They were violence in a very real sense, and their existence was like an assault on the material world. To look on one was to face the manifestation of pain and death… capturing the innermost fears of most mortals.

Most.

Alexander Roth had changed, no longer fearful of what frightened most mortals.

‘I’ve killed greater demons and I’ve seen a dead god,’ he thought, meeting the war-spirit’s gaze as the entity looked down at him. ‘It takes a lot more than you to scare me.’

“Then-Arus,” Professor Mangal said, in words sounding like twisting metal and rushing liquid. “You are not required to fight today, but for answering my call, I will lead you to a battle worthy of your existence.”

Then-Arus did not answer, merely looking at Professor Mangal calmly.

His face wore a mask of tranquility, yet Alex could feel the ruthless satisfaction emanating from him.

“Are you quite satisfied, Alex?” Professor Mangal asked. “Was seeing me cast the spell helpful to you?”

“Absolutely, Professor,” he said. “I felt the flow of power… and it helped me get a better understanding of how the spell works. I can’t wait to get started, but—” He paused, looking at Then-Arus closely, examining the spirit’s powerful form.

Alex imagined his enemies facing this personification of violence.

He could see them running and breaking, too ruined to ever trouble him or those he cared about again.

He began to smile.

Until the First Apostle—the ancient Chosen of Uldar—and the man’s speed crept into his mind. He remembered the power of his magic, the might of his divinity, the hard body forged through life enforcement, and the skills and strength he’d used to overpower three Heroes of Uldar in one battle.

His smile faded.

‘I need something better. Bigger. Deadlier,’ he thought, looking at Professor Mangal.

“Can I ask Then-Arus a question, Professor?” he said.

She nodded. “Of course.”

He bowed his head to the war-spirit. “Mighty Then-Arus, butcher of a thousand battlefields and terror of a hundred planes⁠—”

The professor raised an eyebrow.

The war-spirit eyed him closely.

Alex had used ancient titles for Then-Arus’ kind. Titles that were rarely known by mortals anymore.

He’d done his research.

“—I seek to ask a question of you, with the greatest respect,” he said. “You are bound to Professor Mangal by magic and fellowship, and that is a great union of magic, blood, and death. I seek to forge a relationship with one of your kind. I myself have dealt terrible violence. I am the wizard who slayed Yantrahpretaye in Cretalikon. I was the general on the battlefield when my golem, Claygon, and the warrior, Kyembe the Spirit Killer, slayed the great Kaz-Mowang. My golem and my strategies destroyed the greater demon, Zonon-In. I have many deeds of blood and violence to my credit, and I seek one who would join me in these endeavours. Would this please your kin?”

Silence hung between them, until Then-Arus spoke in Alex’s mind, his voice like a thousand blades slicing through multitudes. “We are violence. We would gladly join with one who draws blood and death as you have done. We know violence. We know your deeds. What is your question?”

“Who among your kind would you fear to fight most?” Alex asked.

Silence followed.

Mangal gasped.

Then-Arus’ metal body began pulsing waves of heat. “I am a war-spirit of steel. I do not fear.”

“You speak true,” Alex said. “What you would call strategy, I—a mere mortal—would call fear. A fear not of violence and death, but of the end of it. You are violence, Then-Arus. You seek it endlessly, for that is what you are. But if you met an opponent, one so violent… and so powerful that it would stop your endless quest for blood, then you would choose your battle against them with care, would you not? Forgive me if I am wrong, for I am a mere mortal.”

Silence.

“You are correct,” Metal grated in Alex’s mind.

“Thank you, Then-Arus. Then who among your kind would be most formidable to face? Who among your kind has accomplished the most glorious deeds of violence? Who among your kind would drive the rest of you to band together to face them on the battlefield? Who among your kind would make greater demons recoil in terror?” Alex asked.

More silence.

Mangal looked at Alex, concern lining her face.

“You ask who is the greatest among us, or who would be one most feared across the planes,” Then-Arus said. “Do not seek to conjure such a being, mortal. It will be too much for you.”

“It will be too much for my enemies,” Alex countered. “And I seek such an entity of my own free will. I am no mindless apprentice out of their depth. You know my deeds and I wield great power. Grant me this information, please. I could search tomes for the name of such a being, but books created by mortals would not come close to your knowledge of death and battle, Then-Arus.”

The war-spirit studied the young wizard carefully. “I sense some duality about you, mortal. You are a puzzle. A contradiction. You say that you deal death, and this much I know to be true. I can taste it—” a spiked, metallic tongue emerged from the war-spirit’s face, tasting the air “—but something about you is antithetical to the very nature of violence. That trait disgusts me. I tolerate it; I have a partiality for mortals. But the one you conjure will see such a weakness as an affront. They will strike you down before you can speak.”

Alex cursed Uldar.

“You let me worry about that, Then-Arus. I beseech you. Grant me a name. Grant me a name that I can call upon. A name that will terrify my enemies from its first syllable,” the young wizard said.

“Then there is but one,” the war-spirit’s metal shuddered. “That name… is Asmaldestre, who my kin call The Unmaker.”

Mangal drew in a sharp breath.

“Asmaldestre the Unmaker,” Alex repeated the words. “I will commit that name to memory.”

“That is unwise. The Unmaker is unruly beyond all mortal measure. She is destruction, metal and flesh. She is blood and iron and flame.”

Alex smiled with menace, imagining the First Apostle’s face twisted in horror. “She sounds perfect.”

“Ah,” Professor Mangal warned. “Such a war-spirit will wield immense power. I doubt that Conjure Planar Ally would suffice to summon her.”

Alex looked at Mangal. “Which tier?”

“Pardon?”

“Which spell-tier would suffice?”

The professor shook her head. “It would be beyond even my power.”

“What tier?” Alex pressed.

“Ninth,” she said grimly. “Without a doubt. The spells would likely be Conjure Ultimate Ally or Conjure Grand Gate, both at ninth-tier. The former would allow you to conjure the most powerful of planar entities, while the latter creates a full portal between planes. But… very few summoners can cast those spells, Alex.”

“Goals, then,” Alex said. “Professor, I know what I want to do. I’m going to master Conjure Planar Ally. That’s going to be my next challenge… but I bet you I’ll be able to break through to ninth-tier summoning spells sooner rather than later.”

“You could hardly break through to sixth-tier, Alex,” she pointed out.

“Let’s just say I know my limits,” he said evasively.

‘At least, what they would be without the Mark’s interference,’ he thought. ‘I broke through to fifth, then sixth-tier, one after the other, even with the Mark trying its damnedest to stop me. If it wasn’t there… if there was no resistance in my way, then combined with Hannah’s power, and my own learning, I might get to ninth-tier summoning spells pretty damn quick. Damn quick.”

Professor Mangal shook her head again. “Alex, even if you could develop the skill to cast a ninth-tier spell, you would need the mana reserves for it. Your mana pool… I doubt could manage it.”

“I have a lot of mana,” Alex said.

“You would need a lot more,” she warned.

Alex frowned. “Then that’s going to be my next step.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“After we finish working on Conjure Planar Ally, I’ll go see Professor Val’Rok,” he said. “I’ll make sure I have plenty of mana for upper tier spells.”

Within his chest, a determination like never before burned.

He was closer to shattering the limits Uldar had put on him, but to take full advantage of that freedom, he would need to be ready.

‘It’ll make no difference if I revert the Mark but don’t have enough mana to power the kind of spells I’ll be capable of learning,’ he thought. ‘It’s time to ask Professor Val’Rok a question.’
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“Professor, what’s the most powerful mana regeneration technique you know of?” Alex asked.

Professor Val’Rok paused outside his office door, midway through unlocking it. In his mouth, a beetle struggled valiantly to escape. “Well, good morning to you too, Alex. You look terrible.”

“Sorry, I’ve been uh, throwing myself against a wall, so to speak,” Alex said, leaning against a wall for support.

He had thrown himself against Conjure Planar Ally for hours with Professor Mangal, trying repeatedly to master the spell.

The Traveller’s power had guided him.

His experience directed him.

Reversing the mistakes the Mark weaponised had inspired him.

But the Mark of the Fool’s interference proved to be a very determined foe. Half a night’s effort had driven him to the brink. At times it felt like Uldar’s blessing—or curse—was trying to destroy his mind.

For all the work he’d done, he’d only progressed a measly two percent through the spell’s complex array.

‘I’m not going to be able to cast the spell until I can change the Mark,’ Alex thought. ‘But it’s worth working at it.’

“It almost looks like you’ve been throwing yourself at a wall quite literally. You’ll have to tell me about it. I have some time before morning classes begin. You say you want the most powerful technique that I know?” Professor Val’Rok asked.

“Yes. And don’t try to convince me otherwise—” Alex started.

But the lizardfolk wizard merely grinned, crunching the beetle between his teeth. “Oh no, absolutely not. I’ve heard of your alchemical exploits, and I’ve heard what this… Mark of the Fool, I believe it’s called? I’ve heard what it does… I take it that it helps you with mana manipulation?”

“Yes,” Alex said, looking uncomfortable. “I hope you don’t look at using it as cheating.”

“Absolutely not,” Val’Rok said. “If anything, the fact that it augments you will put you in the right mindset; you’ll be far more prepared for the ultimate technique than most.”

“How so?” Alex asked, burning with curiosity.

“Because at the highest levels, Mana Regeneration is no longer about training your pool. Not anymore.” The professor swallowed the beetle.

“It’s about modifying your pool. You’re about to reach the limits of what your body has granted you.” He chuckled darkly. “But we can do better. Come inside. I’ll teach you something that most would call… unnatural.”


Chapter 66


Unnatural Power in the Most Natural Way



“So, the thing about mana regeneration at the highest levels is—” Val’Rok began.

“Wait, Professor, there’s something important I need to ask you first,” Alex said, easing into a chair and placing his hands on Professor Val’Rok’s desk.

The lizardfolk wizard was just getting comfortable behind his desk. “What is it?”

“You’ve lost weight, haven’t you?” he said, eyeing the professor. “I remember the last time I saw you, you were on a diet. Looks like it worked.”

“Ah, thank you!” Val’Rok beamed, licking one of his eyes in delight. He lifted his arms, showing off his now trimmer frame. “Yes, the diet has been going quite well. I’ve thrown in a little more exercise too, hoping to get toned up. Is it really noticeable?”

Alex grinned and gave him a thumbs-up. “Your hard work’s paying off, Professor. It’s definitely showing.”

The lizardman made a happy little hiss. “I knew there was a reason I liked you so much. Ah, if I could blush, you’d have me glowing. But never mind my slimming journey for now, let’s focus on horrifyingly unnatural magic instead.”

He sank into his chair, rubbing his hands together. “So! I know you’ve had plenty of practise running currents of mana through your mana pool to stimulate its fibres. The truth is, that’s about as far as you can go relying on your natural mana pool. Fear not, there are other techniques that can give you a more rapid mana regeneration rate, unfortunately…”

The lizardfolk raised a scaly hand, tilting it back and forth. “They can only help you so much. The next technique you’d naturally learn would be how to ‘vibrate’ all of your mana fibres at once to create a form of resonance that draws more power from them. But even that would only increase your mana regeneration rate by about ten percent. And that’s about as good as it gets when you rely on what you’re born with.”

He clapped his hands, grinning and rubbing them together like a greedy fly. “But if you modify your mana pool with certain ethereal constructions, then you’ll achieve far greater yields when it comes to your regeneration. And that also expands your mana pool. Does that sound good?”

Alex was nearly salivating at the thought. “It sounds too good to be true, if I’m being honest, Professor.”

“Well, that’s because it almost is,” Val’Rok said. “The Manamorphic Augmentation Construct is a very dangerous process. It requires a steady hand, a steadier mind, a mastery of alchemy at a high level, and a mastery of mana manipulation of the most prodigious calibre. A loose understanding of blood magic is also helpful.”

“Sounds like it was made for me,” the young wizard said. “What are the risks?”

“In the very worst cases, complete destruction of one’s mana pool,” the professor confessed bluntly. “Or, failing complete destruction, damage to one’s mana flow that could take decades to heal. It’s very risky, to be honest, and very few people even attempt it.”

“Have you?” Alex asked.

The lizard gave him a withering look. “Of course I have! I’ve succeeded too… after three earlier failures.” Reptilian lips pulled back from sharp teeth in a grimace. “And I’ll be even more honest, the last failure was bad. Quite bad… Incredibly bad, as a matter of fact. As in, ‘I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to continue being a wizard any longer’ kind of bad. But after about a decade, I healed, tried again, and… let’s just say I have more mana to call on than any three or four of my colleagues.”

He grinned. “It was well worth it. And judging by your skill level—and your previous augmentation—I think you could achieve it without a single failure. Or maybe one. Two at most.”

“Well, you certainly know how to fill someone with confidence, Professor,” Alex said sourly.

“It’s not my job to fill you with confidence, it’s my job to fill you with knowledge. Awful, awful knowledge.”

“So far, you haven’t filled me with any knowledge, Professor!” Alex countered. “You’ve only told me about how I could rip my mana to shreds and ruin my entire life if I fail at this.”

“You won’t,” Val’Rok said. “But I suppose I should tell you how it actually works. First, though, I have a question for you: what is a mana pool?”

“It’s a form of an ethereal organ that both stores and generates mana in mortals,” Alex said. “Some monsters store and generate mana differently, but—for the most part—if you’re mortal and wield magic, you have a mana pool.”

“Excellent, and where is the mana pool located in the body? What is it made of?” Val’Rok asked.

Now it was Alex’s turn to give his professor a withering look. “I’m not some drooling first-year who skipped half his magic lore courses. You’re going to have to try harder than that to trick me. Mana pools aren’t located in the body; they’re located between the body and the soul. That’s why one can still call on their mana if they’ve shed their physical form, like how some dead wizards’ ghosts can still call on their spells. As for what it’s made of? Mana fibres, which are themselves made of a composite of mana, ectoplasm, and pure soul stuff.”

“Correct!” Professor Val’Rok said. “Now, then, how many arms does Professor Ram have?”

Alex winced. “Um… two… if you count his force arm.”

“Precisely,” said the lizardfolk wizard. “Our dear, grumpy Professor Ram would only have one arm if he didn’t create a force construct prosthesis. Now, how many mana pools do we each have?”

“One,” Alex said.

“Why?” Professor Val’Rok folded one hand over the other on his desk.

“That’s what we’re born with,” the young wizard said slowly before trailing off. “But what if we each had more than one?”

“Precisely.” Val’Rok grinned. “In the end, a mana pool will always be that. A mana pool. Manamorphic Augmentation Construction is the act of forging an artificial mana pool then carefully attaching it to one’s natural mana pool through a form of ethereal surgery, as it were. Creating one is incredibly painful, incredibly difficult, and very prone to rejection.”

“What do you mean, rejection?” Alex asked.

“When one has something foreign in their body, what happens?” Val’Rok asked. “Well, the body expels it, doesn’t it? If you have a splinter in your finger, then the splinter will eventually work its way out. The soul is no different. One’s soul usually fights tooth and nail to reject and expel any artificially attached mana pools. But if one has a mindset that would accept something of that nature…”

“Then the soul’s less likely to reject it.” Alex tapped his shoulder. “And I’m used to having something grafted to my soul.”

“Exactly.” Val’Rok reached down, unlocking his bottom drawer then pulling out a book and a bottle filled with a strange, cloudy substance. “Here’s the book of notes I made on how I built my artificial mana pools, and this bottle contains a small sample of ectoplasm. When combined with mana, you’ll find only one substance more suitable… and that’s the very stuff that souls are made of.”

“And I’m not going to be getting my hands on any of that any time soon.” Alex shuddered.

“Yes, you will,” Val’Rok said.

“Wait, what now?” The young wizard started dopily patting his clothing like he expected to find a vial or pouch of soul he didn’t know was there.

“No, you silly man.” Val’Rok leaned over his desk, pressing a finger to Alex’s chest. “Right there. From your own soul.”

“Wait… what?” The Thameish wizard stared at him, remembering Hannah’s story of Kelda’s death; how the young woman had obliterated her own soul. “You want me to sacrifice my soul to⁠—”

“No.” The professor shook his head. “Of course not. That’s not what I did. Tell me, what happens when you get a cut somewhere on your body?”

“I bleed,” Alex said.

“And after you bleed? Then what?”

“A clot forms, then a scab, and then I heal.”

Val’Rok looked at him expectantly.

“Wait… are you saying that if I… cut my soul…” Alex paused. “Or cut off small pieces of it, it’ll heal?”

“That’s precisely what I’m saying.” The lizardfolk touched his tail. “If I were to cut my tail off, it would eventually regrow. It would be a terrible, painful process, but it would regenerate. Souls can do the same; if they are damaged—mildly—then they will heal as good as new, so long as the wound is not severe. You regrow clipped nails and cut hair, right? If I scraped some skin from your body, you’d certainly regenerate it; it’s the same with the soul.

“If you surgically separate very small pieces of it—and I do mean very small—at different times, you could save those pieces, wait for your soul to heal, then do it again. It’s a slow process, a very slow process, but you could use it to generate the purest material you could ask for when it comes to forging artificial mana pools. The material offers the most efficiency while being legal to obtain in Generasi—since you’re only tampering with your own soul—and it’s the least likely substance to be rejected, for the simple reason that it came from you.”

Alex swallowed. “Sounds… painful.”

“It is,” Val’Rok said gravely. “But I think you have the mindset for it and the will to see it through. Am I wrong?”

The young wizard thought carefully.

‘Something about tampering with my own soul sends chills through me,’ he thought. ‘Even if I use a relatively safe way of doing it. Maybe I don’t have to do something as drastic and should ask the professor for a technique that’s a bit safer⁠—’

Then Alex’s mind paused on one word.

On one name.

Kelda.

Hannah’s friend had destroyed her very soul trying to rid herself of the Mark of the Fool. He was now on the same path as she’d been and was looking for her sanctum so he could find her research and try to refine her process.

‘If I’m going to revert the Mark of the Fool to the Mark of the General… I’m going to have to alter my soul,’ he thought, throwing a glance at his shoulder. ‘I’m going to be interfering with a god’s Mark on my spirit; so like it or not, I won’t have a choice but to interfere with my own soul anyway.’

His hands balled into fists. ‘And better I should get some real practice first.’

“Alright, Professor.” Alex took the bottle and book. “Tell me how I can start carving up my own soul for spare parts?”

The lizard wizard let out a very loud—and very mad—laugh. “This is why I love teaching you! Here, you can borrow this.”

Val’Rok sprang from his chair and opened a cabinet in the back of his office. Inside was a sealed steel box.

He unlocked it with care, removing a strange-looking knife—extremely thin, fine, and nearly transparent. Its edges shimmered as though Alex was observing them through a haze.

It was unnerving, and it felt wrong.

“What is that?” the young wizard asked.

“A soul-scalpel,” Val’Rok said, his mirth fading. He looked at it grimly. “Don’t ask me what it’s made of, but if you pour enough mana into it, you can use it to do what we were just discussing; perform surgery on your very soul.”

“That’d make a terrifying weapon,” Alex murmured.

The lizardman shook his head. “It’s mostly useless as a weapon. To get it to even work, you have to channel both mana and life energy into it to empower it, using a process that’s quite finicky and takes about ten minutes to set up. The soul then needs to be in a state of complete relaxation; it must be calm, collected, and at peace, or there’ll be too much turbulence for the blade to handle. A turbulent soul could shatter a blade as delicate as this one. Another thing is, it must contact bare skin, and you must handle it gently. The material is fragile.”

“What’s it called?” Alex asked.

“Bane, Mr. Roth; a very fitting name in my opinion. It’s very, very rare in the material world. I am putting a lot of trust in you by letting you borrow this blade,” the professor said.

“I won’t let you down, Professor… but, wait. You say the material is fragile, but what about using it for assassinations?” Alex asked. “Couldn’t you use it to slit someone’s soul when they’re sleeping? Their soul would be at rest, right, so you’re not risking breaking the blade on clothing or something harder, like armour.”

The lizardman paused. “Are you going to make me regret giving this to you? You’re asking me some rather unnerving questions, even by my standards.”

“No, no, I’m not going to use it for any homicides. I promise. I’m just… curious, that’s all,” Alex said.

“Well, you would be correct,” the older wizard said. “If one—albeit gently—stabs just the right spot on a sleeping or unconscious individual, then one could damage the soul to a point beyond its ability to heal. In some ancient societies, assassinations were committed with daggers similar to this in the ultimate taboo; destroying the soul of a target. But enough talk of such dark things; be sure to use this blade well, use it with care.”

He gently placed it in Alex’s waiting hands. The young wizard shuddered as it touched his skin. It was… cold, in a way he couldn’t quite put into words.

Something within him recoiled.


Chapter 67


Firbolgs in the Forest



Within a forest clearing in Kymiland, a large elk sniffed the bark of a fir tree.

He was an old beast, with fur long greyed. By now, his body should have been thick and full, ready for the scarcity of winter; instead, his curving rib bones stood out, stretching against sagging fur with each breath he drew. Slower than the rest, his herd had long left him behind, moving on, leaving him to fend for himself.

His time was edging near, coming sooner rather than later. There was little chance the old elk would survive the long winter.

Although the old beast had no way of knowing he would never again see that harsh season, even for one day.

A stone flew from the trees—sailing between trunks—striking the elk’s skull. The rock was bigger around than a human torso, thrown with terrible force and pinpoint accuracy; the aged beast was dead before he even realised death was there to claim him.

Slumping to the ground, his form stilled, settling in the snow.

Heartbeats passed.

There came the sound of snow crunching, of a great weight being pressed into the ground.

A hulking figure emerged from the woods.

Eight or nine feet in height, powerful, with both crimson hair and beard, the firbolg scanned the forest for signs of danger—a kill could bring hungry wolves or worse, very quickly. When none became apparent, he positioned the elk, drawing a sharp stone blade from his bag.

He prepped the stag with care, then draped its carcass over a shoulder, beginning the long journey back to his village.

For a moment, he paused, turning in place, scanning the woods.

“Thought I heard something,” he whispered beneath his breath; a voice deep and misting rose from his lips.

He waited for a time, but no threat came.

Shaking his head, the hunter strode away, heavy footfalls leaving deep impressions in the snow.

“Hmph,” he whispered. “That bastard Birger was wrong. They won’t attack today. Good, be a shame to bring bad news when I finally got myself a kill.”

Quietly, he disappeared into the trees.

For a time, the woods creaked softly.

Then without warning, a quiet voice broke the stillness, coming from what seemed to be empty air.

“He’s got good instincts,” Theresa Lu said, floating just below the forest’s canopy. Invisibility magic sheathed her and her companions: Alex, Brutus, and Claygon.

“Yes… I thought he would… discover us,” Claygon whispered.

“Yeah, me too,” Alex said. “And that would have been awkward.”

“To say the least.” Theresa descended until she was inches above the snow and touched the bloodstain. “That was a perfect shot.”

“Yeah, the firbolgs specialise in rock-throwing. It’s a tradition they carried with them when they migrated from ancient Thameland millennia ago.” Alex searched his memory, reciting the information from a passage in a reference book he’d borrowed from the university library: Lore of Giants, Volume 13. “They throw hard, fast, and with precision.”

“I could see that,” she whispered. “No wonder they gave the Irtyshenans as much trouble as they did. So, did you learn what you needed to know?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “I was debating whether or not we should just try and sneak into their village… but I think we’d learn more if we actually made proper contact with them.”

Brutus growled, sniffing at the snow where the stag had been.

“I don’t know if they’ll be up for visitors,” Theresa said.

“With all the dangers… in this forest… I don’t think they would trust outsiders… at all,” Claygon agreed.

“You’re both right,” Alex said. “Which is the reason why we’re going to use some things I learned about them from that book on giants. When approaching firbolgs, it’s customary to bring a gift. Preferably something they need.”

The young wizard looked in the direction the giant had gone. “And judging by what that firbolg said—finally got a kill—I think they need food. And maybe other kinds of help. The firbolg said something about an attack. Maybe they’ve had trouble with the Irtyshenans. Either way, I think I know how to get on their good side. To start, we’re going to need your bow, Theresa.”

“Then you have it,” the huntress said. “What do you need it for? Are we hunting those golem knights?”

“Or maybe… the rune-marked?” Claygon asked.

“No, no, just deer, for now.” Alex looked at the elk’s blood staining the snow, remembering how thin the stag was. “A lot of deer.”
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“Hello, there!” Alex called out in Neimheadhish, the tongue of the firbolgs. He pronounced the words with the exactness of a native speaker, while making sure to introduce a heavy Thameish accent to his speech.

He was now visible. Theresa and Brutus walked beside him, flanking him; all three were surrounded by a swarm of reinforced forcedisks. Each disk bore the dressed and prepped body of a fat elk.

They carried a total of twenty animals, harvested from throughout the woods.

It was an impressive sight, one that drew the attention of a pair of firbolg sentries.

Ahead of Alex and his two companions was the firbolg settlement —Claygon was waiting in an abandoned bear’s den about a mile back.

The firbolg’s home was on a hill—cleared with stone axes—looming from the forest. Upon that hill stretched an enormous longhouse, sized for those of giant stature.

Several outbuildings—‘small’ huts, sheds, a stable, and a granary—were built on the sides of the snowy slope. Around the hill’s base was a wall of thick logs bound tightly together and carved with magical glyphs.

The only entrance through the rampart was by way of a thick gate, guarded by four firbolg sentries.

Four firbolg sentries who were now gaping at Alex, Therea, Brutus… and their floating disks laden with elk.

The giants’ eyes looked ready to roll from their skulls.

“I come bearing gifts!” Alex called. “I hope to speak with one of your elders!”

“Stay back!” a giant guard shouted, lifting an immense boulder with one equally immense hand. His bulging eyes had hardened with suspicion.

Another sentry drew a horn from her belt, blowing three short notes, then levelling her spear at the intruders. The others repeated the same actions, lifting their spears and axes in warning.

Alex held up a hand, signalling Theresa, Brutus, and the disks to stop.

With a sharp thrust, he planted the aeld staff in the snow and stepped back, raising both hands to shoulder height, relaxing his demeanour, slowing all movement. “We mean you no harm. We only wish to talk!”

“Stay there, human!” the first sentry shouted, lifting the stone higher. “Don’t move!”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Alex called back, glancing at Theresa.

The huntress looked at him sidelong. “This is going well so far,” she said sourly.

“Give it a bit,” he said, watching the giants’ settlement.

The longhouse doors were thrown wide, and a dozen giants boiled from the entrance, strapping on hide and steel armour as they rushed down the slope toward the front gate.

From nearly every outbuilding more giants came, grasping massive axes and clubs. Children—well, giant-sized children—poked their heads from stables and sheds, looking for the source of the commotion.

There was not a friendly face to be seen as the giants opened their gates.

Those who’d rushed from the longhouse—including the young firbolg hunter who’d harvested the starving deer—emerged through the gates, shutting them behind them.

A giant among giants—a firbolg a full head taller than the rest—stepped to the front of the group. Old scars were etched into his lined face like the weathering of an old carving, and straight-edged Irtyshenan daggers were braided into a thick, long beard.

He clutched a steel warhammer in one hand, and his armour was reinforced by what looked to be the remains of a golem knight’s magical armour.

His clan folk looked on him with expressions of respect and deference as he moved to speak with the outsiders, his chest swelling.

“Who are you, humans?” he called to Alex’s party, his teeth pulling back in a snarl. “Why have you come here?”

Alex’s eyes scanned the settlement’s outer wall; parts of the rampart had been damaged, other parts newly repaired.

“Not to attack you,” Alex said calmly. “If that is what you ask. My name is Alex Roth, and these are my companions, Theresa Lu and Brutus. We’re here to bargain and seek knowledge. We are not rune-marked and we’re not from the Empire! We wish no quarrel with you.”

The giant’s frown deepened as he watched Alex, Theresa, and Brutus until his eyes fell on the deer, all trussed and resting on forcedisks, like platters for a feast.

A guard whispered in the leader’s ear.

And the towering firbolg nodded at Alex. “You said you came here looking to speak to an elder, and that you bear gifts. And while it’s clear you do bear many gifts, the question is why? We have human friends in the forest, but we do not know you. You are strangers to us.”

“We hail from Thameland,” Alex said. “Your ancestral home from across land and sea, and I must speak to an elder of your people about a matter of incredible importance. I bring these gifts so that we may start our parley with the right stone thrown,” Alex said, quoting an old firbolg expression. “I seek nothing other than the knowledge of an elder. Might I have your name?”

The firbolgs’ expression had begun to soften a bit as Alex continued talking, the wizard’s calming tone and familiar words easing their suspicion.

The leader appeared more relaxed, his shoulders slumping and the grip on his weapon loosening. “I am Chief Olaf of Clan Fir Óh Allaráen, the protector of my clan. What knowledge do you seek, stranger? And what price do you wish for those trays of elk meat?”

Caution still lay in his voice, but his tone had softened, somewhat.

And only somewhat.

“I wish to make inquiries of your clan’s oldest members,” Alex said. “There was an event that happened in Kymiland about three hundred years ago. And I would like to speak to someone who might remember it.”

Whispers passed among the firbolgs.

“And that’s all you want in return for so many harvested elk?” the chief asked, hard suspicion entering his voice.

“Yes, that’s all I want,” Alex said. “I will gift the meat to you now, but then you must tell me who among you has lived for over three centuries.”

“Send him to Birger and his boy, Chief,” one of the firbolgs said. “He’s the only one who’s been alive for that long.”

“I’m hungry, Mother,” a firbolg child said, his voice loud enough to carry over the rampart. He stood in the snow, holding his mother’s hand, standing midway up the slope of the hill.

The chief frowned. “I hear your words saying that all you want is to talk, but how do I know it is as you say and you’re not a spy from the Empire?”

“You don’t,” Alex admitted. “But all I can do is give you my word that I’m not. If you just let me speak to Birger, then I’ll be gone before you know it.”

“Hrm, as I don’t know you, that gives me little comfort. And when you’re gone and have left us with poisoned meat, how will that help us? We will check to see if these carcasses are poisoned by having you taste the meat,” the chief insisted. “And if they are, then know that we’ll smash the three of you until you’re thinner than running tree sap.”

Brutus growled, but Theresa put a hand on his shoulder.

“That won’t be necessary; I’ll hand over the meat now, we can eat some to show you that it’s not poisoned, which means you’ll also have us under your control and can make sure we weren’t trying to harm you and your kin. Is Birger in the longhouse on the hill?” Alex asked.

Olaf snorted. “No. He does not live among us. Neither him nor that boy of his.” He spat in the snow. “You’ll find them in the nearby woods, and we will tell you where to go once you’re finished here. Tell him ‘Chief Olaf will send food the day after tomorrow. And that the ward should stand strong.’”

Alex frowned. “I will,” he said.

“Then we have a pact, stranger,” Chief Olaf said, striding toward him. “Now, do you know these woods well?”

“Not so much,” Alex said.

“That’s alright,” Olaf said. “If you’re lucky, Birger will be singing. He’s always singing; that will lead you to him.”

The young wizard’s breath caught.

Veer north again, not south. That’s where the firbolgs tend to be. Oh, and when you get there, if you hear singing, don’t trust it. Those wily old giants have certain illusions that trick travellers into their cauldrons! Beware!

Those were the words of Old Iliana.

‘Well, I guess we’ll see if this Birger will have his cauldron ready for us,’ Alex thought, looking at the gathered firbolgs. ‘They didn’t exactly sound friendly when they mentioned their two kinfolk… There’s probably an interesting reason why he and his son live apart from the others. A reason we’ll learn soon enough, no doubt.’


Chapter 68


The Giant’s Cottage



“Ithink I’m hearing this Birger’s song,” Theresa whispered. “We’re getting closer.”

“Good…” Claygon whispered. “These woods… are strange… it is unsafe here…”

He floated above the group, sheathed in invisibility magic while Theresa, Brutus, and Alex trudged the twisting woodcutter’s path through the forest.

Strange symbols had been carved in the tree trunks.

Some looked like glyphs in the firbolgs’ tongue.

Others resembled half-finished characters from a dozen other languages.

Some appeared to be magical glyphs, while others were partially-finished copies of the symbols the rune-marked bore.

“These are interesting,” Alex whispered. “I wonder what they mean?”

He scanned the trees as he felt for any flow of mana in the air.

He found nothing that would give him any answers. Symbols were etched in nearly every tree trunk they passed, their full meaning hidden from him. Bits of answers swarmed around, unconnected to each other, not in any language he could decipher, but in shapes. If they could be spoken aloud, there would be no recognisable words, only syllables and noise.

Yet, power emanated from the wood.

As they made their way down the path, the air grew heavy and oppressive. Cold deepened. Wind grew more biting. Trees twisted and changed, taking on ominous shapes, towering like demonic sentries or menacing blue annis hags, all reaching toward the path to pluck Alex’s head from his neck.

It was as though the forest was intent on driving them out.

Alex bit his lip. “There’s power here… some kinda ward,” he whispered.

Theresa’s hands were gripping her sword hilts. “What kind of ward? Is it trying to get rid of us?”

Brutus growled, three heads swivelling, noses sniffing the air.

Alex shook his head. “I think it’s trying to keep something else out. We’re just catching the edges of it. If it was targeting us, we’d be having a much rougher time of it. I wonder⁠—”

“Hold that thought,” Theresa whispered, nodding toward the trees. “There’s a cottage up ahead, through the trees… I hear something else. Not sure what.”

“How far?” Alex asked.

“Maybe four hundred paces.”

“Keep an eye out,” he said, looking at the symbols with suspicion. “Chief Olaf didn’t say that this Birger was dangerous… or that his ‘boy’ was… but I doubt he told us everything. Be on your guard. We’ll come in openly, but we should be prepared for anything.”

“Right.” She tightened her grip on her swords.

‘Stay sharp, Claygon. Be ready for anything,’ Alex internally warned the airborne golem.

‘I’m ready… Father…’

Together, they continued down the path, the song growing louder.

It was… wordless… more of a throaty hum than actual singing. The voice was older, deeper, gravelly, touched by the weight of time. Baelin’s voice held greater wisdom and majesty.

This one carried a weariness that someone as young as Alex could not begin to comprehend.

And it came from within the confines of the cottage in the middle of the clearing. The structure was wooden, faced with uneven stones, sealed with crumbling mortar, and roofed with a thick thatch that was reinforced with wood.

A single window—with shutters closed tightly—sat in a south facing wall that also held a towering door carved with the countenance of a demonic tree on the front of it.

The cottage was built beside a frozen stream with a motionless water wheel protruding from the ice. From behind the cottage, came the faint sound of wood groaning and stone grinding through the trees, barely audible above the song.

In the clearing around the cottage, small animal carcasses hung from wooden racks. Massive targets—carved to mimic humanoid shapes—were positioned in the snow, evenly spread out around the space.

Deep gashes lay in each one.

Alex’s eyes narrowed, focusing on the targets. “Those cuts are real deep,” he whispered. “Each target looks about the size of a golem knight; the wood’s pretty solid. You’d need a lot of strength to cut that deep. More than I’d expect a three-hundred-year-old elder… and a boy to have.”

“Whatever it is… I will fight for you, Father…” Claygon whispered.

“Thanks, buddy,” Alex said, taking a deep breath, preparing to call out.

Suddenly, the song stopped.

A strained silence fell over the clearing; even the wind died, leaving leaves and branches still.

“Who’s there?” a grizzled voice called in the common tongue.

It came from the cottage and echoed from every tree around them.

Mana pulsed in the air.

The hairs on the back of Alex’s neck rose.

“My name is Alex Roth of Thameland! With me are Brutus and Theresa Lu, also of Thameland!” he called.

“And the one above you? The floating metal man? Or will you not introduce him?” the gravelly voice said.

The grinding from behind the cottage abruptly ended.

Heavy footfalls—very heavy footfalls—pounded through the snow.

“Stop!” the wizened voice called. “I will deal with this.”

Alex and Theresa looked at each other, then he waved the aeld staff.

Invisibility melted away from Claygon.

“Is that aeld wood?” the elder’s voice asked, surprise apparent in its tone.

“It is…” Alex said. “And Chief Olaf said to tell you that he’ll send food the day after tomorrow! And he also said to tell you that the ward should stand strong!”

Silence.

“So you have been to the village, and yet you are now here. Why?” the voice asked, its tone dropping lower. A rough note had entered it. “Did Olaf send you to do what he’s been too cowardly to do himself? Is that why you brought that golem knight?”

“I am no… golem knight. I am a golem… I am Claygon. I am… not here to fight you… My father wants to learn… from you…”

“Learn what?” a deep voice spoke from behind the cottage. It echoed with a ferocious challenge but cracked partway through. It was deep, yet wavered between the boyish tones of an adolescent, and the deep, rough bass of an adult man. “What do you want from my father?”

Again, there came the sound of a heavy footfall bounding through the snow.

“I said stay back, son!” the elder’s voice cried. “What is it you seek, stranger? You’re upsetting my son.”

Suspicion still filled the deep voice.

Alex cursed under his breath. If anything, mentioning the firbolg chieftain had only made things worse. What had happened between this small family and the rest of their clan?

The young wizard decided to simply get to the reason they were there. “Listen, friend,” he called. “I have something for you.”

In an instant, Alex teleported away, appearing within a snowy cavern where he’d left two elk carcasses. Hoisting them onto his broad shoulders, he teleported back to the clearing.

A surprised cry came from the cottage.

“I come bearing these two elk stags,” Alex said. “They are not the fattest, but they should feed you for a time. They are our gift to you, in hopes that you can tell me about some events that occurred here in Kymiland some three hundred years ago.”

“Three hundred years… you say…” The voice sounded more suspicious. “You are from Thameland, you say? Do you call Uldar your master?”

The threat in the air spiked.

Power seemed to crackle from every tree, as though the entire forest was poised to attack.

Theresa tensed.

Brutus growled.

Claygon lifted his spear.

Alex paused.

‘Why did he get so defensive when I brought up what happened three hundred years ago?’ he thought. ‘And he again asked if I was from Thameland, and… wait… wait, wait, wait! Does he think I’m from the church? And if he does, there’s likely only one reason why he’d care. Time to gamble.’

“I am the present Fool of Thameland!” Alex announced.

He dropped the deer carcasses in the snow, then threw off his cloak and rolled up his right sleeve. Dispelling the illusion on his shoulder, he revealed the Mark of the Fool.

“I was marked by Uldar and fated to fight and die in his name, but I chose not to! I know that the church is treacherous, and I know they’ve kept secrets for a very long time. I’m looking for Kelda’s legacy! She was the Fool three centuries ago! And I think she came to these lands, along with those who hunted her! Do you know anything about that? Can you help me?”

Unexpectedly, the ominous air hanging over the forest fled.

A racket came from inside the cottage, like a massive body moving at speed.

The door flew open.

In the doorway, framed by firelight, a firbolg stood, his fine features thatched by the lines of age. His face, though ancient, still bore some of the chiselled look of his youth behind a white beard.

He stared at the strangers, blue eyes filled with shock. He was leaning on a heavy crutch that took the place of his left leg.

“You…” He limped from the doorway, the crutch pressing into the snow. “You know of Kelda?”

“Father!” the other voice called from behind the cottage. “What is happening?”

A massive figure—one that dwarfed every firbolg that Alex had seen in the village—strode from around the cottage, kicking up a spray of snow as he charged.

He stood taller and broader than Claygon. His torso was enormous, as thick as an ancient oak, and his arms were corded with bulging muscle that looked big enough to rip a castle portcullis from its gatehouse.

His hair flowed long and black, and the beginnings of a scraggly beard marked his face; a face that shared a strong resemblance to the firbolg elder before them, though his features were coarser.

And younger.

Much younger.

If he’d been of human blood, Alex wouldn’t have figured him to be much older than sixteen.

What caught the young wizard’s eye most, though, wasn’t the young firbolg’s face or stature.

It was what lay on his chest.

His bare chest.

In the centre of his breastbone—over his heart—was a crimson rune.

One burning brightly.

“Oh shit,” Theresa murmured.

“Yeah, I’ll say,” Alex whispered.

Suddenly, things became clear.

The giants that lived in the village, the reason for their obvious hostility to the old firbolg and his son. The fact that the pair lived away from the rest of the clan. The symbols on the trees, and how some resembled rune-marked runes.

‘If this child is a rune-marked, and the rune-marked attack giants,’ Alex thought. ‘The firbolgs probably hate these two. And rune-marked people are apparently prone to violence, so the clan would probably see this boy as a danger.’

“Bjorgrund!” the old firbolg shouted at his son. “I said I would deal with this!”

“You sounded like you were in trouble, Father,” the larger giant growled, his enormous hands balling into fists.

“Think before you act, son!” the young giant’s father shouted. “Now your secret is revealed to strangers! You must think. I am not dying yet. I have ways to protect myself!”

Bjorgrund looked as though he would say something… but kept those words silent, his eyes looking down. “I’m… sorry, Father.”

“As long as you think. Use your mind and control yourself, son. You don’t know when thoughtlessness will cause things that cannot be undone,” the older giant said.

He then turned to Alex, his expression desperate. “Kelda, do you know her? Does she still live? I know there are humans who have extended their lives through magic and elixirs. Has she sent you here?”

Alex grimaced. “Were you friends of hers?”

The firbolg winced as though someone had slapped him. “Were?”

Alex swallowed. “Kelda lost her life three centuries ago, trying to…” He paused, wondering how much more he should reveal.

“Trying to undo her Mark?” the old giant asked.

Alex’s jaw dropped. “If you know that much, you must have known her very well.”

“I… I did.” The firbolg elder closed his eyes, as though trying to endure a burning pain. “She was indeed a friend. A very fine one; she saved my life when I was young and had not a thought in my skull. I owed her much… much that I can never repay.”

He sighed deeply, his shoulders slumped. His eyes grew distant. “She just stopped visiting one day… I’d hoped she’d simply left for distant parts… but… now you tell me she is dead. I knew, I suppose. Deep down, I knew.”

Alex took a step forward. “I’m sorry. Losing a friend… well, it’s hard to find the right words for that kind of pain… I’m sorry you never got the chance to say goodbye to her.” He took a deep breath, considering his next words. “I’m trying to follow Kelda’s legacy. I’m trying to alter the Mark, like she did. I also want to destroy the Ravener. It causes nothing but pain and destruction in my homeland. And…” He pointed to the Mark. “I want to get my life back. All of it. Hannah—Kelda’s friend—blessed me, and I’m following in her footsteps too. I ask you, can you please tell me… did Kelda have a sanctum here in the north? She learned things that could save many lives, including my own. Please, I’m here to ask you to tell me where it is, if you know.”

Silence spread through the clearing.

Theresa stared at Bjorgrund, who glared back.

Claygon gripped his war-spear.

Brutus growled.

Alex held his breath.

Then the old giant sighed. “I don’t know where her sanctum is. I know it existed, but she never told me where it was⁠—”

Hope shattered in Alex’s chest like glass.

His first lead, one that seemed so promising, had come to nothing.

The old giant continued talking.

“But I do know how you might find it.” The firbolg eyed the cerberus, golem, and huntress. “Are you all warriors?”

Hope rose in the young wizard’s soul. “Yes, yes, we are!”

The centuries-old giant gave him an odd look. “Alright, if that’s so… then I have something I wish to ask of you. Do this for me, and I will tell you where you might go to find the path to Kelda’s sanctum. As you might have guessed, I am Birger.

“Please, come inside. We have much to talk about.”

He paused.

“And bring those deer with you.”


Chapter 69


A Carving Knife Through Bark



Afire roared in the river rock hearth that dominated the cottage wall.

Inviting aromas of roasting venison seasoned with herbs drifted through the room.

Birger was seated at the head of his great table. The old giant was polishing a small—by his reckoning—tin cup. At his back, Bjorgrund tended the fire, the young giant’s head nearly scraped the gathering room’s ceiling when he stood upright.

“You must forgive me,” Birger’s ancient voice crackled like parchment. He polished the tin cup with a delicate touch before placing it beside one he’d already buffed until it shone like a mirror. Next, he reached for a pitcher, cleaning its lid with a soft cloth. “We don’t get many guests these days, even from among the smaller folk we’ve called friends for years.”

He looked at Alex and Theresa, sitting on a massive wooden bench to his left, their feet dangling above the stone floor. Behind them, Claygon stood as still as a statue, his war-spear leaning against a wall beside the door. The golem watched Bjorgrund in silence.

Brutus sat on his haunches beside Theresa, three sets of eyes flicking from the giants to the door. The cerberus was alert, ready for violence.

Violence, though, did not seem to be coming.

Not for the time being, at least.

Bjorgrund was throwing suspicious glances at his father’s ‘guests,’ having said little since they’d come through the cottage door, nor was he displaying any threatening behaviour. His discomfort was plain for all to see.

He fidgeted, shifting his weight from leg to leg as he turned the venison haunch on the spit.

His eyes regularly drifted to a great, stone axe propped against a beam near him, but Alex noticed no sign of his muscles tensing, preparing to lunge for the axe.

No hint of violence… not yet.

Only suspicion.

“The ‘guests’ that we do have to ‘entertain’ aren’t exactly… well behaved.” Birger pointed at the ceiling.

Suspended from rough hewn beams—between braids of garlic and bunches of dried herbs—were weapons, dozens of weapons. Some were finely crafted, engraved with detailed symbols and filigree. Others were crude, roughly made and looked like they were pounded into shape from pig iron. Some were sized for human hands. Others were too big for even Claygon to comfortably bear.

“I can see that you’re ready,” Alex said. “The ward… is that to keep these ‘guests’ away?”

“So you sensed my ward.” Birger finished polishing the pitcher, tossing the rag into a nearby barrel, and pushed himself to standing, balancing on his only leg. Reaching for his crutch, he hobbled across the stone floor. “Wait a moment. No sense in talking with a dry tongue.”

Bjorgrund looked at his father, watching the elderly firbolg fill the tin pitcher from a keg beside an oak counter laden with dried herbs, burlap sacks of grain, and cooking utensils.

The larger giant reached for his father’s arm as the old firbolg hobbled back to the table, but a single glare stayed his hand. The youth watched in silence as Birger poured two cups of mead, handing them to the guests.

Birger took a tall golden goblet from a nearby hook and poured himself a generous portion, raising the goblet, gazing at the shuttered window, before finally speaking: “To Kelda.”

“Er, to Kelda,” Theresa said.

“To Kelda,” Alex said.

Together, the two humans drank with the ancient firbolg.

The mead possessed a spicy herbal flavour, lighting a fire on Alex’s tongue. It tasted neither foul nor unpleasant, but definitely took some getting used to.

“I placed that ward over this part of the forest some time ago,” Birger said, wiping foam from his beard. “Maybe about…” He looked over his shoulder. “How old are you again, son?”

Silence met the question.

“Sixteen winters in five months,” Bjorgrund finally answered, his tone tinged with defensiveness.

Alex’s eyebrows rose. ‘Fifteen? He’s even younger than I guessed.’

“Then it’s been eleven years,” Birger said. “Eleven years ago, I raised this ward to keep our enemies out, but I’m not the best wardmaker or magister around. I had to make it targeted to be strong, which means that some other… types of ‘guests’ can find their way in. I’ve had to take care of them, but, on the rare occasion, they’ve almost taken care of me for good.”

He patted his stump, before grimacing in Claygon’s direction. “Those golem knights are trouble. One of them took my leg and killed half a dozen of our kin before Chief Olaf sent him to his grave. Now Olaf wears what’s left of that armour. Tell me, how is my miserable great-nephew anyway?”

“Really? You’re related?” Theresa put down her cup. “I don’t see the resemblance.”

“He takes after the other side of the family. The nastier side, by my biased reckoning.” Birger gave her a disgusted grin. His teeth were surprisingly even and white, sparkling in the firelight.

“Uhm, he didn’t seem too happy when he was talking about you,” Alex said gently.

“He wouldn’t be,” Bjorgrund growled, stabbing at the venison with a cooking fork.

“Don’t stab the roast so hard, son. You’ll let all the juices run out, and it’ll get so dry, I’ll be coughing all through supper,” Birger chided.

“Sorry, Father.” Bjorgrund’s shoulders slumped slightly.

“You’ll have to forgive my son.” The old giant took another sip from his goblet. “He’s the reason for the ward, you see. And that great-nephew of mine, the pig-headed fool, is the reason we live out here and not in the village.”

“It’s because of this.” Bjorgrund whirled, pointing to the red, glowing symbol on his chest. “I didn’t ask for it, but those bastar⁠—”

“Language, son,” Birger warned.

“—those sons of⁠—”

“Son.”

The young giant ground his teeth. “Our cruddy kinfolk—” Bjorgrund seemed ready to spit “—don’t care that I didn’t ask. They just look at me like I’m some rabid animal. When I was ten, they wanted to put me in a pit like a dog.”

Brutus growled.

“My dog sleeps in a house, not some pit,” Theresa said, her voice like flint. “Well, he used to. Now, he sleeps inside.”

“Well, you treat your dog better than they want to treat me,” Bjorgrund snorted.

“Trust me, I know what it’s like to be branded with a Mark that you don’t want, didn’t ask for, and then get judged for.” Alex thrust a finger at his right shoulder. “This thing here? It controls what I can and can’t do, making it so that I can’t fight, do spellcraft, or use divinity. So, then what does Thameland’s god expect? For me to go through the land fighting endless monsters and their regenerating master.”

Bjorgrund stared at Alex, then looked between his father and the young wizard. He slowly pointed at the rune burning on his chest. “This… is almost the opposite,” he said, his words mumbled and his tone awkward. “It keeps making me want to fight. Makes me angry. Tries to make me kill. Keeps whispering promises to me of more runes and more power.”

“Which is why we must have discipline and not let our emotions get ahead of us, isn’t that right, son?” Birger cocked an eyebrow at the younger giant.

“…Yes, Father,” Bjorgrund muttered, sounding dejected.

“That sounds like its own hell.” Alex chewed his lip, imagining Bjorgrund’s situation. “In some ways, it sounds even worse than my Mark… If you don’t mind me asking, how did you get it?”

“Most rune-marked make the choice themselves,” Birger said. “They need to make an offering to that violent god of theirs… Some sort of blood sacrifice and swear allegiance. And sometimes their god just chooses someone.” The old giant nodded to one of the weapons hanging from the ceiling. It was a black-bladed sword, long broken in two. Its pommel was forged in the shape of a grinning demon’s skull. “Bjorgrund is not pure-blooded firbolg. His mother—may she rest—was a mountain giant from the east. We met in my wanderings. Things… happened, and I was left to raise my son on my own. He was mighty strong from even a babe—his mother’s blood and mine got on like wine and spices—and he grew quicker than most firbolgs. At five, he was bigger than you.”

Birger’s eyes narrowed on the sword. “A rune-marked warband came upon us in the woods when I was teaching him to fish, and I couldn’t drive them off. I wasn’t young then… and I was also down to one leg. My magic was still strong, but they were quicker than this broken down body could handle.” He sighed. “When I was a young firbolg… by the gods, I was quicker than the wind, you should’ve seen me. But that’s all gone now. All gone.”

His jaw hardened under his beard. “The rune-marked still decided to make sport of us. I fought, but their blades were quick.” He looked at Bjorgrund with pride. “My son, at five years old, took up a rock bigger than his head and charged in to help me. The leader didn’t expect that, and his head got smashed flatter than a flapjack… I suppose their god took that as some great deed, and my son was chosen. The rune burned itself into his young chest right there and then.”

“That’s terrible.” Theresa reached for Alex’s hand.

“How many gods… choose people to serve them… against their will…?” Claygon growled.

“Too many,” Birger lamented. “Too many. Kelda suffered in the same way,” he sighed. “She came here, to this forest, three hundred years ago. First, she had gone to the rune-marked, and then—when they proved not so talkative—she turned to anyone in these woods who knew their lore. I was the skald for the clan at the time, and a wanderer as well. I knew more about the rune-marked than most anyone in the entire wood. She found me, after a time, and we became good friends.”

Birger smiled then… and something in the firbolg’s eyes hinted at them being more than just ‘good friends.’

“Why did she want to know about the rune-marked?” Alex leaned forward.

“Because she thought—that by studying them—she could find a way to change her own Mark. The Marks might’ve been from different gods, but she wondered if there was something to be learned that could help her.”

“And what did she learn?” Alex asked.

“That, I’m afraid, she never said,” Birger said. “Kelda had the sort of charisma that you only come across once in a lifetime… even in a lifetime as long as mine. She made friends here, recruited from among the humans in Kymiland, myself, some other firbolgs, some of the elves, and others from across the Irtyshenan Empire. Fashioned herself quite the group.”

“That’s incredible,” Alex murmured. “And did you all help her?”

“We did,” Birger said. “Though not together. Not always.”

“And what about her sanctum?” Alex asked. “You said you knew where to find the path to it.”

“I do,” Birger said. “Or I should. It has been three hundred years, after all.”

“I’ll gladly take any information I can get.” Alex clasped his hands. “You said you wanted us to do something for you, before you agreed to tell me. What is it that you want? But, just so you know up front, I’m not giving you my soul.”

Alex glanced at his satchel hanging from a hook by the door. Val’Rok’s soul blade was inside; he hadn’t mustered up the courage to start using it on parts of his soul.

Yet.

Birger gave him a startled look, then burst out laughing, surprising his son.

“Oh, by the gods, you have her sense of humour!” the old giant laughed. “Of course, I don’t want your soul. I’m a giant, not some devil. No, what I want are your weapons and the arms that wield them.”

Alex and Theresa looked at each other.

“Who do you want us to kill?” the huntress asked.
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“The rune-marked were here earlier, Chief,” a firbolg hunter said, touching impressions in the snow. Behind him waited the clan chief and his honour guard. The party was surrounded by trees etched with symbols belonging to Birger’s ward. “They passed this way less than an hour ago. It looks like they were trying to break through the ward.”

“Which way did they go after their failure?” Chief Olaf asked, holding tightly to his axe handle. The honour guard eyed the trees as the hunter grunted in disgust.

“Toward the village.”

“Another attack.” Olaf blew mist from his nostrils. “How many times must we endure these assaults for that old man and that beast he’s raising? Come, we must return home and prepare our defences.”

“Yes, chief!” the honour guard chanted as one.

Together, they all turned toward the village.

All except the young hunter who had found the tracks.

He hung back for a time, eyeing the tracks.

His frown deepened. His jaw clenched.

And he drew his dagger.

Drawing on the magic within him, he imparted power to the blade, looked around…

…then drove the knife into the symbol on the tree beside him.

He felt it shift.

The tiniest split in the ward. He twisted the blade in the tree trunk, barely widening the crack… only wide enough for a potent force to wedge its way into.

How many times must we endure these assaults for that old man and that beast he’s raising?

The chief’s words echoed in his mind.

The young firbolg smiled, satisfied.

“How about no more,” he whispered, stepping back from the tree to follow his kin back to the village. They had to prepare for the rune-marked’s attack.

An attack that would never come.


Chapter 70


Runed Seekers



“What is this?” the rune-marked scout whispered.

She pushed her hand between two symbol-etched trees, flexing gauntleted fingers. Her arm tingled as she shoved harder, struggling against what seemed to be empty air.

Seemed.

She knew better. The scout knew with all certainty that the giants’ ward lay within this part of the forest, blocking her kin, denying them what their deity desired. For many days, the rune-marked had sought this place. In spite of their efforts, the enchantment had confused them, sending them hunting through the winding pathways of the forest instead.

Woods they knew as well as their own weapons seemed to have turned against them. But they had to keep searching. They’d been commanded by their god to find their prize.

The search had seemed futile, until at last, their fortune changed. Perhaps their god had extended his hand, leading them to this place where trees carved with strange symbols stood.

Their warleader ordered them to go forward and slay, to take as they always had. But they found their path blocked; the trees warded against them by old magic.

Giant magic.

No weapon they had on hand could shatter the enchanted trunks. Even the air between the trees felt as hard as stone. They tried piercing the barrier, searching for hidden paths to slip through, all to no avail.

The warleader’s rage grew and he turned his anger against the firbolg settlement nearby; their wards were weaker. It was an insult, seeming as though these giants had proclaimed the rune-marked were not the true masters of these woods. That those whose might was infused by blood and battle were less than those who grovelled and worshipped cowardly mountain-gods.

The rune-marked had made the giants pay for their insult. Those attacks would precede the complete slaughter the warriors would soon heap upon the impertinent bastards… or at least that was how things were supposed to go.

But…

Things had changed.

“Something’s weakened the ward,” the scout whispered, pushing through a space between the trees. The tingling on her skin was now sharp pains; magic stabbed at her, determined to drive her away.

Its bite meant little, only drawing a bloody smile from cracked lips.

“I am rune-marked,” she growled. “Bearer of three runes, soon four.”

Pain gripped her.

She pushed forward.

“I am battle. Pain is nothing!”

Snarling, she planted her feet and heaved against the barrier.

Both pain and barrier faltered.

Then yielded.

“Yesssss,” she hissed, her eyes burning. “The warleader must be told at once. Our prize will be soon in-hand. We will taste victory, and—as the portents promise—our numbers will swell on this day!”
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“The rune-marked are who I want your help with,” Birger said, tenting his fingers on the table before him. The firelight outlined the giant, giving him a demonic air. “Every few years, their god sends them a message that drives them into a frenzy. The ward keeps Bjorgrund from being detected by their magics… most of the time. Sometimes, their god tells them right where we are, and to go and claim him. There’s a warband that’s been skulking around here lately, stalking at the borders of my ward, probing it for weaknesses, then attacking the village.”

“It’s not the first time that’s happened.” Bjorgrund glowered. “And every time, the clan chief gets angrier. He blames us and wants us either dead or gone.”

Birger scoffed. “And he thinks that my power is as endless as the sea, as though my ward could reach out and sheathe the village too. It takes most of my strength to simply ward the forest around our cottage. And besides, Olaf and the others treat my son like a rabid beast. They deal with real rabid beasts, for all I care. If they beg for forgiveness from me and my son… well then, maybe we could talk.”

The young giant looked at his father, rage colouring his face. “Let me go and fight, Father. I can fight those rune-marked. I can take their power and kill them. I’m not afraid. I’ll break them until they’re nothing. Then the chief will know I can help the clan, that I’m not some rabid animal, looking to kill everyone. He might even treat us properly, Father.”

“Really, Bjorgrund? Is that what you’re thinking? I can fight those rune-marked. I can take their power and kill them. Break them until they’re nothing. Do you think that’s really going to make our kindred comfortable?” Birger asked. “Is violence supposed to calm them down? Don’t overestimate yourself, son. The rune-marked would kill you!”

“No, they would not!” Bjorgrund insisted. “I killed one of their leaders when I was only five!”

“You killed a distracted man with a big rock when he wasn’t looking.” The old firbolg chuckled darkly. “Don’t think yourself so mighty!”

“I am mighty!” Bjorgrund took a step toward his father. “I’ve been training for years. I know how to wield the weapons you used to! I can fight them!”

“You want to fight them, I know you do. But ask yourself this question, son. Is that you talking?” Birger asked. “Or is it the rune?”

Bjorgrund’s mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. His hands balled into fists and his face washed red.

“Thought so,” Birger said. “You might fight one day, but only when I say.”

Alex winced. He knew what it felt like to live with a deity’s interference.

‘You probably don’t like being told what to do,’ the young wizard looked at Bjorgrund.

Their eyes met.

‘If I can help you, I will,’ he thought. ‘The rune’s telling you to do one thing, just like my Mark tries to force me into a role. Your father wants another role for you, just like the church wants one for me. But… what do you actually want?’

He studied the young giant, watching the frustration raging within his demeanour, and was reminded of Selina.

She’d also been affected by something she hadn’t wanted. An affinity for fire.

While he’d rejected his role… Selina had come to accept hers, and even made it her own.

‘Which way will you go?’ Alex thought. ‘Maybe I can help guide you there.’

Birger turned to the young wizard and Theresa. “This is why you must kill those bastards. Make it so that they never trouble us again.”

Alex frowned. “What are the chances of their god marking us? I don’t want that for Theresa, Claygon, or Brutus.”

“Low. Very low. In all the centuries I’ve learned about them, I’ve only been aware of their god marking a champion against their will three times. Besides, do you have deities that you worship? That protect you?”

Theresa raised the chain around her neck; a small lantern pendant hung from it. “The Traveller watches over us.”

“The Trave—you mean, Kelda’s friend?” Birger blinked. “She used to talk about her, but we never met. Is she a goddess now?”

“On her way to being one.” Alex smiled. “A lot… has happened. We’ll give you the details over supper.”

“Good… then you should both be safe,” Birger said. “The rune-marked’s god only marks those who haven’t been claimed by another deity. I suppose that goes against its nature. Bjorgrund and I followed, and still follow no deities… so he was vulnerable back then.”

“So you want us to kill these rune-marked so you and Bjorgrund will be safe,” Alex said.

“And so your son doesn’t have to fight, and Chief Olaf doesn’t do anything rash?” Theresa finished.

“You have the crux of it,” Birger said. “Do this for us, and you will have the knowledge I possess.”

“I suppose you don’t know how many there are, since you haven’t seen them, right?”

“I have seen some near the wards, but I can’t say if that was all of them.”

“That’s okay… we’ll be ready for them…” Claygon said.

“Your deal sounds fair, then…” Alex said slowly, his eyes falling on the younger giant, then the hearth and woodpile beside it. He fought a smile tugging at his lips. “By the way, do you have an axe I could use—” He paused. “Or, a hatchet, I guess? Any axe sized for you would definitely be way too tall for someone my height.”

“I do… but why do you need an axe?” The elderly giant looked at him, puzzled.

“I see you’re nearly out of firewood.” Alex nodded to the few split logs sitting beside the hearth. “We brought the venison, but you and Bjorgrund are doing all the cooking and… well, anyone who was a friend of Kelda’s is a friend of mine. I’d like to split some wood for you and—at the same time—get the lay of the land. There might be some good places to ambush the rune-marked near the edges of your ward.”

“Hmmm.” Birger frowned, glancing at the woodpile. “We are low… but it does not sit right with me to have our guest splitting firewood for us.”

“It doesn’t feel right for me to let you host us and not pull my weight,” Alex countered smoothly. “I’ll split some wood and be back in no time for supper. Meanwhile, Theresa and Claygon can tell you about our travels and what’s been going on in Thameland. Please, you’ve been very hospitable, but I can’t just let you host us without helping out.”

“Hmmmm, well, if that’s what you want,” Birger said, smiling wanly. “Kelda would have done much the same, and wouldn’t have settled until I let her have her way. I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me that the Mark would choose someone similar.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. Kelda sounded like she was an incredible woman. Now, speaking of finding things, is your woodpile beside the cottage? I didn’t see it when we first got here.”

Birger shook his head. “It’s a little down the path behind the cottage. We keep it a distance away because fishers love to make their dens among the logs and trees trunk around here. No one wants to be tangling with one of them little fiends on the front stoop in a blizzard. Here, let me take over the roast for a time. Bjorgrund, show our guest to the woodpile and help him split some logs. He can use your hatchet.”

The larger giant looked at his father, then at Theresa, Claygon, and Brutus.

“You… sure, Father? I can come back after I show him the pile,” he offered.

Birger scoffed. “And let a guest do our work? I’d rot before I even touched the grave. Go, I’ll⁠—”

He paused, a frown taking his features.

“Father?” Bjorgrund asked. “Is something wrong?”

“No, it’s… nothing, but I thought for a moment… no, I must be imagining things. I truly am getting old. I’ll see you when you return, son.”
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The rune-marked warleader cursed the Irtyshenan knights as he led his warband through the woodland on foot. How he missed his steed. Behind him followed rank upon rank of rune-marked, bearing brutal weapons and scavenged steel armour.

These were ferocious raiders—forged by the forces of battle—their every deed carved into their flesh like badges of honour.

He was filled with pride at the sight of them… and soon, he would have a formidable new member among their ranks. The runes screamed on his flesh, demanding he follow the portents and bring the wayward warrior into the fold.

Soon, that would be done.

The barrier had finally been pierced—he would reward his scout for discovering a crack in its defences. Now they were silently making their way deep into the woods. The ward still pushed against them, fighting to drive them back.

But they would not be denied.

Today, blood would be drawn.

Today, their ranks would grow, as intended.
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“Do you… ever get used to that?” Bjorgrund asked.

Alex’s hatchet came down, splitting a log. Gathering the pieces, he looked up at the giant, who was staring at the Mark of the Fool on his shoulder.

Staying warm from his magical gear, the young wizard had made it a point to remove his cloak and shirt before attacking the mound of wood piled in a shed about twenty paces from the cottage. His staff leaned against the pile, its crystalline blooms glowing softly.

Alex had rightly assumed the young giant would be curious about his Mark. He would have wagered a purse full of gold that Bjorgrund had never met anyone in a situation similar to his. Alex remembered how Selina had attached to Queen Ishtar, since both possessed a fire affinity.

This young giant was meeting someone who was like himself for the first time… and while curiosity had warred with mistrust within him, curiosity was winning out, for now.

As Alex had hoped.

“It took a long time, to be honest,” the muscular wizard said, picking up another log and standing it on its end. He raised the hatchet, and swung, splitting the log with a single blow. “I had to go to war with it, though.”

“War with it…” Bjorgrund touched the rune over his heart, staring at Alex’s Mark. “Father said that this Kelda woman had to war with hers too. I thought she might have beaten it.”

The giant laid the trunk of a young tree in front of him, raised his axe—one longer than Alex was tall—and brought it down.

The crack of breaking wood echoed through the forest. Panicked birds screeched, fluttering away.

“She tried,” Alex said quietly. “I just wished it could have turned out differently… As for me, I’ve made peace with it. To a certain degree, at least. Right now, my plan is to change it.”

“Only change it? Why? Don’t you want it gone?” Bjorgrund asked, seeming shocked.

“Not completely.” Alex took up another log then cracked it in two. “It’s helped my life a lot in certain ways, to be honest. I just want it to suit my needs better. When life marks us, we have three choices. We can give in to it completely, we can fight it, or we can change it and make it work for us. Sometimes, the Mark really helps me. I just want it to help me more and not hinder me. Does your rune help you?”

The giant looked troubled. “All it does is make me want to fight.”

“And do you?” Alex said.

“Do what?”

“Want to fight?”

“I just said, the rune makes me⁠—”

“No, I get that part. But what do you want? Do you want to go along with the rune? Do you want to fight with it or get rid of it? Or do you want to make it work for you?”

Bjorgrund gave Alex a stricken look, then glanced at the cottage.

The young wizard raised a hand. “If that’s too personal, I’m sor⁠—”

A whizzing sound cut through the trees.

“Get down!” Alex cried, leaning back.

A barbed arrow split the air inches from his nose, embedding in a tree trunk.

Red runes flashed along its shaft.

The arrow exploded.
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All sound died. Snow melted, turning to puddles around them.

Swirling debris filled the air, and Alex slammed his eyes shut, splintering wood piercing his torso as red dripped from burning flesh.

His skin felt raw, stinging, blistering. His lungs screamed for air as he held his breath, setting his teeth, stopping himself from choking on the arrow’s acrid smoke.

And through the haze, Bjorgrund bellowed in alarm, the young giant’s voice reverberating through the trees, loud enough to be heard for miles around.

Their opponents were much closer; they certainly heard his cries.

Metal clinked on metal through smoke and steam. Heavy bodies charged through the trees, as war-cries were shouted in challenge. Alex opened his eyes to waves of power coursing all around them.

His hair stood on end.

“Kill the human,” a deep voice ordered. “Kill all others and retrieve the rune-marked giant. He is of our own.”

For an instant, the world seemed to stand still.

‘It’s like the church,’ Alex thought. ‘These rune-marked bastards are coming for Bjorgrund the same way the church and king wanted to take me.’

His jaw clenched as rage burned in his chest.

Alex planted his feet, grabbed his staff and raised it high. The aeld’s mana joined with his power and the Traveller’s.

A connection formed.

Magic shaped a strong bridge between planes.

And the wind howled, announcing a greater air elemental shimmering into being before him; one of the wind spirits that had guided the Red Siren through the stormy Prinean Sea.

“Lord of Wind and Rain,” Alex called. “I ask you to clear this smoke away!”

The air elemental whirled, sweeping through smoke and steam, sucking all debris up in a vortex.

Sight returned.

His eyes flew wide. The wizard dodged, teleporting away from a volley of arrows racing for his chest, soaring through the air, sinking into trees behind him but not exploding.

Runes glowed, running along their shafts, tips splitting evergreen bark and thick tree trunks.

‘Shit! If I was still standing there, they would’ve gone right through me!’ he cursed, taking in his surroundings.

Rune-marked were emerging from the woods like phantoms from the mist; fierce and numerous.

The column of runed-warriors looked familiar.

Barbarians poured from between trees. Their warleader towered in their midst, black-armoured and menacing. He gestured toward Alex and Bjorgrund with a sword in one hand and his axe in the other.

Barbarian warriors had moved across the snow with grace and power, closing the distance with their weapons poised for violence.

Bjorgrund hesitated.

The rune on his chest burned as bright as flame.

Alex looked at the young giant. “Do what you have to!” he called to him then raised his staff.

Its blooms blazed.

“Run or fight! It’s your choice!” the wizard shouted.

A connection formed between him and the celestial planes.

“But whatever you do, do it now!”

The air elemental lashed out, blowing smoke, steam, and debris at the oncoming warband. Some stumbled. Some choked. Most kept coming.

They were close, misting breaths near enough to see.

Bjorgrund—his rune-marked chest blazing fiercely—glanced at the Fool of Thameland. His eyes fell on the Mark as he touched his rune. His gaze rose to meet Alex’s.

Alex nodded.

Bjorgrund set his jaw.

The young giant roared, “In my father’s name and mine!”

He swung his axe.

Barbarians tried to slow, but the greater air elemental flew above them, lashing them with powerful gusts of wind. Warriors stumbled.

Bjorgrund’s axe cut down four rune-marked without slowing.

The snow washed red.

Alex aimed his staff at the rest; a beast’s roar ripped the air, announcing a celestial dire tiger landing in the snow, teeth and claws flashing. It wasted no time, snarling, tearing, clawing at the barbarians in a whirlwind of power and fangs. They did not shrink away, axes and blades swinging at the summons, fighting to fend it off, while Bjorgrund did merciless work with his axe.

The giant was inexperienced—lacking the flowing moves of well skilled fighters like Hart, Theresa, Cedric, the First Apostle, Kyembe, or Ezerak—but his training was obvious.

What he lacked in finesse, he made up for in speed and strength.

The tiger attacked the rune-marked in a frenzy, biting and mauling them, defending the giant and wizard.

Except the barbarians had numbers on their side.

They poured from the forest in droves, reminding Alex that Theresa had said there’d been a great number of barbarians waiting in the forest when the warband attacked the Irtyshenans.

How many awaited in the trees here and now?

‘Father… I’m on my way!’ Claygon shouted through their link.

Alex heard the cottage door burst open. Brutus’ barking, howling, and growling grew louder as he bounded toward the fight.

The young wizard fought to even the odds.

Drawing on his pool of mana, he conjured monster after monster with sixth-tier magic.

More celestial dire tigers.

Greater elementals of water and ice.

Fire elementals.

He called on the monsters, using both his staff and mana to conjure a force of elite monsters that surrounded him and the young giant.

“Attack!” he shouted.

The water and ice elementals worked in tandem; the former sprayed the air with jets of water, while the ice elementals frosted the streams. Barbarians froze in place by the dozens in mere moments, encased in layers of ice.

Fire elementals sprayed cones of flame over the approaching horde as dire tigers mangled rune-marked warriors.

The display was devastating to behold.

And yet, the remaining barbarians did not pause. The violence spurred them on as they screamed battle cries, laughing in their work. They chopped companions from the grip of ice, ran through flames with mad grins and burning flesh. They grappled with celestial dire tigers, showing no fear, spitting blood in the holy beasts’ eyes, while lashing out with weapons that ranged from hammers to blades.

They fought with as much, or more, ferocity as demons Alex had faced.

“They’re endless!” Bjorgrund shouted, booting a barbarian with a well-aimed kick. The rune-marked warrior sailed over the others, landing in a broken heap among the branches of a tree.

“Nothing’s endless,” Alex said, teleporting past another volley of arrows. “They’ll learn that the hard way.”

As he spoke, he conjured swarms of elemental beetles, sending them into the barbarians’ ranks. They swarmed over the ravening warriors, clinging, biting, blinding them, slowing their charge.

But the rune-marked did not retreat, retaliating with a bloody fervour.

A hulking warrior jabbed her rune-encrusted spear through a greater fire elemental. The burning entity flared—swelling with heat and light—striking out with blazing tentacles. Pressing her spear forward, the rune-marked warrior stood completely still, snarling against the flames.

Her companions came to her aid, their weapons striking at the elemental. The fire spirit burned brighter—crackling with rage—sweeping around with flame.

Rune-marked fell, yet more fought on, weapons striking true until—at last—the elemental vanished, returning home.

Warriors surrounded the dire tigers. Though every celestial beast had killed more than a dozen rune-marked warriors, more had come forward, looking to challenge the summoned spirits.

These runed fighters moved with a timeless grace.

Their bodies bore more runes, they carried weapons that thrummed with power, and with lightning fast strikes, drove them into striped hides.

With claws slashing and fangs bared, the celestials struck back. “You dare strike at me?” one demanded, its claws raking at the mortal before it. Only, these warriors who’d joined the battle deflected blade-like claws with thick shields, then closed in, attacking.

Howling its fury, a celestial vanished, returning to the upper planes.

The rune-marked took advantage, pushing into this new gap and working to surround the wizard and giant.

Alex rapidly conjured a swarm of Wizard’s Hands, sending them to harass the rune-marked. They tugged at sword-hands, snagged feet, tripping and hindering the horde.

Warriors fell, entangled in cursing heaps, reducing deadly blows to wild misses.

Others pushed forward, eliminating summons even as the wizard conjured more.

A screaming barbarian crashed through the snow—his face set and eyes wild—charging at Alex, swarmed by elemental beetles and being pulled back by over a dozen Wizard’s Hands.

Alex was preparing to teleport away when a massive woodcutter’s axe met the rune-marked’s skull, splitting the warrior in two.

Bjorgrund gave Alex a quick nod, his red rune shining on his chest.

Whirling sounds whistled through the air.

Bolas—metal balls linked by thick chains—spun toward the giant, launched by rune-marked warriors who resembled mortals less than they did living mounds of muscle and steel.

Bjorgrund cried out as the bolas struck him, binding his limbs.

Yet, they barely slowed the giant.

He thrashed around, striking at his attackers like a cornered wolf.

“Pin him!” shouted the warleader, sending rune-encrusted veterans at the young giant, each holding steel man-catchers. They restrained his thick limbs, slowing him further.

More rune-marked threw chains around him and pulled.

The giant’s strength, though formidable, was held in check as the rune-marked swarmed, wrapping their chains around tree trunks, pulling at him with all of their collective strength.

“Nope, not today,” Alex snarled, sending more Wizard’s Hands at Bjorgrund’s captors. They blocked the warriors’ eyes, pulled at their wrists, trying to make them release the chains.

With a wave of his staff, Alex conjured another celestial dire tiger, setting it on the chain-wielding barbarians, but it was soon swarmed, its path blocked.

Arrows cut the air.

The young wizard teleported around them.

“Retreat, little man,” the rune-marked warleader’s voice resonated through the forest, his words spoken in grim tones in the common tongue. “We only want what is ours. You are a fine warrior with strange powers, but we will overwhelm your magic. Retreat now, or I promise, you will be slain.”

“Are you kidding me?” Alex laughed.

Claygon mentally touched the young wizard’s mind.

“I guess you don’t know it, but you’re not even fighting us at full strength.” Alex grinned.

There came a sound like wind rushing by.

Then Theresa was leaping past with Brutus bounding ahead of her, fully armoured in bone plate. They met the barbarians with full fury; Theresa was a blur, the Twinblade flashing around her. Her swords weaved through guards, leaving deep double-cuts in barbarian flesh.

Runed warriors fell around her like wheat.

Brutus barreled in, his spiked body leaving ruin in its wake. He ripped and tore, leaving their attackers in shreds, flaying them with his tail, shattering bones like dried twigs.

Veteran warriors who’d stood against the celestial dire tigers were ripped apart by the cerberus blood-familiar.

The barbarians’ momentum wavered.

And then came Claygon.

The golem’s iron footsteps echoed through the forest as he waded through the enemies’ ranks. He lifted his war-spear, the rune-marked’s weapons glanced off his body, and he swung the blade in a deadly arc.

It cut through groups of warriors, leaving them shattered like dried logs.

Broken barbarians flew past Alex, landing in limp heaps as the war-spear’s deadly haft crushed them.

“Let go of my son!” Birger shouted, limping out of the cottage. “Bjorgrund!”

He took a stone from a bag hanging across his shoulder—one larger than Alex’s head—and hurled it at the barbarians. It glowed, barrelling through the rune-marked, sending them toppling like falling stones.

The warleader watched the battle.

Mist boiled from his visor. “Retreat, my warriors! Regroup.”

The armoured hulk—and his horde—quickly turned, much as they had against the Irtyshenan knights and began melting back into the thick trees to disappear.

Alex Roth wasn’t about to let enemies get away only to return and menace Birger and Bjorgrund some other day.

Not if he could help it.

Drawing on the aeld’s remaining power, he conjured another dire tiger, sheathed himself in flight magic, then shouted, “Hey, I thought you liked fighting, you lumbering coward!”

He called on the Traveller’s power. “If you’re going to run away, don’t forget your parting gift!”

Touching the tiger’s flank, he teleported above the warleader.

He grinned down at the armoured hulk. “Hello there,” was all he said.

And then launched a half ton of angry celestial tiger at him.
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The celestial dire tiger dropped, all half ton of him, straight for the rune-marked warleader.

Claws spread.

Deadly jaws parted.

The celestial vanished.

With a blurring strike aimed at the plummeting spirit, the warleader swung his sword, cleaving the dire tiger, sending it back to the upper planes. He leapt up, aiming his axe at Alex.

The young wizard teleported behind the warleader, away from the weapon’s path, sheathing himself in haste magic. Turning in one smooth arc, the armoured warrior lashed out with both weapons.

The towering man was quick, but he was no First Apostle. Alex vanished, appearing again behind the warleader.

“Nice try,” he said pleasantly.

Lashing out, the warleader whirled.

The wizard teleported, vanishing. “Too slow.” He grinned, reaching out to Claygon through their link, ‘Get your fist ready to strike the air to your right when I give the signal!’

‘Yes… Father…’

The barbarian spun, lashing out with both sword and axe as Alex teleported circles around him. Snow kicked up, spraying the young wizard as he winked in and out.

Barbarians lunged, trying to grab him as he flickered across space.

“Stand still!” the warleader snarled under his helm; bloodshot eyes glowering beneath the visor.

A red rune flared on his breastplate.

The warrior chief swelled with power.

Light washed over his armour and he focused on it…

…just as Alex had hoped.

His concentration turned from the young wizard and Alex vanished, appearing before his face.

The armoured hulk froze.

Alex reached out, grabbing his helmet in a death grip. “Got you.”

The will of the Fool of Thameland battled against the barbarian’s own, but Alex had forged himself against the Mark’s wrath.

He’d pulled a greater demon through space, battling him with every step.

This rune-marked was no greater demon.

Hannah’s power washed over them, and they were gone, teleporting across the snow.

Barbarian warriors with weapons raised around them—trying to cut the Thameish wizard to pieces—disappeared.

Trees vanished. Snow disappeared.

Images across space whirled past the struggling warrior and wizard until Alex abruptly stopped, once again materialising in the forest. He stared into the rune-marked’s confused eyes.

“What happened?” the warleader muttered.

“This!” The young wizard teleported again—gripping the warleader’s helmet.

‘Now,’ Alex sent the thought to Claygon.

The towering warrior—his face a scarred ruin—gaped at the Fool of Thameland.

His dull expression shifted, replaced by a huge iron fist.

Claygon’s backfist connected, slamming into his right flank—driving into his face, shoulder and ribs—crumpling steel armour. Only the warrior’s reflexes saved him from becoming a smear on Claygon’s knuckles as he turned with the blow.

His body flew end over end, shooting through the forest, bouncing across snow, and landing in the giants’ woodpile. Stacked logs exploded, soaring high in the air.

Blood ran, streaming from nostrils, mouth, ears, and eyes, when the warleader forced himself to his feet, wavering in place. His right arm hung uselessly at his side. His armour was flattened; red pouring between cracks and gaps.

Yet, he still moved forward.

“I will not… die so easily…” he snarled, spitting blood and teeth as he took a shaky step. “A dozen runes mark my body, proclaiming my deeds in battle for all to see.”

Runed warriors clapped fists to their breasts as the leader advanced haltingly.

“Here, Father… You might want… this…” Claygon handed Alex his satchel.

“Thanks, buddy.” The young wizard opened the bag slowly and deliberately, his eyes fixed on the warleader.

“Your human magic is strange, but it cannot stop me. You are not worthy,” he snarled, revealing bloodied teeth.

Alex drew a potion from his bag.

“You cannot—” the rune-marked leader continued as a small bottle spun through the air toward him.

With a derisive snarl, he slashed at the potion.

Glass cracked.

Mist blanketed him.

“What is this? A fog for you to hide in? You are only delaying your death,” the warleader growled.

“No, not fog,” Alex smiled. “Do you believe you can fly?”

“What? Why would you grant me a gift of fli—Aaaargh!” the rune-marked screamed suddenly.

The booby-trapped flight potion gripped the warrior’s body, catapulting him wildly through the air. He shot upward, darted side to side—limbs flailing—hitting a tree trunk.

Twice.

His body bent, curving at the waist and his limbs twisted in odd shapes.

Howling and twisting, the leader flew through the air while his troops gaped, stunned into silence.

Striking another tree, his broken body dropped to the ground, his head going in another direction.

The wide-eyed skull spun away, glancing off all in its path; while the rest of him struck logs, the woodshed, an occasional boulder, and the ground, eventually coming to rest in the snow.

As one, the shocked barbarians cried out, staring at the twisted ruin of the warleader’s body.

Battle stilled.

“Away!” Birger shouted. “You’re overmatched!”

“No… giant…” A rune-marked grinned, seeming to awaken from a spell.

The grin spread to other members of the warband.

“Yes! Now! True battle!” he shouted. “Yes! True warriors stand before us! Great deeds will be told of the one who slays them!”

“The warleader now stands at the side of our god!” a rune-marked with a thick scar where an eye used to be shouted. “The glory to lead now comes⁠—”

An abrupt squishing sound stopped his words.

The rune-marked-who-would-be-warleader dropped, his head rolling from his shoulders.

At his side, a comrade brandished a bloody axe. “A contest of deeds! We battle for leader!”

A loud roar sounded, and a frenzy of violence erupted.

Rune-marked attacked, fighting each other, vying for leadership of the warband. They showed no mercy, hacking, stabbing, cutting to pieces all who they once fought beside.

Others turned away, pointing at Alex, Theresa, Claygon, Brutus, and Bjorgrund. “Slay them, but spare the promised prize!” some screamed. “More runes for us! More blood for the divine!”

And they charged.

Claygon strode toward them. “Should I… shoot them, Father?”

Alex teleported beside the iron golem, holding his staff high. “No, we don’t want to burn down the forest. We’ll have to do it the hard way.”

“It’ll take longer, but there’s an upside, Claygon,. It’ll be good practise for facing the church,” Theresa said.

Brutus bounded beside her, barking at the barbarians.

Bjorgrund came up beside them. He’d shattered the chains the rune-marked bound him in, his axe was chipped, and he was bleeding from small cuts along his torso.

Yet, his eyes were dancing and a big grin lit up his face. He looked determined. Focused. “I’m going to help too!”

“Get back to the cottage, Bjorgrund!” Birger shouted.

“No!” The young giant’s reply was resolute. “I’m doing this because I want to, Father! I fought to protect you when I was small! Now I’m protecting you again!”

“Well said,” Theresa whispered, the Twinblade raised.

Together, the golem, huntress, and cerberus charged into the oncoming horde. Claygon was the battering ram that cleared the path, war-spear cutting down warriors.

Brutus and Theresa followed behind.

The huntress was a blur of steel and death, slicing into attackers in threes and fours, leaving them where they fell.

Brutus ripped into barbarians, three sets of jaws clamping down, tearing in all directions.

In their wake came the young giant, swinging his axe, the rune on his chest burning ferociously.

When Bjorgrund’s axe finally shattered against a runed-warrior’s armour, he grabbed her, using her as a club, laying about with his ‘new weapon’ until it too was broken. He then grabbed another.

Alex stayed with Birger, conjuring Wizard’s Hands, tossing booby-trapped flight potions into the barbarians’ ranks and sending them careening, throwing their horde into further chaos. Greater elementals and celestial tigers threw themselves into battle, ripping, burning, tearing, freezing enemy bodies in layers of ice.

Their numbers thinned, yet the barbarians never fled. They never cowered or begged for their lives. As warriors they lived, and as warriors they died, fighting on, their runes blazing until death.

The horde was cleaved away, leaving Alex, his companions, and the young giant standing in the ruins of a mass of barbarian bodies.

Theresa breathed deeply, mist rising from her lips.

Alex’s mana pool sputtered. The energies of the aeld staff waned.

Brutus’ chest heaved.

Bjorgrund’s jaw hung down, his eyes wide, words failing.

Birger glowered at the ruined corpses around his home, his body language a storm of discomfort, confusion, relief, and anger.

“They’re done with.” Alex scratched the back of his head, turning to the old giant. “Sorry about the mess. I’m sure you didn’t want us fighting on your doorstep, but we can’t always choose where our enemies fight us or how they fight us.”

“…That is true,” Birger said, limping forward, leaning on his crutch for support.

“Father! Here, let me help!” Bjorgrund rushed toward the older giant, offering his hand.

Birger shook his head. “I’m fine! I’m fine! I’m not dead yet, son. There’ll come a time when I won’t be able to walk at all without your help. Let me get by on my own until then.”

“Yes… Father…” the young giant said, starting to turn away.

Birger grabbed him by a thick arm. “Look at me, son.”

Bjorgrund kept his eyes down, refusing to meet his father’s gaze.

“I said, look at me,” the older giant pushed, his fingers gripping his boy’s arm.

“Father, I⁠—”

“Just look at me.”

Bjorgrund grimaced, slowly turning his face to his father, but his eyes still lingered on the bloody snow at his feet.

“No, look into my eyes, son,” Birger said, his voice falling to a low growl.

The young giant looked up, meeting his father’s gaze.

Birger took Bjorgrund by the chin, his gaze burning into the younger giant’s eyes, turning his head this way and that. “Hm… how do you feel?”

“I, uh…” the giant started.

“No lies. How do you really feel? Speak plainly.”

“Um, I’m not hurt, Father. They cut me a little, but my hide’s thick. These wounds are nothing that bother me.”

“And what about your mind? Your heart? How are you feeling here?” Birger pressed a finger to the crimson rune on Bjorgrund’s chest.

“A little excited… It was a rush, like I only feel when we’re hunting or when you’re telling your old battle stories,” he admitted.

“And fear?”

“What?”

“Did you feel afraid at all?”

“N-n⁠—”

“Don’t lie, I said!” Birger snapped. “Answer honestly, did you feel fear?”

“Yes, Father!” Bjorgrund finally shouted, his face washing red. “I felt fear! Why did you have to make me say that in front of these strangers?”

The old giant’s shoulders relaxed. “Good. Good. You don’t have the madness.” He pointed to the broken bodies of the warband. “When these rune-marked were overmatched, they turned on each other, looking for glory at all costs. Sometimes runed warriors get like that when the runes take them; they turn mad.”

Birger nodded to the headless corpse of the slain warleader. “That one has a better head on his shoulders⁠—”

“Had,” Alex whispered.

“What?” Birger looked at the young wizard.

“What?” Alex asked.

“Didn’t you just say something?”

“Oh, uh…” Alex said slowly. “I said had.”

“Because he’s dead, you mean?” Birger asked.

Theresa was already grimacing.

“No, I mean… well, literally.” Alex coughed awkwardly. “I mean he… lost his head. Literally. He had a better head on his shoulders…” He paused. “…Because he’s now headless.”

“Oh! Oh!” Bjorgrund burst out laughing. “That’s good, actually!”

Birger stared at the Fool of Thameland but said nothing to his rambling. “My point, son, is that some rune-marked have better heads on their shoulders. They know when a battle is lost, when to order a retreat, when to use strategy. They aren’t just crazed berserkers, drunk on power and glory. Seems… you kept your head. I didn’t want you to turn into some blood-drinking berserker.”

“Is that what you were afraid of, Father?” Bjorgrund asked.

“I still fear it!” Birger snapped. “You don’t know what’ll happen when more of these—” he tapped the rune “—get scrawled across your flesh. But seems your mind’s your own. And if your first battle didn’t destroy you, then it’s a good sign. It’s a very good sign.”

Bjorgrund looked at his father with eyes that shone.

“Wait, before we continue, I have a debt I owe these good wanderers,” Birger said.

The younger giant looked at Alex. “We owe them a debt.”

“Aye,” Birger said. “And now I aim to fulfil it. You slew the ones seeking my son, and for that I am thankful. So, now I’ll tell you what I know; the beginning of the path to Kelda’s sanctum.”

He cleared his throat. “Tell me, have you ever heard of the Guild of the Red Mouse?”


Chapter 73


The Coin of Silent Friends



“Kymiland’s resisted being conquered for thousands of years, and I’m willing to bet the Empire’s keen to bring that realm back into their territory, permanently,” Gel-Dor had said. “Which means the guild’s getting aggressive.”

Gel-Dor had said those words when Alex was entertaining him, his brother Fan-Dor, and Lucia in his dining room just before the young wizard, Theresa, Brutus, and Claygon had teleported to Kymiland for the first time. The selachar sailors were sharing drinks and information, sitting around his dining table, telling stories of what they might find in the northern lands of the Irtyshenan Empire.

Both wonders and dangers.

Truthfully, mostly the dangers.

Almost exclusively, the dangers.

“The guild? What is that?” Selina had asked.

“Oh, that’s what we call it,” Fan-Dor had said. “Its full name is the Guild of the Red Mouse. It’s uh, a thieves’ guild.”

“Why would thieves need a guild?” Selina had wanted to know.

Gel-Dor informed them of many things about this guild. Their mission and general practices. But above all, he’d said:

“I suspect the guild’s going to be in Kymiland.”

“Yeah, the Guild of the Red Mouse… they’re a thieves’ guild in the Irtyshenan Empire, right?” Alex frowned, recalling Gel-Dor’s words. “I heard they were running weapons while the Empire prepares for war, and that they might be here in Kymiland.”

“Then you know more about what they’re currently doing than I do,” Birger admitted. “But what I’m telling you now pertains not to what they’re involved with these days… but to their origins. Do you know what colour Kelda’s hair was?”

“Red,” Alex said, remembering the image of her on Hannah’s artefact. “It was bright re—Oh. Oh!” he suddenly cried. “Was she involved with the guild? Was she a member?”

Now Birger laughed. “Involved with it? Truly? No, my friend, she started it.”

“What?” Theresa said.

“That’s right.” The giant smiled. “When she came here to Kymiland to learn about the rune-marked, she needed information and resources. I helped her for a time—along with some other folk—but we were few. And even with her teleporting about as far and fast as she needed to, she couldn’t be in more than one place at a time. So she needed help.”

Birger’s smile grew wider. “The Empire’s a big place. As you might know, people here have a lot of wealth and power… but there’s also an underbelly to it; from commoners whose farms burned in war, to nobles and knights who ended up on the losing side in fights over succession, to foreigners who came here and couldn’t leave for one reason or another. Those are the folk who got left behind… they’re the ones who needed to turn to rougher trades to get by: thievery, banditry, black market trade, and so on and so forth.

“The Empire was never easy on outlaws and still isn’t. They torture criminals and don’t think twice about burning them alive. Armies of guards, investigators, and rangers get single-minded when they’re after someone. Sometimes, they’ll use bloodwalkers to go after them. Well, Kelda saw all of this and had an idea…”

He raised a thick finger. “What if they were organised? She said her Mark gave her a way of seeing through folk, of being able to persuade them and organise them. So, she got in with the right folk, trained them and showed them how to work together as a group so everyone benefitted; backstabbing was a common enemy to everyone, so they thrived.” Birger chuckled. “She became quite the leader of her band of thieves, ruffians, and outlaws. It took time, but she made herself a solid organisation here in the Empire. Thieves who joined had protection from the emperor’s justice—real and false—they got into places and stole things they could have only dreamed of before. In return⁠—”

Birger pointed to Alex’s Mark. “—they helped her build her sanctum and research the rune-marked. They stole magic lore for her. She brought some of them into her close circle and they helped her when she needed help building her devices and magical machines for her experiments. I wasn’t a part of the organisation, but I was friendly with them. Many knew where her sanctum was. There were lots of different folk around her, some long-lived ones too, so maybe there might be one or two still around, or someone with old records that could point you to where you need to go. If any exist—they’ll have them.”

“That is… great!” Claygon cried. “We will be able to find… her sanctum.”

“Maybe.” Alex tapped his chin, deep in thought. “There’s a good chance they’ll know—or maybe they’ll have records left behind by people who died—but you’re talking about an organisation that was around three hundred years ago. Three centuries is a lot of time for things to change, and just because they helped Kelda back then, doesn’t mean they’d help me now.”

“Oh, you’re right about that. They wouldn’t help you; they might even kill you.” Birger shook his head. “But she crafted laws for the guild, and one of them is the Law of Silent Friends. Come, let’s go inside. I have something to show you.”
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“I haven’t looked at this in almost a hundred years.” The elderly firbolg pulled a small, burlap wrapped object from a chest under his massive bed. “I used it in the past, but… well, times change.”

His son helped him to stand, and he went to the table and unwrapped the burlap, revealing a copper coin the size of one of his fingernails inlaid with the image of a red mouse in the centre.

“This is a Coin of Silent Friends,” Birger said. “It’s a symbol that was handed out by the guild to those who’d given aid to them. Every member of Kelda’s inner circle had one, and they were only handed to a select few during my time knowing her.”

“The craftsmanship is amazing,” Alex said, eyeing the coin. “The mouse looks real enough to jump right off the coin and run around your cottage.”

“Funny you should say that. The coin is very mana conductive; it’s a copper and zinc alloy,” the giant explained. “Kelda wanted them to animate and do just what you said, but in the end, she discarded the idea. It would make no sense to have the coins detectable by magic.”

“So what does it do, then?” Theresa asked.

Bjorgrund stared at the coin. “Yes, Father, I’ve never seen that before.”

“The important question isn’t what it does; it’s what it is. What it symbolises. Anyone that carries a Coin of Silent Friends is considered a lifelong friend to the Guild of the Red Mouse. They can call for favours from the highest levels of the guild, hire guild members, and have access to their network for whatever delicate dealings they need handled.”

He frowned. “I used this coin to try and get the guild to tell me where Kelda was… but all they would say was that they didn’t know. They acted nearly as confused as I was.”

“And they didn’t tell you where her sanctum was?” Alex asked.

Birger shook his head. “No, they wouldn’t tell me. They seemed hell bent on keeping their leader’s secrets, and weren’t about to reveal them to me or anyone else… Not without her say so, or unless she did it herself. I didn’t have any idea of where to go looking for her.” He released a long sigh. “I suppose things are different now. It’s been three hundred years since she’s been gone.” A note of sorrow touched his voice. “Now, another Fool’s come along walking the same path she was.”

The firbolg looked at Alex. “You might be told what I was denied.”

“That’s a big if,” Alex said. “But it’s the best lead we have. Do I just present the coin?”

Birger shook his head. “When I last spoke with a guild member, they had records of everyone who carried a Coin of Silent Friendship. They also had a firm rule that we cannot just pass our coins onto others, be they friends, family, or lovers. I’ll have to go with you and personally present the coin to them; they’ll at least hear you out if I’m with you. My reckoning is that they’ll help you, but not without a price.”

Alex shrugged. “Well, you asked us to slay an entire band of rune-marked. What’s another price?”

“Hold on,” Theresa said. “Where is this guild located? Are there members for us to go to here in Kymiland?”

“Kelda made their base in a central spot, right in the capital of the Empire: Sorkovo. Likely, their headquarters are still there.”

“The capital…?” Claygon asked. “Do… firbolgs and other giants… live in the Empire? Are they… citizens?”

“No,” Birger admitted.

“Then… how can you go to the capital? They will say… that you are… barbarians… and attack you.”

Bjorgrund grinned at the golem’s words. “There’s a trick of firbolg magic that my father taught me. Can I show them, Father?”

Birger smiled. “Go ahead.”

The larger giant stood to his full height and drew in a deep breath.

Then he exhaled.

His chest shrank.

His shoulders slumped.

He seemed smaller as the air he blew out flowed from him in a long stream.

‘By the Traveller, he is getting smaller,’ Alex thought.

The giant was shrinking before Alex’s eyes, his massive bulk reducing, contracting, decreasing further and further. Soon his height matched Claygon’s. Then his father’s.

Then shorter still, shrinking until he was a few inches taller than Baelin or Thundar. The young giant now seemed no more than a muscular human man with coarse facial features and a broad form.

“That’s a neat trick,” Alex marvelled. “I remember reading about your ability, but seeing it is damn impressive. I’d never know you were a firbolg if I didn’t see you shrink like that with my own eyes.”

Birger exhaled, the breath seeming to last for minutes as his body shrank to nearly Theresa’s height. Where a giant had been standing, an old man in barbaric garb now stood, his eyes twinkling. “Kelda and I travelled through many cities in the Empire like this when she was searching for anything that could help her on her road to be free of that Mark. Heh, back then, women in the Empire thought me quite the dish! Aaaaah, the stories I could tell you about my youth would set you on fire! Of course there was Kelda, and she was a special one. There’ll never be another woman quite like her, to my mind.”

He smiled briefly, relishing old memories. “Bjorgrund and I will take you to the guild’s headquarters, if they haven’t moved it, that is. I’ll use my coin to get you in, and you can take care of things from there.”

“Thank you,” Alex said. “I can’t speak for her, but I think Kelda would be happy that you’re helping me.” He paused. “Actually, that sounds a little arrogant now that I actually said it out loud.”

“Oh, don’t second guess yourself, you’re right!” Birger laughed warmly. “She would be. I think she would be at that. Right, this means Bjorgrund and I will need to prepare for a journey! I take it you can teleport us where we need to go, if you’ve got Kelda’s talents?”

Alex nodded. “I’ll have to scout out the capital first, but after that? I can take us there whenever we’re ready. How long do you think you’ll need?”

“Two days, probably,” Birger said. “Bjorgrund and I will have to set things right here… and we’ll have to burn all those bodies out there. They’ll only start to stink and attract fishers and the like.”

“Trash doesn’t burn itself,” Theresa said. “I wish things were so convenient.”

“Hmmmm,” Bjorgrund rumbled. The sound was like rock grinding. “How did those rune-marked get in here anyway? What happened to your ward, Father?”

Birger frowned, his cheer vanishing. “That’s… a fair question, son. Let me check.” The old giant closed his eyes. Alex felt him reaching toward the ward he’d set.

“Hm, blast it, I’m a fool,” the firbolg muttered. “I shouldn’t have dismissed what I thought I felt earlier. The ward’s off. Something’s happened to it. I’ll have to go take a look.”

“Will it help if I teleport you around the forest?” Alex asked. “We could investigate together, and it’d probably be a lot faster for me to take you to the trees you warded, instead of you walking from place to place.”

Birger made a face. “Bah, I feel like a helpless old man, but fair enough. Maybe we should go after we eat. The meat might be a bit dry by now.”

“Dry sounds good. I’m hungry enough to eat a whole moose, bones and all!” Bjorgrund said.

“Me too, friend,” Alex admitted. “Me too. But maybe we should check the ward before we sit down. If there’s a weakness in it, the longer it stays, the worse it’ll be to redo.”

Birger snorted. “Bah, your reasoning overrules my stomach. Fine, let’s go take a look and see what’s happened. Maybe a tree fell or⁠—
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“—this has been forced!” Birger cursed, glaring daggers at a tree. The giant, now grown to his normal height again, rubbed his hand along the bark.

He squinted as the wind blew a spray of snow through the trees, layering all in a cold, white haze.

The trunk’s symbol had been damaged by something with a sharp edge.

“Oh, hell,” Alex swore, examining the symbol alongside the giant. “It looks like it was tampered with.”

“Damned right, it had to be done on purpose, but the rune-marked couldn’t have done it. I might not be the best ward maker, but my power was focused against them,” Birger explained. “No, they must have had help. But who? The Irtyshenans? No, they don’t work with the rune-marked. Maybe elves⁠—”

‘Father…’ Claygon’s voice spoke in Alex’s mind, travelling through their link from the cottage. ‘Come back… Chief Olaf and his warriors… are on the way here.’


Chapter 74


Giants’ Confrontation



The wind was rising when Alex and Birger materialised before the giant’s cottage.

And so was the tension.

Waiting in front of the cottage door, as high winds buffeted against the door frame, was Bjorgrund, his face washing scarlet, anger turning it as menacing as the demonic image carved in it. His hands were shaking, clenching and unclenching at his sides. Theresa was to his right, her fingers poised above the Twinblade, not yet touching their hilts.

Not for now, at least.

Brutus—sheathed in bone armour—was growling, three heads held low, a warning rumbling from his chest. He crouched before the huntress and young giant, ready to spring on attackers. Claygon stood with all four arms crossed over his torso, his war-spear’s hilt was planted in a snowbank.

Freshly fallen snow—thickening to icy mist—was swirling through the clearing, layers settling on Birger’s drying racks.

“Claygon!” Alex hissed. “What’s happened? You said the chief’s here?”

He quickly glanced around.

“Where is he?”

Theresa nodded ahead. “Brutus can smell him, and I hear him coming; he’s not alone.”

“How many are with him?”

She frowned, closing her eyes. “Ten… maybe twelve.”

“They must have heard the battle,” Birger reasoned. “But why are they coming? Why now? The fight’s over.”

“I have some ideas.” Alex’s eyes narrowed. “But, honestly? I don’t like any of them.”

Birger looked at Alex sharply, snarling. “You think they sabotaged the ward?” His grip tightened on his crutch.

“What? Somebody sabotaged the ward?” Bjorgrund growled. “Yes… it makes sense, Father. It’s always this way with them; they don’t care about us.” He took a step forward. “They must have heard the attack from the village, and now that everything’s quiet, they’re coming to see what happened. Probably hoping we’re dead.”

“We don’t know that for sure, at least not yet…” Alex bit his lip. “But there’s a reason I don’t like any of my ideas. Claygon, you might want to go inside.”

“But, Father…” the golem protested. “If they start a fight… I should be here… with you… to protect you…”

Alex shook his head. “We don’t know if it’s going to come to blood and blows, and you look an awful lot like an Irtyshenan golem knight. If they see you—especially with your war-spear—they’re going to start swinging before anyone gets a word out. Let’s see exactly what they want, first. Be sure to listen to what’s happening and be ready… just in case.”

“Alright, Father…” Claygon’s voice dropped to a low snarl. “Can I… go inside, Birger? It’s… not my home…”

“By all means,” the old firbolg said, his eyes not leaving the tree line.

As the golem turned to leave, sounds of movement reached Alex from the forest. Footsteps crunching snow. Twigs snapping. Heavy breaths on the wind.

By the time Claygon closed the door behind him, firbolg silhouettes were appearing in the distance. Theresa was right; there were twelve armed firbolgs aside from Chief Olaf approaching—Alex caught the glint of dagger blades woven through his beard.

The giants carried rough spun bags weighed down with stones.

Sharp swords.

Massive axes.

They were also moving casually, showing no intent of making war, or trying to sneak onto Birger’s lands, nor were they charging with spears high while shouting battle cries and nocking arrows onto bowstrings.

They seemed peaceful, yet moved with caution, watching all directions, seemingly searching for something.

“There, Chieftain!” a firbolg pointed at the cottage.

The giants’ pace quickened.

Alex gripped the aeld staff tighter.

Theresa’s fingers twitched. Bjorgrund and Brutus tensed.

Birger drew a deep breath.

Chief Olaf emerged from the trees, entering the clearing, leading his band of giants.

He paused.

Emotions played across the chieftain’s face: surprise, obvious from the widening of his eyes. Strain. And finally…

He exhaled, shoulders slumping.

‘Is that relief?’ Alex wondered. ‘Or disappointment?’

Without a word, the twelve giants fanned out, forming a half-circle around their chief, facing the cottage from across the clearing.

Alex watched the newcomers’ stiff stances, furrowed brows, and unfriendly eyes.

Yet, one held Alex’s attention.

A young firbolg—rangy, lean, and barely bearded—was standing a little apart from the others. His body looked tense, as though lightning was running through it. Eyebrows were tight, raised toward his hairline. His jaw gaped. He looked bewildered.

His gaze was focused on Bjorgrund and Birger.

‘Seems you didn’t expect to find them here,’ Alex thought, anger sparking in him. ‘You thought they’d be dead now, didn’t you? But why? Why were you so sure they’d be dead?’

“You’re alive, Great Uncle,” Chief Olaf broke the silence. His lips parted in a smile that was more snarl than smile.

Birger returned the expression. “We are.”

“We heard fighting and came to look in on you.”

“The battle’s done, and our enemies are dead. But, as you can see, we’re not.”

More silence followed.

The wind whipped, growing stronger. Trunks groaned around them. A creaking tree branch snapped, dropping to the ground with a thump.

“It might have been better if you’d come earlier, nephew,” Birger said, nodding to the field behind his cottage. “There’s almost a hundred rune-marked corpses back there. Maybe more. You could have gotten your vengeance. They attacked the village, didn’t they? Which meant they owed you a blood debt.”

“We sure collected,” Bjorgrund growled.

The firbolgs turned their eyes to the young giant.

Hands moved toward weapons.

Theresa’s fingers played along her sword-hilts.

The rangy firbolg never stopped looking at the father and son. Not for a moment. He didn’t move, nor did his expression change. He only trembled, ever so slightly.

“Thank you for that, Great Uncle.” Chief Olaf blew twin streams of mist from his nose.

“How did they get through my ward, I wonder?” Birger asked, taking a step forward, much of his weight on his crutch.

Chief Olaf bristled. “What’re you implying?”

“One of my trees was damaged,” Birger said evenly. “Someone put a dagger right through one of the symbols; it cracked the ward enough for the vermin to sneak in. The symbol smelled of our magic.”

Now the chief burst into barking laughter. “We haven’t always seen eye to eye, Great Uncle, but you helped the clan for centuries. Less than I would have liked, but enough that I’m willing to overlook certain—” he glanced at Bjorgrund “—problems.”

The young giant’s breath hissed from between his teeth, his face turning redder.

“Now you accuse me of treachery?” Olaf snarled. “You call my honour into question? On account of your old age, I would let this pass—if you apologise—but don’t ever insult me again.”

“Birger’s partly right,” Alex spoke up, all eyes turning to him. “A giant did sabotage his ward, but he’s wrong about which giant did it.” He raised his chin toward the nervous, rangy firbolg. “Why’d you do it?”

The accusation slapped across the giant’s form like a whip, making him recoil. “I—wha⁠—”

“Don’t do that.” Alex shook his head. “Your dagger stinks of what you did. I could smell Birger’s magic on it from a mile away,” he lied, putting anger and confidence in his tone.

He glared as the giant flinched, fumbling for his knife. “I—wha⁠—”

“I bet if we looked at that knife of yours, there’d be sawdust on it from the tree. The ward magic’s bleeding off of it, don’t try to act like I’m stupid. I know it was you. What I don’t understand is why.”

He pushed on, his words punishing the already off-balance giant. The firbolg whimpered like a guilty child chastised by their parents; now, every eye had turned to him.

“Erlic?” Chief Olaf said. “What’s this?”

“I-I, he’s lying!” he stammered. “I-I was cleaning my knife on a… a trunk! A little while ago! That’s all.”

Alex’s smile was fierce; he knew that when pressed, liars often began panicking, offering up a stream of unnecessary details as they came up with excuses, looking to make a made up story sound solid. More believable.

What that often did, though, was reveal certain details the person questioning them hadn’t known.

“Are you saying it was an accident?” Birger snapped. “That you nearly had me dead and my son taken because of an accident. No, I don’t believe that! You’ve had it out for Bjorgrund since he protected me all those years ago!”

“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about!” the giant shouted, anger entering his voice. “And even if I did, so what? Rune-marked have been raiding our village since that boy of yours got marked! How long’s it going to be before he joins them?” he snapped. “Keeping him here only hurts the clan!”

“That’s enough!” Olaf barked, glaring down at Erlic. “You said this was an accident?” he asked quickly.

“I—”

“An accident?” the chief demanded.

“Y-yes, Chief,” Erlic stammered.

“Deer shit!” Bjorgrund shouted. “Pure deer shit!”

“Language, son!” Birger snapped.

“Muffle that child of yours, Great Uncle!” Olaf pointed at him, then snapped his gaze back to Erlic. “Two lashes.”

“What? I—” Erlic stammered.

“Only two?” Bjorgrund cried.

“It was an accident,” Olaf said. “Two lashes is more than enough. Erlic will remember to be more careful in future.”

“That knife tore through my symbol on purpose,” Birger said. “And that bastard would have had us butchered⁠—”

“I have spoken,” the chief said. “Two lashes for an accident. The rune-marked came and tried to kill you, true, but you are alive. These travellers helped you, didn’t they? No life was lost, and that’s that. You should count yourself lucky that I sent these folk to you. I send you food, I tolerate what your presence brings to the clan. Let it go.”

Birger stared daggers at Olaf, his voice as cold as a crypt, “Son, will you hunt for us?”

“Hm?” Bjorgrund startled. “Father, you wouldn’t let me hunt. You said the blood could trigger another rune forming.”

Birger shook his head. “If fighting those rune-marked didn’t send you into a frenzy, then hunting deer won’t set you off. Will you hunt for us?”

Bjorgrund smiled. “Gladly!”

Birger nodded and looked back at Olaf. “I’m going to relieve you of your burdens, nephew. From this day forward, you no longer have to send us food. We’ll take care of our own needs. I also ban all of you from our land. If I see a single hair of any of you in our boundaries, then so help me, I’ll make you regret it. I’ll ward the forest to keep you all out. You’ll have no need to worry about my son or me anymore! Begone. Get away from here. Now!”

“What?” Olaf snapped. “These are our lands! You can’t ban me, I’m the chief!”

“This is my land, I’ve owned it longer than your father was alive.” Birger scowled. “He’d be so disappointed in you if he could see you now.”

“Watch it, old fool!” Olaf pointed a finger at his great-uncle.

“And don’t you ever ask me for a single thing!” Birger howled. “Not my knowledge, not my aid! Not anything! From this day on, you and I are done!”

“Arrogant bastard!” Olaf shouted. “I haven’t asked you for a single thing in years! You might have served the clan once, but now you’re nothing more than a doddering fool who dabbles with our enemies! Fine, have it your way! I will be no kinslayer, and that bloody rune-carved beast may have our blood running through him, but if I see him hunting on our land, then I’ll see to it that he’s chained like the beast he is, and whipped until the forest is red with his blood. And when we’re done with him, I’ll send him mewling back to you!”

“Try it!” Bjorgrund cracked his knuckles. “I’ve killed rune-marked today by the dozen! I bet I could break your hands before you could even swing a whip!”

“Animal!” Olaf spat in the snow. “Fine, then! I’ll leave you to your prison! Erlic! No lashes! Everyone, let’s get ourselves gone!”

“Just one moment,” Alex’s voice was calm. “There’s something you should know before you go.”

He drew in a deep breath. “I appreciate what you did for us, showing us to Birger and Bjorgrund. They’re nice people. I like them. But you know who I don’t like? You. You and your self-righteous bullshit. I’m sick of hearing it! I’m sick of bastards like you standing there like you own the world, telling everyone how things should be! Telling everyone their role!”

For a moment, it was as though the First Apostle and the giant chieftain had merged, becoming the same person.

“I tell you what I’m going to do; I’m not as nice as Birger, and he’s not as good with magic as we are. So, I’m going to help him ward his forest. If anyone steps one foot inside the tree line that he, his son, or I don’t want there, our ward will crank their senses so high, their own clothes rubbing against their skin will feel like someone’s scraping their flesh off! The sun will scorch their eyes, and even the slightest whisper will make their eardrums feel like they’re about to burst! And that’s how they’ll keep feeling, for as long as my magic holds. And I’ll let you in on a little secret, I have a helluva lot of magic.”

He raised his chin.

“That’s my promise, and I’m declaring it to you today, so if you ever set foot here again, don’t say you weren’t warned. Now, leave!” Alex’s voice echoed over the trees. “Or I’m going to make you wish you had something as kind as a whip punishing you!”

He raised the aeld staff; its blooms blazed with warning.

His words held power.

They held strength.

And his enemies drew back like scalded dogs.

Alexander Roth had not spoken like the Fool of Uldar, or even the fine student and capable businessman from Generasi.

No.

His words were those of a commander… more like those of a general.

And in the face of that intimidating tone?

His foes turned and fled.


Chapter 75


The March



“Hah! Look at them run!” Bjorgrund laughed, sticking his tongue out, his blue eyes squeezing shut as he pointed at the tall figures disappearing in the blowing snow. “A few words and they turn craven. Would you look at that, Father! They call me the animal, but they act like scared little mice!”

“Calm yourself, son,” Birger said. His voice was flat, but he couldn’t hide the grim smile growing behind his beard. “The more you provoke them, the more likely they’ll try to do something to you.”

“They won’t come back here, no way.” Bjorgrund grinned evilly, slapping Alex’s back with an enormous hand.

The blow knocked the air from the young wizard’s lungs, nearly sending him sprawling face down in the snow.

“This one here, look how his words slash their fake bravery like knives! They’re spineless, they’ll be too scared to come back here! Not after a threat like that!” Bjorgrund jumped in the air, pumping his fists. “Thank you!” He lowered his head to Alex. “I owe you again, and I’ll be happy to pay my debt!”

“You’re welcome…” the Thameish wizard gasped, catching his breath.

‘Why do I keep making friends with giants that could break me in half with a single hand?’ he thought, looking down at his hulking body. ‘And I’m not easy to break in half!’

“You have my thanks too.” Birger gave Alex a deep bow, balancing on his crutch, then looked at Bjorgrund. “Don’t start celebrating yet, son. They might not trespass on our land anymore, but they’ll be on the lookout for you. If you step off our territory for any reason, you can be sure they’ll set upon you without hesitating.”

His expression darkened. “They might even try to drive game away from our borders to force you to leave the protection of the ward.”

“I’m not afraid of them,” Bjorgrund said, his voice firm.

“You should be. You are growing into a fine warrior, but Olaf is a powerful foe to have. He will kill you if you two meet in battle,” Birger said.

“I’m wondering if you should strike first,” Theresa said, glaring in the direction the firbolgs went. “If those warriors are going to do something as dirty as driving away your food so you starve, then better they be gone. Or dead.”

Birger shook his head. “The village needs its warriors to defend it from the rune-marked, the Irtyshenan army, and the beasts of these woods. Even if you help us strike first, we’ll be dooming the old, the weak, and the very young to slow deaths from starvation or more gruesome ones at the blade of enemies, or the jaws of some beast.”

“Hmmmm.” Alex tapped his chin. “What if you expanded the ward? They know where your borders are now, but they’ll have a harder time driving away game if you expand your territory. They’d have to figure out where the boundaries are, and if you make the ward big enough, they couldn’t just blockade your whole territory; there’s not enough of them for that.”

Birger shook his head. “I’m no expert at ward making, and I was already at my limits for the amount of land I could ward at one time.”

“Hmmmmm.” Alex’s brow furrowed in thought. “We’ve got a couple of days until you’re ready to go to the capital, right? Back in Generasi, I can try and cook up the kind of ward that’d stop a demon lord from getting to their own throne. And if I can’t, I’ll find someone who can. How does that sound?”

“Thank you,” Birger said.

“Don’t mention it. I’m not going to kick the hornet’s nest and then leave you to deal with it. Then, everything’s settled,” Alex said. “Theresa, Claygon, Brutus, and I will head back south. I can use the time getting the ward figured out, then when we come back here in a couple of days, we can set the new ward. Think you can hold out until then?”

Birger nodded. “I’ll repair the ward and change its focus to Olaf and the rest of the clan. By the time I’m done, it’ll keep him, the rest of the clan, and the rune-marked out. I’ll have trouble blocking the Irtyshenans too, but we’ll have to live with that.”

“When I get that ward, I’ll make sure it can block the Irtyshenans too, unless they bring out some really powerful magic,” Alex said.

“Thank you. And now there’s only one thing left to deal with.”

“What’s that?”

“The meal.” The firbolg laughed. “That poor roast needs some loving, I’m sure, but it should still be fine eating, even if it is a bit on the dry side. I’ll see you all fed before you go.”

Theresa grinned. “I wouldn’t say no to that.”

“Me neither,” Alex said.

As Bjorgrund and Birger made their way inside the cottage—a noticeable lightness about them—Theresa kissed Alex on the cheek.

“That was one of the most attractive things you’ve ever done, and that’s saying something.” She smiled. “You really are a hero from legend.”

“Hah!” he laughed, a blush spreading across his cheeks. “I don’t remember hearing any legends about me.”

“Keep it up and you will.”

“Thank you, thank you,” Alex said. “I just wish that I was actually half as threatening as I sounded.” He looked down at the Mark. “I’m hoping I can change this jester’s face soon. We’ve got enemies out there and I doubt they’ve forgotten about us. We got rid of those rune-marked—and we’ll help burn their bodies before we go—but what if more come? Or if we find ourselves up against a bunch of golem knights? Or worse. Whatever comes, I’d be able to face it better as the General.”
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“Remember to stay on the road, my pretty little hounds!” the Stalker called.

Astride his moose, he kept an even pace along the grey road, the mount’s bells jingling cheerily. “This path ain’t exactly as friendly as what you might be used to!”

Behind the bearded fae came a column of mortals, all clad in white robes, armoured and girded for war. Steel helms shone on most heads, and the banners many carried fluttered in the wind.

The white hand of Uldar marked every robe, banner, shield, and tabard, proclaiming loyalty to their god.

Rain fell in sheets, turning the fae road to mud.

Though muck clung to their boots, it did not cling to their spirits.

A hymn rose, springing from faithful lips—Hail Uldar, Holy King—the song filling the grey mist-shrouded woods that ran along either side of the fae road. Holy melody wove together with the clinking of armour, the sound of wet boots against muddy ground, and horse’s hooves that bore mounted priest-knights gripping weapons infused with Uldar’s divine power.

Packhorses were not tasked with carrying holy warriors, but rather casks of soil, harvested from the ruins of Uldar’s Rise then twice blessed by the First and Third Apostles. Much of the hidden church’s remaining might were gathered together, marching to war in a bitterly cold and foreign land.

A war with one man who was their enemy.

Gabrian and Izas marched at the head of the columns. Their steel plate inscribed with holy scripture, white surcoats emblazoned with Uldar’s hand, and with eyes that were fixed on the path ahead.

They glanced neither backward at the warriors following faithfully at their backs, nor to the past that had brought them to this grim road.

They joined the column in song, while bending their thoughts to war.

The Stalker threw them a jaunty grin over his shoulder. “You’re sprightly for mortals as old as you!” He chuckled. “We’ve been marching for days, and you don’t tire.”

“Mighty are they who have Uldar’s grace,” Izas said. “We would march a thousand days into the fires of every hell with his divine backing.”

“Ah yes, Uldar, Uldar, Uldar,” the fae said. “You know, I think I’ve heard that name more in the last three months than I did in the three centuries before that.”

“Praise is given to our god and saviour.” The glowing scales, embedded on the former Chosen’s forehead, illuminated his face with brilliant light. “He empowers us, and so we praise him.”

“Using your divinities to give yourselves greater endurance and strength, eh?” the Stalker reasoned. “What good little hounds I have.”

Neither Third nor First Apostle replied to these words, simply falling back into song.

For a time, the Stalker turned his eyes back to the road, watching the trees carefully. He had paid a great deal in what he preferred to call ‘road tax’ to guarantee that he and his hounds were not accosted on these roads, but he still had to remain cautious. They were now in foreign territories after all, far beyond Lord Aenflynn’s domain.

They should be safe… but one could never know for sure.

“We shouldn’t be much longer in this perfectly named Grey Forest.” The Stalker frowned. “The Fields of Silver come next, then the Lake of Ever Ice. Past that, we should be near the area where our quarry’s been poking about.”

He licked the air, tasting his prey’s name. “Yessss… he’s there now; hopefully, he’ll stay there. Twice now, he’s gone to that lovely cold place, which makes me believe he’ll go back, even if he leaves again for that wizard city he lives in.”

The fae looked at the casks of soil loaded across the backs of the packhorses and scrunched up his face in distaste. “You know, we’d be a lot farther along if you didn’t have me sneaking about Uldar’s Rise—avoiding those sharp-eyed wizards—and gathering barrels of dirt. Why d’you need all that soil anyhow?”

The First and Third Apostles looked at each other.

Izas raised his eyebrows.

Gabrian nodded.

The Third Apostle explained, “The Fool is supported by a power that lets him teleport great distances without chanting any spells or using any magical items; the same power that strengthened the treacherous Carey London. The same power that allowed her spirit to come back from the after-world.”

“That power must not only be countered,” Gabrian added, “but it is one of the core reasons why the Fool must die first.” He gestured to the forest. “Your guidance and secret paths through your fae wilds allows us to cross vast distances beyond mortal speeds. What would normally take weeks or months of travel across snow-locked lands and icy seas in the material world, can be done in days here.”

“You’re welcome, by the way,” the Stalker said dryly.

“I was about to thank you, do not fret. Uldar would not have his First Apostle lack gratitude. I thank you for your guidance, my friend,” Gabrian said. “But the fact remains that the Fool can travel hundreds of miles in mere moments, by your reckoning.”

“Judging by how his name keeps jumping across land and sea in a heartbeat, aye. That’s what’s been happening,” the Stalker said.

“He’s grown stronger since last we clashed,” Izas said grimly. “We must cut the weed down before it grows taller. Such power will aid all of Uldar’s enemies, allowing them to escape and strike at will.”

“And such power would allow the Fool to elude our grasp wherever and whenever he wishes,” Gabrian finished.

“Aye, I’ve been thinking about that,” the Stalker said with a merry chuckle. “It’s what makes him so delicious to hunt. Can’t wait to have his head mounted on my wall—Oh come on, don’t look so disgusted!” he cried, noting the Apostles grimacing. “You’re planning to cut his head off, aren’t you? I’m just making sure it doesn’t go to waste.”

“Very charming, but what makes him a fine challenge for you will also hurt our chances to bring the Fool low.” Gabrian glanced at the soil. “Which is why I have been searching for solutions.”

“Aye, what might those be?”

“I have spent much time contemplating the power that the Fool wields, which is the same power that was behind Carey London,” the First Apostle said. “I believe I have some understanding of it, so I will bar it with an interdiction.”

“Aye, you’re meaning the ability that gods grant their most powerful servants, aye?” the Stalker asked. “Very dangerous stuff, that. But how’re you planning on using an interdiction in a foreign land against our quarry? We’ll not be in your god’s divine realm, don’t you know? Uldar’s not a god of the Irtyshenan Empire and wouldn’t have the power to declare interdictions there.”

Izas’ eyes flicked to the packhorses. “His power extends to places that have known his touch and are sanctified in his name.”

“Oh… oh!” the Stalker cried. “I see! Clever, clever hounds! But… hold now, the place we’re going has its own gods. And they won’t take kindly to what you’ll be doing.”

“Even a god as powerful as Uldar cannot sense every enemy within his realm or be in all places at once. If so, he would need neither his church, us, or his holy Heroes to fight for him,” Gabrian said. “What we do will have to be done quickly; we cannot linger, nor can we engage the Fool in a pitched battle. We must strike from the fae roads, slay him and—if he proves too resilient to die quickly—we wound him, then retreat back to the fae wilds before we are located.”

“Very clever, I like it.” The Stalker grinned.

“I will like it once I see if the plan works well,” Gabrian said. “We can only pray to Uldar for guidance. For strength. And for the Fool’s death.”

The hymn to their god continued echoing through the forest.

The hidden church and the one known as the Stalker moved forward, closing in on their quarry.


Chapter 76


Operating on the Soul



It was in the early hours of the morning when Alexander Roth began experimenting on his soul.

The sun had crept over the horizon in Generasi, lighting up the rooftops, peaks, and towers of its vast skyline. Yet, Alex was not outside under the waking sun, though—mere hours before—he, Theresa, and Claygon were burning bodies behind a giant’s cottage thousands of miles to the north.

They’d returned home that evening, unwound with Selina, filling her in on what had happened in the ice-encrusted forests of Kymiland, then turned in for some rest.

He was up a couple of hours later to creep down to his laboratory in the basement, bringing three things with him, one borrowed from Professor Val’Rok.

A knife.

One made of bane.

A knife made to cut not flesh, but the soul.

And it was that knife that was beside Alex.

And as the hours passed, he’d tried to meditate—with Claygon standing silently near him—helping to calm his mind, body, and spirit. It was no simple task tonight. He kept thinking about Kelda’s fate, not wanting to share it.

Yet, here he was, walking the same path as hers, wanting desperately not to take it to the same conclusion she had.

He’d been trying to get himself ready to literally use a sharp blade to cut away slivers of his soul, following the advice of a half-mad lizardman wizard who’d promised it would grow back.

Alex had faced many challenges so far; he could have lost anything from some coin, to something as precious as his life.

Yet, he’d never been in any situation where he risked losing his soul. Even if he’d died, there would have been an after-world waiting for him. But if his soul was obliterated? From what he understood—there would be nothing.

With those thoughts rolling around in his head, he tried to meditate.

Though the intrusive thoughts kept plaguing him.

‘What if I can’t calm myself?’ he wondered. ‘What if the idea that I’ll be experimenting with my own soul stops me from finding peace. What if I mess up? Oh, by the Traveller, what if the Mark thinks I’m trying to fight myself and starts interfering? What if Uldar hid some kind of protection on the Mark that makes my head explode if I try to get rid of it? What if⁠—’

He shook his head, taking a deep breath, trying to let those swirling thoughts pass.

As he had done for years.

Yet, this time, nothing was working.

His heart pounded in his chest.

He could hear it in his ears.

He fought his breathing, needing to keep it slow and steady.

‘Calm down, Alex,’ he thought, knowing well that those words wouldn’t help. ‘You have to do this. There’s no question about it; you have to. People are relying on you to change the Mark. You’re relying on yourself to change the Mark, but you can’t stretch your mana pool unless you calm down, so just calm the hells⁠—”

“Father…?”

“Gah!” Alex yelped.

From beside him, Claygon’s iron form loomed in the dimly lit room. “Are you… okay? Your breathing is… very heavy…”

“Yeah, I’m nervous, buddy. I won’t lie.” The young wizard was on his back on a long table he used for harvesting monster parts for alchemical ingredients—lying stark naked with only the symbol of the Traveller hanging from his neck.

On a table beside him were three items; the first was a mana-ectoplasm solution-coated flask for capturing his soul particles, the second, a mana-ectoplasm solution-coated set of copper tweezers, and lastly, the soul blade.

The bane knife gleamed in the low light, filling him with dread.

“Do you need a break… Father?”

“Not yet,” Alex said. “But… Could, um… well, this is a little embarrassing…”

“Anything, Father…” Claygon said, taking a step forward. “If… I can help you… then let me help!”

“Then, um, could you sing?” Alex asked. “I find it calming.”

There was a long pause.

“Yes, Father…” Claygon said warmly, his voice changing to a mature woman’s gentle, clear tones. “I will… sing for you.”

And Claygon began to sing.

His song was a simple one—sung in Generasi during the fall—about coming harvests and restful days. He sang of bountiful sea life swimming through the ocean. Of peaceful sunrises and gentle chill. He sang of wine and foaming mugs of ale, hot food and family.

Claygon sang of peace and of rest.

He sang of hope.

The song was gentle, simple in melody, its beauty coming from its sincerity. Yet, it also touched the heart with sadness. Melancholy. Longing.

And Alex understood why.

Claygon sang of things he would never know.

Not firsthand, at least.

The golem would never tire, never age, and never need rest. The bountiful fish in the Prinean sea, the wine, the foaming ale and hot food… they would never pass through his lips. He’d never know the pleasure of a hot meal on a warm tongue. He wouldn’t know chill or heat the same way Alex would.

Claygon was a man of metal—once of clay and stone—not flesh, and muscle, and bone.

His personal world was different from Alex’s own, and the comforts of a mortal human were as physically alien to Claygon, as magic was to the average mortal.

Yet, there was one comfort the golem had come to understand well.

One word that—when he sang it—caused waves of warmth and comfort to wash through their link.

Family.

Claygon knew what family was. He’d experienced it every single day since he’d come into their lives. Not just any family either, but one that loved him and loved each other. A group of people linked beyond blood, but by caring and fellowship.

That was his comfort.

His feelings washed over Alex like a thick blanket on a winter’s day, and the wizard no longer felt so afraid. Nothing material had actually changed; he was still about to cut away a part of his soul, but now he didn’t feel alone, he felt safe.

Taking a deep breath, he smiled, feeling content, returning to his meditation as Claygon’s soothing voice filled the laboratory.

In time, his heartbeat and breathing slowed.

Warmth soothed him.

Calm seeped through his body, muscles relaxed, his mind drifted peacefully. Soon, there was only him and the song; all disquieting thoughts and fears melted away.

Alex was ready. He sat up.

Fingers curled around the knife handle, then the tweezers; both were shockingly cold on his skin. He took another deep breath, calming himself. His attention fell on his right foot, lingering on his toes. Val’Rok had suggested books in the advanced magic lore section of the library that talked of different aspects of the soul, including its shape.

The soul is a mirror of the idealised physical form, wrote Siefried Stouffer, in Volume I of True Nature of the Soul and its Uses in Magic.

When freed of a vessel, it can change and shift into a more idealised form of what lies within the core of a mortal being. However, when trapped in a mortal, its shape is influenced by that body. Much like a liquid, it will change shape to conform to its vessel to a certain degree. Its extremities will be the body’s extremities, while its heart will be the body’s heart.

“Its extremities will be the body’s extremities,” Alex whispered, wondering where he should cut. “Maybe the little toe.”

He placed the bottle by his foot, then bent toward it with the bane blade in one hand and the tweezers in the other. Calmly, he guided the knife to the tip of his little toe, flinching as it broke the skin.

No pain came. Not yet, at least. Only a sudden shock, as if he’d dipped the toe in a vat of ice water. Breathing slowly, Alex waited—adjusting to the sensation—calling on the Mark to guide him.

No images appeared. No past experiences were there to help him prepare for what he had to do.

“Nothing for it, then,” he muttered, listening to Claygon’s gentle song as the point of the knife slid deeper into his toe.

The tweezers were poised and ready.

The blade touched something solid. Alex didn’t hesitate.

He went deeper.

Carving away a bit of his soul with one quick, precise motion.

“Agh!”

Pain.

Unlike any he’d ever felt in his life. It wasn’t the greatest agony he’d ever experienced; it wasn’t the ragged stab of Burn-Saw’s blade, or the excruciating wounds he’d taken in battle.

Nor did it feel like the searing mental anguish the Mark forced on his mind.

It was less… but deeper. It was the only description he could find for it. A shock tore through both his body and spirit when something that should never have been severed, was.

Alex wanted to cry out, he wanted to fling the bane knife against a wall; but he held on, keeping his breathing even and his grip on the blade steady, slowly drawing it from his body.

The soul blade’s tip was coated in a tiny mass of blinding radiance. Like the sun had suddenly appeared in the windowless room.

Claygon’s song abruptly stopped.

“That is… beautiful…” the golem said. “Is that… a soul?”

“A little piece of one,” Alex said, using the tweezers to grip the substance. It was strange and unique—both liquid and solid at once—clinging together as Alex gently placed it in the bottle.

Metal clinking on glass startled him; the tweezers rattled against the bottle’s mouth as his hand began shaking.

He shook his head, slowly plucking the soul-substance from the rim, letting it slip from the tweezers to the bottom of the bottle and capping it, his eyes fixed on the radiance sparkling through the glass.

Quietly—or as quietly as an iron golem could manage—Claygon stepped closer, peering at the bottle. “A piece… of Father’s soul… How incredible…”

“It is, isn’t it,” Alex whispered, mesmerised. “It’s so bright… I suppose I should have expected that. Carey’s soul was bright too, remember?”

“I remember…” Claygon sounded in awe. “Are you going to cut… more tonight?”

Alex shook his head. “I should give myself some time to heal first… And even if I wanted to keep going, I couldn’t; my soul is anything but calm right now.”

“It’s a start… right, Father?”

“Yep, and it’s a process that’ll take time.” Alex looked at the bottle critically. “I’ll need to fill this bottle if I’m going to make an artificial mana pool, and there’s only so much soul substance I can harvest in a single night.”

“Hmmm… will you be able to study your soul… so you can change the Mark… when you find Kelda’s sanctum?” Claygon asked.

“Yes,” Alex said. “I should have plenty of time to study it in the time it takes for me to harvest enough for my mana pool.” He tapped the glass, marvelling at the radiance within it.

It held a beauty that was humbling to look upon.
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“Mr. Roth, you’re doing what with your what?” Professor Jules gripped her temples as though battling a pressure headache that threatened to burst her skull. She leaned over her desk, her expression looking as though she was heartbeats away from popping a blood vessel. That or strangling someone. “Did I just hear you say that you’re harvesting your soul… to create an artificial mana pool? Or have I slipped into complete madness?”

“That’s right,” Alex said, sitting in front of her desk. “I mean the part about my mana pool is right, not the part about you slipping into madness.”

“Ah, of course. Of course, you would be doing something like that! Why did I ever try to teach you anything about safety? Or sense? And I take it you were introduced to this insanity by that wretched Val’Rok?”

“Yeah, how’d you know?” the young wizard asked.

“Because only he or that old goat would be insane enough to advise a student to start cutting up their soul like a common butcher.” Professor Jules rolled her eyes. “How?”

“How what?” Alex asked.

“How do you attract the very worst influences as mentors?” she asked mournfully. “Baelin, Val’Rok⁠—”

“You.”

“Pardon?”

“You’re one of my mentors too, Professor,” he pointed out.

She laughed, throwing her head back and laughing like she would never stop. “Then why does my common sense never rub off on you? Why is it that you absorb madness like a sponge, yet sense and restraint flee from you?”

“Uh.” His eyes darted back and forth. “I⁠—”

“Don’t answer that. Even if the question weren’t rhetorical, I probably still wouldn’t like the answer. A simple ‘what have you been up today, Mr. Roth’ was met with, ‘I was shearing my soul like a common sheep,’ so I dread the answer to why you seem to enjoy madness so much. In any case, I’m prattling on. What is it, Alex? Do you need something sane from me?”

“Do you know how to make a ward, Professor? I need to help a pair of giants, before they take me to a thieves’ guild in the middle of the Irtyshenan Empire.”

Her eyes narrowed. “That was on purpose.”

“Wait, what now?”

“You phrased it that way on purpose.”

“…Yes.”

“Mr. Roth, I swear if I don’t kill you first, you are going to be the death of me.”


Chapter 77


Sorkovo



“Hmmmmm, making the kind of ward you’re talking about would be a tricky proposition.” Professor Jules narrowed her eyes, tapping her desk in thought. “You’d need it to specifically drive away three separate groups—each group being tied together by blood, faith, magic, or professional association—yet allow animals like deer to enter. You also need it to cover a wide area.”

She blew out a breath. “In some ways, that’s even more complex than the ward we built around the Research Castle after the petrifier attack. At least this particular one won’t have to shield against threats looking to come from below, but still…”

“How long do you think it’d take to build if we were working together?” Alex asked.

“What’s your timetable?”

“About… uh… a day and a half?” Alex said gingerly.

Professor Jules gave him a withering look. “Mr. Roth… wards of that level of complexity are not made in a ‘day and a half’ by a dabbler—like me—and an amateur like you, even if you could develop expertise within a matter of days thanks to that cheating Mark of yours. You’ll need an expert.”

“Can I hire one?” Alex asked, ignoring her facetious ‘cheating’ comment.

She raised an eyebrow. “Technically, yes, though their services don’t come cheap.”

“That’s not a problem.”

Her eye twitched. “Really? Are we bragging about our wealth now, Mr. Roth?”

“What? No, no, no!” The young wizard shook his head, rapidly waving his hands in front of him. “No, it’s not that. I mean, I’m already hiring a teleporter to bring Theresa’s family from the Rhinean Empire. It’s just too bad I won’t have time to meet up with them. Theresa’s going to go get them with the teleporter and bring them to Generasi. I’ll be busy; there’s a lot to do in the next couple of days and not a lot of time to do it. Anyway—as I was saying—I’m already going to be hiring a very expensive wizard, so what I meant was that I’m used to the idea. I’m not bragging about my wealth or anything.”

“So, you just did a lot of fast talking—rambling on, maybe even outright prattling—as it were, to tell me you’re not bragging about your wealth… by telling me that you’re hiring two very expensive wizards.” She narrowed her eyes.

“I, well, just so you know… the thing about that is…” Alex mumbled desperately.

“I’m joking with you, Mr. Roth.” Professor Jules shook her head. “No need to be nervous, I know what you’re about. In any case, bringing Ms. Lu’s family here is very smart. They would be vulnerable by themselves in the Rhinean Empire.”

“Exactly,” Alex said. “At the same time, I’ll have the wizard I hire to ward Birger’s lands craft a similar ward over our home. Generasi’s better defended than the area where the Thameish are located in the Rhinean Empire, but I don’t want to take any chances.”

“I’d say you’re being very wise. I can introduce you to some trustworthy experts for both your teleportation needs and for creating your wards, though you’ll probably find that the councillors of Generasi would know experts with more superior skills than I would.”

“Yeah, but I trust your judgement more than I trust theirs,” Alex said sincerely.

“Ugh, you and your sweet talking, Mr. Roth…” Professor Jules rolled her eyes, sighing heavily. “That’s one reason why I let you have so much leeway. What’s wrong with me? Alright, I’ll find the right experts for you…” She leaned back, leveling her gaze. “So you’re about to go to the capital of the Irtyshenan Empire, is that right?”

“That’s the plan. Within the next couple of days, I’ll be going there with Theresa, Brutus, Claygon, and our two new firbolg friends.”

“I see. You must be careful there. It’s a pit of snakes from what I’ve heard from some of my former Irtyshenan colleagues. The imperial court mimics the dynamic of their pantheon, and the Irtyshenan gods regularly slip knives into each other’s backs, in the figurative sense. The bitter climate also makes life hard there. Do be careful, Mr. Roth. And try to ensure that those you meet in your travels are trustworthy.”

“Well, that’ll be kinda difficult.”

“…Why?”

“Because… I’m going to a thieves’ guild.”

“Get out, Mr. Roth.”
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“Father, I can’t believe it! We’re flying! We’re actually flying!” Bjorgrund laughed over the wind. The giant’s cloak whipped about, his long black hair flying free.

“Quiet, son!” Birger hissed. “Your voice carries far. You don’t want folk knowing where we are!”

“We’re so far up, it barely matters.” Alex laughed. “But maybe we should be a little quieter.” He checked the landmarks below. “We should be getting close to the city.”

It was early morning on a windy day, and a certain young wizard was already travelling.

With him—sheathed in flight magic and wizardry that protected from icy temperatures and thin air—were Theresa, Claygon, Brutus, Bjorgrund, and Birger. They flew high above frozen forests and the wastes of the Empire, passing over lakes of ice and fir trees stilled by frost.

The wilderness was vast, while at times they would come across a grand city, surrounded by high walls and even higher towers. Alex arced south, the cities and towns growing more abundant.

As did signs of this realm’s bloody nature.

In some places snow had turned from white to red—visible even from their altitude—in others, it was black and grey, swirling not with snowflakes, but ash.

War was no stranger to these lands.

Bjorgrund’s cheer faded, and he grew cautious.

Theresa pointed to the south. “Is that it? It’s the biggest city we’ve seen so far.”

Birger squinted. “Yes, there it is. Sorkovo in all of its glory, with the Mieszmir River running through. Behold the grey city. Behold the city in the shadow of Mount Tisarios. You might see no mountain, but the city lies in its shadow all the same.” His look turned dark. “Trust me.”

Ahead—and to the south—a vast city spread, far greater in size than even Generasi. As Alex teleported closer, he began to pick out details of the Irtyshenan capital city.

Its high, thick walls were broad enough to drive a pair of wagons atop them. At equidistant points, towers had been carved into the ramparts. All buildings beyond were a tired grey and capped in slate or black tile. Most roofs were steep, sloped against the heavy snows that fell this far north.

The streets were orderly yet had a winding nature that spoke of a city sprouted from villages and towns knitting together over centuries or more.

All rural features had long been erased, replaced by grand structures.

This was now a city of temples.

Scores of them rose above their surroundings, crafted to resemble great mountain peaks, surrounded by hosts of outbuildings. Some towers were capped by domes of bronze, the only shocks of colour that Alex could find.

As the group teleported closer, there were no other hints of colour.

Grey stone structures.

Grey roads.

All was dominated by that dour shade.

Even a building they assumed to be the palace was a sea of grey drabness only broken with peaks covered in red tile.

‘Funny,’ Alex thought. ‘That the only real colour around here are bronze and blood red.’
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“Business?” the guard glowered, scrutinising the group before her.

Alex, Theresa, Brutus, Birger, and Bjorgrund stood at the foot of the vast gates. Claygon was waiting with the aeld staff just outside the city. The two firbolgs had shrunk down to the height of men.

Still, Bjorgrund’s size drew the guards’ eyes.

The gate’s sentries were a bleak lot, scars marking their faces and exposed skin, while their eyes were as hard as the grey stones at their backs. They gripped halberds, swords hanging from their waists. Their steel helms were peaked, and black cloth cloaked much of their faces from the chill.

“We are here to buy diamonds, my fine friend.” Alex grinned, speaking in Low Irtyshenan. “Well, I’m here to buy diamonds, to be precise. My friends here—” he gestured to Bjorgrund, Theresa, and Brutus “—are my guards. The old man is my local guide!” He clapped Birger on the shoulder, who threw him a look of disgust. “He says the diamond market here is some of the best in the world.”

“Hm, not a good time for barbarians to come to Sorkovo,” the guard grunted, his voice flinty. “War is coming.”

“All the more reason to buy diamonds now!” Alex cried, overly enthusiastic, appearing for all to see like a brainless lump. “Irtyshenan diamonds have a clarity to them that aren’t seen elsewhere.”

“I see… a diamond merchant, you say?” the guard asked.

“A man who looks for opportunities.” Alex smiled.

The guard looked Alex over closely, then Birger.

With a sigh, the old man leaned toward her, then waved her to the side. They moved away from the others. The old firbolg spoke in a whisper, and Alex was glad for the potion of sensory enhancement he’d swallowed earlier.

“Listen, that hulking oaf there… I met him in my village, and he asked me about diamonds as clear as water. He paid me enough for three cows if I would guide him here and through the markets.” Birger’s smile was nasty. “Brother, I have never seen a diamond in my life. But I have seen gold.”

Coin clinked.

Birger pressed a pair of polished Irtyshenan coins into the guard’s hand.

The flinty guard smiled behind her face scarf. “You run a fine scheme, my friend. I hope you get away before those barbarians find out.”

Birger winked. “I’ll be gone by morning.”

The guard clapped Birger on the shoulder. “Good work, old father. Take them for all they’re worth.”

When Birger returned, he was all smiles.

“You can pass,” the guard said. “Obey our laws and give respect to our gods at the shrine inside the gatehouse.”

“It’s good of you, and my thanks to you! Thank you! Thank you!” Birger bowed and scraped, his voice oozing a stream of saccharine, bootlicking tones. “Come, young master, your diamonds await!”

Together, the party passed into the gatehouse, pausing briefly to mutter empty words to a shrine carved in the shape of a mountain; a shrine to deities they had no interest in.

They scurried into the city shortly after.

Alex’s eyes darted about, looking all around him, nostrils flaring, and ears perked to the sounds of the northern realm.

Sorkovo—now that they walked its streets—resembled Generasi in a few ways, and was very different in many others. The crowds milling about were as thick and numerous as those in the city of wizards, though lacked the magic of the warm southern realm.

In all ways.

The wonders of wizardry were a constant sight on the streets of Generasi, but here there were hardly any signs of magic. Alex could feel the occasional magic item concealed on someone’s body, but there were no flying ships, carpets, or beings filling the air above the streets.

There would be no sky-gondolas here to take them from place to place; the air lacked ambient mana. It was greater here than in Thameland, but remained thin, paling in comparison to the thick, abundant energies rising from Generasi’s mana vents.

Most of the folk around him lacked magic. He felt no spells among the vast majority of them. Their clothing was finely cut, yet dull. Grey, black, and white were the norm here, with the sea of drab only broken by the occasional shock of gold or flash of silver.

Passersby never seemed to meet one another’s eyes, yet there was little sense of personal space. Folk brushed by each other, pushing through crowds without hesitation.

Laughter came rarely. Though on occasion—as the group walked deeper into the city—Alex spotted folk standing in doorways, having long conversations with each other. Their bodies were as animated as their words, and they touched each other frequently: clapping shoulders, grasping hands, and patting backs was common.

Alex nodded; these open mannerisms were more what he’d expected after observing the Irtyshenans in Generasi.

‘They’re friendly with folk close to them,’ he thought. ‘And they come across grim to strangers. I guess it matches their architecture, cold and grey.’

“Alex, look.” Theresa pointed at nearby windows.

The young wizard followed her gaze.

“Oh, so that’s where they are,” he whispered. “Welcome to the Irtyshenan Empire, I guess.”
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The Stalker emerged from the fae gate, his moose carrying him into the shade of a frozen forest deep in the wilderness.

He rubbed his hands together. “Ho ho! Welcome, my pretty hounds!” he called to the church folk emerging behind him. “Welcome to what you mortals would call the Irtyshenan Empire.”
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Mark of the Fool will continue in Book Nine!

Make sure to join our Discord so you never miss a release!


Thank you for reading Mark of the Fool 8




We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Mark of the Fool 8 to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website
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Looking for more great LitRPG & Progression Fantasy?

Check out our new releases!
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Reborn as a nobody, he must become a Hero again... then save everybody.

Living on Earth as a recent college graduate, Max can still perfectly recall his past life on the fantasy world of Albion before he was murdered. He'd been hailed as the "Hero of the World" after crawling his way up from poverty, eventually enjoying great fame and luxury.

But reborn on mana-starved Earth, he's just a guy.

However, when Earth is suddenly attacked, changing the natural laws of the world and threatening all life on the planet, Max will get a new opportunity to regain some of his lost power...and then some. He discovers an entire system of multi-dimensional colleges created for those gifted with a Path.

The universe is much larger than Max had even known ever during his first life. Max is not the Hero of Albion anymore, but the drive to excel is still part of his nature. And the more power he has, the easier it should be to save his world.

...Right?

Welcome to this unique twist on isekai fantasy in the next LitRPG Adventure by bestseller Blaise Corvin, author of Delvers LLC and Apocalypse Cultivation.
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GET PAST LIFE HERO NOW!
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Betrayed by his guild... Left for dead...

He'll become stronger than they ever imagined.

Ever since Arwin was summoned as a child, all he has known is war. And now, to claim the demon queen's life and end the war, he has to sacrifice himself.

But, as he deals the final blow, the Hero of Mankind is betrayed.

Caught in a magical explosion thought to end him, Arwin awakens a month later to find that everyone has already moved on. His [Hero] class has changed to a unique blacksmith Class called [The Living Forge] that is empowered by consuming magical items, but some of his old passive [Titles] remain, giving him the power to forge his new future exactly the way he wants to.

Arwin isn't going to settle for anything less than completely surpassing the powers he wielded as the Hero.

After all, you are what you eat – and Arwin’s diet just became legendary.

Don't miss the next epic LitRPG Saga from Actus, bestselling author of Return of the Runebound Professor. With nearly 7-million views on Royal Road, this definitive edition is perfect for fans of Seth Ring, Jonathan Brooks, Michael Chatfield and lovers of all things Progression Fantasy and Crafting.
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GET RISE OF A LIVING FORGE NOW!
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"Is it funny? No. It's effing hilarious!"—Matt Dinniman, author of Dungeon Crawler Carl

Some men are born heroes. Others have heroism thrust upon them…

Sorry... Really? Thrust? Anyway, Danny Kendrick was a down-on-his luck performer who always struggled to find his place. He certainly never wanted to be a hero. He just hoped to earn a living doing what he loved.

That all changes when he pisses off the wrong guy and gets sucked into a fantasy realm straight out of a Renaissance Fair.

Getting used to a new world is tough. It’s even tougher when you’re surrounded by axe-wielding barbarians, super hot elf assassins, strange magic, and a System AI that seems as interested in causing trouble as helping... or maybe just wasn't interested in being assigned yet another companion in the first place.

Danny must adapt fast, turn on the charm, and learn to emrace his given Class if he hopes to master it and survive this dangerous new place.

But he has a knack for finding trouble. Gifted what seems like an innocent ancient lute after making a questionable deal with a Hag, Danny becomes the target of mysterious factions who seek to claim its power.

It's up to him, Screenie, and his new barbaric friend, Curr, to uncover the truth and become the heroes nobody knew they needed. And maybe, just maybe, Danny will finally find a place where he belongs. Perhaps, even where he'll thrive.

Jump into this fantasy isekai LitRPG Adventure filled with unforgettable characters, loveable companions, unlikely heroes, slow-build power progression, and plenty of comedy. It's perfect for fans of Dungeon Crawler Carl, Scott Meyer's Off to be the Wizard, and This Trilogy is Broken!

Come for the Adventure, stay for the Laughs!
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GET AN UNEXPECTED HERO NOW!


For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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Groups



Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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