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Chapter 1


The Ravener’s Rescuers



“Iwant you to tell them exactly what you told me.” Sir Swift’s deep voice filled the church in Luthering.

A group of soldiers—swaddled in towels and bloodstained rags—shivered as they sipped hot soup, throwing glances at Watcher Hill, Professor Jules, Alex, and Isolde. They looked like they hadn’t slept in days; their eyes were unfocused, with dark bags confirming the tale.

Their body language screamed of nervousness, as they hardly met anyone’s gaze.

Even Sir Sean Swift blinked rapidly, avoiding eye contact with Professor Jules and Alex.

The General of Thameland spoke to the soldiers. “It’s alright,” he said, making his voice as calm and non-threatening as he could. “We’re here to listen, so please, go ahead.”

Two soldiers looked at one another uncertainly, then the older one, a woman with white hair—her surcoat bearing a knightly crest—spoke up.

“I am Dame Tefienne. I can assure you that I have seen a lot in my career, and that very little surprises me anymore, but what I’m about to tell you is far stranger than anything I’ve ever seen before. It might even sound to someone who doesn’t know me like the stuff of witchcraft or madness. But I neither dabble in witchcraft nor am touched by insanity, so I ask that you listen before you judge me, since I can hardly believe the occurrences myself.”

“Please, go ahead,” Professor Jules said.

The knight swallowed. “We were riding to Luthering after we’d suffered a loss in a battle at the Fork of Three Points. That’s where the River Gard splits in two; the King’s Road crosses it at Harding Bridge. We’d received a report that a dungeon core was found there, so that is where we went. The battle went poorly, as I just said. Very poorly. The information we had said that bone-chargers had taken the bridge, but in fact, silence-spiders were also there, hidden beneath it. Once we got stuck in battling the bone-chargers, the silence-spiders ambushed us… it was pure slaughter.”

“We’ll take care of those dungeons,” Alex promised.

“Thank you,” she said, holding her cup in a shaking hand. “We fought back, but too many of us died in that ambush, and our numbers were no match for both bone-chargers and silence-spiders. We decided to retreat back to our camp… but found chitterers milling about and destroying it when we got there. So, that’s when we struck out for the closest settlement, which happened to be Luthering.”

“Then what happened?” Alex asked.

“Bandits,” she growled. “Those vultures are still here in the realm, stealing whatever they can. They picked up our trail with their hunting dogs and started following us. For an entire day and night we rode, with them harassing us without mercy. They hunted us through the trees, and if we turned to face them, they would run.”

“Trying to run you down like a pack of wolves, it sounds,” Sir Swift said gruffly. “Likely hoping to exhaust you and your mounts.”

“And we did finally tire.” She grimaced. “Then they set upon us, surrounding us on all sides and corralling us in a forest clearing. We fought hard, but most of us had been wounded at Harding Bridge. But here is where the strange part comes in. We should have lost to them and would have lost, and none of us would be here right now if… if it weren’t for Ravener-spawn.”

Alex, Isolde, and Professor Jules looked at each other, then back at the knight.

“Excuse me, ma’am, but are you saying Ravener-spawn killed the bandits?” Watcher Hill asked.

“No.” The knight shook her head. “If they’d killed them, then I would have assumed they were doing what Ravener-spawn do, and just happened to kill our attackers. But… they didn’t kill them. Silence-spiders came from the woods and confronted the bandits, then only slashed at their hands to knock their weapons away and frighten their horses.”

“…What?” Alex murmured, confused. “They didn’t hurt them?”

“Not that I could see,” she said. “And—when the bandits looked truly terrified—a hive-queen came from the woods and entered the clearing, but didn’t attack them. As you can imagine, that put high terror into those brigands, so they gathered their wits and fled, having lost not one of their number.”

“Huh…” Alex said. “Then what happened? Did the spawn attack you?”

“No,” Dame Tefienne said. “They just watched us for a long time, then the hive-queen came forward. I raised my lance—ready to die and meet Uldar⁠—”

Alex had to fight back a wince.

“—but all she did was drop a slaughtered boar on the ground in front of us, along with a bag of grain—and scuttled away.”

“What?” Professor Jules said. “Were the boar and grain laced with poison?”

“We couldn’t tell—our priest, Father Owens—died at Harding Bridge,” she said. “He might’ve been able to detect poison with his miracles… but the rest of us had no way of knowing. The moment those Ravener-spawn left, a soldier tied the boar and grain to his saddle and we made our way here. The meat’s probably rotten by now, whether it was poisoned or not.”

“It wasn’t,” Sir Swift said. “Our priests checked it over and there wasn’t a trace of poison in it. They also purified it.”

“I… see…” the other knight muttered. “Strange happenings…”

“It’s a miracle!” cried a soldier. “Uldar and the Traveller have been working miracles in our favour! The Traveller is his champion, and I’ve been praying to her from the moment we were saved. She once saved my brother too. Moved him out of the way of a venom-walker’s poisoned lash! She continues to bless us!”

“That she does,” Alex said with enthusiasm, though he was rather confused. He had no idea what was going on, but he didn’t let that stop him using the opportunity to get every bit of faith channelled to Hannah. “I bet she had something to do with what happened.”

Sir Sean winced, looking away from the young General of Thameland. “I’ve been hearing reports of her miracles too.”

Alex’s attention returned to Dame Tefienne. “What happened to the Ravener-spawn? You said they left?”

“As soon as they dropped the boar and grain, they watched us for a bit… then just melted into the trees. I thought they would attack us, but… no. I can’t see it as anything other than them saving us, intentionally.”

“That’s not the only report of that sort of behaviour from Ravener-spawn,” Sean said. “Just this morning, the army messenger came through, telling us to be on the watch for it. This sort of thing’s been going on all over Thameland, from the sound of it.”

“The Traveller works in mysterious ways,” Alex said. “She’s been fighting hard for all of us.”

“Maybe this was her doing. I’ll remember in my prayers tonight,” Sir Sean said.

“Very good,” Professor Jules said. “Would you mind if we examined the boar and grain?”
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“No poison… or any other toxins…” Professor Jules pulled a spike—Alex had retrieved it for her from the Research Castle—from the boar’s carcass, checking the numbers on its crystalline display. Next, she jabbed it into the sack of grain. “Nothing here either. We’d need to do more tests in the lab to rule out some of the more subtle toxins… but at this point, it seems this food is perfectly safe.”

“What in all the elements is going on?” Isolde asked.

“I wish I knew,” Alex said.

Watcher Hill nodded. “It’s a puzzle.”

The little group stood in an empty house, the boar and bag of grain on a table before them. Sir Sean had ordered it sealed, only allowing priests—and now Professor Jules’ party—inside to conduct their tests.

Though there were guards outside, Alex, Isolde, Professor Jules, and Watcher Hill were alone with the boar’s carcass.

Watcher Hill examined it visually. “Appears to have been killed by a slash to the throat, then was allowed to bleed out. The blood’s been drained… which looks like this meat was intended to be eaten by mortals.”

“What in all the hells?” Alex stared at the sack of grain. “That bag looks like it belonged to the army, like for rations.”

“Maybe it was taken from an encampment,” Isolde suggested. “But why would Ravener-spawn be hunting boar to feed the army as well as giving them back their own rations?”

“It’s odd for them to be hunting animals at all,” Alex said. “They mostly leave wild beasts alone… and…”

Something about that bothered him.

“What is it?” Isolde asked.

“No,” he said. “It’s just that I was remembering an image I saw in the dungeon core. It was horrible. Anyway, back to the point: Ravener-spawn don’t kill wild animals as far as we know, but we know for sure they don’t help humans.”

“The idea of silence-spiders playing ‘peacemaker’ is absurd,” Professor Jules agreed. “All of the information we’ve gathered suggests that this is unprecedented.”

“It’s shocking,” Alex said.

Isolde’s voice dropped low as she glanced at the door. “Do you truly think this is Hannah’s doing?”

“I hope so,” Alex said. “I really do. But I don’t know… it doesn’t make sense for the Ravener to be doing this.”

“Maybe it wants to make peace?” Watcher Hill suggested, her voice also low. “Now that it knows what it knows… maybe it doesn’t see the need to fight anymore.”

“It seemed to want to fight me,” Alex said. “Remember, it tried to blow us up using the core. Oh wait, you weren’t there for that.”

“No… and I thank Roal I wasn’t,” Watcher Hill said.

“You could be right, Mr. Roth. It would be strange for the Ravener to do something benevolent. Is there any capability that Hannah would have that would allow her to do something like this, using Ravener-spawn?” Professor Jules asked.

“Not as far as I know.” He shook his head. “Maybe her powers have really grown. All I know is that something’s changed, and… while this is a nice change… I’ve got a bad feeling it’s not going to last. We need the Ravener dead as soon as yesterday.”

“Easier said than done,” Isolde said. “We cannot find it nor do we have a way to shut it down.”

“Hmmmm.” Alex’s mind went back to the lab, and what he’d felt in the dungeon core. Mana flowed between the core and the Ravener. Mana and fear. Maybe he could use that. “I’m going to talk to Professor Val’Rok about something. I have to speak to him to get permission to challenge the Exam for Credit for his course anyway, and I can’t help but wonder if mana manipulation might be the solution here. If we could manipulate the mana in those connections between the Ravener and its cores, we might be able to use that.”

“Mhm, that is not a bad idea at all,” Isolde said. “Do you already have an appointment with him?”

“Tomorrow,” Alex said. “Today, I’ll work in the lab and see if I can figure out why Ravener-spawn are turning into guardian engeli—” He paused, his eyes growing wide. “Wait, this could help!”

“What could help?” Isolde asked.

“Astral engeli are good at detecting divinity,” Alex said. “I could summon some, and teleport around Thameland with them to search for the Ravener—” his voice dropped, “—and a certain corpse and that corpse’s chair. We could keep looking until the engeli are pulled back to the celestial planes. I could keep doing that until we either find something, or we search as much of the island as we can.”

“That sounds like a good use of time and resources… with your ability to teleport, and their ability to fly, your plan could be quite efficient,” Professor Jules said. “Between them, and the priests, covering all of Thameland could be completed with little trouble.”

“Exactly,” Alex said. “And the engeli can also be searching while I’m working in the lab, or working with the other Heroes, and you—” he looked at Isolde, “—Thundar, and Khalik to get you prepared for… for…” He trailed off.

“What is it?” Isolde asked.

“It’s only that, I saw something,” Alex said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “I saw one of you-know-who’s cullings in images in the dungeon core… it was horrible. There were all these monsters, and all these people being slaughtered. With what I saw in there? I don’t think we’re ready for that. Maybe if we had Baelin and Asmaldestre with us… but the rest of us, just as we are? I don’t know if we can beat what I saw. Not without a lot of people dying.”

“Then you will have your work cut out for you when you train us,” Isolde said. “I do not plan to die for this, so we must be ready.”

“Yeah, I don’t intend to see you die for this, believe me,” Alex vowed. “It’ll take a lot, but that’s where the Mark of the General should help.”

“Maybe the Ravener will like helping us,” Watcher Hill said, looking at the boar. “It’s already started, maybe it won’t stop. I know that seems unlikely, but… with its creator gone, maybe it lacks direction. Who knows what it will do next?”

“No direction…” Isolde muttered. “Maybe that answers the question of its behaviour. Perhaps it is confused, looking to make sense of what it should do? I wonder if since it now knows of its creator’s fate, if it must act without any guidance, if it does need guidance?”

“Huh,” Alex said. “An entity driven by a single purpose for thousands of years suddenly realises that purpose is gone. Maybe it’ll act contrary from now on, hand out dungeon core essence, and generally live with us in peace. Sounds nice, but I don’t think we’d be that lucky.

“Let’s hope we get a chance to graduate before it stops feeling charitable.”


Chapter 2


Watching Them Move On



“It’s been too long! Too long! Come in, my door is always open to you. Come in!” the lizardfolk wizard cried. “You look rather bony. Have you been eating properly, Alex?”

“I’m pretty sure you’re just imagining that, Professor,” Alex said.

“You think so?” Val’Rok turned away from the young wizard, who quickly checked his frame.

‘You haven’t lost any muscle mass have you?’ Alex wondered, flexing. ‘Have you?’

Alex stopped flexing when Val’Rok turned to face him.

The lizardfolk hadn’t sat down at his desk, and seemed to be looking at Alex… expectantly?

What was he⁠—

—oh!

“Well, I don’t think I’ve lost any weight, but you certainly have!” Alex said, noting the mana manipulation professor’s sleeker form. “I take it your diet’s going well?”

“Oh, yes!” The lizard wizard flexed, showing off his lean body. “I started an exercise program as well. I dare say that I’ll add at least another fifteen years to my lifespan! Even though everyone expects that I’m going to die in some mana manipulation accident!”

He gave an unnerving, high-pitched laugh. “Anyway, I’m enjoying my new look! What about you? What about you? Sit down! Sit down! I want to hear how your experiment went!” The lizardman bared his spiky teeth. “Vernia refused to tell me if you managed to build your artificial mana pool or not. But you’re not dead, and her look of disgust gave me hope, it made me think you were probably successfuuuuuul?” he hissed questioningly, then beamed an excited grin.

Alex touched his abdomen. “I’m happy to tell you that the operation went perfectly, doc!”

“Yes!” The lizardfolk pumped his fists. “That’s wonderful to hear! Oh, joy of joy, I knew that putting my effort into you was the best thing I could’ve done! You are a natural at mana manipulation, oh ho ho!”

The archwizard blushed. “Thanks… Honestly, I’m so good at it because that was really the only subject I could put all my focus into when it came to wizardry. In some ways… I’m almost glad I was branded with the Mark of the Fool. If I hadn’t been, I don’t know if I would’ve focused anywhere near as much on mana manipulation. Which means I wouldn’t have gotten anywhere near as much knowledge from you, and that would’ve been a shame.”

“It would have been, wouldn’t it?” Val’Rok said. “I think your name is going to go down as one of the great historical figures when it comes to the wonderful discipline of mana manipulation. I myself am quite good, but you!” He shook a clawed finger at Alex. “You’re something else! The most terrifying force in all of academia is a prodigy who knows how to work hard. And that’s what you are, my young friend. Oho ho ho! I am so proud of you! Here! Here! I’ve been saving this as a treat—a cheat on my diet—but I’m willing to share!”

The lizardman rushed to a cabinet, took out a metal bowl, and slammed it on his desk hard enough to shake it. “Candied insects! Crickets, beetles, scorpions! A feast! Come on, don’t be shy! Dig in!”

Alex froze, trying to fight down horror. He was uncomfortably reminded of the beetle-like monsters he’d seen in the vision of Thameland being culled. He fought down a wave of nausea.

“I think… I think I’m alright, Professor,” Alex said.

Val’Rok rolled his eyes. “So many people get so self-conscious about eating insects when they’re the most valuable, easily obtained, and healthy source of protein in the world! You’re all so silly!”

“Well, just the idea of eating cockroaches⁠—”

“Cockroaches?” Val’Rok’s jaw dropped. “What do you think I am, some kind of barbarian? I don’t go around saying that you eat vultures, now do I?”

“Well, no, but⁠—”

“And you eat crabs don’t you? Lobsters too? Maybe the occasional shrimp and crawfish, catfish? A clam here and there? Oysters for energy? Mussels for muscles? How are they so different?” Val’Rok frowned.

“Well, uh, I’m not actually sure,” Alex said. “I don’t know if they are that different.”

Val’Rok grinned. “I don’t tell you often enough that you’re much too serious.”

The lizard wizard opened one of his desk drawers, taking out a bowl of hard candy. “You think you’re the first student I’ve pulled this little prank on?”

He laughed seemingly endlessly as Alex glared at him before taking a piece of candy. “Thanks, Professor, thanks a lot,” he said with heavy sarcasm.

“You need to take a joke better!” The professor gave another high-pitched laugh. “Forgive this old man for having his fun. I likely won’t be seeing you too many more times, you know?”

“Hm?” Alex looked up at him sharply. “What do you mean?”

Professor Val’Rok’s reptilian eyes fixed on Alex, then looked out of the window. “Can I admit something to you? This might not be fully appropriate between professor and student, but… it’s something that can be shared between wizardly peers.”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “After all you’ve done for me, Professor, you can tell me anything. Seriously, you’re one of my favourite teachers here. I wouldn’t have gotten anywhere near as far in life without you; your different mana manipulation techniques armed me with what I needed to advance in alchemy, in spellcraft now, and for the fight against the Ravener. I’m serious, you can tell me anything.”

Val’Rok’s shoulders sagged. “I dearly wish you hadn’t said that, Alex. You’re making this harder.”

“What do you mean?” the young archwizard asked, becoming nervous.

“I want to admit to you that I hate this time of year. I hate the spring, I hate the end of semester. I despise it,” Val’Rok said, looking more serious than Alex had ever known him to. “With every fibre of my being.”

“Why?” Alex asked.

“Because it’s the time when students graduate,” Val’Rok said. “I love working with young people, Alex, especially young people who take a true interest in mana manipulation. There aren’t really a lot of young folk who decide to specialise in it. Not at all. It means I tend to get very close to the few students that excel and show a focused interest, like you have. And then… every year, I have to say goodbye. Every year, I see people that I’ve taught for four years leave forever.”

The lizardfolk bared his teeth in a scowl, watching students walking along campus… many were going through the gates. “The world is a very large place. Very, very large. There are many paths to travel in life, and they can go in any direction. Never touching each other, and if they do, it’s often only temporary. Then they drift apart again.”

“They really do, don’t they?” Alex thought about some of the people he’d met in the past. Teachers in Alric. Some of his peers at the church school. Classmates at the university he’d exchanged pleasantries with and never became close to. He’d likely never see most of them again. “And when they drift apart, most of the time, they never come back together again.”

“And that’s exactly why I hate this time of year,” Val’Rok said. “It’s a reminder that most of our connections are formed, only to be broken; as temporary as a magic circuit. That is life.” He smiled at Alex. “I look at you, and I realise that this will probably be one of the last times we’ll ever meet like this.”

Alex baulked. “Oh, come on, Professor. I’m going to be working with Professor Mangal after graduation, and I’ll still live in the city. We’ll see each other again.”

“We will,” the professor said. “But like most of my students, it won’t be the same. We might meet occasionally on the street, or have the odd reunion on campus… but you’re not the type to coop yourself up in a university forever.”

Val’Rok’s claim gave Alex thought to his future again. “You don’t think so, eh?”

“Of course not!” Val’Rok laughed. “If you were, there wouldn’t be any adventures across the planes, or quests to destroy great evils, or journeys through foreign empires. You’d be right here, in the library, in the laboratory. That’s where you’d spend most of your time.”

“I had a lot of my adventures because I had to have them,” Alex pointed out.

“Did you?” Val’Rok turned to him. “You didn’t, you know. You could have led a quiet life right here, crafting golems or other alchemical devices. You could have ignored what was going on in your homeland and focused on academia. Folk who don’t want to leave the laboratory, don’t leave the laboratory. Often, students who become professors are ones who can’t stop themselves from experimenting on their own time. Their work is everything to them. You’re not like that, though. You enjoy your adventures, don’t you?”

Alex thought about that. “I’ve got to admit that I have enjoyed some of the risks involved in adventuring. The thrill of discovery, of destroying tyrants and monsters. I don’t know if I love it enough to make it my whole life, but I do like it a lot.”

“And that’s why our paths will part,” Val’Rok said. “I enjoy my time in the lab, playing with mana manipulation techniques. I don’t think you’re going to become a professor here, which means the time of our paths running side-by-side is coming—if not to an end—then, at least to a very late middle. I’m proud of you, as I am of all my students, but I still can’t help but feel a little sad every time I wave them off to walk their own paths.”

He gave Alex a wry smile. “That’s why I had to pull that little prank on you for old times sake. Just a little something to spice up one of our last conversations… Maybe our last one with me as your teacher and you as my student.”

Alex had never really given any thought to how his professors might feel at the end of each school year. Every year taking in new students, watching them grow and then—at the end of it all—seeing them graduate to make their own way in this big world. Hundreds of students enter, and a great number never make it to graduation. The few who did, would likely form personal relationships with their professors. They’d be colleagues, mentees, and friends.

And every year, those professors would watch most of the fourth years walk through the gates of the university, likely to never see them again. It struck him as a bit sad, like most of the melancholies in life.

Things change.

Bonds formed.

Bonds were severed.

And if that didn’t happen, life wouldn’t be… life. Uldar couldn’t let go of wanting his kingdom to be bound to him—and wouldn’t allow that bond to change when he got sick—which led him down a path of murder that was impossible to grasp.

Then Alex thought of something else.

When he needed to concentrate, he had to acknowledge his thoughts, then let them go. He wondered if it was the same for many events and relationships in life: one needed to acknowledge them and let them go.

He couldn’t be a student at Generasi forever. He had to move on and forge his own path in life, whatever that might be. Selina wouldn’t be his dependent little sister forever. At some point in the future, she’d step out on her own… and he’d have to make sure he didn’t interfere with her life, and let her have the same freedom to do what was best for her as he’d had to.

Everything eventually came to an end, just as the Ravener’s cycles must. Even Uldar’s reasons for them had ended. His Ravener had to be brought to an end.

It must have been emotional for some of his professors, though.

Alex felt a lot of empathy as he talked with Professor Val’Rok. “All I can say is that I’m going to take a big part of you with me wherever I go, Professor. Even if I live to be ten thousand, your teachings are going to always be with me. And I’ll always appreciate them, and you.”

The lizardfolk smiled. “I’ll treasure that, Alex. It warms this old man’s heart. And understand, I love watching my students graduate. I just hate seeing them leave! What a contradiction that is, isn’t it?”

“I get it,” Alex said. “Sometimes we want to see something finished… but don’t want it to end at the same time.”

“So true.” Val’Rok nodded. “But still, end it must. You can’t be a student here forever, and I’ve taught you most of what I know that could help you. And so, you have to move on.”

“Well, Professor…” Alex said, “let’s hold that thought for a moment. I have a problem, and I was wondering if you might be able to help me with it. I think it’s something mana manipulation could help with.”

Professor Val’Rok beamed. “Well, then—for maybe the very last time in your undergraduate years—tell me what your problem is. Let’s see if we can figure it out.”


Chapter 3


What is Mana?



Alex didn’t tell Professor Val’Rok everything about the Ravener.

He couldn’t.

The archwizard left out the parts about the god being the one who’d made the construct, about him being dead, and that he’d engineered the Ravener’s endless cycles. He also left out the hidden church.

What he did talk about was how they wanted to shut the Ravener down forever, some of what they’d learned about the construct, and the challenges they were facing putting the different pieces together.

“We think the Ravener is going to escalate soon,” he said. “Or do something completely unexpected. So the faster we can figure out how to permanently shut it down, the better. It doesn’t matter much if we find it, but still can’t stop it from coming back every hundred years to terrorise and kill people.”

“That sounds like quite the problem,” Professor Val’Rok said. “I don’t know how much help I’ll be able to give you, but everything you’ve told me about this construct sounds very interesting…”

“Do you have any thoughts on how mana would flow between the dungeon cores and the Ravener, Professor?” Alex asked. “Would there be a way to manipulate the mana in those pathways to our advantage? Anything you can think of?”

“Hmmmm…” Val’Rok considered the question, staring at the ceiling while thinking aloud. “How mana could flow across from one core to the next… how you could manipulate that mana. Maybe it’s a hive… No, that doesn’t sound right. Or it could be that it’s for an artificial… No, that wouldn’t be right either since it would require the cores to be very close in proximity.” He looked at Alex. “You said it converts fear into power?”

“That’s right,” the young wizard said. “So it must have its own mana-producing ability, and an additional power source from all the fear it gets from the Thameish people, which is then channelled through the dungeon cores.”

Alex remembered Hobb’s words that fear would give the Ravener power over him. He tried not to dwell on that.

“That’s an interesting notion,” Val’Rok said. “That’s something we haven’t actually been able to do as wizards. Turning basic emotions and concepts into energy… That’s the domain of higher order beings from the outer planes. Demons, devils, engeli… those sorts of creatures. I wonder…”

“What is it, Professor?” Alex asked. “Something about manipulating its mana pathways?”

Val’Rok shook his head. “No, not that. With the amount of mana you’re theorising this thing has, I think trying to manipulate its mana through its pathways is a dead end. It’d be like trying to redirect the ocean with a single oar.”

“Could we build something that would be powerful enough to match its mana?” Alex asked. “Like some kind of super powerful construct?”

“The dungeon core essence is already centuries beyond what we’ve been able to achieve. I don’t think we could make anything that would outdo the Ravener itself, as you’re describing it. No, I’m wondering about something else.”

“What is it?” Alex asked him. “What are you thinking?”

Val’Rok replied with a question. “What is magic?”

“Pardon?”

“What is magic?” the professor asked again.

“Supernatural phenomena—often outside the bounds of physics as we understand it—controlled by mana or any other similar energy. By some definitions, divinity is a form of magic, but it behaves differently enough that most people don’t consider it magic,” Alex said.

“Very good,” Val’Rok said. “And what is a magic circuit?”

“A magic circuit is the basic building block to all modern forms of spellcraft,” Alex defined the term. “It’s a flowing, directed structure of energy that underpins a spell array. A magic circuit’s design tames mana, and makes it perform a function that’s desired by a spellcaster.”

“Can a spell function without mana?” Val’Rok asked.

“No.”

“Can a construct function without mana?”

“…No,” Alex said. “Are you suggesting we find a way to stop the Ravener from producing mana? That could work, but then it could still draw on the energy of the people’s fear. Also, any damage we do to it would just be repaired when it reconstitutes a hundred years from now.”

“Right.” Val’Rok considered the idea. “When it reconstitutes one hundred years from now. Huh… that’s interesting. Okay, so let’s say there’s a wagon at the top of a hill. What does the wagon do?”

“It sits there,” Alex said. “Unless there’s something to pull or push it, a spell to animate it, or wind to push it down the hill.”

“Right, and once it starts going downhill?” Val’Rok asked.

“It’ll keep going until something stops it. Friction, if nothing else,” Alex said.

“Exactly,” Professor Val’Rok continued. “And what would happen if there was no friction?”

“It would just keep moving,” Alex said.

“And what happens to it as it rolls down the hill, even with friction in place?”

“It would build up energy and momentum,” Alex said.

“Very good,” Professor Val’Rok said. “So, that would be how the process continues, through momentum. Now, what started the process? What started the wagon rolling down the hill?”

“Someone pushing it, animals pulling it, or wind pushing it, as in our example,” Alex considered each question carefully.

“And what would happen if none of those things occurred?” Professor Val’Rok asked.

“It… it wouldn’t move.” Alex’s eyes narrowed. “Because the wagon wouldn’t have any energy on its own.”

“You are quite correct,” Professor Val’Rok said. “The wagon could not start its journey downhill without an initial burst of energy to get it moving. Kinetic energy, in this case. At the same time, what does a golem need in order to function?”

Alex’s eyebrows rose. “A golem core. The golem core is its brain, and its source of energy… but…” He thought back to when he was first activating Claygon’s golem core, and activating other golems since he started working at Shale’s. “But golems need an injection of energy to start their mana production. Without the initial energy… a golem core would only be a very expensive paperweight.”

The young wizard frowned at the professor. “Are you saying… that the Ravener needs a source of energy to reconstitute itself?”

“I don’t know,” Professor Val’Rok said. “All I know is that nothing in the universe—as far as we know—can be active without energy. Kinetic energy, electrical energy, mana, divinity, other forms of energy we can’t even comprehend yet… Energy is needed for anything to be done. When a lich re-creates its own body, it draws the power of its soul and the mana within it to reconstruct its form. When a phoenix rises from its own ashes… well, to be truly honest, we don’t fully understand how that works, but we do know that a massive amount of energy is released when the firebirds are reborn.”

Alex jumped out of his chair and started pacing. “Energy… I think you’re right. The Ravener would need a lot of power to rebuild itself from scratch, but it can’t produce mana while it’s dead. It crumbles to dust when it’s destroyed at the end of each cycle. There’s no mana generator to generate mana.”

He was considering his thought when something occurred to him. “Hold on now, it’s got two energy sources to drive it. Mana and people’s fear. It channels fear through its dungeon cores, but is that the only way it can access fear?”

“I honestly couldn’t say,” Professor Val’Rok said. “I’ve only gotten as far as the idea that energy must have a role in its resurrection process. Do you have any ideas?”

“Maybe.” Alex thought about mana rising from the mana vents in the world. No one knew where those vents originated from, or where mana truly originated from. There were lots of theories, but nothing provable. Mana permeated the air, giving rise to people being born with mana pools as well as other creatures having mana flowing through their bodies and souls.

“But how…” Alex murmured. “Professor, do we know how people gain mana pools in the first place?”

“When people are born in mana-affected areas—” the professor started.

Alex cut him off. “No, I know that people born in mana-resourced areas tend to have mana pools… but how do mana pools form? Do they form in the womb? In the eggs of egg-laying beings? Do they form in the soul?”

Professor Val’Rok spread his hands helplessly. “We don’t know. We might never know.”

“But!” Alex said. “What we do know is that incorporeal creatures—like ghosts—can have mana. You don’t need a physical body in order to have mana. You just need to be able to absorb it from the air.”

“What are you saying?” Professor Val’Rok asked.

“What if the Ravener can draw on power while its physical body is destroyed,” Alex said. “What if—when it’s destroyed—it can still draw on fear to power its resurrection? Cycles occur in Thameland every hundred years… When the end of a century gets closer, people worry, then dread sets in, then tension, and fear grows. Those things keep building until the Ravener comes back and then full-blown terror takes over.”

Val’Rok’s eyes narrowed. “Hold on, Alex, I think you might be looking at things a bit wrong.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’re focusing on mana and how it works,” the professor said. “But it sounds like the process you’re describing is closer to divinity. Gods are powered by faith and—if you have enough faith focused on a particular purpose—you can accomplish miracles, even without a deity.”

Alex thought of Uldar’s body. Priests were still able to draw on his power without the god being alive. Their faith was simply focused on what the god symbolised: the divine king of Thameland, the prophet god on his throne.

Faith that fueled him, gathered in his sanctum…

“You may be right, Professor. What if it is similar to divinity? All that fear would be focused on the Ravener, on what it symbolises, even when it’s dead, increases as the end of a century approaches. Fear gathers in Thameland, and that energy builds… letting it resurrect itself.”

Alex felt a sudden sense of dread. Wouldn’t that mean that it was invincible? Wouldn’t that mean they could never get rid of it? As long as there were people who knew what it had done in the past, and as long as there were people to remember the horrors of a cycle, the construct would always be feared.

It would always have that fear to draw on, and that would never end because it would never be forgotten. It would be expected to return. So what was he supposed to do? Find a way to wipe everyone’s memory?

Was that the only way to stop it from reforming?

Was the fact that people believed the Ravener would always come back… was that all that was needed for it to return? If so, what were they going to do?

Hobb’s words came back again.

To fear it, would be to give it power over him.

Alex took a deep breath, acknowledging his rising panic and the fear that was building inside him, and let them pass.

‘What I need to do is to look at this from a different angle,’ he thought. ‘Treat it like divinity, like Professor Val’Rok suggested. Okay, so it’s true that you can accomplish miracles as long as you have enough faith, even if there is no deity to wield and channel that faith… but there would be limits to that, wouldn’t there? Uldar wasn’t able to heal himself on faith alone, no matter how hard he tried.’

His eyes narrowed, nearly closing. ‘After he died, faith didn’t resurrect him. It didn’t resurrect Oreca either, no matter how much his priests still believed in him. Baelin said you can’t bring the dead back to life, as far as we know. Let’s just say, that that holds true… but…’

Something kept nagging at him.

He’d seen Carey’s soul—transformed by Hannah’s divine power—return to the material world. Her transformation likely continued in the after-world. If or when she returned to the material world again, alongside Hannah—if she could—she would be different.

‘The Ravener keeps coming back, but it’s always the same, it’s still the same Ravener,’ Alex thought. ‘And it has no soul to bring back from the after-world. So, what am I missing here? How does it reform? Maybe looking at it like divinity is the wrong tack? Maybe… ’

He stopped.

His eyes grew wide.

He’d been looking at Uldar and Carey… but what about Hannah?

Uldar hadn’t been able to heal himself or resurrect after dying, but Hannah had the ability to grow, to affect the material world, even from across the veil between life and death. And there was a lot less faith being channelled to her than there was to Uldar.

Alex suspected why that difference could be.

Hannah’s teleportation power allowed her to cross distances and boundaries. It allowed Alex’s faith in her to pour into the after-world, empowering her soul to become a demigoddess. That power was what was sparking her ascension.

The Ravener didn’t share that power—he, Kelda, and Hannah would have sensed if it had teleportation energy—but what if there was something else?

What if there was some inner process Uldar put into the Ravener, allowing it to gather fear even when it had been destroyed?

What would happen if that process was rewritten?

An idea hit him.

Something Selina had talked about.


Chapter 4


Moving Energy and Moving Through Life



The sound of fire crackling had not always been a welcome sound to Alex, though time had changed that.

His little sister had come to see and accept fire as more than pain and death, and she’d been inspired to embrace its benefits, to consider making cold from flame, an idea inspired by her brother, who’d used flame to smother flame at the windmill on the outskirts of Greymoor. Though she was likely a long way from achieving her goal… the concept of moving heat, controlling it to create cold, was an exciting one.

There was something there.

Moving energy, such as moving heat away from one area to another, could create cold, just as removing the initial force that started a wagon rolling downhill, would also provoke an outcome.

And that also applied to a still wagon parked on top of a hill forever.

…or a dead Ravener.

‘If its resurrection process needs energy, then it probably uses mana and fear,’ Alex thought. ‘That potent venom from Uldar’s cadaver should negatively affect its mana generation. Maybe we could corrupt it, destroy its mana pathways and disrupt its very essence, and if we can find a way to deny or siphon out the fear it takes in, we could starve it of the energy it needs. And if we’re able to do that, we could damage its protocols and disrupt the reconstitution process…’

His mind was sparking with possibilities.

‘This… this could work,’ he thought. ‘That’s three ways to ensure it doesn’t come back. A single way might be enough, but since we’re looking to end a millennia-old monster, there’s no such thing as overkill. We have to make sure that this thing stays dead. Those ideas seem promising, so maybe I should get back to the lab and take a look at Uldar’s notes again.’

“Was I helpful at all?” Professor Val’Rok asked. “You look like you’ve been struck by inspiration.”

“Yeah… I think I have something. I’ll need to take a harder look at things, but I actually think I’m going in the right direction,” Alex said. He smiled at the professor, then lowered his head. “Listen, thank you. If this works, then you’ve not only helped me, but you’ve also helped my kingdom and generations of my people. And, I mean this sincerely, if you ever need anything from me⁠—”

Val’Rok raised his hand, shaking his head. “You are my student, and I am a teacher. I teach so that you will learn, not so that I can reap benefits in the future. If you defeat your Ravener, then you can buy me a nice big bag of candied mealworms. There’s a lovely shop near the port that uses a recipe that’s not too sweet.”

Alex smiled. “Listen, if this works, I’ll make your mealworms myself.”

Val’Rok gave a high-pitched laugh. “Wouldn’t that be something! Haha, in any case, I think you’ll be needing these.” The lizard-wizard handed Alex the paperwork to challenge the mana manipulation exams for credit, at the third- and fourth-year level. “Out of curiosity, which other courses will you be challenging to get your final credits?”

“Upper year alchemy, upper year summoning, upper year magic lore… I’d like to challenge Art of the Wizard in Combat, but… I won’t be able to do that until Baelin gets back, if he gets back… you don’t think he’s⁠—”

“Baelin is quite nearly invincible.” Professor Val’Rok smiled confidently. “There are certain magics he’s used… well, that’s not really my place to say. Let’s just say he would be very difficult to kill. You know how in some old tales the hero is forced to imprison a great evil rather than obliterate it, since killing it would be a near impossible task?”

“Are you saying that’s Baelin?” Alex asked.

“Exactly. In any case, which course will you challenge if he’s not back in time?” the professor asked.

“Blood magic,” Alex said. “I’ll need to talk to Professor Hak.”

“A fine discipline, and she’ll no doubt easily agree, considering your paper.”

“Yeah, considering my pap—” He paused. “What paper?”

Val’Rok raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t heard? Well, that’s often the way, isn’t it? It’s your paper, yet you’re the last one to know. You should’ve been informed of the news by messenger.”

“No… oh, maybe I was. I haven’t looked at all the letters and messages that came for me when I was away,” Alex said. “But, what are you talking about?”

“The paper you submitted for approval, the one about your blood magic process to enhance physical prowess and improve health,” Val’Rok said. “Well, that paper’s been approved and was published while you were away.”

“What?” Alex cried. “Seriously?”

“Yes! I wouldn’t kid you about something so important!” The professor reached into a desk drawer, retrieving a periodical, flipping through the pages until he found what he was looking for. There it was; a study written by an author with a very familiar name: ‘Alexander Roth.’ “Here you are, my friend! It was published recently! Your name’s been the talk of the blood magic faculty. Congratulations! People seem to be interested in follow-up studies, and there have been whispers about developing the method, investments, and the like. It sounds like your process has the potential to be quite lucrative.”

The archwizard looked stunned.

He’d accomplished so much: casting ninth-tier spells, crafting advanced golems, summoning beings of astounding power—but this achievement felt different.

It was his own academic discovery.

“My name… my name’s right there among the same pages as so many highly-regarded scholars,” Alex murmured.

Val’Rok chuckled. “It’s your first taste of immortality, Alex. Stories of your deeds are already being told by bards around the city, and now, your achievements have been noted in academia. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re contacted by the actor’s guild looking to create a play about your rise from Fool to warrior, to scholar and Hero! It all sounds very intriguing!”

“I… I don’t know what to say,” the young archwizard whispered.

“Then, don’t say anything!” Val’Rok laughed, clapping him on the back. “Simply… stand proud.”

“This is incredible…” Alex said, looking at the professor. Val’Rok had done so much for him, even after he’d stopped taking mana manipulation. “Professor… can I ask you just one more thing?”

“Of course,” Val’Rok said. “I would be a terrible professor if I didn’t answer questions.”

Alex chuckled. “How did you know that you wanted to go into mana manipulation? What made you decide that was the right path for you?”

“Decide?” Val’Rok gave another high-pitched laugh. “I didn’t. I didn’t even want to be a wizard.”

“What?” Alex asked. “Seriously? But you love it!”

“I do now.” Val’Rok looked through the window again, his smile turning melancholic. “When I was young, I didn’t even know what mana manipulation was, never mind having an interest in it. I had zero interest, you see, but I did have a lot of interest in stealing things. I grew up in a small village in the southlands, on the edge of a swamp.

“My mother was the village’s finest healer, and my step-father was its oracle; he used mana and divinity to guide everyone. They both expected me to follow in their footsteps, but I was far more interested in taking shiny things from wagons belonging to merchants who’d stopped in our village. One day, I stole a small magical device from a very strange merchant—or someone who I thought was a merchant. That device turned out to be a simple mana conductor and I was able to unravel its mysteries in the few days that I had it in my sticky little claws.”

He grinned, scratching the scales under his chin. “It turned out that this merchant was actually a wizard, a recruiter for the university. She wasn’t particularly pleased when she discovered I’d stolen her device, but she was impressed by the fact that I’d been able to figure it out as quickly as I did without any instruction. Because of that, she invited me to visit the university, and my parents insisted that I do so. I gave running away some thought, but… in the end, I became curious when she described the city.

“All I could picture was a sea of wonderful shiny things everywhere. I suppose you’d have to say that my motives for coming here were less than academic. But they became academic when mana manipulation took the place of my love of thievery in my young life. So, when I began my studies, I chose a mana manipulation course since it was the first discipline I’d ever learned anything about. Turns out, I was well suited to it and—before I knew it—I was forty, had long given up my life of crime, and was teaching here. I fell into this path out of the blue, but came to embrace it, you’d have to say.”

“What about your parents?” Alex asked. “Did you ever go back home?”

“Well, they were proud of me,” Val’Rok said. “But we didn’t see eye to eye on my future. I wanted to stay here, and they wanted me to return home and do what they did. Thankfully, by then, my step-sister had taken on the role of village oracle, and my step-brother was its healer. In the end, my parents got what they wanted, though they still demanded that I come back and use my talents for the village. We argued, and… well, that’s a sad story, and probably one that would ruin both of our days. Let’s just say we never did see eye to eye, but my answer to your question is: I accidentally fell into what would become my future.”

“Do you see a direction for my future?” Alex asked.

“I don’t really know!” Val’Rok giggled. “Isn’t that the exciting part? I didn’t even know what I saw for my own future, so how am I supposed to see yours? Take it one day at a time, follow your feet, and follow what works best for you. You’re smart, Alex, and I’m sure you’ll figure it all out. Take things step by step. If you can come up with a successful plan to destroy a kingdom-ending monstrosity, then I’m sure you can decide what you want to do with your life after that.”

“I… thank you for that, Professor,” Alex said. “Seriously, thank you. For everything.”

“Bah!” Val’Rok turned away. “This is another reason why I hate this time of year; you’re going to make me cry! Tears, tears, and more tears! Now, go on, go on. You have exams to write, and kingdoms to save. I’m sure you’ll do both with distinction, just like you have with everything since I’ve known you. It’s been a pleasure knowing you, Alex. I’m sure our paths will part eventually, but maybe they’ll run side-by-side for just a little longer.”

Alex smiled, choking up a little. “If we’re lucky, Professor.”

“That’s right… if we’re lucky,” Val’Rok sniffed.
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Alex materialised in Greymoor’s courtyard, his mind in a turmoil.

‘I’ve said a lot of goodbyes lately,’ he thought. ‘A lot of goodbyes with my professors… maybe not ‘forever’ goodbyes, but… Val’Rok was right, things will be changing.’

Alex thought about Uldar and the Ravener—two relics from Thameland’s ancient past who were disrupting the present even now. He thought about Gabrian lashing out even after he learned that his god was dead.

Neither he, the secret church, his god, nor Uldar’s Ravener had accepted their circumstances; they’d clung to a dying past and punished untold generations of innocent people.

…Yet not all ancient things were like them.

Baelin was a relic of the past, so to speak, and Professor Jules regularly said he was a monster from the dark days of prehistory. Alex had to admit that, in some ways, the goatman was barbaric by today’s standards, but he was also open and wise; his wisdom from lifetimes of experiences was something to be embraced as well.

‘Besides,’ Alex thought, looking up at Greymoor’s sky, ‘one day, I won’t be young anymore, I’ll be the one passing on wisdom. I’ll be the one carrying knowledge from previous seasons into the next.’ He inhaled deeply. It was beginning to smell like spring. Winter was melting away, and life was reawakening in the natural world.

Change was coming, and time kept flowing.

All Alex could do was flow with it.

As he looked down, his breath caught when he spotted a familiar sight.

The aeld tree was glowing, standing tall in the middle of the courtyard, golden-green light emanating waves of joy. It seemed to be rejoicing at the coming spring.

In the time he’d been gone, the tree had grown, despite the cold weather. Now, at least a foot taller, its trunk and bark were thicker and stronger, due in no small part to its caretaker’s devoted attention.

Professor Salinger was busy at its roots, working the soil, adding a unique blend of nutrients and green tinged liquid to them, feeding the young tree.

But the professor and glowing aeld weren’t the only living things that had caught Alex’s eye.

Beside Professor Salinger, working the soil with spell and spade, was a very busy little goblin. One not named Selina.

“Kybas!” Alex waved.

The goblin whirled, peering about, jumping when he recognised the archwizard. “Friend Alex! It’s been so long.” Behind the goblin lay an unexpected sight… a fallen tree, and a thick one at that.

What were they doing with it? Were they planning to plant it near the aeld?

Alex went closer as Professor Salinger stood and wiped sweat from his brow.

“Ah, it’s good to see you!” Salinger waved his spade.

“It’s great to see you both too,” Alex said with a chuckle. “How’ve you been? How’s Harmless growing, Kybas?”

The goblin gave him an evil grin and looked behind him. “You tell me!”

Alex stopped, puzzled.

It was only when the tree behind the little goblin grunted, that he realised he wasn’t looking at a fallen tree.


Chapter 5


Return



The ‘tree’ let out a low hiss as it rolled over, regarding Alex with a single reptilian eye.

Knowing how well Kybas fed Harmless, Alex wasn’t surprised at how much the croc had grown since he’d last seen him, which—if he was remembering correctly—was around the time of the Games of Roal. Kybas and his familiar had been going to Thameland, harvesting dungeon cores with Grimloch and their other friends, but Alex rarely saw him or the little crocodile… actually, little was the wrong word.

The crocodile could be called many things: terrifying, sleek, powerful, monstrous, large… but little wasn’t one of them. Harmless was now the size of a young oak tree, and his scales were so thick, they could easily be mistaken for armour plating.

His fangs were the size of daggers, his webbed feet were bigger than Grimloch's hands and his tail looked like it could break a full-grown man in half with a single swing. Gone was the little croc Kybas had shown Alex in first-year alchemy, now replaced by a monster with teeth almost bigger than his whole body had been back then.

“What the…” Alex murmured. “What… what happened?”

“My winnings! And what I get for harvesting dungeon cores!” Kybas hopped up and down in excitement. “All that coin makes it so I can feed Harmless much higher-quality potions, and lots of them too! I’ve been making new ones that I custom blend just for him. It’s making him grow faster than ever, and he’s so strong now! Just the other day, I let him go swimming in the Prinean Sea, and he caught a full-grown lion shark! It was amazing!”

“Don’t those get to be like fifteen feet long?” Alex asked.

Kybas grinned, nodding vigorously. “And he’s been taking down bone-chargers lately! It’s been great!”

“Yeah, great…” Professor Salinger looked at Kybas from the corner of his eye, his expression filled with trepidation. “You’re a little reckless, you know?”

Alex burst out laughing. The familiarity of the conversation was too much for him.

“So how have you been, aside from Harmless growing into a dragon?” Alex asked.

“Good, good!” Kybas grinned. “Third year is going well. I’m learning a lot about alchemy, magical botany, and magical beast husbandry. I’m starting blood magic too! I’m going to make monsters when I graduate!” He patted Harmless’ enormous head. “I’ll make Harmless even bigger and stronger too!”

Salinger gave him a wan smile. “You know, I’d be happy if what I taught you was used a bit more constructively. You know you could be growing all kinds of magical gardens…”

“It is constructive!” Kybas beamed, oddly resembling Harmless. “The magical gardens will feed my monsters, including Harmless! And that’ll help me make monsters! It’s all great!”

“Ugggggh,” Salinger groaned. “If you weren’t such a good assistant… Never mind, I’m going to work on the aeld tree again before I have a heart attack. Good to have you back, Alex.”

The professor walked away, leaving the goblin, the crocodile, and the archwizard together.

“How have you been?” Kybas asked. “It’s been a bit! I heard you had lots of exciting adventures!”

“Yeah, that’s one way to put it,” Alex said. “They were adventures that were—in fact—exciting, but I nearly died a lot.”

The goblin wizard shrugged. “We’ll do that eventually. And you didn’t die, so that’s what’s important!”

Alex laughed. “You’re always so sure of yourself, Kybas.”

“Why worry?” Kybas said. “We have to live, and life is going to do things, and we’re going to do things back. That’s the way the Chulu live. We do things to our enemy, and our enemies do things to us. We just have to make sure that what we do to them, they can’t get back up from! Simple as that.”

The archwizard shook his head. “I’m almost jealous.”

“Don’t be! The Chulu live a hard life, and I’m going to make sure my tribe gets plenty of help from me once I learn how to teleport. Then I can go home whenever I want, and give them monsters that they can use to defend our home!”

Alex thought about that for a long moment.

Maybe, just maybe, that was what he could do with his life.

Build things that would help defend Thameland from any other enemies that came to the island. He frowned. Maybe not. Or maybe so? That was something he’d like to do, but didn’t think he’d want to do it for the rest of his life.

Why did figuring this stuff out have to be so difficult?

“You okay?” Kybas asked.

“I am,” Alex said. “There’s just a lot on my mind, a lot to think about, and a lot to consider and do.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll get it right!” Kybas cried, clapping Alex on the forearm. “You’re smart, and you’ve figured out a lot of other things. I’m sure you’ll figure out whatever this is too. Anyway, I should get back to helping with the aeld tree, and I’m sure you wanna get to the lab. Oh! Before you go, you should say hi to the tree. It missed you.”

“Yeah.” Alex looked up at the aeld. “I’ll do just that. Thanks, Kybas. We’ll have to catch up later.”

“Plenty of time to catch up once the war is done!” Kybas said. “Or maybe before, who knows?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Who knows, I guess. Well, I’ll let you get back to work. We’ll get together for a drink later.”

“Yes, later!” The goblin gave him a thumbs-up. “You can join me and Grimloch! He said he had the tastiest meal recently, but he wouldn’t tell me what he had or share any so I could give some to Harmless!”

“Uh…” Alex thought back to the drool and stomach-juice-covered antler on the floor of Uldar’s viewing room. Something Grimloch had claimed as a trophy. “You probably can’t get anything like it anymore.”

“Why do you say that? That’d be a pity,” Kybas said.

“Just a guess,” Alex told him.

Harmless let out a little hiss, sounding disappointed. As the goblin returned to work beside the magical botany professor, Alex went closer to the tree, his eyes on the warm bark. He touched the trunk, surprised at how warm it felt as he smiled up at it.

His aeld staff gave off feelings of joy, which the tree mirrored. Their emotions filled the air, intertwining so closely that Alex could not tell where the staff began and the tree ended.

Not for the first time, he wondered if they shared one mind, or if they were separate.

He supposed he’d never know.

Tucked between its branches were a hornet nest and a beehive. Alex had put them there last summer. Over the warmer months, the insects had flourished, bonding with the aeld, and while the females were still dormant, he knew they would awaken as the weather warmed.

“It’s good to see you again,” Alex said. “I don’t know if you can sense what’s happening with the staff, but if you can’t—just know that I’m treating it well.”

The mysterious tree emanated feelings of warmth and gratitude toward Alex, mixed with slight irritation, like it was sulking.

“I get it,” Alex said. “I know I haven’t been to visit you for a while, and I’m sorry about that. There’s been a lot going on lately, but I promise I’ll spend more time with you later.”

He touched the ring that Elder Blodduewedd had given him, carved from the wood of the dead aeld tree in Crymlyn Village. It had been enchanted to protect him, just as the other rings—given to the other Heroes and Theresa—had been.

They would all need that protection.

“Listen,” he said, “I know you bring good fortune to those around you, or at least that’s how the legend goes. If that’s true, then please grant us your blessing. We’re going to need it for what comes next.”

The tree emanated a wave of curiosity and a flurry of warm emotions.

It seemed content.

Alex patted it. “Hopefully, we’ll be as content as you are when this is all done. I’ve got to go for now, but I’ll be back. I’ll definitely visit more often.”
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“Good to see you back so soon, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules said as Alex walked into the secure section of the laboratory. “I take it your conversation with Professor Val’Rok went well?”

“It did,” Alex said. “That just leaves Professor Hak to okay challenging the Exam for Credit for blood magic, since Baelin isn’t around to give me permission to do it for the higher level courses in the Art of the Wizard in Combat.”

Professor Jules rolled her eyes so vigorously that the beak bobbed on her mask. “Of course he isn’t. Why would the old goat be around when we need him?”

“Don’t say that. He’s helped us a lot,” Alex said. “I’m sure that whatever he’s doing with his cabal is keeping him tied up… wherever he is.”

“At this rate, it will keep him so busy that the war will be done by the time we see him again!” Professor Jules scoffed.

“Well, then we’ll just have to show him our victory when he gets back. That’s the way I look at it at least.” Alex looked around. “Where’s Isolde?”

“She went to Uldar’s Rise with Watcher Hill and her two companions, Svenia and Hogarth,” Professor Jules said. “She’ll be collecting every sample of ichor she can find since we’ll need as much as we can get if we’re going to purify enough poison to use on the Ravener. And while she’s away, my plan is to run a few tests to determine how the poison would react to the addition of dungeon core essence.”

“Oh?” Alex asked.

“Chaos essence would likely make the poison even more volatile,” Professor Jules said. “But the addition of dungeon core essence might increase that volatility even more. And I believe it’s worth a try, so I’ll be running tests with dungeon core essence and a bit of the toxic substance. Now that you’re here, what will you be looking at?”

“I’m going to see if I can translate more of Uldar’s notes.” Alex explained the potential solutions he’d thought of when he was with Professor Val’Rok.

She nodded, carefully adjusting her mask. “Val’Rok does have a way of leading people to interesting solutions. I quite like the redundancy of the plan. Having more than one way to ensure the Ravener stays dead can only be of benefit.”

“True,” Alex said. “And while you’re working on the poison, I can be working on the other two methods: learning how its reconstitution protocol works, and understanding how it turns fear into power.”

“Excellent,” she said, turning back to her workstation. “I’ll leave you to it, then. Good luck, Mr. Roth. Resolving these issues will likely take a while, but let’s hope we can make some good progress today.”

“Let’s hope,” Alex said. “And if you wouldn’t mind, I might need to ask you for some help. But if you need anything, just shout.”

“Perfect,” she said. “Let’s begin.”

The two alchemists parted and Alex went to the copies of Uldar’s notes, picking up a few of the sheets of parchment.

“Alright. Let’s see if I can’t figure you out.”

He called on the Mark of the General, painstakingly examining the notes, soon pausing. “Professor, do we have any advanced books on divinity here?”

She pointed to a nearby bookshelf. “We brought several when we first began studying those notes.”

“Thanks,” Alex said, conjuring a set of Wizard’s Hands. He was about to send them to gather the books, when he realised that he didn’t know which ones to collect. “I need a favour, Professor. Would you mind grabbing those books, if you have a moment? You’d know which ones would be relevant, better than I would.”

“Absolutely,” she said, going to the bookcase.

The young archwizard returned to Uldar’s notes, scanning the god’s written records. The pages were full of magical and alchemical notations, many Alex didn’t recognise, but Isolde and Professor Jules had done an excellent job translating a lot of the god’s unique symbology into modern alchemical terminology.

His eyes traced the mana pathways running through the Ravener’s schematics. There was a labyrinth of power going through the construct, and following each pathway was difficult because they were so complex.

‘Do some of these pathways also channel fear, or are they all just for mana?’ Alex wondered. ‘I don’t know anything about how constructs are built with divinity, or how that even works? Would such constructs need pathways to channel fear?’

The General of Thameland heard his professor gathering the volumes on divinity.

Behind them, the door clicked and—with a hiss of escaping air—opened.

“Ah, there you are, Isolde,” Professor Jules said as she headed toward Alex, cradling the books in her arms. “You can put the samples over there…”

The young noblewoman stepped into the room, glass bottles containing Uldar’s ichor softly clinking.

Alex’s concentration was fixed on the notes.

‘Damn, what I know about divinity could fill a whole thimble,’ he thought sarcastically.

“Professor, could you hand me one of those books?” Alex asked. “If there’s one about divinity and constructs, that’d be perfect… or wait, maybe how divinity enchants different items?”

“Of course,” Baelin said. A book was placed beside the notes.

“Thanks,” the young archwizard muttered, taking the book and opening it. “Actually, if you have one on divinity that exists without deities, that’d be pretty helpful too.”

“This one should do nicely; a fine volume,” Baelin said, handing Alex the book.

“Thanks, Bael—” The young archwizard froze.

He looked up from Uldar’s notes.

“Wait, Baelin?”

He spun around.

There stood the Chancellor of the University of Generasi, smiling. “Did you happen to miss me, my young friend?”


Chapter 6


The Reunion



“Baelin?” Alex gasped.

Isolde was standing perfectly still, seemingly stunned.

Professor Jules dropped the rest of the books on the table in surprise. “You old goat!” she cried, her voice muffled through her mask.

“A fine greeting to you too, Vernia,” Baelin said dryly. “I feel as though I am some dusty old cloak that one has shoved into the back of their wardrobe. Unsung and unwanted.”

“Baelin… you’re back!” Alex cried, barely resisting the urge to hug the ancient archwizard. “You’re really back!”

“No thanks to my cabal.” The chancellor sighed. “They really did try to work me to death this time, though I cannot blame them. I had them searching half the planes for a clue as to the origins of the Traveller’s language for the better part of a year, and then I led them on a crusade of vengeance and discovery into one of the Hells, so I suppose them working me to the bone for the better part of a year was quite justified.”

He spread his hands. “But, my duties are now fulfilled, and I hope you are all doing well. I stopped at the university and learned that you were here, Vernia, so here I am, curious to hear your news. I spotted Isolde in the courtyard as she was making her way here and followed her. I was pleased to see your tree growing so well, Alex.”

A lump was forming in Alex’s throat.

He’d really missed the chancellor, far more than he’d realised.

“Yeah,” Alex said. “It really is, isn’t it?”

“It truly has,” Baelin said with a twinkle in his eye. “Well, get it over with.”

“Get what over with?” Alex said.

“You’re trying to resist the urge to hug this old goatman. It’s as obvious as the beak on your mask,” the ancient goatman said lightly. “Come ahead, do not worry, we’ve been through too much together for me to be awkward about that sort of thing. So—Gah!”

Alex rushed the chancellor and caught him up in a bear hug, lifting him off his hooves. “Welcome back! Welcome back, Baelin! I’m so glad to see you!”

“I must say that it is good that I am not as feeble as many a fraction of my age are!” The chancellor laughed, patting Alex on the back. “You would’ve snapped me in half otherwise!”

Alex put his mentor down. “Oh, nothing can kill you!”

“Hah! Flattery, now this is a proper welcome!” Baelin stepped back from Alex, smoothing his magnificent robes. His bronze beard-clasps clinked as he moved. His braided beard was noticeably longer than it had been when he’d left. “Vernia, you could learn something from our young friend.”

Professor Jules trembled. “It’s… Chancellor, it’s good to have you back.” Her words were clipped. “So much has happened around here while you were gone, and in some ways, it’s been too much… but it’s just good to have you back.”

Baelin’s cheer dimmed.

The chancellor looked around the room, eyes seeming to take in every detail in an instant.

His expression turned grim, only growing grimmer the more he saw.

“In the brief time Isolde and I made our way here, she wasn’t able to give me a great deal of information, but whatever it is that you’re doing here appears to be of the utmost urgency and significance, considering the level of security surrounding this room,” Baelin said slowly. “Those notes that you’re looking at, where are they from, Alex? They look positively ancient.”

The young wizard froze.

There was so much to tell him: the plan they were making to be rid of the Ravener forever, its odd behaviour recently, that he’d changed the Fool’s Mark to the General’s, that Uldar’s body and throne had been taken, that the god was not only dead, but he’d been responsible for creating the Ravener, the reason for the cycles… and that Carey was dead…

“There’s a lot that’s happened, Baelin,” Alex said. “A lot. It’ll probably take hours to fill you in on all the details, but it’s important that we do so. Professor? Isolde? What do you say we stop for now so we can tell the chancellor about all that’s happened?”

“That seems appropriate,” Isolde agreed.

“I’m eager to get on with these tests,” Professor Jules said. “But it’ll be useful to get your input on all of this, Baelin.”

The ancient archwizard raised his chin. “Very well. Let us lock up for the time being and retire to my office. It likely needs a very thorough dusting by now, but it will be the most comfortable place for you to recount your tale. Come, I want to hear exactly what has gone on while I was away.”
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By the time they’d finished giving him a full account of what had happened over the months he’d been gone, it was dark outside.

Baelin’s magnificent office—with its fine furniture, and his trophies from long-dead enemies—was now lit by forceballs and magical sconces. The four of them had planned on taking their meals in the office, but they’d barely paused to eat or drink, too busy sharing months of information.

Isolde, Alex, and Professor Jules had taken turns telling different parts of the story.

When one’s mouth grew too dry to continue talking, another one would take over.

When one grew too emotional—Professor Jules came close to screaming when she spoke of Carey’s death—another would take over. Bit by bit, Baelin learned in detail what happened while he was away.

The ancient archwizard never lost focus, never shifting his attention, and never grew weary. He neither ate nor drank, nor did he speak much, only asking for clarification at certain points in the tale.

Baelin hardly moved, looking—at times—like a life-like statue seated at his desk.

When the entire tale was done, his silence continued for a time.

A very long time.

Shadows drifted over him from the shifting light, making the ancient beastman appear more like a devil who’d crawled up from the Hells. It was unnerving watching him.

“It seems an entire lifetime was lived in my absence,” the chancellor said solemnly. “You have all endured much. Accomplished much. Lost much. For what it’s worth, I am sorry I was not there.”

“No.” Professor Jules glowered at him. “You’re not nearly sorry enough, Chancellor. You’d understand being sorry if you were the one who had to look into Miss London’s parents’ eyes and explain to them why they would never see their daughter in this life again. You’d be truly sorry if you were the one burying all of those people who died at Uldar’s Rise. Sorry would be if you were stuck here, helpless, while filth ran Mr. Roth down like rabid dogs. Sorry would be if you had to juggle the responsibilities of the expedition, the war, and everyone’s lives at once. No, Chancellor, I am sorry. You were not here to experience what sorry is.”

Alex gasped sharply.

Isolde paled.

A year’s worth of frustrations, poured out in a torrent.

Baelin weathered the torrent well, looking at Professor Jules with eyes that seemed to pierce her. Then, his shoulders slumped.

“You were responsible for breaking life-shattering news, and then you had to bear the blame from those angered at their loss,” Baelin said. “You had to lay to rest many who worked with us, then explain to their families what had happened. There was blame and anger on their part, and guilt on yours. Responsibilities were thrust upon you that you had great difficulty meeting, and they came with pressures from all sides. You were helpless when those that you cared for were being trampled and destroyed, which made you feel small. Above all, you imagined me—elsewhere—having grand adventures, while you were left to pick up the pieces my absence put upon you.”

There was pain in Baelin’s voice.

Deep frustration. It was subtle yet unmistakable, and if Professor Jules’ was a torrent, then the chancellor’s was an ocean.

“It might be difficult to believe, Vernia, but I am truly sorry; a great regret is that—for all the power I have acquired over my many lifetimes—I cannot be in more than one place at a time. You might find this even more difficult to believe, since it comes from the lips of an old monster like me, but once I, too, was young. Just like you, I lived through very similar circumstances. Not the same, as I cannot presume to know what you have dealt with while I was gone. But similar. I deeply apologise that you had to handle these things alone, Vernia. I will take full responsibility.”

“You had better,” she said. “It’s been beyond hard while you were gone, Chancellor. And, I want you to realise something. I warned you that Miss London was going into danger. I warned you that she was risking her life, and that she would’ve been safer in Generasi. I warned you that she and Alex should have remained in the city. If you had listened to me, she would very likely still be alive. I want you to understand that, Chancellor, and take responsibility for it.”

“I do, Vernia. I recognize that had I forced her to return to Generasi, then she likely would still be alive,” the ancient wizard’s voice rumbled. “I, however, do not regret my decision.”

“What?” Professor Jules demanded. “How could you say that? She’s dead!”

“She was a Proper Wizard, Vernia.” Baelin’s expression was like stone. Unmoving, except for his lips. Unblinking. “She died of her own accord, protecting her friends. She died dealing a terrible blow to a vicious enemy. She died, and it sounds like she found peace and enlightenment with that act, in the arms of the Traveller; I do not approve of such a need to grasp onto the hem of a deity’s cloak, but that was her way, and she lived it to the end.

“Now, from the sounds of it, she is reaching a new transcendent existence. She is free of the lies that chained her life, given to her by a church spawned by a vicious, evil god. Had I protected her, what would have happened, Vernia? She would be here in Generasi, physically safe, yet perhaps broken and wondering what to do with her life because of what she’d learned about her beloved god. Even now, we still might not have any idea of the existence of a hidden church, and she might have never come to terms with her own place in the universe and her faith.”

He sighed. “I do not know. Vernia, when you live as long as I have, you learn to treat your regrets very carefully; they can grow endlessly over the centuries and millennia, until they consume you. What-ifs become a constant plague. And sometimes, you must learn to accept that what is done, is done, and learn not to negate the positivity granted by terrible occurrences. That, I learned from my earliest days in the wilderness. If you wish for me to say that I was wrong, then, unfortunately, I cannot help you.”

His beard-braids clinked. “Carey was a young woman, and a bright wizard. She was an adult, and deserved to live her full life. It was not my place to tell her to hide away, unless she requested that of me. She did not, so I let her be. I cannot regret that.”

“She was too young to know better,” Professor Jules said.

“I think you are discrediting her. Carey London seems to have lived as a wise and brave young woman.” His goat-like eyes burned. “She was no child. She was a Proper Wizard. My only regret is that I was not here to aid her in her time of trouble. Again, I lament not being able to be in more than one place at once. But concerning her, that is my only regret. All I can do now is aid all of you in your struggle with this accursed Ravener… while I also catch up with my duties here.”

“I…” Professor Jules started, then bit her tongue. “Chancellor Baelin, I’m still angry with you and I resent what’s happened, but my anger isn’t going to change a single thing now, is it? But, you’re back now and you can help us. And with that… I’m going to go home. I’m going to get some sleep, and then tomorrow, we’ll move on. But I want you to know that sometimes, you can be a little heartless.”

“I know,” was all Baelin said. He looked at Alex and Isolde. “You both must be tired as well. Why don’t you get some rest and we can continue in the morning?”

“Actually…” Alex said. “Unless you’re really tired, Baelin, could I stay and talk to you for a bit?”


Chapter 7


The Dangerous What-Ifs



Recently, Alex had been feeling like he was walking through a mist of nostalgia. Since he’d come home to Generasi, he’d been experiencing things that he had missed terribly when he was in the Empire.

Conversations with his professors, time at home, time with his family, being on campus and in the city, in Greymoor, and being back in the lab doing research on the Ravener.

And now he was feeling more nostalgia.

He was in Baelin’s office, looking forward to enjoying a cup of pineapple juice, tarts, and other treats with him, just as he used to in his early days at the university.

Back then, he’d been a novice at wizardry, trying to learn what he needed to learn to be a wizard, while having to navigate the Mark of the Fool. Now, here he was, sitting with Baelin again, only now, they were both archwizards, though Baelin was literally hundreds of times more experienced than he was.

It was calming sitting there in the ancient wizard’s office again, simply enjoying a cool drink with him.

“It has been quite some time, hasn’t it, Alex?” Baelin set down his cup. “I must tell you that with all of the grim tidings I just received, congratulating you quite nearly slipped my mind. So, let me do so now, my young friend. Congratulations! You have accomplished a great deal. You have overcome the limits placed upon you by Uldar, and continued to master the power granted you by the Traveller, you’ve crushed your enemies, embarrassed those stuffy fools at Brightfire, broke through to ninth-tier spells, and have come to make peace with the ruler of your realm, on your own terms.”

The goatman’s eyes twinkled as he sat down at his desk. “All Proper Wizard activities. Congratulations again!”

“Yeah, a lot’s happened. And thanks,” Alex said. “I just wish you’d been here to see even half of it.”

“As do I, Alex. Though I am here now, which I hope will be of some consolation. I am excited to watch you graduate, and am very glad I did not miss that.”

“Me too,” Alex said. “I’m really glad about that too. But, if you don’t mind… is it okay if I asked you a few questions?”

“Of course I wouldn’t mind. If I minded, I would have asked you to leave with Isolde and Professor Jules.”

“Okay, good… First, I wanted to ask what you got up to with your cabal,” Alex said. “If you can tell me.”

“Oh, the story would be both detailed and far less interesting than you might imagine.” Baelin took a sip of juice before reaching for a tart. “I was helping Magun-nobu obtain rather unique materials for a palace he’d been commissioned to design and build for a pantheon in a star system quite a distance away. Getting our hands on the unique and rare materials was quite the challenge, but worth the effort for my friend’s vision. The star kraken that watched over one particular resource was most determined to keep it from us. My cabalmate also needed help with matters of…” Irritation flashed in Baelin’s eyes. “Let us just say that parenthood can be a most challenging thing, even for those who are among the most intelligent and wise in the universe. That task proved to be challenging as well, but less pleasant and successful than our interaction with the kraken, so I shall not go further.”

Baelin looked out the window at the evening sky. “Sanii had vowed to rescue an entire people from imprisonment within a demiplane, a place well guarded by a powerful—and entirely too arrogant—archlich. Together, she and I were able to destroy the undead creature, unravel the demiplane’s magic, and release its prisoners. Cra needed me to test a promising apprentice of hers by becoming the antagonist to their quest for power and wisdom.”

“Did they pass?” Alex asked.

Baelin winced. “No, they did not, which was unfortunate, especially when the apprentice turned out to have made a deal for power with a greater devil. It was a foolish deal that would have seen him give up entirely too much, while the devil gave him the veneer of true power, without actually giving him any true power. Still, we combined our efforts to punish the devil that took one of Cra’s for its own. She then broke that apprentice for his foolishness, but by then, I was elsewhere. After that, I was off to Anaxadar’s palace where he needed help in crafting a rather fascinating magical device whose nature, unfortunately, I am not at liberty to divulge. That was the most peaceful of my tasks, though it took quite a long time to complete, especially since Anaxadar was dividing his attention between our project, and the war that he insists on continuing to wage.”

He shook his head. “Someone is going to kill him one day, I swear it.”

“Sounds like you were up to a lot,” Alex said after wondering if his life would be as epic when he reached Baelin’s age, if he chose to live that long. “It sounds like your skills were challenged. Even the experience of… parenthood.” He thought about Uldar. “Wait… did you… did you ever have children, Baelin?”

The archwizard didn’t respond right away, leaving Alex wondering if he’d crossed a line with such a personal question.

But the ancient goatman showed no animosity as he answered, “By blood? No, no. But I have raised many apprentices, and taught many students. Some of those apprentices looked upon me as a father, after a fashion.” An aura of sadness touched his words. “But, that was long ago.”

“Sorry,” Alex said.

“Do not apologise,” Baelin said. “It does not bother me, and one must learn to weather the endless storm that is time. Hurricane winds will blow you where you wish to go, and at other times, they will blow against you. Then, sometimes, you might be threatened by the lightning accompanying the storm; and all you can do in that case is simply continue walking on.”

“Right…” Alex said. “I wonder what would’ve happened if Uldar had just walked on. It seems like he spent his entire life after he was poisoned doing anything he could think of to change that storm you were talking about.”

Baelin gave Alex a bitter smile. “Now that you have reached a new pinnacle of power, let me give you a little advice that Uldar might have done well heeding. A powerful wizard knows how to change the storm, and can do so, but a Proper Wizard knows when to change the storm, and when not to.”

“Just like with Carey and me?” Alex asked. “When you chose not to send us back to Generasi?”

“The situation is similar,” Baelin said, his shoulders sagging slightly. For a moment, he looked quite vulnerable, surprising Alex. “I do hope Vernia can forgive me, as I value her respect more than she will likely ever know. I would regret it greatly if I were to lose that.”

“I hope she can as well,” Alex said. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you didn’t send us back home. We had to walk this path, no matter how winding, no matter how straight, no matter who it parted from. We chose it, so we had to walk it.”

“Indeed,” Baelin said. “The trouble with the powerful who presume to know what’s better for the meek, is that it is the meek that must live with the consequences of the powerful’s decisions. If I told you to return to Generasi, and you found that this choice robbed you of growth and understanding, then you would have had to live with that consequence. Not me. So I know when not to change the storm… or at least I hope I do. None of us are perfect, though, me included.”

“Yeah…” Alex said. “You know, to me, it used to seem that you knew everything. I used to be convinced of that. Right now, you know so much more than I do, but I feel I’ve taken a step closer to understanding your perspective. I’ll probably never be where you are, unless I live at least ten thousand years, but having gained the power I now have… makes me empathise with you a bit more.”

“In what fashion?” Baelin asked.

“Well,” Alex took another sip of pineapple juice and leaned forward. “When I used to look at you, you seemed like you could do anything. Anything. So I assumed that if I got to higher spell tiers, I’d be able to do anything, just like you, and I’d also know what to do with all that power and potential. Instead, I find I’m more confused than ever. I’ve got all this pressure on me to stop the Ravener, but I don’t know for sure if I can. Then there’s what happens after… what will I do? If anything, I felt more sure of myself when I was in first year than I do now.”

“Ah, of course,” Baelin said. “Troublesome, isn’t it? To grow to new levels of power, and find that new understanding does not automatically come with it. We spoke of something similar before.”

“We did,” Alex said. “But this feels… bigger.”

“The ant has no need to worry about what it steps on, but the titan does.” Baelin nodded. “Welcome to the realm of archwizardry. But let me advise you not to become one of those individuals who begins looking at power as a curse, when in fact, it is a gift; a tree that bears the endless fruits of opportunity.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Alex sighed. “I’ll think about it. Actually, that brings me to my next que—” He paused. “No, there’s another one I should ask you first. It’s more important. Considering everything that we’ve told you about the Ravener, do you think you could beat it? In single combat? I’d like to know exactly what cards we’ll have to play, or if you’re even willing to fight it.”

“Of course I would be willing to stand against it,” Baelin said, looking somewhat insulted. “I am no coward, after all, nor do I feel that the contest would be so against my favour, that it would be pragmatic for me to avoid such a confrontation.”

A chill ran through Alex. “You think a fight with it could go against you?”

Baelin went still, his eyes darting back and forth like he was reading unseen text, calculating something. He finally spoke, wearing a grim expression. “As to whether or not I could defeat it in single combat… quite frankly, Alex? I am not sure.”

“Really?” Alex said, his heart sinking. He’d been hoping that Baelin would just be able to blow up the Ravener with a single spell.

“Really.” Baelin stood and walked to the window—hooves loudly clapping against the stone floor—hands clasped behind him. He was quiet for a long time, his back to Alex. “Do you recall the battle at Greymoor when we first encountered that petrifier?”

“Of course,” Alex said. “You teleported to those dungeon cores underground.”

“I did,” Baelin said. “And those cores were channelling mana directly from an outside source. In hindsight, we can safely assume that the source was the Ravener. It took me quite a while to eliminate the threat of those cores, a much longer time than I was comfortable with; enough time enough for that petrifier to wreak havoc.

“I don’t know if you have sensed it yet, but whenever I am in Thameland, I can feel the Ravener’s mana hanging over the entirety of your kingdom. That’s how far its power reaches. Were it to channel its full strength… I do not know if I would be the victor. There is a good chance I would be, yes, but there is also a chance that I would fall, or be forced to withdraw. Right now, I am lacking sufficient information to give you a sure answer, and quite frankly, that is not ideal. A Proper Wizard gathers as much information as they can before engaging in any battle.”

“That’s what you’ve always taught us…” Alex murmured. “Does its mana really reach all across Thameland?”

“Like a shroud,” Baelin said. “I felt it in Ussex, the Crymlyn, Greymoor… all over. I have to give Uldar one thing, he was brilliant, and I’m eager to hear his journal entries, and look at his notes. I wonder if he truly understood what he had created when he made the Ravener? It’s a marvel of alchemy, spellcraft, and divinity… Truly a marvel.”

“If it has so much power that it might even give you trouble… What about your cabal? I know that’s asking a lot, but if you all got together, would you be able to beat it?”

“Well, that is conceivable,” Baelin said. “But I doubt that solution would be something you would find desirable in the end.”

“Why do you say that?” Alex asked.

“Questions of greater moralities within the universe are something that I do not spend a lot of time thinking about. Morality seems to change with every society that rises and falls. With every new philosophy. With every new deity. That said…” He looked over his shoulder. “With the exception of Sanii, I can safely say that I am likely the kindest and most altruistic of my cabal.

“They would undoubtedly do me this favour, while looking at both the Ravener, and the fact that there is a torrent of divine energy that is now unclaimed somewhere… and likely demand a price that you would not be willing to pay. It is possible they might have no interest in destroying the Ravener, preferring to study it instead. Even Sanii would likely be fascinated by the construct and wish to analyse it, however long that took, before it was destroyed. I admit to having my own curiosities about it as well, with the difference being that I am personally invested, and would have no problem eliminating it.”

“Alright, that makes sense,” Alex sighed.

His mind lingered on something Baelin had said.

Unclaimed divine power.

That bothered him, but before he could give it more thought… something else occurred to him.

“Wait, you said that its mana covered the whole kingdom?” Alex asked.

“According to my senses, yes.”

“How… deep do you think its connection with Thameland runs?”

A possibility had occurred to the young archwizard.

And he didn’t like it one bit.


Chapter 8


Discussing Connections



“Icannot say how deeply the connection runs, Alex.” Baelin turned, leaning against the window ledge. “Though I imagine it must be fairly deep if the Ravener’s mana is present throughout the entire island. Why? What are you thinking?”

Alex gripped the armrests of his chair. “Professor Jules explained how certain creatures, like liches, are able to regenerate themselves. She said one way was by having part of their essence in another vessel. What if the Ravener’s ‘vessel’ was all of Thameland? Could it be that every time it’s defeated, it just spreads its essence through the entire island then reforms its body a hundred years later?”

“That is unlike—” Baelin paused. “Huh…”

“What is it?” Alex asked.

The ancient archwizard ran a hand through his beard-braids. “A thought occurs to me. Perhaps what you say might be possible since Uldar is, or technically was, the god of Thameland. Through an interdiction, he could have permanently tied the Ravener to the land. A declaration stating something like, ‘as long as my kingdom exists, so shall the Ravener’, would be simple for a deity of his power to command. I know of gods and goddesses who have granted a form of immortality and invincibility to guardians of their treasures, or to their champions, using such declarations. I also know of others who have cursed their enemies with a form of immortality.”

“Wait, how would immortality be a curse?” Alex asked.

Baelin raised an eyebrow. “Think of it this way, my young friend. What good is living forever if one does not have power or certain protections available to them? Being immortal grants no immunity against being captured, trapped, or even tortured. An immortal archwizard, for example, has the ability to defend themselves against such dangers. The mightiest of immortal warriors, deities, and powerful extraplanar entities and spirits would as well. But an ordinary mortal? They cannot break shackles, dig themselves out of a cave-in, break out of a prison, or free themselves from the bottom of the sea. In addition, there is the added unpleasantness of watching all who they’ve known and loved age and die. Immortality can be a terrible curse, depending on one’s circumstances.”

“Huh…” Alex said. “Never thought of it like that. Makes me glad I have power and friends to walk through the centuries with.”

“Indeed, you do not know how fortunate you are,” Baelin said. “But I digress. The point is that it is possible that the Ravener is innately connected to Thameland, and will be reborn as long as the kingdom exists. Of course, that is only conjecture…”

“…But we should consider it as a possibility, just in case,” Alex finished. “I agree that we don’t know for sure and the last thing we need is to try to shut it down and then find out it had some other way of coming back… and if you think that it being spiritually linked to Thameland is a strong possibility, then we should plan for that. I think it’s better if we’re prepared, even if we’re wrong. If a connection is how it keeps coming back… we’d need to break that connection with the land. Do you know of any spells that could do that?”

“Nothing comes to mind, but perhaps you could attempt something with the Traveller’s power?” Baelin suggested. “It—at its fundamental level—involves teleportation and control over space. If it can make gates, then perhaps it can destroy the connections between things.”

Alex snapped his fingers. “Hey! You could be right! I teleported the First Apostle’s arm off at Uldar’s Rise! I might be able to do something similar and break the connection between the Ravener and Thameland, if it has one… or maybe at the very least, break the connection between it and the dungeon cores.”

“Entirely possible.” Baelin nodded.

“That’s something to work on… and you’re going to be with us, to help?” Alex asked.

“Both in the laboratory and on the battlefield, I will be at your disposal,” Baelin said. “Whatever you and Vernia ask of me, I will do.”

“Wait… You’ll be at our disposal?” Alex asked. “Don’t you mean we’ll be at yours?”

Baelin looked at him as though he’d suddenly grown three heads. “Why would that be?”

“Well, you’re so much more experienced than we are.”

The ancient wizard gave a deep, wry laugh. “Oh dear, I seem to be losing my touch as a teacher. Maybe Vernia is right and I am a senile old monster who should be looking at retirement.”

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

“Have I taught you nothing about being a Proper Wizard?” Baelin fixed his gaze on Alex. “How exactly am I more experienced than you and Vernia?”

“Well, you’re millennia old,” Alex continued. “You’ve been an archwizard longer than the university has been around.”

“Indeed, that is true,” Baelin said. “And what have I been for the last year?”

“…An archwizard?” Alex pushed, though he knew Baelin was building to a specific point.

“A very absent archwizard,” the chancellor said. “I no longer know the ins and outs of the current situation. Further, I am going to have to split my attention between my duties here at the university, and the war in Thameland. My information on the current struggle is out of date, and it is no good for a leader’s attention to be divided. Perhaps if I had been present this entire time, I could juggle both situations… but I am well behind now. I will need to focus on catching up with both, which could lead to me making mistakes should I try to assume the position of primary leadership. And that will never do.”

Baelin drew himself up to his full height. “A Proper Wizard has enough knowledge and power to overcome nearly any situation. Emphasis on nearly. A Proper Wizard must recognise their own limits should they have any hope of surviving and accomplishing their myriad of goals. An incompetent can do nothing. A fool thinks they can do anything, and that they are the only one qualified for a task.”

“And, you’re no fool,” Alex said. “So you’re saying that because you don’t know what’s been happening lately, you’re going to stay back and let me and Professor Jules keep being in charge of things?”

“Absolutely.” Baelin smiled. “You have both performed admirably while I was away, and rather than you trying to inform me of every minute detail of everything that has transpired, and then yielding leadership, it’s better that I yield to you, and serve as your advisor and defender.”

“I…” Alex stopped as Uldar came to mind. The god had assumed that he was the only one who could lead and control Thameland, because he considered himself wise and powerful. But he was arrogant. Baelin was wise and powerful, but he knew when to defer to others; perhaps, that’s what true wisdom was. Alex lowered his head. “I’m glad you’re back with us.”

“And I am glad to be back!” Baelin said, stretching his shoulders. “I can tell you with all sincerity that while being among the stars is a truly wondrous thing, it is good to be back here. You know that feeling of comfort one gets when they’ve come back to their home? That is precisely what I’ve been feeling since my return.”

Alex started laughing. “That’s exactly the same way I’ve been feeling, Baelin…” He paused then. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Certainly,” the chancellor said.

“How did you know? How did you know what you wanted to do with your life? How did you decide to do what you’re doing?” Alex asked. “I’ve been thinking about my future for the past few weeks, and it’s been… it’s been something, alright. Everyone I talked to gave me all sorts of different answers. Some people said they just fell into the path they’re on. Some always knew what they wanted to do. Some have a future that’s tied to duty. I don’t really know how much their answers really helped me… The whole thing’s just left me confused.”

One archwizard looked at the other.

One young.

One ancient.

“Baelin,” Alex continued, “you’ve always given me advice that’s worked for my life; honestly, I didn’t realise how much I relied on it until you were gone. So, please help me out here.”

Baelin’s eyes twinkled. “A Proper Wizard⁠—”

“No.” Alex shook his head. “No Proper Wizard business; I’m talking to you adult to adult. I don’t want to know what might help some random Proper Wizard or what they’re supposed to do. I want to know what made you decide.”

The chancellor considered the young man before him for a while. The General of Thameland wondered if he’d struck a nerve in his mentor as Baelin turned away, the silence stretching on.

For a time, Alex thought he might not answer at all.

But Baelin finally spoke. “I have never decided.”

More silence.

“What do you mean, you never decided?” Alex asked.

“I mean just that, I have never decided.” The chancellor faced him. There was a change in the ancient wizard’s demeanour. A calmness. A… tranquility. In that moment, through Alex’s eyes, he bore no resemblance to the powerful wielder of cosmic magic that he knew.

He looked like an ordinary man who’d lived a very long life.

“The world was different when I was born, Alex. When I was growing up, there was one path in life for me to take: that of a hunter and crafter for my tribe. I did not decide to be a hunter and crafter, that is simply what I was and what I would be. My life changed utterly when I awoke to magic, and for the first time, I could do something different. So that’s what I did.”

“So you decided to be a wizard,” Alex said, sighing. “You knew this is what you wanted.”

“This is what I wanted?” Baelin looked bewildered.

“Who you are, I mean. You knew that right from the beginning, as soon as you discovered magic,” Alex said.

“Is that what you think?” Baelin burst out laughing, joy filling his office. “You think that—tens of thousands of years ago—I envisioned myself as an archwizard, teaching hundreds of students and leading a university? That I saw myself in this magnificent chamber—one of my many homes—having a delightful conversation with a most favoured student—one whom I have had the pleasure to teach—after I had just returned from the stars? Alex, I did not know you had such a high opinion of my apparent powers of foresight!”

“Well, I didn’t literally mean this. I mean, when you were born, there were no universities back then, I know that much,” the General of Thameland defended himself. “I just meant that you saw yourself as an archwizard.”

Baelin laughed even harder. “You must think me a greater prophet than the god that ruled your realm! Alex, there were no archwizards back then. Not in this world at least. And it is not only universities that did not exist; magic as it is now was in its infancy. I have told you of some of those dark days. Even the stars were nothing more than twinkling lights above us that many worshipped. I could not begin to fathom that I would be here now.”

“Well, then you must’ve decided at some point—” Alex started.

Baelin shook his head. “You still fail to understand. I never made an explicit decision to lead my life in such a way to end up at this point. Here, what do you see before you?”

“A contented older gentleman?” Alex grinned.

“I… oh. I thought you were going to say, ‘Chancellor of the University’ and then I would have corrected you and said ‘a contented old man.’” Baelin frowned. “My, you have grown astute. So, tell me, what makes an old person content?”

“Accomplishments in their life,” Alex said.

Baelin shook his head. “You have accomplished many things in your life. Are you content?”

“I…” Alex paused. “No.”

“Try again.”

“Well, I’d say having a loving family—that’s what we learned in Alric—but I have a loving family, and I’m still not completely content. I feel like I have more to do in life,” Alex said. “Maybe seeing different places? Exploring the world and yourself? I haven’t seen much of the world.”

“An excellent suggestion,” Baelin said. “From your tale, Uldar explored much of the world. Was he content? The Traveller explored much of the universe. Was she content?”

“No, and no,” Alex said. “Hannah sounded content when she found Alric, but, when she was Marked as a Hero… her contentment went away.”

“Of course it would,” Baelin said. “Would you care to keep trying?”

“Um… maybe contentment comes from within?” Alex suggested. “You have to know yourself to find contentment.”

“Very good, but do you know yourself?” the chancellor countered. “You know yourself very well, do you not? And are you content?”

The young archwizard felt growing frustration. “Not really… not yet… I think the Ravener’s what’s preventing me from being content.”

“To crush your enemies and see them driven before you.” Baelin spoke the words with a resonance to his voice. He looked at his trophies fondly. “Many conquerors and warriors have uttered such sentiments across many worlds. I have known many, yet I could count those who are content on a single hand.”

“What about immortality?” Alex asked. “Does that make you content?”

Baelin snorted. “If anything, there are very few things I have encountered that guarantee discontent as much as immortality. But you’re getting warmer. Perhaps you wish to think about it and leave this for later⁠—”

“No,” Alex said. “I think we’re getting somewhere, and I know how things work. If I don’t figure this out, I’ll end up dead as soon as I leave your office. Or I’ll find myself lying on the ground bleeding to death somewhere, then a revelation will suddenly hit me and I’ll start thinking something philosophical about contentment, while butterflies and flower petals fly by my dying body on the tail of a gentle breeze.”

“You do have a delightful imagination.” Baelin chuckled. “Fine, then let us finish this. I have dearly missed these discussions with you.”


Chapter 9


The Mentor and the Student



“Does everything have to be a puzzle, Baelin?” Alex sighed. He recalled Professor Jules’ words about old beings turning everything into a riddle. At this moment, he found himself agreeing with her complaints.

Strongly.

“To make a point, it often does, though for my own amusement can also be a side benefit, but more to the point…” The chancellor smiled. “Let us say I give you the answer outright, just tell you how I chose what to do with my life. Since I am well aware that you respect me a great deal, Alex, I would be concerned with the possibility that you would take my information to heart without examining it too thoroughly for yourself. You are very thorough in many ways, but when it comes to choosing what you wish to do with your future, you might—out of fear for what comes next—simply grasp on to the first piece of advice that you find fits you.”

“You mean like a drowning man finding and desperately clinging on to a piece of driftwood,” the General of Thameland offered. “You’re worried I’ll just take an answer from you and use it for my own life because I’m scared?”

“Indeed,” Baelin said. “Better that you lead yourself to a conclusion about my life, and your own, rather than me simply providing you with an easy answer. In that way, you can choose to accept what I say, or reject it. If you accept it, it will be because you have thought it over for yourself and will then know how or even if, to apply it for your own life. To make it your own. Furthermore, it has been over a year since we have had one of these discussions. And I am having fun, so permit an old man his amusement.”

Alex smiled and rolled his eyes. “This is like when you made me figure out a way to power Claygon’s golem core. I remember you didn’t want to just give me an answer because you felt that would have been too easy. You wanted me to think my way to my own solution.”

Baelin smiled warmly. “And you harvested a mana vampire to empower your golem. Ah, simpler times. Now you have the might to facilitate the mana production of a dozen golem cores with ease.”

“That’s true…” Alex winced, remembering the mana vampire encounter. “They were simpler times, weren’t they? But, then again, they weren’t really all that simple. I had to come up with all kinds of different workarounds and strategies just to live my life back then. Now the challenges ahead of me are a lot bigger than any mana vampire—but, at least I don’t have to come up with a bunch of fixes just to get things done.”

“Things have truly changed for you, haven’t they?” Baelin said.

“They have…” Alex said. “And I accomplished almost everything I wanted to since I left Alric… The one goal I have left is to get rid of the Ravener. I keep asking myself what I should do after that.” He nodded to Baelin. “I’d like to be like you, Baelin: old, very powerful, and very content.”

“Indeed,” the chancellor said. “Keep going.”

“Well, I don’t know how to get there, what getting there even looks like for me,” Alex said. “You asked me what makes an old person content? Except, each time I suggested something, you countered it with facts: some people would be content with a life of accomplishments, family, conquering and victory, knowledge, inner understanding, and so on… but others wouldn’t find contentment in those things. I’m wondering if the right answer is that an older person feels content when they’ve lived a life well; but there are different definitions of what a ‘life lived well’ looks like.” He pressed his fingers to his temples, shaking his head.

“Keep going,” Baelin encouraged him.

Alex got up and began pacing. “Everyone I’ve talked to has had a different way of choosing a path for their life. And what one person found satisfying, another found terrible. Isolde is happy taking the same path she and her grandfather had talked about a long time ago; Khalik would find that path pretty dull. Professor Jules wants to spend her life in the lab, making alchemical discoveries and keeping people safe; while you would probably find that really boring.”

“Ah, I believe you’re trying to trick an answer out of me, aren’t you?” Baelin said smoothly. “I will not say either way for myself, but I can say there are plenty of adventurers who would find that path to be incredibly dreary. Unfulfilling.”

Alex thought about Professor Jules’ friend who’d been an adventurer until a trap brought her life to an end; Professor Ram sounded like he’d done a lot of adventuring early in life, but now seemed quite content teaching at the university and keeping to a quieter path.

“Yeah, you’re right, and damn you for not giving me a straight answer when I mentioned Professor Jules.” Alex glowered at Baelin, who laughed. “The point is that different lifepaths suit different people. And… different people gain contentment from different lifepaths.”

Alex thought about how Uldar’s Marks chose people best suited to their role… though some didn’t embrace the role. Cedric seemed to love being the Chosen, but Drestra would’ve been happier not being the Sage of Thameland.

The Mark of the Fool had chosen him, though he would have been better suited to the General, but—still—he didn’t only want to be the General of Thameland. He wanted to be much more.

But what, exactly?

What path would let him be as content as Baelin in ten, a hundred, or a thousand years? Everyone he’d spoken to seemed so sure.

Only, how could they be?

How did they know the lifepath they were content with now wouldn’t be unsatisfying later. Merzhin had lived his entire life dedicated to his faith in Uldar, and when he’d learned the truth about him, he’d come close to breaking. In his whole life, he’d never doubted that following Uldar’s teachings was what he wanted, his belief had been that deep. He’d thought he was content… until everything he’d thought he believed had turned out to be wrong. Then, everything changed.

In many ways, Merzhin was still lost and likely quite broken. Where would he turn now?

The First Apostle had been completely broken, though in ways that were different from Merzhin. The holy man blindly walked a path of lies for centuries, and when he’d been faced with the undeniable truth, though his mind had broken in his final moments, he’d been even more dedicated and committed to his path than ever before.

Tobias Jay, like Gabrian, was also old and dedicated to Uldar. When he’d learned about and seen Uldar’s treachery, he did not hesitate to denounce and turn away from him, and was soon open to embracing a different deity. Of the three holy men, if anyone should’ve been broken forever, it should’ve been the high priest of Thameland; the First Apostle was old, but life enforcement would have kept him youthful for centuries. Maybe longer.

He would’ve had time to find a different path for his life.

Tobias Jay was nearing the final days of his natural life. His body was old, and—sooner rather than later—would give out. There weren’t enough years left ahead of him to live a full lifetime dedicated to a new path.

‘Maybe that’s one of the reasons why he changed his position so quickly,’ Alex thought. ‘His options were few, since he didn’t have decades to spend nursing his pain and tossing around looking for a new life path. He was also pragmatic, which was easy to see when he talked about what he’d done to reach his position as head of the church. And there was also the threat of the Ravener looming over Thameland to consider. And being pragmatic, he adjusted quickly. Maybe, he would’ve reacted differently, like Merzhin or Gabrian, if he’d had another lifetime to live… to choose… a different… path…’

An answer struck Alex like a thunderbolt.

The answer he’d been searching for.

“You’ve thought of it haven’t you?” Baelin smiled.

“Maybe…” Alex looked at the ancient archwizard: his teacher and mentor, a warrior, a mage, a leader… he was all of those things and more. “You said you never made an explicit choice.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” the chancellor encouraged him.

“You said that when you first awoke to magic, you couldn’t imagine that this would eventually be your life,” Alex said.

“You are correct.” A twinkle entered the ancient goatman’s eyes.

“Then I have a question for you.”

“And what would that be, my young friend?”

“Are you going to be the university’s chancellor forever, for the rest of your life?”

Baelin beamed in anticipation. “I will not.”

“Then that’s the answer!” Alex slapped his forehead. “You never chose a single life path… because you have infinite—or near-infinite—lifetimes ahead and behind you! You could choose to be whatever you wanted, decade by decade, century by century! You could live hundreds of different lives, make different choices whenever you wanted to!”

The chancellor began clapping. “Yes! Very good! And what does that tell you about yourself?”

Alex reflected on his own wants and needs, his past and his future. “There’s a lot of different things I want. I want to be an alchemist, I want to run my businesses and gain wealth, I want to see the world, to adventure, I want to raise a family, and learn more powerful spells, research magic… I want to do all of it. And I understand that I don’t have to choose just one. In a century, I could take a different path if I wanted to! I could return to a previous choice anytime I wanted. I’m capable of lots of different things, so why would I choose just one, especially over a long lifetime?”

Baelin looked proudly at Alex, then at his trophies. “You have reached an understanding, I believe. Since you turned eighteen, your life has been one where your decisions and actions were hampered by the Fool’s Mark. While other young wizards were free to think about and plan for futures that were without forced restrictions, you obviously didn’t have such freedom. In many ways, you were bound by what the Mark prevented you from doing. Since you were so limited, that is perhaps one reason why you gave no conscious thought to making a long-term plan for your life, Alex.

“If the Fool had never constrained you, you would have lived your life freely, not ever considering not being allowed to do certain things, but many of your decisions were made with the restrictions you were under in the back of your mind. Your choices came mostly with limitations, and this is the first time since coming to Generasi that you’ve been unencumbered, and now, like your friends, you’re free to decide your future without restrictions controlling your actions. Things you couldn’t think about before, you can now. You’ll have to get used to that.

“Congratulations! I’ve been many things in my very, very long life: a hunter, a magician, an apprentice, a warrior, an advisor, a mercenary, a ruler, a sage, and now… a chancellor. I have lived entire lifetimes in one of those roles and then taken on another as easily as one would switch one’s cloak. I did not choose my life path, Alex, because—by the time I had such high thoughts about my own future—I had successfully found a way to extend my life. I knew I would not have to choose. And neither do you, in my opinion. Does this answer satisfy you?”

“Yes, it does…” Alex beamed. “The difference is that I want to do certain things that you wouldn’t. I want to spread the word about Hannah, for example, and help her grow in power.”

Baelin’s smile faded a bit. “Oh my, that is truly a much different choice than I would make.”

“You and I look at deities differently,” Alex said. “You see them as leeches, as you once said. You said they weren’t necessary, and just took power from mortals.”

“And I was quite right when it came to Uldar, was I not?” Baelin raised an eyebrow.

“You were,” Alex said. “But I don’t think you’re right about every deity. I don’t think you’re right about Hannah; she’s using her power to help people, to protect them. That’s no different from how I use my power to protect people, and how you use yours to protect your students.”

“Ah, but the power is mine,” Baelin said. “And your power is yours. Your might is not derived from syphoning faith from others; it is gained through your own spells, your sharp mind, and your other strengths. The same applies to me.”

“Yes, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned from having the Mark of the Fool stamped on me, it’s that power also comes from others,” Alex said. “My knowledge and strength came from you, my other teachers, and my cabal. A lot of my victories were because my friends were there. And I don’t mean in some esoteric, ‘I gained the power of friendship’ kinda way; I mean they were physically there to help me make the discoveries that made me more powerful. They were there to finish off enemies that were trying to kill me when I couldn’t fight back properly. And even if you take them out of it—take you, and all the professors that helped give me the knowledge to make me who I am—what about mana? It comes from my mana pool, but my mana pool probably formed because of some mana vent elsewhere in the world. Same with yours, and that of every other wizard, as far as we know. And where does that mana come from? Nobody knows.”

Alex walked toward Baelin, spreading his hands. “Hannah and different deities might gain their strength from faith, but we gain our strength from the effort of those that came before us—” Alex thought about Kelda. “And then we become the strength for those who come after us—” he thought of Selina. “A Proper Wizard can handle a lot of things on their own, but you said that a Proper Wizard gets a good entourage. That’s gaining power from others, isn’t it?”

“That is often reciprocal, and is different from the parasitic behaviour of deities,” Baelin said impassively. “And I must admit, I look at the power gained a little differently than you. It is true that many do gain strength and knowledge from those who came before, but I was without a doubt a bona fide pioneer. Much of what I learned about magic I had to gain through my own experimentation. There was very little knowledge of wizardry that came before me, because there were very few wizards that came before me on this world.”

“I can see your perspective,” Alex said. “But, I still think you gained your mana from somewhere, right? It might not be quite the same as a deity using the power of faith, but if that deity then uses their divinity to protect their followers… isn’t that reciprocal too?”

“I do believe that a difference lies in the fact that faith can be utilised without a deity,” Baelin countered. “And if that is the case—take Thameland, for example—what use is a deity? Your kingdom and priesthood function quite well without one.”

“Good point…” Alex said. “But I still think they can be helpful. Maybe you’re biased?”

“Ugh, now you sound like my cabal-members.” Baelin rolled his goat-like eyes, then looked at Alex thoughtfully.

“What is it?” the young archwizard asked.

“I am proud of you, Alex. More than I can ever convey. And I am truly fortunate to have been your teacher up to this point, although missing this past year, a time so important in your journey, has left me more sorry than you will ever know.”


Chapter 10


The Two Archwizards



Alex blushed at the ancient archwizard’s praise. “Thanks, Baelin. And you don’t have to apologise, you have your own—many lives—to live. The reason why you owed your cabal a favour in the first place was because you helped me, and I’ll be forever grateful for that; I think it’d be pretty damn unreasonable of me to blame you for having to repay a favour they did for you because of me. Professor Mangal taught us enough about reciprocal relationships that I understand what they mean, and not to be resentful about having to pay something back. Especially when you owed them because of me.”

“I see that Professor Mangal has taught you well,” Baelin said. “But I still regret it.” He sighed deeply then, looking like a rather vulnerable old man. “I did mean what I said to Vernia, you know. I regret not being able to be in multiple places at once. If I had that ability, there would be much suffering that both myself and those who I care for could avoid. There would be much that I would not have missed in your growth, in the growth of Isolde, Khalik, Thundar, Carey… I wish I could’ve been here for you.”

“I think we’ve all had that wish at one point or another, Baelin,” Alex said. “If I could have been in more than one place at once, then maybe I could’ve helped my parents escape the fire. I don’t know.”

“Indeed.” The chancellor shook himself. “In any case, I have driven this pleasant conversation toward useless regret and melancholy. What I should be saying is how much I admire your growth. How proud I am of you. There was a time when you would not have challenged one of my deeply-held beliefs as you just did. While I do not agree with you, Alex, and likely never will, I must say well done! That said, I do not have to agree with you. You are growing into an independent thinker, which is what all proper teachers wish for from their students.”

“Would you call me a ‘Proper Wizard,’ then?” Alex asked.

“I would.” Baelin smiled. “You and the rest of your cabal as well. Speaking of which… are they also planning to extend their lives?”

“Yup,” Alex said with relief. “I asked them, and they were in favour of the idea.”

“And have you picked the method you’ll use to achieve a form of immortality or at least significantly extend your lifespan?” Baelin asked.

The young wizard grimaced.

For a while, he’d thought that would be something he’d look into after the Ravener problem was finished with. But, recently, he’d hit on a promising idea, one that would let him, his cabal, and his family live for many lifetimes.

At least it would, if he got the alchemical formulae and compounds right.

He’d need a certain ingredient that wasn’t common and would need to be processed… If he could get his hands on it—along with enough time in the near future—the problem of living for millennia would be solved.

“Yeah,” Alex said. “I think I do.”

“And what method would that be?” Baelin asked.

Alex smiled slyly. “I was actually considering telling you something cryptic then making you guess the answer.”

The old goatman’s cheer faded somewhat. “I suppose I would deserve that.”

“Yes, you would.”

“I regret teaching you.”

“Well, it’s too late now.”

Both archwizards laughed before turning to the window.

The starry sky extended high above them, like an endlessly black sea studded with points of white fire.

“Congratulations again, by the way,” Baelin said. “On reaching ninth-tier spells. You had quite the path of thorns to get there, but you weathered it admirably.”

“Thanks,” Alex said. “I couldn’t have gotten to where I am without your help.”

“I am pleased to walk this path with you. So tell me—if you are considering taking multiple life paths throughout your life—which one will you choose first, after the war is over?”

Alex smiled at the stars. “I think I have a couple of ideas.” He turned to his mentor. “Could you do me a favour?”

“What do you need?”

“I’d like you to find something for me,” Alex said. “If you find it, I think it’s going to make the battle easier.”

“Of course. And what would that be?” the chancellor asked.

Alex told him.

Baelin smiled. “It might be difficult to find, but I should be able to search it out before long. I hope your coffers are full.”

“They are. By the way, remember my paper on the blood magic process I cooked up? Well, it was accepted and published!”

“Was it now?” Baelin nodded, looking pleased. “How wonderful. I am glad you chose to publish it.”

“So am I,” Alex said.

The two wizards fell into their own thoughts, soaking in the silence.

A relaxed silence.

“Baelin,” Alex said, breaking the comfortable stillness.

“Hm?”

“You said you weren’t planning on being chancellor forever,” Alex said. “That’s not because you’re dy⁠—”

“Oh goodness, no, I am in no danger of imminent death, unless the battle against the Ravener is one where I am blind-sided,” Baelin said smoothly. “I simply meant that, while I do enjoy my tenure here, there will come a time when I will desire change and decide to seek another role.”

“Who do you think will replace you?”

“That is largely up to the university’s board to decide,” Baelin said. “Though, if I have my way, Vernia will be offered the role, should she still be living when I decide to take my leave.”

Alex smiled. “She’d be a very different chancellor. I think the school would change a lot.”

“Some change is good and should be embraced. Some change is terrible and should be fought. And sometimes, change is just that: change. Vernia’s way will be different, safer of course, though I hope she would not discard too many of my philosophies. I would be heartbroken to see this university fail to create Proper Wizards. Her wizards would be cautious, likely more practical, more prudent, but less able to defend themselves, I fear.”

Alex chuckled. “Then it’ll be up to us Proper Wizards to make sure they can survive. We’ll be the ones crushing their enemies and seeing them driven before us.”

Baelin gave him a vicious grin. “I suppose we will. I knew there was a reason I liked you.”

“Yeah. I’ve missed you, Baelin. I know I said that, but I really have.”

“Indeed, I’m glad that I will be here to witness your graduation,” the chancellor said.

“Right, which reminds me!” Alex whirled on Baelin. “I’d like to challenge the exams for credit in upper year Art of the Wizard in Combat courses! Could you sign the paperwork for me to do them?”

Baelin looked at Alex for a long moment, then shook his head. “No.”

“What? Why not?” the young archwizard sputtered. “You don’t think I can handle them? I’m sure I can, Baelin! I really want to graduate before we go after the Ravener, in case things go wrong!”

“Oh, do not look so panicked,” Baelin laughed. “I did not say that you could not gain credit; I merely meant that there was no need for exams. Alex, you have learned just about everything I would wish to teach you in the upper year courses of the Art of the Wizard in Combat. You have mastered utility spells as a way of defence; summoning spells to grant minions, the art of negotiation to win you allies, ways to confound your enemies, use of terrain, traps, understanding when and how to adapt. You have conquered foes that most wizards would wither to dust from even the slightest notion of facing. To me, through your conduct, you have shown the qualities necessary to justify credit. I have no need to examine you. And—as chancellor—I can simply agree to grant you the credit.”

“Oh… thank the Traveller, that’s a relief,” Alex said. “So, I’ll take my other exams when Hobb schedules them for me.”

“Splendid,” Baelin said.

“…We can call defeating the Ravener my post-graduate work for the Art of the Wizard in Combat.” Alex grinned.

“Hah! Then you will have to ‘study’ hard!”

Alex thought about his plans for the lab.

“I plan to, Baelin. Believe me, I plan to.”
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Several weeks passed since the chancellor returned.

Winter had fallen away and spring was nearly in full bloom; the hills of Greymoor had turned from snow white, to mud brown and—at last—were covered in verdant flora as plant life sprouted. Constant streams of birds flew up from the southern seas, returning to their homes, while other animals emerged from their dens and burrows.

Life was returning to the land once more… a land in chaos.

As snowflakes finally gave way to spring rain, Ravener-spawn behaviour grew more bizarre and confusing. In some parts of the land, their rampages had grown to overwhelming heights.

Entire encampments or towns—of soldiers—were wiped out in a single night. All of a sudden, forests would teem with dungeons in the space of a day, spawning armies of Ravener-spawn that threatened to overrun the land. The Heroes—including Alex—Bjorgrund, Asmaldestre, the Generasians, and the Thameish army focused their efforts on these areas, trying to prevent the Ravener-spawn from taking over those parts of the kingdom.

When they hurried to these turbulent spots, thinking the Ravener had at last shown its hand and the battle they were facing would be the final one, it never was.

No matter how many dungeon cores they destroyed, or how many Ravener-spawn they killed, there would always be more springing up like weeds.

On some parts of the island, though, the monsters were behaving quite differently. Not rampaging, but instead helping any mortal who crossed their paths, bringing them food, providing shelter, and saving them from feral beasts.

These acts of altruism were always temporary. At times, soldiers would be saved from some threat by a horde of Ravener-spawn, only to be attacked by a different horde later that same day.

Confusion spread through the Thameish ranks. Soldiers were forced to wonder if aid would be offered, or death. They were in a constant state of apprehension, never knowing what to expect. However, Ravener-spawn were not the only outside forces offering aid.

There were the Traveller’s miracles as well, growing more numerous with each passing day. Hannah was growing stronger.

And she was not the only one offering them aid. Another outside force had also come to Thameland’s aid.

“Hurry up, you layabouts!” a bald wizard barked in the courtyard of Greymoor. “Every heartbeat we waste here is a heartbeat our competitors can use to get ahead of us! You want to get paid, don’t you? Well, if we don’t hurry and get those cores, there won’t be any pay for anyone!”

“Yes, sir!” cried the small army of Generasian mercenaries. They were obviously a high-priced warband—decked out in the finest magical armour while bearing powerful, finely crafted weapons. Each one of them was mounted on a winged stallion that stood in orderly ranks lined up in the courtyard before their employer, the man sat astride the back of a trained wyvern.

“Then let us fly!” the bald wizard commanded. “Come now!”

As one, the mercenary army soared high above the keep, winging their way north to join the war effort. They were not alone. Alex watched from the Research Castle’s battlements as more Generasi mercenaries and private armies flooded out through the gate and over the hills of Greymoor.

They moved with determination, urgency… and greed.

“Look at all of them,” Theresa whispered beside Alex.

“I hope… they know what they are getting into… Are they really here for coin?” Claygon asked.

“Coin and desperation, since Kartika lifted the ban,” Alex said. “Toraka said that’s not surprising, it’s what happens when folk realise that a valuable resource could soon be scarce.”

“I heard word’s going around the city that we’re close to getting rid of the Ravener,” Theresa said.

“According to Baelin and Professor Jules, Councillor Kartika purposely let that information get around,” Alex said. “Once anyone with a spirit of adventure and a desire for coin heard dungeon core substance could be a finite resource soon, they started scrambling, desperate to get their hands on as much as they could.”

“They’re calling it the ‘Dungeon Core Rush’ in some places.” Theresa shook her head. “They’re no more than vultures. They don’t care about us; they just want to grab as many resources as they can.”

Alex shrugged. “Let them. It helps us. The more people are here, fighting dungeons, the more we can focus on what we need to do. Ugh, I understand what Baelin meant about wanting to be in multiple places at once. Anyway, after today, hopefully, I’ll have one big task wiped off my list, because tomorrow, I challenge the Exams for Credit.”

“Do you think you will… succeed today… Father?” Claygon asked.

“Yeah.” Alex glared across the hills. “It’ll give the Ravener something to sweat about. But we’ll need our guest to be able to finish the next preparations.”

He looked at the position of the sun. “Looks like it’s about time to go get them.”


Chapter 11


The Saint in the Lab



Alex and his guest materialised inside the courtyard of the Research Castle. They made an odd duo, one broad-shouldered, tall, and powerfully built, the other short, slight, and looked at least five years younger than his actual twenty years.

Saint Merzhin looked around the courtyard with a melancholy expression. “So this is where you and the others would train. This was where Carey lived, isn’t it? It feels strange, and even a little lonely, finally coming here after so much time.”

The atmosphere around the two Heroes became a bit more awkward, both knowing very well why Merzhin hadn’t been permitted in Greymoor. Neither wanted to acknowledge the reason out loud.

Alex cleared his throat. “It’ll be good to have you here,” he said uncomfortably. He could probably count the number of times on his two hands that he’d spent alone with the Saint of Uldar since he’d first met him. They’d become friendlier over the past few weeks—when Alex started meeting with the other Heroes to help battle Ravener-spawn, and train Cedric, Drestra, and his cabalmates near the Heroes’ encampment. Though, even now, Alex would still hesitate to call him ‘friend.’

They were allies, to be sure—and the archwizard empathised with the Saint—but there was a distance between them that had yet to be crossed.

If it ever would be crossed.

The General shook away feelings of discomfort. This wasn’t the time for that. They had important work to do.

“If you’ll follow me,” Alex said, “I’ll take you to the lab. We’re in the final stages of a few projects in the research building, and you might be able to help us.”

“Understood,” Merzhin said. “Lead the way. Where are your other companions?”

“My cabal’s back at school, and Theresa and Claygon went to hunt dungeon cores,” Alex said, leading him toward the Research Castle.

“I see.” The small Hero followed, his eyes hardly leaving his feet.

The pair walked through the courtyard in the cold drizzle, ignoring the weather.

“Carey worked with you here, didn’t she?” Merzhin asked.

“Yes, she did,” Alex said, opening the door to the outer laboratory. “She helped a lot.”

“…Was she happy working here?”

“Yeah, she was,” Alex said, remembering the young woman’s enthusiasm. “At least that’s the way it seemed to me. She was troubled after we found out what we did about the dungeon cores, but… I think she was still happy with our work. She wanted to give her all when it came to defeating the Ravener, and that’s what she was doing here. Every day.”

“I see,” Merzhin said, going quiet, even as Alex was showing him how to put on his safety equipment.

Alex watched him closely.

There was a… listlessness to the Saint’s movements. A dullness in his eyes and a lack of vigour in his expression. He’d lost weight too; in some ways, he reminded the young wizard of the skeletons wandering the ruins under the Barrens of Kravernus.

Merzhin had seemed to become more despondent since they’d listened to Uldar’s journal.

‘That was obviously another shock for him,’ Alex thought, leading Merzhin through the outer lab—passing curious researchers, busy exploring the capabilities of dungeon cores—toward the inner lab, where Uldar’s notes waited and measures against the Ravener were being hammered out.

“It’ll just be the two of us for now,” Alex said. “Baelin, Professor Jules, and Isolde will be joining us shortly, but for now, we can use the time getting you up to speed on what we’ve been doing, and what we’ll need your help with.”

“I am at your disposal,” Merzhin said, his voice sounding dead.

Alex glanced back at him—meeting his eyes through the lenses of his mask—but neither he nor the Saint said anything further as they entered the secret lab and closed the door behind them. Alex activated the magical lights, and—for a moment—the Saint blinked against the sudden brightness.

His eyes flew wide when he spotted the object in the centre of the room.

“What is that?” he cried.

Alex followed his gaze. “Oh that? It doesn’t have a name yet. But the best way I can describe it is… insurance. No, that’s not quite right… protection.”

The archwizard approached the device.

It was sizable—about five feet tall and just as wide—and looked to be an odd metallic tree forged of zinc, copper, and other alchemical materials. At the bottom of the tree’s trunk was a mana generator that powered the device, which floated on a forcedisk.

Each of the machine’s metallic ‘branches’ were tipped with familiar black orbs: dungeon cores, emitting a low hum, and a barely detectable growl.

“Are those all dungeon cores?” Merzhin asked, then shook himself. “A foolish question. What do you intend to do with all of those dungeon cores? That is the question I should be asking. What is this machine supposed to be protection from?”

“The Ravener,” Alex said. “Or at least one of the Ravener’s abilities.”

He pointed to the wall nearby; pasted across it were the schematics they’d taken from Uldar’s notes. Over a dozen cutaways were on display, each showing a different configuration of the Ravener’s inner magic circuitry. Beneath the diagrams were an assortment of notes: some were Uldar’s—translated into modern alchemical symbols—while others were the research team’s own hypotheses and notations.

“See that diagram there?” Alex pointed to a sheet in the centre of the rest. “That seems to be mana circuitry responsible for restoring the Ravener.”

“What?” Merzhin looked at him sharply. “Drestra was telling us that you were looking for something like that in Uldar’s notes. So you have found it!”

“Yes, recently, and that’s one of the reasons why you’re here today.” The General of Thameland fixed his attention on the diagram in disgust. “Our dead god—” Merzhin winced; Alex ignored him, “—was, I have to admit, pretty brilliant. We nearly missed the correct section. But, fortunately, Baelin noticed a very old notation for a ‘restoration glyph.’ Apparently, some ancient societies used to use them to make self-repairing buildings. The practice fell out of favour because of how expensive it was—it’s a lot easier to just hire a mason to carve more stone than it is to set up the glyph. But, Uldar made a version that works with other circuitry to reconstitute the Ravener.”

“So you can shut it off?” Merzhin asked excitedly. “Can you change its inner… circuits to stop it from reforming?”

Alex grimaced under his mask. “We’re working on that. Uldar was very thorough. That’s only one restoration glyph. One of twenty we’ve found so far. He put a lot of redundancies in the Ravener… probably to stop anyone from doing what we’re trying to do right now.”

“Oh…” Merzhin said, looking at the dungeon core-tree device. “And that machine is supposed to help with that?”

“Not really,” Alex said, approaching the device again. He ran a finger along one of the dungeon cores attached to it. “But we figured—if we’re going to try and change functions in the Ravener—we should practise on the next best thing we have: dungeon cores. Drestra, Carey, and I already controlled some—making them do what we wanted—but we thought that if we could make permanent changes to the cores, we’d have a better chance of making permanent changes to the Ravener.”

“I see,” Merzhin said. “So are you trying to make the dungeon cores… good? Non-threatening? Helpful, like some of the Ravener-spawn have been?” The Saint’s voice grew quiet, “Could we do the same to the Ravener itself?”

Alex shook his head. “We don’t think that’ll be possible. There’s a big difference between trying to make a small change to one of its systems and trying to change its entire purpose. At that point, it becomes easier just to break the whole thing. No, we’re not trying to change the dungeon cores to make them helpful. We’re trying to change them to stop the Ravener from killing us in its dungeon.”

“What do you mean?” Merzhin asked.

“Well, it makes sense that—wherever the Ravener is—it’s going to be hidden in some deep dungeon somewhere. And—unless I get really lucky and can teleport us right into its ‘face’—that means we’re going to have to fight our way to it. At which point, what’s to stop it from just crushing us in one of its tunnels?”

“Oh my… that makes sense… So this ‘tree’ is supposed to stop that?”

“When it’s finished—” Alex said, “—it’ll send out a field that’ll make it more difficult for the Ravener to control the earth around us. The inside of ‘tree’s’ trunk is covered in earth-magic glyphs, they’re meant to empower the dungeon cores’ ability to alter the terrain of a dungeon. We changed the function of the cores, and made them capable of controlling the earth in any dungeon, not just their own. Then we set them to counter attempts to alter the ground. That should prevent the big black ball from just caving in the ceiling on our heads when we’re in its dungeon.”

“Ah, that does sound important,” Merzhin said. “And what else have you worked on?”

“Well, there’s this.” Alex pointed to another device sitting on a pedestal off to the side of the room. It looked like a hollowed-out dagger with a cage of twisted metal as its hilt; inside the cage was a container made of mana-reinforced glass. “That’s an injection device. It’s made of bane and other parts I scavenged from Kelda’s machine, the one I used to remove the Fool’s Mark. It should work together with a poison to attack the Ravener’s essence, which we’re almost finished developing.”

“Oh my!” Merzhin peered at the machine, sounding fascinated. “And all you’ll have to do is just stick that into the Ravener’s surface?”

“Maybe…” Alex said. “The poison—and this device—would work a lot better if the toxin was injected directly into the Ravener’s mana generators and nodes where a lot of its magic circuitry comes together.”

“Inside the Ravener?” Merzhin asked. “How are we going to get inside of it?”

“We’re working on that. Anyway, that’s not what we needed your help with.”

Alex approached a table scattered with page upon page of alchemical formulae and conjecture. “We need your help with a ‘divinity’ problem.”

“I see… What sort of problem?” Merzhin asked.

“You have a much deeper knowledge of Uldar and faith than the rest of us do,” the General of Thameland said. “And we’re hoping your knowledge will help us solve the last two parts of our plan. We suspect the Ravener draws power from fear in a similar way that a deity draws power from faith; we also suspect that the Ravener is innately connected to Thameland. We’re thinking in the same way people praying to Uldar creates divinity, people’s fear of the Ravener gives it a way to come back.”

The General of Thameland pointed to a diagram of something resembling a mana vacuum. “When golems lose control in a workshop, the quickest way to stop them—without destroying them—is to use a mana vacuum to syphon away the energy.”

Alex tapped the diagram. “The idea is that part of the device will attach to the mana circuitry on the inside of the Ravener, while the other part will be attached to the outside. That should funnel away its energy; we know for sure that this device will work on mana, but the problem is that we don’t know if it’s going to syphon away fear. Our poison will damage the Ravener’s essence, but we want to make sure it can’t just draw on more energy and revive itself. So, the first thing we wanted to ask you is if we’ll be able to turn this device into something that can work on fear.”

Merzhin shook his head. “I do not think you can. As a matter of fact, I think you are looking at this incorrectly. Your approach is wrong.”


Chapter 12


The Nature of Divinity and Mana



“Incorrectly?” Alex asked. “What do you mean by that? I remember you saying that divinity works by channelling a god’s power through a gate in the soul. That means it could be channelled out in the same way, couldn’t it?”

“It is possible,” Merzhin said. “But I do not think the way you are going about this is going to work. You are treating divinity too much like mana. They are different. Divinity comes from faith. Faith is not bound by circuitry or machines; it is faith, and is far more intangible. It does not require magic circuits or spell arrays, or alchemy or machines or formulae. All it requires is belief, and I do not think a machine could control it.”

Alex frowned. “With respect, Merzhin, people once looked at mana in the same way. If you go back far enough, then the only way people became wizards and sorcerers was by making contracts with otherworldly, magical beings. People didn’t think there was a science to it in those early days, but there was. We know the science very well now. I bet you divinity is the same; life enforcement has been studied a lot, for example.”

Merzhin raised an eyebrow. “I know very little about life enforcement, but I did some reading on the art after our encounter with the First Apostle. I know there is a lot of theory to it: how divinity mingles with lifeforce, flowing through meridians and pathways in the body and soul. But I ask you this: what is the basic thing you need to become a wizard?”

“Mana,” Alex said. “A mana pool.”

“Alright, and what stops people from being able to practise life enforcement? Everyone has a life force, so shouldn’t everyone be capable of the art?” Merzhin asked.

“They might be,” Alex said a little defensively. “My blood magic process mimics the first step of life enforcement. That’s how it made Hart and me stronger.”

“And tell me, are you and Hart able to continue down the path of life enforcement?”

“I don’t know,” Alex said. “I’ve never grown any stronger when I’ve been doing meditation, and I can’t feel my own life force in the same way that Theresa can.”

“Neither can Hart,” Merzhin said.

It suddenly struck Alex that Merzhin had stopped referring to Hart and the other Heroes by their titles alone.

He wondered what that meant.

“Hart has tried learning the art from Grimloch but could advance no further,” Merzhin said.

“Well. That’s alright, there’s lots of different paths to power,” Alex said.

“But what stops one from being able to practise it, even after your process has transformed them?” Merzhin asked. “What specifically? What makes one incompatible?”

Alex shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Precisely. We also do not know why some members of a faith can become a priest who wields miracles, yet some are never able to do so,” Merzhin said somberly. “There are some within the clergy who study for decades and never manage to channel a single ounce of divinity through their soul. Their faith is no shallower and their dedication no weaker than those around them who can call upon miracles. And we still have no idea why that is.”

“We will one day,” Alex insisted.

“But when will that day be?” Merzhin asked. “Divinity is a force that actively avoids understanding. Faith is power, and faith exists completely independently from knowledge. Sometimes, knowledge is the enemy of faith. After all, the faith of a child is often purest of all.”

“Knowledge didn’t weaken you, Merzhin,” the General said. “You learned all about Uldar’s revolting deeds, yet you can still work miracles. Tobias Jay stopped being a follower of Uldar, even in private from what I understand, and has lost none of his powers.”

Merzhin’s eyes turned sombre through his mask. “Another mystery. Are you aware of the tale of Former Father Gerard?”

“No,” Alex admitted.

The Saint took a deep breath, like a preacher standing before his flock. “It is a tale not usually told to those outside the clergy, so it is not well known. It is said that Gerard was once a dedicated priest to Uldar, praying incessantly, preaching of his deeds and doing his works. He conducted himself with utter dedication. His faith was insurmountable… until one day—after a great tragedy—his faith was shattered. And yet he continued to be able to work miracles. He cursed Uldar’s name with every breath he took, and screamed at how he had been forsaken… yet his power did not diminish at all.

“Counter this with the story of Simon of Sin. Simon was a priest as well, one who lived much later than Gerard. He grew weary of the burdens of priesthood, and began performing his duties out of obligation, not any true dedication to Uldar. Over time, his ability to work miracles faded and he left the clergy behind. There have been many philosophers within the church who have suggested theories as to why one kept their power, yet the other didn’t. But the point is, it is still a mystery.”

“Right…” Alex mused. “So you’re saying that divinity and faith aren’t tangible enough to be easily channelled through a machine. I don’t buy that; I think one day we’ll understand it.”

“As I said, it defies understanding,” Merzhin said softly, his voice a mix of reverence and… something else. Disdain, perhaps? “To understand it, how long will that take? Would we be able to understand how to channel faith so we can finish the Ravener when the time comes?”

Alex thought about that for a time. In a way, Merzhin had a point: a lot of the books on divinity that he’d read to translate Uldar’s notes were—for lack of a better word—‘hazy.’ There were lots of theories, but few solid facts about how divinity worked. Even Kelda’s notes were vague and somewhat mysterious. There were a massive amount of notes on how divinity interacted with the soul, but only theories on how divinity itself could be channelled.

“Let’s say you’re right…” Alex said. “What would you suggest instead?”

“Faith should be met by faith,” Merzhin said. “Uldar laid down purpose and order for the Ravener. That must be countered by similar purpose and order. An interdiction would suffice.”

“An interdiction…” Alex thought about the First Apostle’s power. Gabrian had used interdictions to stop mana from being channelled at Uldar’s Rise. The Third Apostle had also used an interdiction to stop him from channelling his power, which the young archwizard eventually overcame. “So, could an interdiction be used to stop the Ravener from thriving on fear? Something like ‘The Ravener shall no longer be able to channel the power of fear’?”

“Probably not. I don’t think that would work,” Merzhin said. “Uldar crafted the Ravener himself—the Ravener is one of his mightiest servants—I don’t think I or anyone else could order it not to take in fear. I think the command must come from the opposite direction. Something like ‘Thameland’s fear shall no longer touch the Ravener.’ or ‘Thameland shall forevermore sever its connection with the Ravener.’ Thameland is Uldar’s divine realm in the material world; an interdiction could cause it to cut all connection with the Ravener and stop fear from being channelled into it.”

“Right…” Alex considered what the Saint had said, growing excited. “That’s… jeez, I feel kind of stupid for not thinking of that. We’ve been so busy trying to solve problems by using the methods we know best, that it never occurred to anyone to try the simplest solution. An interdiction.”

“I am glad you see it now,” Merzhin said with relief in his voice.

Alex thought about the Saint’s words. He shook his head. The young wizard had been thinking too much like a modern mage. Like an alchemist.

In part, the Ravener was crafted with magic that predated most modern theories of wizardry, along with divinity. It made sense that the solution was more arcane, and not as easy as simply being able to ‘alchemy the problem away.’

Kelda’s machine for removing the Mark had some esoteric components to its power as well.

“Honestly, I’m a little disappointed that I didn’t see it earlier,” Alex said. “I’m supposed to be the guy who pulls together different disciplines in order to solve problems. Instead, we kept trying to use one discipline to solve a problem it wasn’t suited for. This is great!”

Merzhin looked at him with sad eyes. “I’m glad you think so. But I would like you to keep this between u⁠—”

As he spoke, the door opened.

“Ah, early as always,” Baelin said, leading Professor Jules and Isolde into the room.

“Good morning, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules said. She looked at the Saint of Uldar… Alex noticed a hint of hostility in her eyes. “We meet again, St. Merzhin.”

“Oh, er, a pleasure to meet you again as well,” Merzhin said, shaking her hand.

“Merzhin, nice to see you again,” Isolde called, already crossing the room to set up her station.

“Yes,” the Saint said flatly.

Then he turned to Baelin, craning his neck to look up at the goatman wizard.

The chancellor was staring down at him, his expression completely unreadable, even to Alex, as his eyes bored into the Saint.

He grinned then, extending his hand to Merzhin. “So you are the famous Saint of Thameland? It is good to finally meet you.”

“Er, um, yes.” Merzhin’s gloved hand shook Baelin’s. “Er, good to meet you as well… sir. Alex was just filling me in on your work, and I’ll be glad to help today however I can.”

“Indeed.” Baelin looked at him thoughtfully.

“Everyone!” Alex called once the introductions were made. “I’ve got news! Merzhin here is absolutely brilliant!”

“Erm, Alex.” The Saint held up a hand. “Perhaps we⁠—”

But the General of Thameland was much too excited about the Saint’s solution—and more than a little ashamed he hadn’t thought of it himself—to hold back.

“We might’ve been going about trying to counter the Ravener’s power over fear and its connection to Thameland all wrong,” the young archwizard continued. “Let me tell you what Merzhin said.”

And so Alex did just that.

He spoke of Merzhin’s ideas on their plan to counter the Ravener’s fear, as well as the Saint’s idea about using an interdiction.

“Right, right,” Alex caught himself when he’d finished explaining. “I’m probably stealing a bit of Merzhin’s thunder here, so maybe he should tell you more about his idea. I mean, even if our original plan could work, it’s not the most simple solution. Merzhin’s is sort of brilliant⁠—”

He paused.

The Saint was looking away from the others, one hand clasped over his other wrist and his feet pointing toward each other. His shoulders had slumped and his eyes were squinting, as though he was either in great pain… or anticipating some.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked.

“Nothing,” Merzhin said. “You’re right, though, I should explain myself.”

“Of course, go ahead, Merzhin,” Isolde said.

“This is a fascinating idea.” Professor Jules encouraged him to keep going.

Merzhin went on to explain some of what he knew of divinity and why their solution might not be as efficient, or as simple as his.

Isolde and Professor Jules nodded along, just as Alex had… but the young archwizard began to feel uneasy. Something felt off. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but there was something too easy about what Merzhin was saying.

Something that—combined with the Saint’s obvious discomfort—the small Hero might have been purposely omitting.

It was obvious he wasn’t the only one feeling uneasy.

While Isolde and Professor Jules were focused on Merzhin’s explanation, Baelin watched him with the stillness of a statue. He hardly moved. He hardly breathed. His eyes never left Merzhin’s masked face.

When the Saint finished, the ancient wizard was the first to speak.

“Young man, it would seem that your plan is well thought out. Very well thought out,” Baelin said. “As though you have been considering this option for a while. An interdiction, you say?”

“Well, I have been giving it some thought—” Merzhin began.

“And you have not shared all of those thoughts with us, have you?” Baelin asked.

“I-I have,” Merzhin stuttered. His body language screamed—lie.

“Really? Then tell me this.” Baelin clasped his hands behind his back and leaned forward. “How do you plan to power such an interdiction? One strong enough to cover the entire kingdom?”

Alex froze.

That was what had been bothering him!


Chapter 13


Merzhin’s Hidden Penance



Even in Thameland, the First Apostle’s interdiction had only reached Uldar’s Rise, only covering that distance because Uldar’s Rise had a uniquely potent connection to the god.

How in all the hells, then, was someone supposed to cover all of Thameland with an interdiction?

“It would be difficult to include the entire kingdom,” Merzhin said. “But not impossible. The hidden church was able to make interdictions in a foreign land using consecrated soil from Uldar’s Rise, according to Alex. If we were to consecrate certain points around Thameland’s coast⁠—”

“—one could temporarily extend Uldar’s ‘domain’ far enough for an interdiction to cover Thameland’s borders,” Baelin said. “You would not be able to eliminate mana in the entire realm, but it could be denied to a single individual within its borders—and likely only a single individual, since it is such a wide area—as long as the interdiction was very focused.”

“Exactly—” Merzhin said.

“I am no fool, young Merzhin,” the chancellor’s voice was firm. “The amount of divinity that this act would require would be enormous. You would have to channel an ocean’s worth of energy through the gate in your soul… causing it to shatter like a dropped egg.”

Merzhin went still, seemingly not breathing.

“But, that’s what you want, isn’t it?” Alex asked him gently. “You’re trying to die.”

“N-no,” the Saint said uneasily. “I think my soul could handle it. It’s just a matter of preparing myself.”

“No, your soul couldn’t handle such an interdiction.” Alex shook his head.

“What do you know about it?” Merzhin glared at the wizards around him.

Isolde stood frozen in place.

Professor Jules took a step forward. “Merzhin, you cannot⁠—”

“I am the one who has expertise in divinity,” the Saint insisted. “I have experienced it, unlike the rest of you.”

“True,” Baelin said, patting his own chest. “But, I have engaged with more individuals than I can count, who have used divinity, though I have not focused on the art in the same way a devoted practitioner would. And I have studied my enemies in-depth, as a Proper Wizard would.”

“And I am the most devoted,” the Saint fired back. “I know divinity, and I know my own soul. I know what I can handle and what I can’t. I can handle this. The Mark of the Saint has empowered me.”

“Merzhin, not that long ago, you said you couldn’t channel interdictions at all,” Alex reminded him, continuing to speak in gentle tones. “I was there. And now you’re telling me you’re going to be able to channel an interdiction that’ll cover the entire kingdom? The only way I could see that is if you have a plan that involves just letting your soul shatter… on purpose. I—I noticed that whenever you say you’ll be safe—you look away from us. Listen, I’m not going to let you destroy your own soul.”

“I…” Merzhin paused. “What choice do we have? We need to stop the Ravener, and we need to do everything we can to make sure it doesn’t return. What if you use all of your different solutions, and they’re still not enough? What if its connection to Thameland is what lets it regenerate? Better for my soul to be destroyed, rather than for countless generations to keep suffering.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed through his mask. “You’re doing this because of Carey, aren’t you?”

“What? What are you⁠—”

“I’d feel guilty too.” The General of Thameland put a hand on the smaller man’s shoulder. A comforting hand. “I’d feel like shit knowing and thinking I’d dedicated my entire life to a god who wanted to kill everyone. A god who’d made a regenerating horror to make sure people worshipped him to keep him alive. A god that never really cared about me. A dead god. ‘If it wasn’t for my dedication to that god, maybe my good friend would still be alive.’ If that’s what you’re thinking, well, think again.”

Alex’s voice grew stern, “Carey died for all of us, including you. She wanted you to help us and to heal, not die. You’re as much a victim in all of this as the rest of us.”

Merzhin slapped Alex’s hand away from his shoulder. Tears began to run, visible through the lenses of his mask. His breath sounded ragged. “Don’t act like you know how it feels! Don’t! You don’t know how much it hurts!”

“I don’t,” Alex said.

“Exactly! And have a care for your hypocrisy,” Merzhin pushed. “The hidden church was tricked just as the rest of us were, and you showed them no sympathy! I do not need it either, because I am the same as them!”

“No. You’re not!” Alex’s voice was like the crack of a whip.

Merzhin startled. “What do you mean, I’m not?”

“They made their choices. Before we found out Uldar was dead, you were helping us.”

“It took Carey’s death to drive me there. Some Saint I am. My only true friend had to die to allow me to see the light.” Merzhin’s slight frame trembled.

“I…” Alex started… then became incredibly still.

Some Saint I am.

“Hold on now,” he said. “Hold on, hold on, just hold on! You don’t have to sacrifice yourself, Merzhin!”

“What?” The Saint looked frightened. “What are you saying to me!”

“Yes, exactly what do you mean, Mr. Roth?” Professor Jules demanded.

“Hannah. Hannah was a Saint of Uldar!” Excitement was surging inside him. “And she was a hell of a lot more experienced than you, Merzhin, and now, she’s becoming a demigoddess!”

“That divinity would make her soul many times stronger than a mortal’s,” Baelin mused. “Yes… I see. You mean for her to perform the interdiction, Alex?”

“It’s a longshot,” Alex said. “But she’s getting stronger. If we manage to get her back into the material world—completely—before we fight the Ravener, she could use her connection to Uldar. That’s how the interdiction gets performed without anybody needing to die.”

“Yes… that is brilliant!” Isolde cried. “And her soul would surely be strong enough.”

Baelin nodded. “For an interdiction as focused as the one that would be needed? I believe it would have to be; even demi-deities can accomplish great deeds within their divine domains. Ah… and as a matter of fact… worship of her is spreading throughout Thameland. She might be able to perform the interdiction twice: once, with Uldar’s power, and another time with her own.”

“We would need her here, in the material world, though.” Professor Jules began to pace. “Can we guarantee that we can bring her back?”

“Not…” Alex paused, thinking quickly. “Faith in her is spreading, she’s growing stronger and… wait, I have an idea. Even if we don’t get her back beforehand, we can use⁠—”

Suddenly, the Saint let out a mournful cry. “Then I can’t atone like that!”

Burying his face in his hands, he rushed from the lab.

“Merzhin!” Isolde called.

“I’ll go after him,” Alex said. “Shit, this was my fault.”

“We will stay here, then,” Baelin said. “We can continue working on the poison.”

“Alright, thanks,” Alex said, teleporting from the room.

It didn’t take the young archwizard long to find the Saint of Thameland. Merzhin had already left the outer lab and was on the final step leading to the Castle wall.

Alex felt panic rising.

Oh no.

The General of Thameland teleported onto the wall, appearing in front of the Saint. “Don’t do that,” was all he said.

The Saint had ripped off his mask and his chest was heaving. He gave the General an offended look. “I’m not planning on doing what you’re thinking. It would be pointless and wouldn’t absolve me of what I’ve done any more than any other useless gesture. I came up here to think. To breathe.”

“Oh, then breathe away.” Alex stepped aside. A quick glance at the Saint’s body language showed he was being truthful. “But, if you don’t mind, I’m going to stay here just in case you change your mind.”

Merzhin grunted, pushing past Alex and leaning against the parapet. The General followed him, staying near.

It was wet. The rain had stopped.

For a time, the two young men were silent.

Then Merzhin broke it angrily, “You had to do that, didn’t you?” He shook his head accusingly. “It would have been so perfect. So beautiful. A sacrifice, like Carey’s in exchange for what I did to her. But now, if I were to do what I was thinking of, it would be for my own selfishness.”

The Saint gave a low, bitter laugh. “I know that there’s wisdom in Hannah performing the interdiction instead of me. If I did it, then there would be a good chance it wouldn’t work at all—because my soul might break too soon. Which would make my sacrifice pointless at best, and useless, at worst. I agree, Hannah is the far better choice, and I admit that, even as I’m considering ways to pour as much strength into her as I can, almost against my own will.”

“You want to make amends,” Alex said. “But now, if you do what you wanted to do—when there’s another solution—you’d be doing it for yourself.”

“Rendering my deed pointless,” Merzhin finished. “Was I born into this world simply to make mistakes? Is that it? Was I born only to make myself and others miserable? Nothing seems to turn out the way it should. I follow a deity, and he turns out to be a monster. I trust fellow members of my church, and they turn out to be villains. The enemy I dedicated my life to destroying is in league with the god I worshipped. I was responsible for getting my own friend killed. I abhorred you, yet apparently, you are not only my rightful commander, but one of the few people who have been working consistently to eliminate this land’s plague from the beginning. I was isolated from the other Heroes because I was unpleasant to be around. Why?”

Merzhin turned to Alex. “Why do you show no ire toward me, while the hidden church experienced only wrath from you? I asked you this before, but you never answered me.”

Alex looked at Merzhin for a long moment. “And how many people did the hidden church kill? Hm?”

“I do not know. If we consider how many historical members of the hidden church there could have been, the number is likely uncountable. We will probably never know how many the current generation has killed.”

“That’s right,” Alex continued. “And, here’s the thing. They never changed their ways. The First Apostle never changed, even after he saw Uldar’s corpse; he just became more rabid. You’re a victim like the rest of us, because you didn’t do what they did. You changed. When Carey died, you started making different choices. They doubled down, no matter who died, or who they killed. You’re a good person with a good heart, Merzhin, and that heart was led astray.”

“Kind words,” Merzhin scoffed. “But I find them hard to believe. Within myself, my emotions and soul churn. My life has lost its meaning several times over; I thought I could return meaning to it by atoning…”

The Saint looked at Alex. “Carey was lost for a time; she struggled too. Then, when she sacrificed herself, she found peace. I want that… peace and penance. I’m not sure I will ever have either.”

“…I don’t know,” Alex said. “For what it’s worth, I think—if you’re looking for penance—erasing Uldar’s evil legacy is about the best penance anyone could ask for.”

“And peace?” Merzhin’s voice broke. “What about peace? How do I live with what I’ve done?”

“All I can say is that… I don’t think Carey found peace because she died,” Alex said. “I think she found peace in the Traveller. That was her way to peace, but I guess everyone’s got their own path to get there.”

“What was yours?” Merzhin asked.

“Mine?” Alex let out a bitter laugh. “I’m not at peace right now. I’m a big ball of worries, anger, excitement… just emotions. Sometimes sorrow. Sometimes grief. I just keep walking forward.”

“How?” Merzhin asked. “I have nightmares every night lately. They follow me into my waking moments. My entire existence is guilt and grief.”

Alex winced. “I’ve been there.”

“You have?”

“My parents died in a fire,” Alex said grimly. “I saw it.”

“Oh… I am sorry, I didn’t know that,” the Saint said. “Normally, I would hear of your troubles and offer you wisdom and comfort—as I did with those who came to me when I was still living in the church. But I don’t think I can comfort you or anyone else right now.”

Alex shook his head. “It’s not about you comforting me. I only brought up what happened to my parents to show you that I’ve been in that dark place too. My pain is in the past, but yours is here and now. We’re talking about you; it’s not about me right now.”

Merzhin gave him a wan smile and sniffed. “Thank you for that. If only your words were an incantation that could help me feel better.”

“What do you want, Merzhin?” Alex asked, focusing on Merzhin’s body language. “You say you want peace and penance, but what does that look like? How would you know that you’ve found your peace?”

“I would be able to focus,” the Saint said. “I wouldn’t be listless, and I would have more energy to go forward. My thoughts would not turn to self-destruction, and I could… have space in my mind to think.”

“Space in your mind to think…” Alex paused. “I might be able to help you with that. I have a technique that I wish I’d known back when I was grieving my parents. It might be able to help you; it helps me get through my own thoughts, and continue with what I have to do.”

“It sounds like something that could be of benefit to me,” Merzhin said. “Something I can do.”

“It’s not a magic fix,” Alex said. “It’s just a simple meditation technique, if you’re still interested?”

“I am.”

“Alright, then I want you to close your eyes,” Alex said. “What we’re going to do is have your soul come to complete rest. That’s what I did when I harvested parts of my soul⁠—”

“What? You did what?” Merzhin looked at him horrified.

Alex waved the Saint’s shock away. “Never mind, forget I said that. Anyway, close your eyes. First, I want you to focus your attention on your body. Starting with the crown of your head, I want you to move your attention down. You’re going to bring your attention to your eyebrows, then your eyes, then your mouth, your neck, then to the feeling of your robe on your shoulders, your chest, legs, and your feet. You’ll feel the weight of your feet in your shoes, and as you do, I want you to take a deep breath—breathe in for four seconds, hold the breath for seven seconds, and then breathe out for a count of eight. Alright? What we’ll be doing is called a grounding technique.”

“Understood,” Merzhin said. “And what if unwanted thoughts come into my mind?”

“Acknowledge them,” Alex said. “Let your mind acknowledge their existence, then let them pass over you like water over rock. Acknowledge them without judgement. A simple, ‘this thought is here’ is enough. That will help calm the emotion tied to such thoughts. Alright?”

“Alright,” Merzhin said, his eyes closed.

“Okay,” Alex said. “I’ll lead you.”

With that, the General of Thameland led the Saint through his first meditation and grounding exercise, keeping count of his breaths, guiding his attention over his own body, and bringing him back to the present.

The archwizard performed the exercise as well, both of them breathing as one.

Calm spread through Alex… and he noticed Merzhin’s breathing become more even. His sniffles eased, his body language relaxed.

After a time, Merzhin opened his eyes.

“I feel better, calmer.” The Saint sounded surprised. “Much better… More at peace.”

“You’re clearing some of the power from your emotions,” Alex said. “That’s what life enforcement practitioners do.” A thought struck the General. “You might want to do that exercise regularly. With enough practice, you’ll be able to use it all the time. It’ll help give you some relief, and calm your soul.”

“Yes… calm the soul,” Merzhin said. “Perhaps it’ll be a good way to strengthen my soul-gate as well. Yes, I think I’m going to include it in my daily prayers.” He smiled weakly. “Thank you, General. I think this will help me greatly⁠—”

His words abruptly stopped when a blinding light suddenly flared to life on his body, illuminating his robes.

His Mark—the Mark of the Saint—burned bright, shining like the rays of the sun.


Chapter 14


Learning’s Reward



The Mark of the Saint flared as brightly as the noonday sun, sending Alex stumbling back, shielding his eyes.

“What’s happening?” he cried. “Merzhin, what’s happening?”

All around the startled archwizard, came cries of alarm.

Watchers of Roal and their fellow guards scrambled to the top of the Castle wall. From the courtyard below, people were calling to each other.

Yet, Merzhin—the Saint of Thameland—was silent.

“Merzhin!” Alex screamed. “Merzhin, are you alright?”

There was no reply, but the light grew brighter. What was it? Was it a trap? A Ravener attack?

Alex’s heart was pounding.

How much did they actually know about the Marks? They had Uldar’s notes, but they were only partially translated. They had his journal, but his memory had been declining; he might easily have forgotten something important.

Clenching his teeth, Alex moved toward the light, reaching for Merzhin. If he could just find the Saint, he could teleport him to safety. Maybe he could bring him to a healer, if he needed one.

Maybe he could… do something… anything!

Except he couldn’t see the small Hero’s form. The only thing he could make out was the golden glow of Uldar’s hand. And that was what Alex reached for.

“I’ll help you, Merzhin!” the archwizard cried. “Don’t worry, I’m going to⁠—”

Alex’s hand brushed the Mark of the Saint.

Suddenly, a massive pain burned across his right shoulder, as though a metal rod had been pressed against his flesh. The Mark of the General began to blaze, though not as blindingly as Merzhin’s symbol.

Light emanating from the Mark of the General began pulsing, throbbing rhythmically, like a beating heart. The Mark of the Saint pulsed in time.

Alex felt a connection forming between the two Marks.

A stream of energy opened, flowing through the Mark of the General—like a gateway—streaming to the Mark of the Saint. For a moment, the Saint’s golden glow dimmed.

Then, it abruptly ruptured, completely vanishing in a blink, replaced by a white brilliance that dazzled the eye. The radiance reminded Alex of the light that filled Uldar’s sanctum and—before his eyes—the golden hue of the Saint’s Mark mottled, flecking away like bits of rust bleeding from iron.

The Mark now blazed white like sunlight striking fresh snow.

A breath later, Merzhin’s holy symbol erupted in song, singing the same hymn as when a Hero was found. Bright light dimmed, revealing Merzhin’s face. Alex could see him clearly, his mouth was open in shock, eyes wide, and his skin was ghostly pale.

“I feel… I feel much different!” he cried. “It’s… incredible!”

“What’s happening?” Alex shouted.

Any reply Merzhin might have made was stopped by a familiar voice. A voice that sent waves of revulsion down Alex’s spine.

“You have done well,” Uldar’s voice whispered in his ear.

From Merzhin’s expression, Alex knew he’d heard it too.

“Is that him?” the General demanded. “Can he be back?”

“No!” Merzhin shouted. “It feels the same as his recording! There’s nothing behind it!”

“You have earned my full approval,” Uldar said. “A new technique to enhance the Saint. Something from another discipline growing what you already possess. That is my way. With my second-in-command, the General, granting you his approval, I empower you fully. Go. Destroy the Ravener. Bring my will unto the land.”

With that, the light faded.

Alex blinked, the afterimage of the Uldar’s hand still in his vision. “By the Traveller!” he cried. “What in all hells just happened?”

Merzhin stood shocked in front of him, but no worse for wear.

“I don’t know, but it felt a lot like when I first got Marked… only less painful,” Merzhin said.

The Saint grabbed his robe, hiking it up, revealing both his trousers and bare torso. He was unsurprisingly lean… but what was surprising was the Mark of the Saint in the centre of his stomach.

It now glowed white.

“Well… I didn’t see that coming,” Alex muttered.

“Me neither… who could?” Merzhin agreed. “My soul-gate… It feels stronger now and bigger. It’s like my connection to Uldar’s divinity has become more powerful.”

“It’s like you were Marked all over again,” Alex whispered. “Oh… oh that bastard.”

“Who?” Merzhin dropped the hem of his robe, looking up in alarm.

“It’s—”

Watchers converged on them from all directions; some came bounding up the stairs, others flew from the sky, while even more rushed toward them from different parts of the Castle wall.

“Has something happened?” a Watcher shouted. “We saw a blinding bright light up here! Were we attacked?”

Alex and Merzhin exchanged a glance. “No. No we weren’t. Everything’s fine. It was just… well, we’ll be right back.”

The young archwizard touched the Saint’s shoulder.

They disappeared.
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Alex and Merzhin reappeared far from the Castle, materialising in the woods on the outskirts of Greymoor.

“Gah!” the Saint cried. “I’ll never get used to that.” He touched his stomach. “What in the… I can’t believe this.”

Alex leaned against a tree, his mind racing. “I can’t believe it either.”

“I—” Merzhin shook himself. “I don’t understand. Who’s a bastard and…” The full shock of the situation seemed to crash down on him all at once. “What in… what happened to me?”

“I… I think,” Alex said. “I think we uncovered some long-forgotten function of the Mark.”

“What long-forgotten function?” Merzhin demanded. “Why is there a long-forgotten function?”

“That’s where the ‘bastard’ comes in,” Alex whispered. “Merzhin… Uldar had the Marks pick people that would best suit their role, right?”

“Right…” Merzhin said. “We were to exemplify his strengths. But there was nothing about a forgotten function in his journal! Nothing!”

“I think there was, even if he didn’t explicitly say it,” Alex said. “Like you said, each of us were supposed to exemplify Uldar’s different strengths. But how did he come to power? What did he do when he first realised he was strong?”

“He… took his people and went exploring the world, learning different things,” Merzhin said. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“He was learning, Merzhin! That’s how he grew powerful! Listen, I’ve had this theory that the point of the General is to teach each Hero how to maximise their own potential. My powers are supposed to encourage creative thinking; that’s the way the power guides me. Then, I’m supposed to pass on that creative thinking to the other Heroes, to get them to learn like Uldar did.”

“I still don’t understand,” Merzhin said.

“Think about it this way: let’s say I’m the General,” Alex pushed on.

“But you are the General.”

“I… yes, Merzhin. Yes, I am,” the young archwizard said, his voice strained. “Okay, forget me, let’s say there’s a different General. One who exists in the ancient past. They’ve got to teach the other Heroes to gain knowledge that’ll make their Marks stronger. But what if they don’t want to do that? What if they don’t want to learn anything new?”

“What do you mean?”

“Think about it. Why do we worship Uldar?” Alex asked. “Out of fear of the Ravener, but also because he’s supposed to be a deity that cares about us and rewards us. When Uldar changed the Mark of the General to the Mark of the Fool, he put in a limit that punishes Fools for going against what his intent was. He wouldn’t be above designing the Marks to make sure the Heroes acted the way he wanted them to act.”

Alex spread his hands like he was showing Merzhin something. “Look, what if… his whole thing about the General unlocking the other Marks’ full potential was literal? He did say that the Heroes got weaker when the General was gone. What if there was more to it than what he said?”

“I still don’t follow.”

“Okay. Uldar makes the Heroes in his own image so that they represent his traits.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“And what were the traits he most valued, besides power? Knowledge and learning, right? He uprooted all of his people so he could learn. Like I said, that’s how he got so powerful.”

“And his church set up schools so his people could be taught,” Merzhin reasoned. “So that they could learn, just as he did. He commanded his people to go to those schools, and commanded his priests to teach in them.”

“Exactly! And why wouldn’t he expect the same from his Heroes?” Alex cried. “So what happens if a General tries to teach the other Heroes and they all go: ‘No thanks, I’m not interested in learning anything else.’ What’s the General supposed to do, fight them?”

“No… that would make the Heroes fall into in-fighting. But the Heroes would need some punishment if they refused to learn, as Uldar intended… but wait, no. If the Marks were used to punish their bearers, that would risk Heroes rebelling or fleeing.” Merzhin’s eyes were growing wider. “Just as Fools fled Thameland when they were Marked. Just like you did! Er, no offence.”

“None taken,” Alex said. “So then, if the Marks weren’t punishing the Heroes for not learning from the General… Then wouldn’t it make sense that they would reward their bearers if they did listen?”

“It does… Then this is a reward?” Merzhin asked, pressing his hand to his midriff. “But why are there no recor—Right… there’s been no General in thousands of years.”

“Until me. And just now, I think we just inadvertently created a situation where your Mark rewards you,” Alex said. “I’ve been teaching Drestra and Cedric how to cast spells using body language… neither of them have gotten it yet. Not yet. But you… I taught you a meditation technique that you used to calm your soul: you got it right away.”

“And calming my soul would put less strain on it when I channel divinity,” Merzhin marvelled, lifting his robe again. “I listened to the General, learned the skill, incorporated it… and therefore, my Mark rewarded me.”

“For behaving the way Uldar wanted you to…” Alex muttered.

“That… doesn’t make me feel better,” Merzhin said. “There was a time when I would have been overjoyed at acting the way he wanted me to. But I gain no joy from that now.”

“I get that,” Alex said. “But this is a new chance. Depending on what this reward is, we can use Uldar’s own will against him to destroy everything he’s built to harm us.”

“Yes…” Merzhin murmured. “That. That thought calms me. But what about you? You would have a reward as well, would you not?”

Alex shook his head. “My whole power is designed to let me learn. I’ve been doing that this whole time and haven’t gotten a reward.”

“But you have not enacted Uldar’s will yet.”

The archwizard frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Just what I said: you have not finished enacting his will,” Merzhin said. “The people of Thameland were instructed to learn and go to the schools. But a school without a teacher has no purpose, and—as we said earlier—the priesthood’s command was to teach.”

The Saint pointed at Alex’s shoulder. “If we are rewarded for learning…”

“…Then, maybe I’d be rewarded for teaching!” Alex exclaimed. “Perhaps, if I empower all of your Marks? Maybe I’ll gain something too.”

“It’s possible. As you said: Uldar’s memory was starting to slip. We cannot expect him to have mentioned everything in detail.” Merzhin smiled then.

Tears filled his eyes, running down his face.

“Whoa!” Alex cried. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” the Saint sniffled. He looked many years younger than he really was. “I’m just pleased… that I was useful. I helped discover this. Perhaps being helpful like this was the reason I was born.”

Alex shook his head. “I don’t know the reason why any of us is born, but I do know we get to decide what that reason is. I’d forgotten that for a while when I had the Mark of the Fool, but, it’s true, we get to set the path ahead of us. We’re the ones who get to tell ourselves why we’re here. We get to say what our role is.”

“Perhaps…” the Saint said. “Perhaps I will decide for myself in the future. But for now? I am happy I did this. I do not know if this will make up for what I have done, if this will be my penance, but at least it’s a beginning.”

His smile was broad. “Come, we must tell the others our news!”

“And unlock more power, just like you did,” Alex added. “You said the flow of divinity is greater and your soul-gate is stronger, we should explore that.”

“Yes…” Merzhin said. “I would like to test my limits. Actually, could you do me a favour?”

“Anything,” Alex said.

The Saint’s eyes shone, bright and clear. “Could you contact Birger for me?”


Chapter 15


Testing New Limits



“Who’s there?” Birger shouted through the cottage door. “I warn you, I’m armed. If you’re here for my son⁠—”

“Birger! It’s me! It’s Alex!” the General of Thameland cried. “We come in peace!”

“Alex?” the old firbolg asked. “Why are you back so soon?”

There were sounds of fumbling about inside the cottage, then the clack of a crutch quickly moving across the floor.

Alex and Merzhin looked at each other.

The door was flung open, revealing Birger, wild-eyed and frowning. He looked around, turning pale when he saw the Saint. “Where’s Bjorgrund? Is that… you’re the healer, Merzhin! Has something happened to my son?” The old giant turned to Alex. “You just fetched him this morning! What could have happened to him so fast?”

“He’s fine, Birger.” Alex held up his hands, hoping to soothe the ancient firbolg. “We’re all fine. More than fine. We’re here for something else.”

“Whatever are you here for, then?” Birger asked.

“We have something to tell you, and since there’s a lot to explain, it’d be better if you just came with us, then we could explain things to everybody at once,” Alex said.

“Alright… I was just cleaning up, and it’ll be here when I get back, so let me get my cloak.”
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When Alex, Birger, Merzhin, Professor Jules, Baelin, and Isolde appeared at the Heroes’ encampment, they found things strangely quiet.

In reality, all was fine in the small town running along a crossroads where the soldiers and Heroes were camped.

Their visit came at a rare peaceful moment for the Heroes and the army. Most of the troops had gathered in the town square listening to a priest’s sermon. Uldar’s name was mentioned frequently, of course, but most of the sermon was focused on the Traveller and how she was aiding Thameland’s cause from the after-world.

The Heroes, Khalik, Claygon, Brutus, Theresa, Bjorgrund, and Thundar were deep in conversation at the edge of the congregation, and startled when Alex and the others unexpectedly appeared.

“Gah!” Drestra screamed, causing the priest to stutter behind his make-shift podium. “You scared me half to death!”

“Oi, yous are back here real quick,” Cedric said, looking at Merzhin. “Somethin’ go wrong at the Castle?”

“Alex?” Theresa looked confused.

“Father…?” Claygon took a step forward.

“Father—not you, Alex. Obviously. I mean my father! What are you doing here, Father?” Bjorgrund said.

“I’d like to know the same thing, myself,” Birger said.

“As would I,” Professor Jules said archly. “We were in the middle of a very delicate part of our experiment when Mr. Roth came rushing into the lab like a whirlwind. With no explanation, as usual.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll explain,” Alex said. “There’s been a development. A big one.”

Cedric groaned. “More bad news?”

“The opposite,” Merzhin assured him. “Come, let us go a little apart so we might speak freely. There is much to share.”

The group teleported a few miles away from the encampment, taking refuge in a moss-covered cave partly hidden in a forest clearing. The ground was still soaked from the recent rain, but there were no signs of tracks anywhere: neither Ravener-spawn nor mortal.

When everyone was settled, Alex and Merzhin began talking. They told them of all that had happened on the Castle wall: how Alex taught Merzhin the grounding technique, how it helped calm his soul, and how his Mark had suddenly transformed.

Khalik was deep in thought, while Najyah pecked at his shoulder.

“I do not… what… but… the…” Isolde stammered.

“What the hells?” was all Thundar said.

Claygon was also silent, as waves of complex emotions—confusion, wonder, hope, and shock—flowed through his and Alex’s link. Theresa’s jaw opened and closed like a dying fish, her eyes were wide. Brutus whimpered, nuzzling his master’s gloved hand.

Professor Jules seemed dumbstruck.

“Huh?” Bjorgrund muttered, looking at his father.

The old firbolg shrugged, shaking his head. “Don’t look at me, son.”

“His Mark did what?” Drestra shouted, her voice echoing from the cave and through the forest.

“Y’must be bloody jokin’!” Cedric added, his morphic weapon shimmering in agitation on his arm. His eyes moved from Alex to Merzhin. “A hidden part o’ the Mark? What’re we gonna hear next? That we can all turn inta flyin’ ponies?”

“Makes sense,” Hart grunted. “The Mark thing, not the ponies thing.”

The two Heroes glared at him.

“Really, mate?” Cedric snapped. “Yer not the least bit surprised at this? Just not?”

“I understand that under-reaction is what you do. But even to this?” Drestra’s voice oozed indignation.

“Life happens,” Hart said. “Besides, I learned that our god’s been trying to kill us for millennia with something he made. It’s gonna take a lot to surprise me after that.”

“Indeed.” Baelin stroked his beard-braids, their clasps clinking against each other. “It seems this Uldar was incredibly fond of secrets and used his knowledge of people to manipulate them into following him. It would stand to reason that the Marks would have some sort of hidden punishment or reward system to ensure the Heroes complied and enacted his will; and in this case, his will was for the Heroes to gain knowledge from the General.”

“Exactly what I was thinking,” Alex said. “We really have to get the rest of his notes translated.”

“It could be quite useful if we had the rest of the knowledge contained in them,” Merzhin said quietly. He had been standing behind Alex.

“Enough about notes!” Cedric waved away the idea, almost contemptuously. “Show us this Mark, Merzhin!”

“Of course,” the Saint readily obliged, raising the hem of his robe to display the—stark white—hand of Uldar glowing on his belly.

“Well, don’ that look different now!” Cedric eyed the symbol. “It’s got a wee polish to it now don’ it? The gold was alright, but this white Mark looks jus’ like Uldar’s symbol in his sanctum. Which uh… gives me a funny feelin’.”

“Me too…” Drestra’s voice crackled. “Do you think our Marks can change too?”

“I do,” Alex said. “There’s no reason for Uldar to only build a reward into the Saint’s Mark. It makes the most sense to do it for all of them.”

“That fits,” Drestra said. “So, what can this new… transformed Mark of yours do, Merzhin?”

“For one thing, I feel much closer to Uldar’s divinity,” Merzhin said. “And my soul has been reinforced. I feel stronger and believe I should be able to perform an interdiction.”

Baelin, Professor Jules, Isolde, and Alex looked at him sharply.

Merzhin held up a hand… and it wasn’t lost on Alex how much the gesture resembled Uldar’s holy symbol. “I won’t be trying to do what we talked about earlier, so don’t worry. I do not think my soul is strong enough yet to perform an interdiction that powerful. I will leave that to Hannah… For now, this is good. I can be used as a spare if we cannot get the ancient Saint back in time.”

“Only as a backup, right?” Alex pushed.

Merzhin smiled wanly, nodding. “Only for a backup.”

“Well, this is all interesting…” Birger said. “But can someone tell me why I’m here? I’m glad you thought of me, but I don’t think I needed to be whisked from home for this. There’s not too much I can contribute here.”

“There is,” Merzhin said, taking his holy book from his robes. “I would like to try to do something that we talked about before. It’ll be a test for myself and a demonstration.”

“Oh? I still don’t think I need to see your demonstrations.” Birger’s eyebrows rose. “I’m not some army strategist or war mage, or anything of the kind.”

Merzhin went to the firbolg, craning his neck to look up at him. Birger frowned down at him in return.

The Saint’s eyes went to Birger’s leg.

The left one, the one that was no more than a stump.

He nodded, then met the old giant’s eyes. “I would like to regenerate your leg.”

Everyone stopped talking.

Birger began shouting, “What? I heard you say you couldn’t regrow limbs! I heard you with my own two ears! You said you didn’t have a strong enough soul-gate!”

“But I do now,” Merzhin said. “My soul-gate is far stronger, and I have a more powerful connection to Uldar’s divinity. The amount of power I was able to channel before was like a whisper compared to what I can channel now. I feel it inside me, it’s like a dam straining to burst. So, with your permission, I would like to regenerate your leg.”

Birger looked at his son. Bjorgrund’s eyes looked wild.

Everyone was curious, stunned in amazement, or—in Alex’s case—in anticipation.

“Well, I,” Birger started. “I hardly know what to say.”

“If you’re alright with this, then we’ll just get started on the miracle,” Merzhin said. “Such a miracle takes weeks to regrow a limb. But I would like to start today; I can think of no worthier way to show my Mark’s evolution, while also putting it to the test. And I will do this miracle not in Uldar’s name, but in the name of Thameland and…”

He looked at Alex.

“…in the name of the Traveller, if you would lend me her holy symbol.”

“It would be an honour,” Alex said, taking the symbol from his neck and handing it to Merzhin.

The Saint nodded. “Thank you.”

“I… this is happening so fast,” Bjorgrund said, his enormous frame trembling and his chainmail clinking. It was a new chain shirt; he was not clad in Uldar’s divine armour nor wielding his mighty axe. Not in public yet. “Father… what do you think of this?”

Birger frowned as all eyes fell on him.

He looked down at his left leg.

“I’ve been the way I am for a long time… a very long time,” he said slowly. “And I never dreamed I’d be any different.” Tears sprang up in his eyes as his voice wavered. “But by my ancestors, I’ll admit that I’ve missed the feel and sound of snow crunching beneath my two feet. And if I get my leg back, maybe I could help you a lot more, son.”

“It’s up to you, Father.” Bjorgrund nodded with a smile.

Birger looked down at Merzhin. “Alright, I’ll do it. If you think it’s a worthy use of your power, I’ll do it.”

“Then in the name of the Traveller of Thameland and…” Merzhin swallowed, “…in the name of the deity that Uldar should have been, I will hereby perform this deed. Have a seat.”

“A-alright.” Birger prepared to sit on the cavern floor.

“Hold on,” Alex said, and teleported to the giants’ cottage, taking Birger’s chair from near the fireplace, and within seconds, was back in the cave. “You might as well be comfortable.”

Alex placed the chair beside the old giant, who nodded in gratitude.

“Thank you kindly, Alex.” Birger eased himself into his chair, and Merzhin moved directly in front of him.

“Father.” Bjorgrund put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be right here.”

“I know, thank you, son.” Birger patted his son’s hand and leaned forward to undo the ligature tied around his stump. He’d used a length of cord to bind his left trouser leg, and—once the binding was undone—hiked it up, revealing what remained of his lower leg.

The stump was a mass of scars, all healed through a good deal of time and much pain. This was no stump left by a surgeon’s skillful amputation.

Baelin looked at Merzhin with his goat-like eyes, watching him silently. Assessing.

The Heroes also watched the Saint with anticipation.

Everyone else had eyes on Birger.

For a moment, all was quiet like a tomb.

Then Merzhin raised his head.

“And at the crossroads did Uldar come across a farmer, who sat by the side of the road with a tin cup before him,” Merzhin intoned, his voice rising through the cavern. “And that farmer did look unto Uldar—who was in the guise of an old vagabond—and he did ask him: ‘What path do you walk, traveller?’”

Light began gathering around the Saint’s hands.

“And Uldar looked upon the man: ‘I walk to Soddenbury, to attend the festival,’ he said. And the man shook his head. ‘Then you are going by the wrong road,’ the farmer replied. ‘Take the woodcutter’s path to the east. Walk it and you shall reach Soddenbury in half the time.’”

His voice grew louder. An older, deeper voice seemed to join his, echoing the same words.

“To this, Uldar smiled and said, ‘I thank you for your guidance. What path do you walk?’ To this, the farmer shook his head sadly. ‘I have not walked in moons, for my legs were taken by disease. And so I sit here begging for alms at this crossroad, for I can till no more.’”

Merzhin extended his hand, resting it on Birger’s leg.

“To this, Uldar told him: ‘Rise, for your kindness has restored your legs.’ And the man did! For Uldar’s mercy—” Merzhin stopped recounting the scripture. “I deny this!” he cried. “Uldar’s mercy comes with a terrible price! Uldar told the man to rise, and so now I tell you to rise, Birger of Kymiland! In the name of the Traveller! In the name of Thameland! In the name of kindness and sacrifice and all that is good in the world!”

Beams of light flashed from his hand.

“I hereby make you whole!”

A shaft of light streamed through the cavern.


Chapter 16


Healing



Brilliant white radiance blazed through the cavern, emanating from Merzhin’s hand as he applied pressure to Birger’s stump. A joyful noise arose, sounding like a hundred voices—filling the air with song from the celestial planes and the cavern with choral harmony. The melody built, deep and powerful like a tidal wave breaking against the shoreline.

Everyone near, save for Alex and Baelin, moved aside, giving the Saint and giants space.

“Gah!” Drestra shrank back.

“Me eyes!” Cedric cried.

“I can’t see!” Hart shielded his vision.

“By my ancestors!” Birger clutched his leg.

“Father!” Bjorgrund screamed. “Are you alright!”

“I think so!” the old giant shouted. “Don’t worry, son!”

Merzhin’s voice joined the choral song as his power poured into the leg.

The others took another step back, the Saint of Uldar… no, of Thameland unleashed the full might of his Mark.

Birger’s flesh rippled like water beneath Merzhin’s touch.

“Yesss…” Alex hissed.

Scars slowly smoothed and shifted.

Damaged skin seemed to creep, then bulge.

And grow.

“What in the name of every ancestor… of every firbolg that ever lived?” Briger shouted. “It feels… it hurts, but it feels wonderful! I can feel it growing! I can feel it growing!”

“Father! I don’t believe it!” Bjorgrund cried.

Merzhin’s eyes were clamped shut. One hand clasped the other, and between them, the symbol of the Traveller. Deep inside, Alex felt her power stirring.

“Fascinating…” Baelin mused, his goat-like eyes fixed on Birger’s leg. “A miracle of such magnitude takes time, it is never quick… In all of the times I have seen it performed, I have never witnessed a limb grow as quickly.”

He looked at Cedric. “How much power is our small friend channelling? I understand you can feel divinity?”

“Feels like ’e jus’ dropped th’bloody sun in the middle o’ this cave!” Cedric shouted over the choral song. “If I tried doin’ what ’es doin’, m’soul woulda been ripped t’shreds! I never felt so much power comin’ off’a ’im before! Merzhin! Ya alright? Merzhin?”

But the Saint was lost in his miracle, humming the song… as Alex realised his breathing was following a pattern he knew well.

As the young holy man sang, his breaths changed in length, varying between long inhalations to periods of silence. They matched the song’s rhythm seamlessly, and a pleased Alex smiled as he followed them.

‘Four seconds in,’ the General of Thameland thought. ‘Then hold for a count of seven, then exhale for eight. He’s using the grounding exercise as part of his miracle. By the Traveller, he caught on quick!’

Combining the breathing technique with the hymn, Merzhin was creating a new limb for Birger, the left leg visibly and rapidly growing before their eyes. The stump lengthened, swelling and regenerating, forming a new calf muscle.

Long-absent muscles appeared, taking shape around a shin bone pressing against the skin.

“This is truly remarkable,” Baelin said.

“It is, isn’t it?” Alex agreed in wonder.

“This process would take weeks normally, but—at the rate the lower leg is growing—it should be complete within minutes. Roughly twelve, if my estimate is correct,” Baelin predicted.

“Incredible!” Alex said.

Bjorgrund and Birger merely watched in awe as time quickly passed. The old giant’s lower leg continued to lengthen.

His new calf was almost fully formed, and the tibia and fibula bones were solidifying. There came a wet, unsettling sound as the skin at the end of the stump shifted; an uneven mound of throbbing flesh formed. “No… no way,” Birger muttered.

His flesh was transforming, new structures were forming: small bones, tendons, and ligaments were rapidly knitting together.

Alex gasped at what he was witnessing.

“Father…” Claygon said. “Is that… is that…”

“My foot!” Birger shouted. “My foot’s come back!”

The flesh ball had taken on the shape of a bare foot, a left foot, matching the length and width of Birger’s other one, complete with wiggling toes.

Its skin was ruddy in colour—as blood rushed beneath the surface—but soon, all redness faded, replaced by the pale hue of the rest of his skin. An intense ray of light pulsed from Merzhin’s healing hand, bestowing life energy onto Birger’s left leg from knee to toes.

The giant grunted, a cramp gripping his calf… He reached down to massage it, but the pain instantly faded. All bright light surrounding Merzhin’s hands followed, shimmering, flickering, and abruptly dying at the same moment the choral song did.

The Saint’s eyes flew open. “In the name of Thameland and the Traveller, it is done.”

The cavern was as still as death; all eyes were on Birger’s left leg, on what Merzhin had done.

Bjorgrund’s eyes grew unfocused, his body wavered, and with a heavy thump, the young giant’s legs gave out, dropping him to his knees beside his father’s chair.

“I cannot… Are you happy, Father? Your leg’s whole again,” he murmured.

Birger was watching his leg guardedly, as though afraid it would disappear. Tears streamed down his face as his expressions ranged from disbelief, to shock, to fear, then awe. He slowly leaned forward, pulling the boot from his right foot and examining both feet in wonder.

The giant wiggled the toes of one foot.

Then the other.

“I…” he breathed. “Son, please. Can you help me up?”

Bjorgrund, his face now slick with tears, pushed himself to his feet and held out a hand to his father. The older giant accepted it and—using the chair and his son’s strong arm—stood.

His crutch slipped from its place against the chair, clattering to the cavern floor.

There it lay, unneeded.

Birger put his full weight on both feet, unsteadily, wavering in place. He teetered this way and that.

“Father, are you alright?” Bjorgrund asked.

“I am… I am better than alright!” Birger was laughing now. Giddy, joyful laughter. It was not the laughter of a tired old man. He leaned to his right, then his left. He was rapidly growing steadier, so he firmly planted both feet on the cold stone floor, laughing all the while.

He raised his right foot, and stepped forward, holding on to his son.

He wavered again as his full weight rested on his left leg, but he neither stopped nor collapsed, then he took his first step with his new left leg. The sharp sensation of cold stone struck him like a slap when his bare foot touched it, but he stayed in place for a time, seemingly savouring the feeling before taking another step with his right leg. This one was steadier.

His left again, even steadier.

He released Bjorgrund’s hand.

Another step. Then another.

A grin spread across his face, his eyes brightened.

His steps gained a bounce, turning lighter, more confident. Soon, his gait grew comfortable. Even graceful.

The old giant shook with excitement.

And, with a great whooping cry of joy, he leapt in the air, landing on the balls of his feet, and shot from the cave, running along the path, his laughter booming through the woods.

“Shite, look at ’im go!” Cedric shouted, leading the others out of the cave and into the open air.

The old firbolg was laughing, sprinting through the clearing with the energy of a youngster, lapping it in moments with his enormous strides. Suddenly, he stopped, throwing himself forward and cartwheeling to the middle of the clearing.

“What the hells?” Thundar shouted. “You ever see an old man move like that?”

“Yes!” Baelin’s tone dripped acid.

“Move like that?” Birger laughed. “Like that? You call that moving? Let me show ya something!”

He stretched, then began singing and clapping his hands to the beat of a lively tune, his deep voice ringing out with its clear melody and then, the rejuvenated firbolg began dancing.

And by all the hells, could he dance.

His movements flowed from one to the other, liquid, smooth, and artistic. He was as light on his feet as a hare and just as agile.

“In my day, I was a terror across every ballroom and tavern all over the northlands!” Birger shouted. “A terror, I tell you! Folk loved me! Folk envied me, especially the men! Husbands would clutch their wives just a little closer when I danced! Not that it bloody helped them!”

“Too much information, Father!” Bjorgrund turned red.

“We’re old,” Baelin sniffed. “Not dead.”

“You! I like you!” Birger pointed at the chancellor, finishing his dance with a flourish and a jig. “That’s right, we’re not dead! Faaaar from it! You see me, Kelda? You see me, son? Birger’s back!”

The old giant looked around, his eyes found Merzhin and he rushed to the Saint, falling to one knee and lowering his head. “Thank you. I owe you so much. Whenever you might need me, I’ll be there. My own two feet will carry me to your side!”

Bjorgrund went to them, also falling to one knee before the Saint. “That goes for me too. My father lost his leg saving my life, and now you’ve given it back to him! I swear to you, Saint Merzhin, I’ll aid you in any way I can!”

Merzhin turned red as he waved his hands in front of him. “P-please, it is not me you should be praising, but the Traveller, Hannah… As well as Alex. He, too, made this possible.”

“Still, we owe you,” Birger insisted. “And we will see the debt repaid one day.”

Despite still appearing uncomfortable, a small, relieved smile played on Merzhin’s lips, even as he looked away from the two grateful giants.

“I-I appreciate your kind words,” he mumbled quickly, looking at the other Heroes. “But what’s truly important is that the rest of you must unlock your full strength as well.”

“Yes,” Drestra agreed. “If you could regenerate a limb in minutes, then what else can you do… what else could we all do if our full potential is unlocked? Damn you, Uldar! Damn you for playing games with us. If we’d had full power from the beginning, the Ravener wouldn’t have stood a chance!”

“Yeah, and that’s just what he wanted! But too bad for him; we know now,” Alex said. “Whatever the Ravener does, unlocking these Marks… is going to be our priority.”

“Aye, that it should be,” Cedric said, a longing in his eyes. “Wit’ that kind o’ power, we’ll stand a better chance against anythin’ the Ravener kin send our way.”

“It’s probably gonna pull out all of its tricks, like it did in the bad old days,” Hart said. “But we’ll have our own power from the bad old days to punish it with.”

“Yeah,” Alex agreed. “I can hardly wait to see what kinda power our new Marks give us… and we can also use this new development to help Hannah.” He snapped his fingers. “How about if we tell the high priest about this evolution, and he can tell his priests that we’re stronger now ’cause the Traveller’s done this for us in Uldar’s name. That should spread word of her even faster… Maybe we could ask him to announce that she led us to a cache of Uldar’s weapons that he wants us to use in his name to stop the Ravener for good. Hold on, he could also announce the General at the same time! He could say that it’s a new Mark that the Traveller helped Uldar make!”

“That would make you into a living symbol of her aid and power,” Merzhin said, nodding with approval. “That’s clever.”

“Perfect.” Alex clapped then rubbed his hands together. “Then it’s settled. We focus on unlocking the full potential of everyone’s Mark.” He looked at Professor Jules, Baelin, and Isolde. “Could I impose on you to handle the alchemical solutions for the Ravener? To complete them while I work with the Heroes?”

“Absolutely, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules said. “You cannot be in multiple places at once, so we shall carry on without you.”

“Indeed,” Baelin said.

“Of course,” Isolde agreed.

“Then it’s time to resume our training.” Alex turned his attention to Drestra, Hart, and Cedric. “I’ll need to meet with each of you individually and teach you a skill that’s outside your specialty—one that’ll enhance what you do. Then, I touch your Marks, and that should complete the process.”

Cedric clapped. “Sounds like a bloody beautiful plan. Who’re y’gonna be startin’ wit’?”

Alex thought for a moment. “Who wants to go first?”

Drestra’s hand shot up.

“Ach, yer faster than me,” Cedric complained.

“I can wait for my turn,” Hart said. “But I call next!”

“Oh, come on!” Cedric shouted. “Y’jus’ said y’could wait, Hart!”

“Then it’s settled,” Alex ignored him, looking at Drestra. “Alright, my friend. Let’s get you finished up with casting spells without speaking, we’ll throw in some serious mana manipulation training as well, and by the time we’re finished? You’ll be a terror.”

He grinned.

“We’ll all be.”


Chapter 17


Meaning in Different Ways



Prince Khalik had first heard the common tongue in infancy.

His very first memories of hearing any language were of his mother, brother, father, nanny and nursemaid speaking Tekish, and on some occasions, the common tongue.

When those close to him spoke to members of the household staff who’d hailed from abroad, he would hear the language. Well before he turned six, on days when he was bored, he would listen to his father’s meetings with dignitaries from foreign lands—lands both near and far. On some occasions, he’d be in the room, and on others, he’d be hiding in the palace’s secret passageways, hidden there because his parents hadn’t known that he’d seen his father entering one, unaware his youngest son was near. As he grew older, he would listen carefully as his older brother spoke with his trainers, tutors, or guards; all of whom spoke a variety of tongues. In time, it was Khalik who was being tutored in the common tongue as well as the many tongues of the southlands.

He took to languages easily; his tongue was quick and his mind was keen and clever. The young prince very quickly learned that there was a fundamental truth about language.

Those who spoke only one tongue, innately tied meaning to its specific words and syllables. When they wrote, meaning would be innately tied to the symbols of their mother tongue.

They would think in that tongue.

Meaning would come from sounds and symbols.

But for Khalik, this concept was not true.

To the prince—who had grown up in a world of many tongues—he’d learned that meaning could not be contained to one sound or syllable. A concept could be expressed with many different words, sounds, syllables, songs, or even a tone, a click of the tongue, or a gesture.

Meaning was not tied to one single thing.

And Khalik had grown to understand just how much that applied to spellcasting.

That understanding soon allowed him to break through a barrier.

The prince stood in the middle of a forest clearing with Najyah circling high above. His lips uttered the incantation of one spell, while his hands and arms performed another. Power flowed from his mana pool and into both spells.

He unleashed them.

Two fourth-tier spells activated at once.

The first spell, Wall of Stone, raised a stone wall from the earth in an instant. The second, Stone Spears, raised thick, sharp stalactites from a rock surface nearby. Both spells combined, creating a stone partition that instantly sprouted spikes on all sides.

“Not bad!” Khalik shouted excitedly.

“You got it!” Thundar said, sprinting up beside the prince with Isolde close behind. “That was fast!”

“It was many weeks’ worth of work,” Khalik said. “Swift by some standards, and slow by others. But I am proud.”

“You got it before I did,” Isolde huffed. “Which makes sense, since you have always been better with languages than I am.”

“But you are making more progress with mana manipulation,” Khalik said, grinning. “You have talent for it, Isolde.”

The young noblewoman shrugged. “It is mostly experience, not talent. I have some experience with mana manipulation, because I need it for alchemy. That experience is letting me advance faster with mana manipulation, faster than I am advancing in casting spells nonverbally.”

“You can both take a hike,” Thundar sulked, crossing his arms across his chest. “Mana manipulation and nonverbal casting are both bullshit. I hate them and I hate both of you.”

“Oh, do not say that, leader of the cabal.” Isolde smirked. “You cannot hate your ‘subordinates’.”

“Indeed!” Khalik said. “It is improper for a leader to be like that. Besides, you are making great progress when it comes to breaking down spell arrays and spotting their patterns.”

“Yeah, well… that’s easy,” Thundar said.

“Easy, he says!” Isolde snorted.

“Yes, easy. I mean, when you’re working with illusions, you have to learn everything you can about shapes, textures, colours, and… stuff like that, right? The more you notice the details of a shape, the better you can recreate those details in an illusion,” Thundar said simply. “It’s like noticing the details in a spell array: learn the details, learn the shape, and figure out how those shapes come together. It’s pretty similar to what I already do.”

“An’ that’s why I’m hatin’ all three o’ yous!” Cedric shouted from across the clearing. “Fancy writin’ shite, fancy language shite, fancy mana shite! Feels like m’head’s gonna bloody explode!”

The Chosen was sitting on the ground in front of a tree trunk, pulling at his red hair. “I feel like I’m goin’ mad!”

“I do not want to hear that from the man who is closer to breaking through to his next-tier of spells well before the rest of us!” Isolde shouted.

“Oi!” Cedric pointed to the golden glowing scales over his heart. “Y’see these? It gives me a bloody shit load o’ mana, but all that means is I kin keep practisin’ spells ‘till I turns blue in th’ bloody face! If I hav’ t’speak another incantation, I swear I’m gonna throw m’self in th’ bloody sea!”

“You will be fine, Cedric,” Isolde said. “I believe in you.”

“Thanks,” he said dryly. “Been like pullin’ teeth, though…” He looked to the west. “Y’think Drestra and Alex are makin’ progress?”

“I don’t doubt it.” Thundar puffed out his chest. “If I know Drestra, I know she’ll be mastering what she’s gotta master before any of us.”
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“This is hopeless!” Drestra screamed, orange light blazing between her fangs. “I can’t do this! It’s a failure! I’m a failure!”

“Drestra, we’ve been doing this for four days, not four years.” Alex raised his hands, trying to calm her down. “It’s not a big deal if you haven’t gotten it yet. You’ll get it, I’m sure of that.”

“Merzhin got what he needed to get after one conversation!” Drestra hissed, throwing herself on the ground and staring up at the sky. “I feel like an addled-brained blob of flesh next to him!”

“Sometimes folk get what they need real fast,” Alex sighed, sitting on the ground beside the Sage. The pair were practising in a meadow several miles away from the others. It was quiet and peaceful there.

No sign of Ravener-spawn.

In truth, the spawn in the area had been reported to be helping folk recently instead of harming them, and that strange behaviour allowed most of the Heroes to practise in peace. Alex, meanwhile, had sent Hart, Claygon, Merzhin, Bjorgrund, Asmaldestre, and even Birger—along with a sizeable force of soldiers—to a different area of Thameland where Ravener-spawn were rampaging like they wanted to tear the very foundations of the world apart.

He hoped everyone was alright… but he was also quite confident that they were, considering who all was with them… Including the newly invigorated Saint. After his Mark’s evolution, Merzhin’s divinity was enhanced, making him a devastating force on the battlefield. He could channel miracles at speeds he’d never known before, and every divinity he used was stronger, overflowing with power. From what Hart said, the Saint had been taking out all of his frustration with Uldar on the Ravener-spawn, and doing so with such brutality that even the Champion would be in awe when the two of them returned from hunting. The soldiers had noticed the Saint’s newfound power, as had the priests.

When they’d asked Merzhin about it, his reply had been a cryptic, “I have been given a gift, and in time, the giver shall be revealed.”

Of course, the fact that he’d sewn the lantern-symbol of the Traveller into his priest’s robes was lost on few. The rest could make of things what they would.

Though soon, there would be no need for speculating.

Tobias Jay was preparing to announce the coming of the General, the transformation of the Marks, the discovery of Uldar’s equipment, and how all of this was tied to Hannah and her mercy.

Over time, his message should send a flood of strength her way.

And if that didn’t work… Alex had a feeling he knew what would…

But that was for another time.

He turned his full attention back to Drestra, who was looking at him peevishly.

“Did your mind wander off?” she asked.

“It does that, sometimes.” Alex smiled apologetically, stretching beside her. “Listen, I think it’s simple. Merzhin simply got what he needed at the time he needed it. It was exactly what he needed, and he was ready to receive it.”

“Well, I am ready to receive it!” Drestra sounded annoyed. “I don’t know why it won’t come to me. Mana manipulation… I have so much mana flowing through me, you’d think it would come easily!”

Alex shook his head. “Just because you have a big mana pool, doesn’t mean you have a lot of experience manipulating mana. Most wizards find the art pretty difficult, no matter how powerful they are, and there’s no shame in that.”

“I might say that if I wasn’t struggling so hard with nonverbal casting,” Drestra hissed. “It… it’s a complete puzzle! Meaning through eyebrow twitches and muscle movements, I just can’t make it make sense to my body! I’ve been working on that since you told us about your plan for us to grow more powerful weeks ago!”

She ground her sharp teeth. “And I still can’t do it!”

“Yeah, that is odd, I’ve gotta admit,” Alex said. “Everyone’s made some amount of progress. The fact that you haven’t is strange.”

“Thanks,” Drestra said dryly. “You sure know how to comfort someone.”

“If you wanted to be comforted, you would have asked me like you did when we first met.”

She scowled. “I did not ask you to comfort me!”

“Not verbally, but with your body language,” Alex said. “You were hard to read, but I could tell from your tone, and partly from your body language… it was saying that you wanted someone to talk to back then.”

Drestra rolled her reptilian eyes. “Great, you know more about my body language than I do.” She snorted. “By all the spirits, that’s unfair. Why can’t I get this right? This is stupid! I’m so stupid!”

“You’re not stupid. You’re smart. Real smart. You pick things up quickly. Honestly, if you went to Generasi, I’m sure you’d be one of the top students in your classes.”

“There’s a thought,” Drestra sighed. “That sounds so nice: going to school to learn about magic and the world, instead of getting my knowledge and skills firsthand in a warzone. I envy you. All of you. My title is the Sage, but I’m no sage. Not in the true sense of the word. I have no great knowledge or wisdom to share with anybody.”

“You’re wiser than you think,” Alex pointed out. “And if it’s knowledge you want, you can attend Generasi after the war. But, just… don’t declare that’s gonna be your grand plan for your future or anything, because most characters in the old stories who do that always end up dead—” Alex paused, remembering that he and his cabal had talked about their grand plans for when the war was over.

He cleared his throat, quickly moving on. “My point is that you can attend the school after the Ravener’s dead, if you want to.”

“That would be nice,” Drestra grunted. “But maybe I won’t be as good a student as you think.”

Alex shook his head. “I’m sure you’d do really well.”

“Then why can’t I get either mana manipulation or nonverbal casting right?” she grumbled.

“Like I said, things take time,” Alex said. “And also, if you’re smart—and you are smart—and you still can’t get it, then something else could be going on. Either the teacher’s bad at teaching⁠—”

“You’re a great teacher,” Drestra assured him.

Alex blushed a little. “Thanks, and at the risk of sounding arrogant, I kind of agree. The Mark of the General literally makes me good at teaching if I concentrate on it, and I’ve been concentrating. I’ve been using it to try different ways to teach you how to do nonverbal casting. Unfortunately, our successes and failures don’t seem to be getting us any closer to solving your problem. Which brings me to the second possibility: something else, besides your teacher, is the problem. When I had the Mark of the Fool, it didn’t matter how good my teacher was or how much I tried.”

He thought of Ram’s class.

“I was always going to fail at spellcraft at a certain point, especially combat spells. So maybe there’s something blocking you from getting the body language right…”

“And what could that be?” Drestra asked. “Since you know my body language better than I do.”

“I’m not sure…” He thought back to when he’d first met her, going over what he’d observed in her body language. He remembered thinking, at the time, that it seemed slightly off.

There’d been something odd about it.

Maybe that had something to do with the problem she was having now? But why did her body language seem so strange back then?

“Oh look, there’s Najyah,” Drestra said, watching a distant shape soaring high above the forest. “I wonder if she’s hunting? Maybe we should take a break and go get something to eat. I’m starving.”

“Wait, you can tell that’s Najyah from this distance?” Alex squinted at the faint shape.

Drestra nodded. “Dragon eyes can see much, much farther than a human’s.”

Her words struck Alex like a lightning bolt and he leapt to his feet. “By all the gods, I’ve been a fool!”

“What? What is it?” Drestra looked at him, startled.

“I think I know why you can’t get the body language right!” Alex cried, looking into her reptilian eyes. “We’ve been trying to get it with you in the wrong body! Transform to your true form!”


Chapter 18


The Way a Dragon Moves



Red scales layered Drestra’s body from snout, to claw, to spear-tipped tail. She towered over Alex and most of the nearby trees as she stretched her long neck, taking her to full height.

Flame burned between her fangs.

Drestra of Crymlyn Swamp.

Drestra, the Sage of Thameland.

Drestra the dragon.

As Alex took in the full majesty of her draconic form, he had to shake his head at his own denseness. He should have realised the problem sooner. Her true form was far different from any humanoid’s. Of course she would have trouble with delicate body language in her human form.

Her long tail would dictate how she balanced herself, which would be completely different from how she would in a mortal body. Four reptilian legs meant much different musculature and bone structure, along with the two additional appendages on her back: a pair of wings. There was also her long, flexible neck to consider, which could bend in ways a human could never hope to match.

At the same time, most gestures that would have meaning to him would seem alien to a dragon. It would be like trying to converse with a being who had four tongues and vocalised like a fish; they would be capable of sounds humans could perhaps mimic, but never make sense of.

Alex knew from magical botany that bees had entire languages—messages “spoken from worker to worker”—hidden within different scents and the way they danced.

To a human, they would be meaningless.

To other bees? They would mean everything.

He’d made nonverbal casting impossible for her by trying to teach her the language of the wrong body.

“I’m sorry,” he apologised. “I’ve been wasting your time. It makes a lot more sense for you to master nonverbal casting in your natural form first. From there, we can build on that success and see if you could master it in your human form. By starting in your human form, I just made things needlessly complicated. I wasn’t thinking.”

But he wasn’t the only one blaming themselves for being oblivious.

“I should’ve seen the problem earlier, myself,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “I spend so much time in my humanoid form, I’ve learned to ignore the fact that it doesn’t feel quite right most of the time. It didn’t even occur to me that there would be a problem.”

“So we’re both dumbasses,” Alex said wryly. “And we’re supposed to stop a mad god’s runaway creation? Great. Just great. Seems, in that case, Thameland’s as good as dead.”

Drestra made a deep rumbling sound and expelled smoke from between her jaws. It took a long, chilling moment for Alex to realise she was laughing.

“Well, I guess the important thing is that we did figure it out,” the General of Thameland said. “Okay, let’s see if we can finally work things out for you.”

“Should we focus on nonverbal casting?” Drestra asked. “Or maybe we should focus on mana manipulation. It’s still difficult for me, but⁠—”

“Oh, by Traveller!” Alex shouted.

“What? What?” Drestra cried.

The General of Thameland pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re a dragon! You can fly, your body’s filled with power, you’ve got powerful—at least partially magical—venom in your fangs, and you can breathe fire. You don’t just have a mana pool that you can use to cast spells; you have magic throughout your entire body! Your mana probably flows very differently from mine or Cedric’s, and most mana regeneration techniques were developed by wizards, who, uh, didn’t have draconic bodies filled with magical power. I’m thinking regeneration techniques might have to be modified for you, at least somewhat.”

“Good point,” Drestra agreed. “Mana does flow through my real body differently.”

“But hold on a minute… You were able to manipulate your mana to overpower a dungeon core,” Alex pointed out. “Can’t you apply the same skills to mana regeneration?”

“I mostly used brute force,” she told him. “I have a lot of mana that flows really easily. It wasn’t hard to just overwhelm that dungeon core without a lot of finesse.”

“Right…” Alex said. “Alright, well, in any case, I think nonverbal casting is going to be more useful for you than mana regeneration, but I still think you need a mana regeneration technique—even a basic one.”

“That sounds reasonable.” Drestra spread her wings. “So, how will you teach me, then?”

The young wizard cracked his knuckles. “With trial and error. We’ll start by teaching you a dance created by the centaurs. They’ve got four legs, and you’ve got four legs. Dances often convey meaning, even just pure emotion. I can start by teaching you the dance, then—I can use the Mark to help me figure out your successes and failures in conveying meaning with your body—we’ll be able to use those successes and failures to hone in on how to translate them into casting a spell without saying a word.”

“…Sounds like a lot. How long do you think it will take?”

Alex grinned. “How long can dragons go without sleep?”

“Days. Maybe weeks.”

“Perfect.”
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The lesson started with the General of Thameland verbally walking Drestra through the steps of the centaurs’ dance. Then he demonstrated it by getting down on all fours, and mimicking the movements as best he could. After Drestra finally stopped laughing hysterically at her instructor—a dangerous, flame spewing affair that nearly ended with her roasting him alive—he went up to her and guided her scale-covered legs, pointing or moving them as needed into the various positions of the dance.

As he did so, he used the Mark of the General to observe, drawing from images of himself successfully teaching her a move, or unsuccessfully fine-tuning his instructions as she tried to hone her technique.

Minutes turned to hours.

Day turned to night, with the two of them only pausing for a quick meal and to teleport to the others to let them know they’d be practising for a longer time than they’d originally planned.

Forceballs illuminated the meadow as the moon slipped across the sky, with Alex guiding the Sage of Thameland through her dance. At first, her steps were clumsy and halting. But—as the hours passed—he changed his tack, breaking the dance steps down into smaller parts, making them more manageable. Drestra relaxed considerably, and Alex could see the benefit of not overwhelming his student in a single practise session, so he focused on teaching her a few different steps and positions at a time.

By sunrise, she was comfortable with them. Not a master, though not graceless or bored either. She was keen to keep practising, and the General was keen for his two hours of Restful Slumber, so he went to sleep, leaving her to practise, and when he awoke, her steps were smoother, although she’d adopted some odd movements that he had to quickly correct.

Once he’d smoothed those out and was satisfied, he looked at moving on.

Through those simple dance steps, she was learning to convey meaning with her massive four-legged body, and it was time to expand her training. He focused the Mark of the General on the task of bringing Drestra’s head, tail, and neck into her dance movements, creating a new dance. That took another day for her to master. As the moon rose to its zenith, the dragon was thundering across the clearing, tail, legs, neck, and wings moving in harmony. She was learning rapidly… and Alex had been learning as well.

As they brought her other limbs into the dance, he watched how she used them. He was learning the body language of a dragon, tying her movement to her emotions at that moment, to meanings within the dance, and to what best suited her sleek draconic form.

The young archwizard studied every swish of her tail, how her long neck curved, and how her wings flexed. He gradually learned the dragon’s body language, taking notes as he did. Wizard’s Hands sketched the Sage’s dancing, leaping, wings spreading, capturing her different draconic positions and linking them to her emotions. She would laugh, curse, growl, and become embarrassed as she moved through the steps, celebrating or cursing herself if she flubbed.

He was building her vocabulary, and learning how it applied.

Interpreting how each movement of her scaled body could be translated into the syllable of a spell. Learning how a dragon’s body movements could make magic sing.

On the third evening, he looked up from his notebook. “Drestra, there’s something I want to try with you.” He eyed the golden staff of the Sage glowing on her serpentine neck.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I think I’ve figured out the beginnings of how to turn your neck and wing movements into the ‘syllables’ of an incantation,” he said. “I think so. Anyway, first, I need you to do exactly what I’m going to tell you to do, and I’m going to fly up to your neck and guide it in different positions. I want you to memorise those positions, then practise them while I guide your wings. Alright?”

“Yes…” she hissed. “We’re nearly there, aren’t we? I’m so excited!”

“Well, let’s see if we can reward that excitement. What’s a spell that you’re really comfortable with casting?”

“Probably Purify Water.”

“Really? I thought it would be a fire spell.”

“Purify was the first spell I learned. It can mean the difference between life and death when you live in a swamp. You’re surrounded by water all the time, it’s everywhere, but a lot of it you wouldn’t dare drink without treating it.”

“Fair enough,” Alex said. “One second, then. Actually… give me five minutes.”

The archwizard teleported from the forest in Thameland to the first floor of the Generasi library, startling a group of first years when he materialised among the stacks.

“Sorry,” he apologised, searching the shelves and taking a spell-guide for Purify Water. He teleported to the front desk—checked the book out—then teleported back to the forest clearing where Drestra waited.

In mere heartbeats, Alex learned the spell array, found a puddle, and cast the spell.

The muddy water cleared.

Drestra snorted puffs of smoke from both nostrils and indignantly hissed, “You learned that so fast. How is that even fair?”

Alex shrugged. “Not long ago, it would’ve taken me weeks to learn that spell. I think I’ve paid my dues… well, not my library dues. I don’t think I have any library dues. I mean⁠—”

“Alex!”

“Yes, right.” He flew to her, first guiding her neck, then her wings. “If I’m not mistaken, then you should be ready to achieve an incantation with body language. Now, I’m no expert on dragon body language. But it should work. Probably.”

“Very comforting, Alex,” Drestra said, practising the movements he’d directed her neck and wings through. “This feels… right, natural.”

“Could be wishful thinking.” The archwizard grinned. “We won’t know for sure until you actually do it.”

“Then, I guess we shouldn’t waste any more time.” Drestra took a deep breath and began, carefully repeating the movements.

Nothing happened.

She sighed disappointedly, releasing a small puff of flame. “Nothing!”

Yet, Alex was all smiles, concentrating on the Mark of the General. “Oh, I wouldn’t call it nothing. The Mark’s showing me that you made a few small mistakes, but we’re on the right track. All you need is a little bit more practise. Here, I’ll guide you again.”

The General of Thameland guided the Sage through the movements. He adjusted her left wing. Then her right. Then the position of her long neck.

She tried again, concentrating on a puddle of murky water.

Still nothing.

He guided her once more, identifying her mistakes, encouraging her to move slowly. Slowly and precisely.

She tried again.

There came a sudden rush of mana.

The water cleared.

“You did it!” Alex shouted.

“I did it!” Drestra’s thunderous voice echoed through the trees. “Finally! I used body language to cast a spell! I can’t believe it! Thank you, Alex, thank⁠—”

A blinding light flared on the Sage’s draconic neck.


Chapter 19


The Pact of Silence



“You have done well.” Alex heard the whisper in his ear.

“You have earned my full approval,” the god of Thameland said. “A new technique to enhance the Sage. Something from another discipline growing what you already possess. That is my way. With my second-in-command, the General, granting you his approval, I empower you fully. Go. Destroy the Ravener. Bring my will unto the land.”

The Mark of the Sage blazed like the noonday sun.

The transformed light flared brighter than the Sage’s original Mark, radiating from the surface of the dragon’s long neck, momentarily blinding Alex before he could shield his eyes.

He flew to the burning Mark and called out to Drestra, “Are you okay?”

“I am!” she shouted. “But my Mark feels strange, different!”

“That’s what happened with Merzhin!” Alex pressed his hand against the golden staff on her neck.

A searing pain blazed along his shoulder, power flowing through his Mark and into hers. The staff’s golden hue shattered, fragments of gold dissipating, changing colour then knitting back together in a blinding white light that Alex flinched away from. He grimaced, but was well pleased.

High above him, the Sage roared, the sound resonating through the forest.

Her Mark’s blinding light diminished, fading to a muted glow that turned stark white, like Merzhin’s. “We did it, your Mark’s evolved.” Alex floated backward, examining the white staff glowing along her crimson scales. “How’re you feeling?”

“I felt some pain,” Drestra said. “But also more power. I feel amazing! My mana pool… feels even bigger! And… the flow of mana through my entire body’s stronger! I truly feel more powerful!”

She dropped low, slamming her tail against the forest floor, quaking the earth where it struck. With a loud snap, massive wings spread, and—in a single wing beat—her massive form launched through the air in a blur of red. The dragon was faster, moving with newfound agility, her streamlined form cutting through the air, soaring high above the treetops. Draconic laughter echoed through the sky as each wingbeat drove her onward.

Drestra sailed along like a red stream; diving, looping, spiralling through the sky. She inhaled, and with the sound of a roaring bellows, released a fiery breath from deep inside. Blue flame erupted, and all around, the air shimmered. Even from Alex’s distance, he could feel heat from her breath.

Drestra hovered in place while softly chanting a spell and performing subtle motions with her neck and wings.

Alex felt a wave of power rise, birthing a tornado of flame that erupted from her snout. The Sage’s burning whirlwinds weren’t new, but this one dwarfed any she’d ever cast before, scorching the air with power. As the tornado burned, the Purify Water spell she’d cast with her neck and wings manifested in a forest pond among the trees below. In a blink, silt and algae cleared from its surface, leaving sparkling water where a murky pond had just been.

“Yes!” Drestra cheered, tucking her wings into her body and diving toward the ground; it seemed to recoil when she landed in the clearing. “This is incredible! I was going to say that I couldn’t believe Uldar hid this from us, but that wouldn’t have been true. Nothing he did would surprise me anymore. You know what, Alex? I feel like I can do anything!”

“Oh no!” The General waved his hands like he was warding off evil. “Whenever someone in the old stories says they feel like they could do anything, next thing you know, they’re off picking a fight with the biggest thing they can find, then they get their ass stomped into next year and back! So, please, don’t say that again!”

“As you command, General,” Drestra said wryly. “I don’t know what kind of stories you’ve been reading, but I’m not planning on doing anything so silly. I just feel so strong, so powerful. It’s amazing!” The dragon flexed her claws. “I doubt the Mark of the Sage was meant to empower a body like mine, one with my particular set of natural abilities… and I doubt Uldar expected a dragon to be Marked as a Sage.”

Alex beamed, now understanding how professors could be so proud of their students. He placed his hands on his hips dramatically. “I’m just glad you were Marked.”

“Why? Because I’m a dragon?” Drestra asked.

“Because you’re you,” Alex corrected her. “There’s no one I’d rather see as the Sage of Thameland wielding so much magical power. We’re going to do well together.”

“Thank you, Alex.” Drestra gave him a reptilian grin. “Thank you. When we first met, I’ll admit, I was very lost, but you guided me, and there’s no one I’d rather see as the General than you; I’ll follow you into the Hells, I swear.”

“You already have,” Alex reminded her with a goofy chuckle. “We fought there together, remember?”

“Ugh!” The dragon rolled her eyes. It seemed some gestures in body language were pervasive. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’d like to go show Thundar and the others what I can do now. He’s going to be so impressed, and Cedric’s going to be so annoyed. Both reactions will be fun.” She looked down at her fellow Hero, speaking with sincerity, “Truly, Alex. Thank you for being one of us. It will be one of the greatest honours of my life to fight beside you when we face the Ravener at the end of all this.”

“Likewise. I’ll be honoured to fight beside you too.”

With that, she spread her wings in preparation to return to the others. “You don’t have to bother teleporting me back! I feel like flying!”

Alex smiled, watching her take to the skies.

“Glorious,” he said. “Just glorious. Two down. Two to go.”

He looked down at his shoulder. “Make that three to go.”

A day later, Alex and Hart Redfletcher were in the clearing, training.

The Champion of Thameland loomed over Alex’s impressive height. His dense muscles, even thicker than the General’s, bulged with every move he made.

Hart was fully armed and armoured, and in both hands was his sword crafted from the hive-queen’s claw. Alex still had mixed feelings whenever he saw it.

“You really like that sword, don’t you?” he asked Hart on his way to the middle of the clearing.

“Cuts good.” Hart shrugged, following the General. “I don’t have any great attachment to it, though. When the high priest makes his announcement, I’m gonna switch to one of Uldar’s big old swords as quick as you can say ‘bye.’ Or maybe I’ll take a mace or a hammer. I’ll see which weapon I feel like then.”

“That hive-queen claw almost killed us in the Cave of the Traveller,” Alex said.

“Well, I have a buddy in the Ash Ravens whose favourite sword was one he got on the battlefield… after someone shoved it in his guts. He used to say, ‘If it’s good enough to cut me, it’s good enough to cut them.’” Hart laughed. “That always made sense to me.”

“I guess it does…” Alex said, looking up at the Champion.

“So,” Hart said. “Here we are after your heart-to-heart with Merzhin and your little dance session with Drestra. What you got in mind for me?”

Alex smiled, almost apologetically. “Nothing too exciting. Mostly more dancing and how to manoeuvre while flying. If we incorporate the dances into your fighting styles, you’ll have even more tactics and moves to choose from. I also want you to learn how to move more efficiently when you’re under a flight spell. It’ll be mostly self-explanatory, but if you learn how to fly properly, you’ll increase your manoeuvrability in the air. We’re probably going to be doing a lot of flying in the final battle, and you’ll be ready for it.”

“Dances to let me move better on the ground,” Hart mused. “Flying to let me move through the air more efficiently. Sounds good. So, when do we start?”

“Now,” Alex said, then regarded Hart closely. “You’re not clumsy on the dance floor or anything, are you?”

“Not really,” Hart said, jamming his sword in the ground beside him. “Clumsy folk don’t last long on the battlefield. Plus, my Mark made me extra agile. I’m not gonna be stumbling over my own feet for a week like some oaf, so you don’t have to worry about me.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed. “That sounds exactly like what someone who’s about to stumble over their own feet for a week would say.

Hart grinned viciously. “Then try me, dancing man. You can tell me if I’m clumsy after we’re done.”

“Alright,” Alex said. “The first dance I’m going to teach you is the Spear-and-Oar Dance. That’ll be followed by a couple more. So, are you ready?”

Hart cracked his neck to the left. He cracked it to the right. “Like I said, dancing man, try me.”

And so Alex did.

He started with the Spear-and-Oar Dance, prepared to take the Champion of Thameland through the steps at a slow pace. But Hart Redfletcher had other ideas, he had no interest in taking slow steps, nor did he need them.

In a short time, the Champion of Thameland was able to match most of Alex’s stances, positions, and steps nearly perfectly. Hart’s large eyes watched the General intently, and his natural athleticism combined with his enhanced agility from both the Champion’s Mark and the blood magic ritual, saw him replicating the movements with ease.

Before long, Hart had a good foundation of the beginning steps, movements, and stances of the Spear-and-Oar Dance.

“Holy crap, you’re a natural!” Alex shouted, watching the Champion flow from stance to stance as though he was born to perform them.

“This dance has a lot in common with some of the fighting techniques I’ve got in here.” The Champion tapped the side of his head. “Next dance?”

“You got it, dancing boy.” The General grinned.

Hart grinned back.

Alex introduced the next dance. Then the next. And the next.

Waltzes, acrobatic steps, slow movements, quick movements… the Champion of Thameland absorbed them all in no time.

“You’ve got a real talent for this!” a surprised Alex complimented him.

“Maybe,” Hart grunted. “Helps to learn stuff when it’s fun.” He peered up at the sky. “You got any more, dancing man, or we gonna take to the air?”

“Oh, I think we could… air out the rest of what I have to teach you.” Alex beamed.

Hart looked at him sidelong. “You know, if the Ravener was vulnerable to bad jokes, you woulda killed it by now, and your jokes would make sure it never came back.”

“Hah! If only!” Alex twitched his fingers, casting flight magic on his critic. “Alright, let’s get airborne.”

The General and Champion soared into the sky, Alex immediately instructing Hart on the nuances of flight.

Hart would be getting both experience and instruction today.

Alex explained the manner in which air currents interacted with different shaped wings, and how some flying creatures weren’t able to perform certain manoeuvres, yet landbound creatures using magic for flight were able to. The General detailed how that knowledge would be useful when Hart was in the air, and he told him about different flying races and sky dances that could be helpful when manoeuvring.

Hart absorbed every word like a sponge, copying Alex’s demonstrations and mastering the movement in moments.

The Champion got creative.

He flew off, experimenting with what the General had taught him. Raising his sword, Hart began incorporating steps and stances from the dances into his fighting styles. He took to the air again, doing what Alex had taught him—asking questions—weaving all that he’d learned together seamlessly, bringing in new skills, creating new fighting forms. He was both graceful and powerful.

In the end, he was beaming.

“Hey,” he flew up to Alex, “not only are you gonna help me conquer all our enemies with this stuff, but I’m gonna impress Tyris with my skills on the dance floor. Birger thought he was a terror? Huh… he hasn’t seen anything!”

The Champion clapped Alex on the shoulder. “Thank you. You’ve seriously done so much⁠—”

Alex’s eyes fell on his Marked shoulder. “Wait, Hart, let go⁠—”

Too late.

Alex screamed as Hart’s Mark—under the armour covering his bicep—blazed brightly as agony seared his shoulder.

“My eyes!” Alex screamed.

The Mark of the General flared, blinding Hart. “My eyes!”

Alex raised his hands, trying to block the Champion’s Mark… which immediately turned white, burning brighter as Uldar’s voice whispered.

Both young men kept screaming as the Mark of the Champion blinded them.

They tried to get free of each other, but Alex’s hand remained fixed to Hart’s Mark. They tangled around, losing balance, and crashing to the earth with an impact that rattled their teeth.

General and Champion lay face down in the dirt as the light faded.

“…Hart?” Alex groaned.

“Yeah, Alex?” Hart grunted.

“Let’s never speak of this again, deal?”

“Deal.”

And so, the Champion and General forged a most important pact.

One meant to keep secret their oafishness until the very grave.


Chapter 20


Chosen, Champion, and Choices



Hart Redfletcher pushed himself up off the ground, then helped Alex to his feet.

“That was something.” The Champion cracked his neck. “Felt like when I first got my Mark, but… not as painful.”

“Merzhin and Drestra said something similar,” Alex replied. “I’m glad it didn’t hurt much… I mean, that fall kinda hurt, but⁠—”

“You’re breaking our deal, Alex.” Hart grimaced. “There was no fall. Nobody fell.”

“Right, right,” the General said sheepishly. “Silly me.”

Hart simply nodded and began removing his breastplate, pauldrons, gauntlets, and shirt to examine the Mark burning on his left bicep.

The Mark of the Champion—the horned warrior’s head—glowed white, changed from its former golden colour.

“Wow…” Alex muttered, peering at the empowered Mark. “Would you look at that?”

“Feels strange to see it suddenly look different after I’ve had it for such a long time,” Hart said.

“Tell me about it.” Alex glanced at his right shoulder where the Mark of the Fool used to be. “Sometimes I look at my shoulder, and I’m still surprised that there’s no jester’s face grinning up at me. So, how’re you feeling? Any different?”

“Yeah, I do, actually.” Hart flexed each finger on his right hand. “I feel stronger, like I got a lot more energy, more power. Wanna test it out?”

The Champion strode to a nearby oak tree. He flexed his thick arms, wrapped them around the oak’s broad girth, then reached to lock his fingers together, but failed, and with a low grunt, planted his feet firmly at the base of the trunk, bent his knees, and heaved.

His muscles bunched up, veins rose on his bare torso.

There came a groaning sound like the earth itself was moaning in pain.

The tree began rising; slowly, steadily, its roots were exposed before Alex’s amazed eyes. Hart turned his torso, rocking the tree trunk from side to side, and—with a surge of force—wrenched the oak free.

Alex noticed the Champion’s fingertips had broken through the tree bark and were digging into the smooth wood beneath.

“Damn!” the young wizard shouted.

“I may not be as strong as Claygon, but this is still pretty good.” Hart threw the tree, hurling it through the forest and over the canopy, where it landed with a terrible crash in the distance.

“And guess what? More strength isn’t all I got,” Hart said.

He stooped low, took a giant step, and shot across the clearing faster than Alex’s eye could follow. He repeated the action, speeding through the green space, then launched his body through the air while unsheathing his enormous sword.

Flying and striking around himself, his hive-queen blade blurred in a storm of death.

Hart shouted at Alex, “Conjure me some forceballs, then send them at me!”

“You got it!” With a slight gesture while uttering two syllables, the young archwizard conjured a swarm of forceballs modified with added mana to maximise their speed.

He kept conjuring, producing at least a hundred forceballs and lobbing them at Hart from all directions. They sped straight for the hulking warrior like an attacking swarm, but he slipped past them, his sword lashing out, bursting every spell before they could touch him.

“Let’s see that again!” Alex cried, sending two score more glowing spells from all sides.

Hart’s sword blurred again.

Not a single forceball hit him.

When every spell had been ruptured, he took a deep breath and began laughing. “It’s too bad that First Apostle isn’t still around. I’d like to see him try the crap he did at Uldar’s Rise!” His laughter turned to a growl.

“There’s something else I’d like to test.”

Hart drew his dagger, stretched out his arm and—before Alex could say a word—ran the blade across his skin.

The skin remained intact.

“My body’s tougher.” He repeatedly slashed at his arm with the dagger, until finally, the blade cut a shallow wound on his forearm. “Not bad. Breaking the skin took a lot of tries, which means if I’m wearing Uldar’s armour, I should be protected from most weapons.”

“That’s great!” Alex applauded, then took his notebook out to make a quick note. “So far, each Hero has had their Mark’s specialty greatly enhanced by its evolution. No new powers, though.”

“Yeah, it sure looks that way,” Hart said. “What do you think you’re gonna get?”

Alex shook his head. “Who knows if I’ll get anything, but even if I do, I have no idea what it might be. I can’t imagine how to make my Mark’s power better. Maybe I’ll get more images quicker, so I can learn faster?”

The young archwizard shrugged. “Who knows?”

“Well, I’m real curious now,” Hart said. “If Merzhin, Drestra, and me are so much stronger, I can’t wait to see what you’re gonna be able to do.”

“Thanks,” Alex said. “You’re a good guy, Hart.”

“I kill things,” Hart said. “I do it for a living. Doesn’t mean I gotta be an asshole when I’m not. Anyway, you only got Cedric left to do, right?”

“Yeah. He’s been getting impatient… Well, that’s not fair, he’s been extra eager, understandably, but he’s been reasonably patient.”

“Well, I guess his patience is gonna be rewarded,” Hart said. “Real soon.”
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Soon.

Soon the Ravener would have to decide.

The black orb hovered above the water in its murky cave, focused on the body of its creator. All throughout Thameland, its spawn were multiplying. Some were giving aid to the Thameish, while others were fighting them.

Its Skyfire swarm was nearly complete, and the ancient pathways for producing its most powerful monsters—pathways it had not used in millennia—were nearly ready.

Creating another Skyfire swarm would be faster next time.

After that, even faster.

The time after that, faster still.

Soon, it would be able to produce dungeon cores that could make its oldest—most powerful—monsters independently.

It was almost ready for that.

But it had come no closer to deciding what to do, and time was passing.

The Heroes were changing. It could feel them reverting to their old forms, one by one. In many ways, this set-back was dire, perhaps an omen of disaster. After the General had been removed millennia ago, the Heroes were not supposed to bear their full power ever again, for good reason.

In other ways, the Ravener was inwardly pleased by this turn.

It was almost… nostalgic to feel the Heroes returning to what they once were. The change reminded it of older, better days. Days when Uldar was strong and would speak with it.

Without a doubt, it understood that not trying to stop them from returning to their former selves, before Uldar had changed them, was illogical. Dangerous. However, nostalgia was overcoming logic, and was yet another new emotion in the storm of fears, rages, and yearnings plaguing the construct.

It desperately needed guidance. Though, in watching Uldar’s still form, it knew such guidance would never come.

And time was also short.

Once the Heroes regained their full power, it knew they would seek to destroy it, unless it could make peace with them… if that was what it decided to do. On some days, peace seemed like the right path to take, but on others, it seemed disgraceful to even consider: an abomination to Uldar.

But if it did not make a choice soon, that choice would be made for it.

Perhaps it could seek help from…

…No.

Not yet.

To do so would mean tying itself to one who was not its creator.

If it sought counsel, it must be secure in its own independent thought. It was not created to have another master, none but Uldar.

Certainly not this General.

And he was what it feared most.

A General existing should be impossible… Then again, Uldar’s death should also be impossible… Yet, he was dead. And should this General be able to craft a means to control it? Uldar’s work would fall into the hands of one who should never have been able to exist again, by its creator’s own divine decree. That would be the ultimate blasphemy.

No, such a thing could not happen.

Even if the other Heroes were permitted to live, the General must die.

And there was a sure way to ensure that he did.

The Ravener reached into its deepest processes, and began crafting another Skyfire swarm. Then another.

These would be ready much faster than the first.

Yes.

Three swarms to overwhelm; to easily kill this General.

The Ravener remembered how, for a brief moment, the General’s mind had touched it.

Violating.

That would not happen again.

Its weapons would soon be ready.
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“Right, then, Alex!” Cedric shouted. “They say save th’ best fer last. Well, I’s both best an’ last, so I guess they was right!”

The Chosen of Uldar stood in the clearing where Alex had trained the other Heroes—shirtless, as usual—despite the chilly springtime drizzle.

“Technically, I’ll be last,” the General of Thameland pointed out. “My theory is that—if I get a boost in power—it’s only going to be after you four have gotten yours.”

“Aye, I suppose that makes sense.” Cedric scowled. “Well then, they’d best change that expression t’save th’ best fer second last!”

The Chosen’s cheery laughter boomed over the forest.

Alex rolled his eyes. “Ugh, don’t make me regret training you already.”

“Oh, you’re gonna, friend.” Cedric’s cheer faded somewhat. “I ain’t the quickest when it comes t’learnin’ complicated things. So, by the time you an’ me’s all through, you’re gonna be tearin’ out great tufts o’ yer hair. Believe me.”

“I’m not worried. You’re no fool, Cedric, no matter what you say,” Alex told him.

“What’cha gonna be teachin’ me anyway?” Cedric asked, smiling, revealing his gold tooth. Despite his concerns, there was a great deal of excitement in his body language. “Dancin’? I hope it’s dancin’.”

“No and yes,” Alex said. “You’re going to learn everything Drestra, Hart, and Merzhin did.”

The Chosen’s smile faded.

Dead away.

“What, why?” he demanded, sounding a touch hysterical.

“Because you’re supposed to be a fusion of the three of them: some divinity, some magic, and some fighting. Merzhin gets stronger by mastering his inner peace, his faith, and his soul. Drestra gets stronger by learning new spells and techniques to cast them with. Hart gets stronger by…” Alex paused. “Well, by getting stronger. But he also gets stronger through learning new combat techniques, and other techniques that can enhance his fighting styles.”

“An’ I’s gonna be gettin’ stronger by learnin’ all three?” Cedric paled.

Alex shook his head. “You’re going to get stronger by combining all three into one perfect fighting style. Different dances will let you dodge and move in new ways in battle, and you’ll also be learning how to convey meaning. A twitch of a muscle can cast a spell; a complex dance can mean more than a single spell being cast at once. While you’re dancing, you’ll be fighting at the same time, and by using a breathing and grounding technique, you’ll be able to concentrate on everything at once.”

“Oh…” Cedric winced. “So that’s it, then. I’ll be takin’ everythin’ they learned, an’ mashin’ it all together?”

“Yes,” Alex said. “That’s exactly right. And in a way, it’s a good thing you went last. You’re going to take the longest to train. But when we’re finished, you’re going to be a nightmare in a fight. You’re already a nightmare, though you have one big weakness.”

“Aye? An’ what’s that?” Cedric asked.

“You have access to three different disciplines that allow you to destroy your enemies, except you only use one at a time,” Alex said. “Most of the time, you’re fighting with your morphic weapon. Then you pause to cast a spell. Usually, it’s a big spell to blow up a bunch of enemies at once, or it’s some sort of enhancement spell that makes you stronger. Then you go back to fighting with your morphic weapon.”

“An’ I only use divinity t’heal or make m’self a bit stronger.” Cedric nodded. “Aye, I don’ really flow from one thing t’ th’next, do I?”

“No,” Alex said. “And if you think about it, you should. Imagine this. With every strike, you’re casting a spell. With every step, you’re casting a spell. That frees up your mouth to utter prayers. While you’re doing all that, you could be grounding yourself in the moment, calming your soul, which’ll keep a lot of strain off your soul-gate and allow you to focus on regenerating your mana at the same time.”

Cedric’s jaw dropped. “Y’wants me t’do all that? Me?”

“Sure! You can do it,” Alex pushed. “You’re a really coordinated guy, and your Mark enhanced your agility—not as much as Hart’s—but it did. Learning the movement part isn’t going to be a problem. Breathing’s… breathing. It’s going to be easier than you think. Casting spells? Well, once we beat casting nonverbally into you, it’ll be second nature in no time. Trust me.”

“Doin’ all that sounds like it’ll take a long time!” Cedric grumbled.

“I’m thinking it’ll take less time than you think, but longer than the others took,” Alex said. “What we’ll do is start you off with one thing at a time. Something easy first… probably the breathing technique. Once you can ground yourself, you’ll be able to concentrate better on the next thing, probably the dances. Then, after that, non-verbal casting and mana regeneration. We’ll probably have to take a bit of a break between lessons, though.”

“An’ why’s that?” Cedric asked.

“I’ll be getting my exam results soon.” Alex grinned. “And, if things went well, I’ll be graduating.”


Chapter 21


The Final Marks



Chancellor Baelin handed Alex several sheets of parchment. “Here you go; your exam results,” Baelin said solemnly. “You did well, to the surprise of absolutely no one.”

The young archwizard took the papers from his mentor, searching for his marks.

Magic Lore: 100%. Alex nodded, pleased with the result. The exam was probably challenging for most, especially those who tended to underestimate the subject. It had mostly focused on memorisation, defining different aspects of magical history and lore. There’d been a number of essay questions requiring the examination of different perspectives on the history of magic, and others requiring alternate perspectives on common theories. There was also a mathematical portion of the exam covering spell arrays and magic circuits. That section was meant to demonstrate the depth of the wizard’s knowledge in the practical aspects of wizardry and how comprehensively they understood the building blocks of spells.

Next were the results of his Summoning Exam: 100%. The written portion was meant to examine the student’s knowledge of the various planes, relationship building, aspects of diplomacy, and how negotiations might change; depending on the sort of being one was bargaining with, and common ways used by summoners to entice spirits into their service. There was also an in-depth essay question on pitfalls that often led to a summoner’s destruction by devils and other dangerous servants.

Since Alex had summoned a creature as powerful as Asmaldestre the Unmaker, taking the practical part of the exam wasn’t necessary, and repeating the deed served no real purpose since he’d already exceeded the standard for students of summoning to successfully graduate from the university. Professor Mangal had also personally witnessed the summoning, so she’d written her recommendation without hesitation.

According to her, he’d more than proven himself by reaching ninth-tier.

The alchemy exam, despite alchemy being one of his greatest strengths, had actually been one of the trickiest.

Professor Jules allowed him to challenge the Exam for Credit, but she certainly wasn’t about to let him go easily.

For the practical portion, he had to assemble complex magical equipment within a time limit, then craft potions using those same pieces of equipment, purify the potions with certain delicate analytical tools, and use those tools to analyse a substance that was new to him.

Once he finished analysing the substance, he had to use it in a summoning ritual, one he remembered from long ago. He’d carefully planned his steps, then conjured a lesser shoggoth, just as Professor Jules and her research team had when he was in first year. Back then, just watching the process and seeing the results seemed extraordinary… but now, it all felt very commonplace.

Negotiating with the lesser shoggoth had been simple. The potions he purified turned out to be sensory enhancement potions crafted from the brains of Mindfish, which, as it turned out, lesser shoggoths found delicious.

He’d used the potion to successfully negotiate with the lesser shoggoth for a portion of chaos essence, then sent the creature on its merry way, and presented the chaos essence to Professor Jules.

The entire time, her eyes had scrutinised his every move, alert for carelessness, neglect, him missing or overlooking even a single safety procedure, even for a moment. He’d made sure not to disregard a step… Though he was usually less rigid outside the lab. Professor Jules had given him a ninety-five percent, docking marks because, as she’d put it at the time, she found his summoning technique to be: ‘too free and easy, and potentially dangerous.’ And knowing Professor Jules as well as he did, he hadn’t been surprised at that. The written exam was a snap since Alex had memorised enough information from upper year alchemy textbooks to be able to create the exam, let alone write it.

On that section, Professor Jules had given him one hundred percent, without reservation.

His mana manipulation exam had him guiding mana through what appeared to be a cloud of silver mist. In reality, the mist turned out to be thousands of advanced mana-nodes that Alex had to touch in a specific order. It was tricky, though not tricky enough to stump his advanced mana manipulation skills.

Compared to the nightmarish process he had gone through to rid himself of the Fool’s Mark, it was simple.

And at the end, he’d gotten a hundred percent.

Alex finished flipping through the sheaf of papers, his expression relaxing and growing happier with each one. He looked up to see Baelin watching him proudly across the desk.

So this meant…

“Convocation is at the end of spring semester.” Baelin leaned forward, sliding two forms toward him. “One of those is your invitation. It has the date, time, and other information that you’ll need on it. Please fill out the other form, as it is the application for your convocation ceremony. I will approve it right away and hand it to Registrar Hobb.”

“It’s…” Alex paused. “Graduation’s not that far away.”

“No, it is not,” Baelin said. “There is no formal dress code for graduation, but you will be expected to wear a robe of some kind. We also…” He sighed, placing his head in his hands. “The university will be providing conical hats that you will be expected to wear for the duration of the ceremony.” He shuddered. “They are adorned with designs of stars, moons, and suns, for some unfathomable reason.”

“Oh, you mean like a wizard’s hat?” Alex asked.

“It is not a wizard’s hat!” Baelin stated. “I have known almost no wizards to wear such costumes, nor do I have any idea where the myth that we do came from! I find these spurious hats quite embarrassing, but the university refuses to repeal their use! Bah, a Proper Wizard does not traipse around in a dressed-up dunce’s cap! Why would we dress those who are at the pinnacle of academic achievement in caps that denote stupidity!”

Baelin shook his head. “Every board of directors I have ever approached considers them ‘aesthetic,’ ‘traditional’ or ‘charming’.”

“Well, I don’t mind. As long as it isn’t a jester’s cap, I’ll be okay with it,” Alex said.

“Traitor.” Baelin’s voice dripped acid. “In any case, on your form, you are asked to provide the number of guests who will be attending your ceremony. You are permitted up to thirty individuals.”

“That’s a lot! I thought it’d be like five, tops!” Alex said.

“Of course not,” Baelin said. “We have students here from cultures and species that consider entire clans to be their immediate family. I actually argued for a higher cap; there have been students who have wanted their entire village to attend their graduation. Who are we to tell them no?”

“Where does the ceremony take place? Is there that much room, wherever it’ll be? Are we using the stadium?” Alex asked.

The young archwizard couldn’t remember seeing or hearing about a graduation ceremony on campus. Well, he’d heard about them after the fact, but he’d never seen one take place.

Baelin grinned at Alex’s question. “‘Are we using the training stadium?’ he asks. No, we are not! Graduation takes place in a more spectacular location than that. After all, you are graduating from the greatest school of wizardry in this entire world, not from some simple country school.”

“Fair enough.”

“Everyone is to assemble on campus at the designated time and place, to then be taken to where the ceremony will take place.” Baelin smiled. “I think you will be pleased to see it. So, be ready! You only graduate once for the first time; maybe you will return to do graduate studies, but that is an altogether different affair. Anticipate it, be ready for it, and most of all, enjoy it.”

“I will,” Alex said, leaning over the desk to fill out his form, writing the names of everyone he wanted with him: Selina, Theresa, Brutus, Khalik, Thundar, Claygon, and the Lus.

He paused… then added four more names. Alex doubted they’d be able to attend, but he still wanted the option of inviting them, just in case they could make it.

“Done,” he said.

“Excellent,” Baelin said. “I must catch up on this paperwork. It continues to loom over me—and looks like I’ve hardly made a dent since my return—and I shall allow you to carry on with the rest of your day. So tell me, what will you do with your time, now that you no longer have formal classes?”

Alex froze at that.

It was true.

He didn’t have classes anymore.

No more undergraduate classes.

Acknowledging that felt sad. He was happy to graduate, since it meant he’d officially be a wizard and was moving on. At the same time… it was as if he was losing something.

“Having trouble wrapping your head around the fact that classes are over for you?” Baelin asked.

“How’d you know?” Alex said.

“I have seen that look on thousands of faces just prior to graduation.” Baelin smiled. “Many thousands, not surprisingly, over the centuries. You are no doubt pleased that you are going on to the next stage of your life, but you are also realising that you’re about to leave a significant experience behind, one you can never revisit in the same way. Graduating students often end up wondering if they have made time to examine what the experience has meant to them before it has passed them by.”

“You hit it on the head, Baelin,” Alex admitted. “Feels like some of my classes are a blur… in a way, the Mark of the Fool kind of changed the experience for me.”

“Indeed, but it was your experience. Treasure it. In any case, you never answered my question.”

“Oh!” Alex shook himself. “I’m going to do some training with Cedric, then I’ll go tell my family that I passed.”

“Very good,” Baelin said. “Well, don’t let me keep you from sharing your exciting news with your loved ones.”

“I appreciate it, Baelin…” Alex said. “Thanks, thanks, for everything.”

“For everything, so far,” the chancellor said. “I doubt we are done with each other quite yet.”

Alex laughed. “True. Alright, see you later.”

“Goodbye for now,” Baelin said.

With that, the young archwizard teleported back to his room in his family’s home above the bakery, putting his exam results on his desk.

It was quiet in the apartment, aside from the noise coming from the bakery downstairs.

Theresa, Brutus, and Claygon must already be in Thameland.

Selina was at school, and the Lus were in the villa.

Alex was a little disappointed that no one was at home so he could share his news with them. Maybe he could teleport to where they were after he got Cedric’s lesson set up.

He shook his head, looking at the stack of parchment.

There lay the sum of three years of work, hard work, and in truth, what should have been four. Each sheet of paper represented a part of his evolution—from apprentice to full-fledged wizard. Soon, the sheaf of papers would be replaced by a degree.

That degree would provide him with a wealth of opportunities and choices. He could choose graduate studies and do research if he wanted to teach a magical subject that interested him. Wizardry had given him the chance to gain wondrous abilities, meet unique people, and have a lifetime of exceptional possibilities; anything from sitting on the Generasi Wizards’ Council, to creating transformative potions, devices, and other alchemical items, to being sought after by empresses and merchant princes around the world, to exploring different worlds.

As an archwizard, he could do almost anything he wanted. Untold opportunities were waiting. He might choose some, or he might continue on his current path of building his businesses; at least until he decided to do something different. He had the time, after all. Especially if his plan to extend his life worked, once the Ravener was defeated.

In the end, graduating and earning his degree felt surreal, almost like a waking dream.

He’d accomplished so much in the last three years, yet these pieces of parchment made things feel different. Special. Maybe because of the depth of what they represented. Perhaps, as time passed, he wouldn’t think of them and the degree he’d be getting as much. He wondered if Baelin remembered every accolade he’d received over the course of his millennia of life.

Probably not.

But for now…

You are no doubt pleased that you are going on to the next stage of your life, but you also realise that you’re about to leave a significant experience behind, one you can never revisit in the same way.

…Baelin’s words came back.

And, he took that moment to reflect, to stop and think on the experiences that brought him to this point. His journey with his family from Alric. His battle against the mana vampire on the Red Siren. Mastering the Mark of the Fool. Taking the Art of the Wizard in Combat for the first time.

His good friends, and how they supported each other.

The professors he’d met.

The knowledge and experiences he gained.

He took a breath and performed his grounding exercises, he breathed and reflected. He let every bit of it soak into his bones.

“I thank the Traveller that I came to Generasi,” Alex whispered.

After reflecting and being deep in thought for a time, he opened his eyes, nodded to himself, then teleported to Thameland.

He was looking forward to graduation.


Chapter 22


Mastering Flesh and Metal



“Good job, Cedric!” Alex clapped for the Chosen, giddy with excitement. “You’re close!”

“Aye, I’d be a lot closer if’n you’d be so kind t’not break me bloody flow wit’ yer lip flappin’!” the Chosen snapped from between clenched teeth. Cedric’s eyes were shut tight, his breathing was laboured; he weaved his body through the Spear-and-Oar Dance in the middle of the forest clearing, muscles flexing with every movement. “Clap fer me when I ain’t tryin’ t’ think about so many things at the same time!”

“Right, sorry!” Alex called, cupping his hands around his mouth. “I’m just trying to encourage you!”

“Yer still talkin’!”

“Right, shit, sorry! It’s just that you’re doing so well⁠—”

“Now yer jus’ bloody doin’ it on purpose!”

“I’m not, I swear! It’s just, right, right! Sorry! Shutting up now!”

Alex fell silent for a long moment… at least long to him.

“But seriously, I’m super proud,” he said under his breath, watching the Chosen of Thameland dance, his moves flowing from one to the next under the morning sky. A natural athlete, the redheaded man had readily absorbed the basics of every dance Alex taught him over the past few days, and was always eager for more.

If only the same was true with the Chosen’s progress with the grounding exercise.

Asking Cedric to simply sit, breathe, and be was easy to ask of him, but close to impossible for him to do. Within minutes of starting the meditation, he’d be twitching, fidgeting, or shifting about; his mind would drift as boredom and impatience took over.

It had taken Alex the better part of a day to realise what was wrong: expecting the Hero to just stay still was like trying to herd barn cats. Futile.

He was the man who’d ditched his priestly escort to run off to Coille Forest to fight Ravener-spawn, because he needed to act.

Cedric was a doer, and after Alex understood that, he knew he had to adapt. If the Chosen’s body wanted to move, then he shouldn’t be fighting it. Instead of trying to force him to sit still, he needed to work on the grounding exercise while performing the Spear-and-Oar Dance.

Calm would have to be achieved through the explosive power of movement.

And that movement would then steady his breathing.

The Chosen had moved through the dance’s steps, stances, and positions as his chest rose and fell: inhale for four, hold for seven, then exhale for eight.

Each day, his breathing had grown a little less laboured.

Until something wonderful happened.

The Chosen’s movement was now matching his breathing.

His morphic weapon—shaped like a spear—pulsed. His steps were steady. His exhalation was timed with an explosive step.

‘Yes!’ Alex thought. ‘Keep going. You’re almost there… you’re almost⁠—’

Something shifted in the Chosen’s movements. A subtle twitch of a muscle, a shift in his timing. His breathing became calmer…

…and then, there it was.

Success.

Cedric had gotten it.

His body moved with perfect harmony, power, grace, and beauty, all conducted by a breath as steady as the tide. His face was a mask of serenity, his eyes utterly calm, gaze focusing on the path ahead. A few minutes passed. Then dozens.

The Chosen seemed entranced, united in body and mind. Alex watched, reluctant to break the union he’d worked so hard for.

He would leave the Chosen in peace for a time and do some learning of his own.

Slipping to the side of the clearing to get his satchel, the young archwizard took out the spell-guide for Steel Body and began tracing the magic circuit with his index finger. Some points on the diagram were familiar—similar to sections of blood magic spells he’d learned before—but most were new to him.

He’d never cast a spell that was capable of transforming his flesh so completely, and such transmutations were notoriously tricky. Miscasting a spell like this would not only risk a mana reversal, but could turn the casting wizard into a mound of sand, a piece of twisted wood, or a ball of squealing flesh. None were appealing.

There was no way he would have risked casting this spell when he had the Mark of the Fool.

But now… things had changed.

‘The best thing is for me to cast it with a gesture,’ Alex thought, opening a notebook. ‘I could use it for physical resilience and strength, then dismiss it for speed and faster mana flow. Hmmm… what’s this part here? Ah… that should be helpful.’

Alex stood, and holding the spell guide, looked over the incantation one final time, then nodded. ‘Guess there’s only one thing left to do.’

He focused the Mark of the General on perfecting his pronunciation. Memories of incantations—successes and failures—came pouring back to him, guiding him through the syllables of the intricate spell. Mana surged, and a complex, eight-part magic circuit formed within his mana pool.

The magic circuit completed.

Power surged through his body, his sense of touch dulled. Iron oozed from his veins, suffusing his body. His perception of dampness and the bite of cool spring wind on his skin faded. His flesh transformed, changing to shining, polished steel. Strength poured into his muscle fibres.

“Wow, this feels so stra⁠—”

Breath failed him partway through the sentence… yet he didn’t have to take another one, at least for now. In his current form, the archwizard had no need for breathing to sustain life, a trait that would come in handy.

Alex placed two fingers against his neck.

No pulse either.

He was—effectively—a living steel statue.

‘This is so cool,’ he thought. ‘I wonder what Claygon will think?’

‘I want to test it… right now!’ Tromping to the nearest tree, Alex curled his right arm back—balled his hand into a fist—and swung.

A loud crack and an explosion of tree bark followed when his fist struck the trunk, burrowing into the wood.

‘Not bad!’ he thought. ‘Maybe let’s try something else.’

He reached around the tree trunk, gripping it on either side, and using his teleportation power, severed the trunk from its base and teleported the stump and roots away. He began to lift.

The tree wasn’t quite the size of the old oak Hart had wrenched from the ground, but it was close, yet Alex had little trouble hoisting it over his head.

His body was stronger under this spell. He took a conscious breath, raising the tree up and down.

“It isn’t the flashiest spell, but it’s damn useful. If any Ravener-spawn get too close to me, I could crush them to pulp. And a steel body is fantastic for defence… Damn, if I’d known this spell when I was fighting the hidden church in Kelda’s sanctum, I doubt their consecrated soil would have affected me. Anyway, I know it now, and I’ll be making good use of it. Maybe I’d better put this tree down and see how Cedric’s doing.”

Alex slowly laid the tree on its side—branches cracking and snapping—and looked up to check on Cedric. He found the Chosen staring at him.

“Oh! You’re done!” The General clapped unevenly, his palms clanging together like dull bells. “Good job!”

“Why th’bloody blazes ’r y’metal?” Cedric sounded bewildered.

“What?”

“Yer bloody metal, mate!”

“What do you mea—Oh, it’s a new spell!” Alex slapped his hand against his forehead. There was another clang. “It turns my body to steel… as you can see. Anyway, what’s important is that…”

Alex grinned, pointing at his mouth. “You’re not the only one with metal in your mouth now!”

Silence.

“Wha—what th’—”

“I mean you have a golden smile, but mine’s steely,” Alex joked.

“Please bloody tell me y’dina learn this spell jus’ fer yer shite joke!”

“N-no!” Alex cried. Cedric looked sceptical.

“Anyway, let’s move on. The spell changes my body to magically enhanced metal. It’s not flashy, but it’s eighth-tier.”

The Chosen’s eyes bulged. “The way y’say eighth-tier all casual-like makes me ’ead spin. But, ah well, good on ya!” Cedric grinned and clapped, his gold tooth shining.

“Thank you, thank you,” Alex said, bowing his head exaggeratedly.

“Aye, an’ now tha’ ya finished showin’ off,” Cedric cracked his neck, “I gots somethin’ t’show ya. I was savin’ this one fer a surprise.”

The Chosen muttered an incantation, extending a hand in front of him. A shimmering wall of force materialised in the air.

“Holy crap!” Alex shouted. “Wall of Force! You broke through to fifth-tier!”

“I been workin’ on sixth, friend.” Cedric couldn’t help but smirk a little. “Been gettin’ close too. I’s kinda hopin’ t’get there b’fore Isolde gets t’seventh an’ leaves me behind, but she’s been sayin’ that she’s real close, so I dunno ’bout that one. Th’others are real close t’fifth too. ’Cept for Drestra… well, I’d best let her show ya fer herself.”

“I can hardly wait.” Alex rubbed his hands together, his palms making ominous, metallic, creaking and grinding sounds. “But wait, let’s leave the spells for a second. How’d it go with your dancing and breathing?”

Cedric’s smirk turned into an overjoyed smile. He slapped himself on the chest. “Friendo, it feels so bloody good! So natural, like I was always meant t’be fightin’ like that! Once I got m’breathin’ an’ dancin’ all in step, hoo boy! Everythin’ worked like a bloody charm!”

“Awesome,” Alex said. “Then the next thing we’ll be working on is getting you to cast more than one spell at the same time, using your body, not your mouth, which should be a lot easier now.”

“How so?” Cedric asked.

“Well, describe how your body feels when you’re dancing and doing the grounding exercise at the same time?” Alex asked.

“Feels bloody good an’… oh!” Cedric’s eyes grew wide. “I gets it! I can feel every muscle better. Feels like I’m noticin’ every muscle movin’ a lot more than usual. So now that I kin notice me own body’s movements easier…”

“You’ll have an easier time controlling those movements more precisely,” Alex finished for him. “Very, very good.”

“Aye!” the Chosen shouted. “Well, then, guess we better get back t’work! Tell me what t’do next, oh teacher o’ mine!”

“Next, we’re going to be studying spell arrays and finding commonalities in⁠—”

“I bloody hates ya!”
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Drestra watched the trees before her.

Most looked just as they should: solid, old elms and oaks rising from the earth, with bursting leaf buds and new leaves springing up on their branches.

Some, however, looked semi-solid, off, not quite right.

The Sage of Thameland gave a tight smile of satisfaction.

Because she could tell they weren’t real.

“Those over there.” She pointed to three towering oaks. “They’re the illusions.” She looked at four Thundars standing nearby, hands on their hips—three of the minotaurs appeared somewhat vague—she pointed at the solid one. “And you are the real Thundar.”

“Damn, you got me!” The minotaur dispelled his illusions. The other minotaurs and illusionary trees shimmered to nothingness. “Hells, Drestra, you did it, you really can cast True Seeing now!”

The dragon smiled, taking off her veil and showing her teeth.

Thundar’s expression shifted, as it always did.

For a time, she used to think her teeth made him uneasy, but she’d come to realise that he felt the exact opposite.

Now, she took great joy in revealing her fangs to him.

“You’ll be able to cast it too,” she said, her voice crackling. “You’re almost at fifth.”

“Yeah.” The minotaur scratched the back of his head as he laughed nervously. He kept glancing at her fangs. “Gotta admit, Alex was right: wrapping your head around every little detail of a spell array is a pain, but once you can do it, it makes learning spells so much easier.”

Drestra watched him. “You’re all getting your heads around it faster than I am, but I’m slowly getting there. And⁠—”

Suddenly, from nearby, there came a powerful crack like thunder.

Both minotaur and dragon whirled, spotting a massive bolt of lightning streaking over the canopy to the north. It peaked in the sky, exploding in a coil of electricity, sending out hundreds of hungry bolts seeking targets in every direction.

A familiar laugh rang out over the trees.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Thundar mused. “Looks like Isolde’s hit seventh-tier.”

“Cedric’s going to go a little crazy over that one.” Drestra grinned.


Chapter 23


Preparations for Graduation



Morning sunlight streamed through shuttered windows.

Drawn curtains stopped neither bird-song, the chattering of children on their way to school, nor the tempting aroma of baking bread from drifting into the bedchamber.

Yet, the room’s occupant ignored it all.

Isolde von Anmut sat cross-legged on her bed, concentrating every fibre of her mind on her mana pool. For weeks, the young noblewoman had been working on perfecting this mana manipulation technique. She had broken through to seventh-tier in a thunderous fashion; and would need as much mana as she could harvest to power her new and mighty magics.

And—after this marathon session—she was almost there.

Isolde’s mana fibres sparked as she massaged them, searching for the precise touch. A tricky thing, made a bit easier because of past experiences using mana manipulation in alchemy and magic lore.

This new technique was challenging, but she wouldn’t let that stop her.

Power began flowing through her—incrementally at first. Increasing. Then a bit more. Eventually becoming a flood. Energy poured through her mana fibres, revitalising her.

“At last,” she whispered with a snarl of satisfaction.

Opening her eyes, she leapt from the bed, her light nightgown fluttering around her, and raised her fist like a conquering warlord. “I have done it! I have completed another step in Alex’s… Operation… Operation…”

She cringed. “Operation: Everyone Lives. An apt name, but could he not use the Mark of the General to become better at naming?” The noblewoman shook her hand, putting her hands on her hips. “I suppose even a divinely granted Mark cannot account for poor taste. No matter, poorly named or not, it is a good plan. And I have nearly completed it. All that remains is for me to master the details of spell arrays, and that should not be too difficult, after all—Wait. What time is it?”

The young woman peeked between the curtains and the colour drained from her face. “By the elements, is it already morning? Ooooh, Isolde, shame on you! You allowed yourself to lose track of time and have been practising the entire night!”

Muttering the incantation for Planar Doorway, she opened the curtains, letting sunlight drift through the slats of her shutters.

“And of course it had to be today of all days! Of all days!”

She turned to the open wardrobe, and bounded across the room.

Hanging between its painted doors—on a golden hook—was a fine robe of deep electric blue and royal purple velvet. It was a special garment: a gift from her grandfather to mark her acceptance into the university some four years ago.

She had never worn it, having saved it for today.

And today was the day that she, Lady Isolde von Anmut of the Rhinean Empire, was to graduate from the University of Generasi.

And it was not a day to be late.

“I must get ready,” she said, rushing to grab her soap and towels. “I shall need a strong cup of tea to straighten my mind and⁠—”

An insistent knocking sounded on her bedroom door.

“Lady von Anmut?” Svenia’s voice came through the thick wood. “Are you well? I heard a commotion?”

“I am well, Svenia! You may come in!” Isolde grabbed her comb. “Wait, is Hogarth with you? I am not dressed for company yet!”

“No, he is not, m’lady.”

“Then yes, come in!”

The door opened, and the guardswoman stepped inside. Her armour was freshly polished, her clothes were crisp and flat-ironed, boots shined to perfection, and her blonde hair was caught up in a neat bun tied with silken ribbon.

She bowed deeply to her lady. “Lady von Anmu⁠—”

“Svenia, you have to help me!” Isolde pointed to the collection of daggers hanging on the western wall. “Which one should I wear?”

“Erm.” The guardswoman quickly rose from her bow. “The dirk is nice.”

Isolde threw a glance at it before shaking her head. “Too plain. It has a subtlety that would not do on such a grand day as this! Today calls for more pomp!”

“Er… then what about the sapphire-hilted poniard?” Svenia pointed to a dagger hanging a little away from the others. Its hilt, pommel, and crossguard were encrusted with jewels, mostly sapphires.

“I…” Isolde stared at it for a full ten seconds before placing her head in her hands. “Of course that is the right one. I bought it a while back right here in Generasi specifically for this occasion because it matched the blue of my robes. I completely forgot! By the Elements, my mind is an absolute mess!”

“Lady von Anmut, it’s alright,” Svenia said gently.

“It is not alright!” Isolde dragged the dagger off the hook, gesturing toward her bodyguard with it. Svenia took a step back. “Things must be perfect today, absolutely perfect! Not even a single hair can be out of place!”

“You’ll be fine, my lady. I know you will. You always do your best, and your best has always been more than enough. If it weren’t, then you would not be here today. Well, that’s just the way I see it. I’ve watched over you for most of your life, and I know you will be stellar today. Congratulations, Lady von Anmut.”

Silence.

‘Congratulations.’

The young noblewoman paused as that simple word washed over her, bringing a lump to her throat in spite of herself. Her tension eased. Somewhat. “Thank you, Svenia. Thank you for being by my side during my time here.”

“Thank you for protecting us in some of our recent battles, m’lady. It feels like you hardly need us anymore since you’ve grown so much.” The warrior woman smiled. “Hogarth and I were talking about how strong you’ve become. We can hardly keep up with you any longer, not as we once did in any case… But I’m glad we were able to guard you so far. We’ll continue to do so until you no longer need us.”

More silence.

Then Isolde’s back straightened. “Excuse me for a moment, Svenia. I am going to bathe. Could you bring Hogarth here once I am dressed?”

“Of course, m’lady.” Svenia bowed.
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Hogarth and Svenia entered Isolde’s bedchamber, the short man startling, then bowing. “You look wonderful, Lady von Anmut, like a goddess!”

“Thank you, Hogarth, though you must surely be exaggerating.” Isolde wore her brilliant robes, the dagger hanging from a knotted belt cinched at her waist. Her hair was styled in a river of black waves cascading down her left shoulder. Her makeup was subtle. The sunlight poured through now-open shutters, pooling around her. She looked like a queen from a bard’s legend.

Both bodyguards bowed deeply.

“He isn’t wrong, m’lady,” Svenia said. “There are empresses who would envy you today.”

“Thank you, Svenia,” Isolde said. “Please, rise. I have something to say to you both.”

The two bodyguards glanced at each other, standing upright.

“I want to thank you,” Isolde said. “You have been with me since my childhood, during my best years and… my worst. These last four have brought a mixture of both, and what a strange four years they have been.” They nodded along, acknowledging the sentiment.

Isolde’s first year had been fairly uneventful: she’d made a few friends, and spent her time mainly focused on her studies. Most of her memories from year one were of classes, hours in the library, the Cells, and various textbooks and spell-guides.

She’d had some good times with her few friends… but many of them were tainted by Derek’s presence.

Derek Warren.

Her first true romantic relationship, one that had ended in utter betrayal.

As though reading her mind, Hogarth spoke up, “Times have indeed been strange. That dirty boy you kept company in your first year here caused you much pain… and I apologise that we weren’t able to protect you from him.”

“Yes, m’lady,” Svenia added. “It’s our responsibility to crush annoying pests and filthy threats, but we failed to do that as far as he was concerned.”

“It is alright.” Isolde smiled sadly. “My heart was determined to see me hurt back then… No, that is not right. Derek was selfish enough to hurt me. The fault is his, not yours and not mine. But it is funny…” she whispered, “…thinking about that situation now does not hurt nearly as much.”

There was a time when Derek represented only pain and the deepest rage.

“With time and my delicious ‘revenge’ against him in the Games of Roal, I find most of my anger has faded. I still would not count him as a friend… and I would not even go so far as to say that I wish him well, but he does not really matter anymore, does he?”

“That he does not, my lady,” Hogarth said. “Your current friends have honour, something he never did, though he was good, initially, at pretending that he did.”

Isolde smiled and nodded.

After she’d met Alex Roth, Prince Khalik Behr-Medr, and Thundar, Son of Gulbiff in her second year, much of her life changed. Her circle of friends had grown, and she’d become involved in matters of significance, including the legendary conflict of another realm, as well as matters of great magical advancement.

She’d journeyed to the Hells alongside warriors and Heroes, and had grown to become an exceptional lightning mage. Her experiences had culminated, bringing her to where she was now; set to graduate with the ability to cast seventh-tier spells: two tiers above the minimum level to graduate from the greatest university of wizardry in the world.

“It’s wonderful,” Hogarth said. “From the time you met your new friends… your time here has been more favourable to you.”

“And you have been beside me through so much,” Isolde said. “Which, again, is why I wanted you both to know that having you with me, has brought me great comfort.”

“We take your safety as more than simply our jobs, Lady von Anmut,” Hogarth said solemnly.

“It’s our duty and responsibility,” Svenia said.

“Responsibility…” Isolde murmured, glancing at her dressing table. “Perhaps so, but you went above and beyond the bindings of duty. And I think that deserves to be recognised. I wanted to do something for you in appreciation, so I have commissioned Stark’s Armoury and Weapons to produce two suits of fine, magical plate armour for you both. They will be lightweight, yet able to protect you better than heavy steel.”

Svenia’s eyes flew wide. “That would be much too costly!”

“Lady von Anmut, such a gift⁠—”

“I will also be providing you with new enchanted weapons.” Isolde cut off their protests. “Your current equipment has served you well, but you deserve better, considering what you have fought on my behalf. You have a responsibility to me, but I also have a responsibility to you. Please, accept my gifts even as I accept my degree on this special day.”

“Thank you!” They bowed once more.

“Rise.” She stepped forward, touching their arms. “And once again, I thank you. Now, come, let us make sure we are ready for this momentous occasion.”

Isolde smiled, thinking about the day ahead.

Her grandfather would be teleporting her family to the university at ten o’clock. They would assemble on campus, and then be taken to the location of the graduation ceremony. Isolde did not know exactly where it was to take place, but she did know that at least one of the members of the ruling council would be there, along with the university faculty, and friends and loved ones of the graduates.

And most importantly, the graduating class.

It was supposed to be a grand affair.

“Perhaps this will be our final celebration before we fully go to war,” Isolde said.

“We will be beside you in that too, Lady von Anmut,” Hogarth promised. “And we’ll see you through it.”

“Let us not dwell on such grim things,” Isolde said. “And I apologise for bringing it up. This is not a day for dread, but for wonder… and it will also be the day that I take care of something I have put off for long enough.”

She glanced at a small wooden box sitting on her dressing table beside a folded sheet of paper. The young noblewoman had agonised over both for many evenings, though they were unrelated.

Still, both would be important today.

Most important.

“Come, let us be on our way,” Isolde said to Svenia and Hogarth. “Oh, and you are sure I look presentable?”

She turned in place, her robes billowing.

“Without doubt, m’lady, you look lovely,” Svenia said.
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“How do I look?” Selina asked Theresa, stretching out her arms and twirling in her new dress.

The two young women were in their living area with Claygon and Brutus.

Selina’s gown was a sleek calf-length burnt orange affair, highlighted with orange and red trim, with a short cape flowing down her shoulders that ended in a jagged pattern like crackling flame. Her clothing embraced her connection to fire, and also accented her green eyes,

“I think you look great.” Theresa smiled.

“Thanks, I’m glad.” Selina smiled back. “I love this dress. It’s not puffy like the other ones I used to wear. It feels and looks more grown up.” She looked Theresa over. “You look really great too.”

Theresa wore a knee-length sheath dress stitched in green and golden silk with forest green leggings beneath. The Twinblade was on her side, hooked to a wide black belt. “Thanks. We’d better get going soon. When Alex finishes downstairs, we still have to get my family from the villa, and I hope my brothers are ready, because the last thing we need today is to be late.”

“Late or not… I’m glad we will be together…” Claygon said. “Today… this will be a good day… just like… older times…”

“Alex must be excited,” Selina said. “It’s a big day for him. Is he done yet?”

Claygon paused. “No… and, Theresa… I do not think your brothers… will be the ones who will make us late…”
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“Boss, you’ve got to stop!” Troy cried. “You’re going to get your graduation robes dirty!”

“It’s more than worth it for this, Troy,” Alex insisted, leaning over the kitchen counter, swiftly whisking batter. “I have to make sure the recipe’s just right. It has to be perfect.”

Grumbling ran through the morning shift. A dozen people—in white aprons and hats—were staring at Alex, trying to shoo him away as though he were a naughty cat.

“Come on, boss,” Troy insisted. “You don’t trust us? We’re less likely to mess things up than you are to mess up your robes! Wouldn’t you say?” He looked around at the rest of the staff.

They hissed and jeered, echoing his sentiments.

“Get going, boss, leave the cooking to us!” A stout man raised a wooden spoon as though it were a sword.

“It’s what we’re responsible for!” A grey-haired woman gestured with a ladle.

“Boss, you shouldn’t be—gah!” An orcish cook ducked as a Wizard’s Hand soared over his head, carrying a sprig of thyme to the other side of the kitchen, where a cauldron simmered over a steady fire. Another crimson glowing Hand lifted the lid—a familiar scent drifted out—as the first Hand dropped the thyme into the dish.

A third Hand stirred it into the stew before the cover was returned.

“Sorry about that, Rollgar,” Alex apologised to the orcish cook, who huffed.

“You can apologise by getting out of the kitchen, boss!” Rollgar insisted.

“That’s right,” Troy added. “I don’t know what you’re making, but we can take care of it.”

Alex smiled gently. “Honestly, you all take care of me a lot already, but this is something I have to do.” He looked at the cookie batter, then the stew. “These cookies and stew are my mother and father’s favourite recipes. And, uh, if you know anything about my past, you’ll understand why I want to make them myself.”

His words silenced the staff, they went as still as a held breath.

“Oh, gods, boss, I’m sorry—” Troy began sputtering.

“Don’t apologise, you didn’t do anything wrong. Honestly, I probably should be wearing something different.” Alex looked down at his fine robes. “I just, well… the idea hit me this morning, and I immediately teleported down here and got to work. We’ll serve them tonight… and in a way, it’ll be like Mother and Father are here with us for my graduation… I want to get things exactly right.”

With a nostalgic smile, he looked at the cookie batter. “Did I ever tell you about my mother’s recipe?”

“No, boss.” Troy peered at the bowl’s contents. “I wouldn’t mind hearing about it, if you wouldn’t mind sharing.”

Alex picked up a small bottle. “One of the most important things about her recipe—aside from love—is that it’s simple. And, you know, simple recipes rely on proportions. You can’t hide a mistake among a bunch of other ingredients.”

The young archwizard glanced at a cake sitting on the central counter, ready to be packed up; it had been ordered by the family of another graduate and was built in three magnificent golden layers of moist goodness, decorated with buttercream and accented with gold-coloured marzipan scrolls.

“Take that cake: there’s about fifteen different ingredients in it, right? It’s challenging to make, but there’s so many ingredients that they can cover for one another.”

His attention returned to the cookie batter. “But a recipe with five or less ingredients means that the amount of each ingredient has to be exactly right. If you put too little vanilla bean essence in a complex cake, the cocoa powder will carry the day. If you put too much nutmeg in one, then cloves and ginger could compensate. But in a simple recipe like this?”

A Wizard’s Hand flew down to Alex’s side, carrying a small bottle of concentrated elderberry juice. He took it, unstopping the bottle with his right thumb, and sending the cork flying as the glowing Hand caught it between two fingers. “Each ingredient has to do its part, and the few drops of juice that’s called for has to be added in the exact amount. The juice ties the other ingredients together. Without it, you won’t have that united flavour that the recipe needs. You might not notice the flavour explicitly when it’s there, but you will notice it when it’s not. That’s the secret to my mother’s cookies: it’s not one ingredient overwhelming the others, it’s them working in harmony, enhancing each other as one.”

With that, he tipped four drops of juice into the batter, stirring and folding them in.

Troy smiled. “Reminds me of some of Old Master Beerensteyn’s recipes. Your mother sounds like she was good in the kitchen.”

“My father too,” Alex said quickly, not wanting to leave him out.

“I can see where you got your talent from, boss. Alright then, we’ll leave you to it. But… could you at least stop and put on this apron? I really don’t want to see those nice robes getting all messed up.”

Alex glanced down at his flour-flecked robes.

The young archwizard had chosen a deep wine-coloured velvet for his robes, to match the crimson of his spells. Throughout the fabric, his tailor had sewn in symbols that were important to Alex. There was the symbol of Brutus and Theresa’s blood magic ritual that he’d created for his engagement gift to her, which was sewn into the robe near his heart.

Embellishing the front were the Heroes’ Marks, including the symbol of the Fool and the General. There were also a number of glyphs that represented the different monsters, including Bubbles—the very first summon—that Alex had learned to conjure. An image of Claygon and Asmaldestre covered the back. A symbol of the aeld tree and his staff were embroidered in gold thread along his right sleeve, and along the left, the lantern symbol of the Traveller. In his pocket was Kelda’s Coin of Silent Friends.

Around his neck he wore Baelin’s charm-pendant, along with his necklace with the symbol of the Traveller hanging from it. On his index finger was Blodeuwedd’s ring of protection.

Alex would not forget the many who had helped him reach such a momentous day in his life.

“Alright, I’d better get these cookies made,” he said softly.

“Okay, and best of luck at your graduation, boss,” Troy said.

“Thanks, but I’m not the one who needs luck today.” Alex chuckled. “All I have to do is collect my degree. If anyone needs luck, it’s my friend, Isolde. She’ll need it… for more than one reason.”


Chapter 24


The Final Meeting of COMB-1000



Apowerfully built figure appeared in the centre of the lecture hall, drawing the attention of those waiting there.

Alex Roth—just teleported in from the countryside—adjusted his crimson robes as his loved ones materialised seconds later. Around the room, a cluster of graduating students and their friends and family were a sight to behold, dressed in their finest clothing to honour the day. There was a sea of fine fabrics everywhere, dazzling embroideries, shimmering silks, sparkling jewels, and more.

“I can smell the gold coming off of them,” Mr. Lu muttered, self-consciously touching his finest tunic that distinctly lacked silks and jewels. “This place is surprisingly empty, isn’t it?”

The room the graduates were supposed to meet in was one of the largest classrooms in the castle; Alex recognised it from his first-year Magic Lore class.

And yet, it was mostly empty. If all of the graduating students there had sat down at once, they would have filled less than a tenth of the chairs.

“Wow, you’re right, Mr. Lu.” Selina peered around. “There aren’t many students graduating, are there?” She looked at Alex’s tall, cone-like graduation cap. “Most people aren’t wearing those kinds of hats.”

Alex adjusted the tall, stupid cap. He was starting to agree with the chancellor’s assessment.

“I think they look cool,” Selina said, as though reading his mind. “Kinda dumb, but cool too.”

‘Cool… huh? Well, little sister, you shouldn’t ever criticise my taste again,’ the young archwizard thought to himself—though he kept his thoughts to himself—counting the number of ‘graduation hats’ in the room.

One… two… five… ten… fifteen… eighteen…

He paused.

That was it.

“Are there really… so few people graduating?” Claygon asked, having taken his own count.

“It looks that way,” Alex said. “But I don’t think everyone’s here yet. I don’t see Isolde. And look, more people are coming in now—Wait, look who it is!”

He nodded at Malcolm the ice mage as he entered the room, fidgeting with the conical cap perched on his head. He did not look happy. Flanking him was Eyvinder—his hairless guardian—and several more folk Alex didn’t recognise. They included a tall man in green armour, another man with horns and bat-like wings, and a human woman with a wolf-like countenance.

After them came Rhea; the towering elven fire mage was flanked by an enormous armoured man with moose-like antlers, a young elf girl, and a small, plant-like humanoid.

Behind them was Nua-Oge, accompanied by what looked like an entire neighbourhood of selachar, along with her hulking sharkman brother, Grimloch. Everyone was chatting excitedly and beaming at Nua-Oge.

“Big family,” Theresa muttered.

Next into the room was⁠—

“Shiani!” Selina called. “Shiani, over here!”

The fire mage was surrounded by family members and other folk she seemed to know well: a dwarf in fine robes, a towering, pale elven man in dark, severe garb, a robed man who wore an eye patch, and a gnome draped in leather with a mane of wild-looking hair.

“Hello! Selina, Alex!” Shiani waved back to the young girl, drawing the attention of Rhea and Malcolm.

His former classmates were all smiles as they approached the group.

“Alex, good to see you. I heard you were making it out of here with us.” Malcolm shook the young archwizard’s hand. “Still can’t believe it, though.”

“Well, I worked hard.” Alex grinned.

“Something Malcolm could have done a little more of.” Rhea looked at the ice mage pointedly.

“Hey, I didn’t have to. Can’t be helped if ice magic comes easy to me.” Malcolm shrugged. “Besides, I’m just shocked that Alex lived to graduation with all the risks that crazy ba—” He paused, looking at Selina, “—aaaad maaaaan… takes.”

“An excellent social sidestep,” Eyvinder said dryly. “I am sure no one knows what you really meant to say.”

“Quiet, you,” Malcolm grumbled.

“I will return to silently watching your verbal swashbuckling.” Eyvinder gave him an exaggerated salute. “It can’t be helped if diplomacy doesn’t come easy to you.”

“Okay, look here, Eyvinder⁠—”

“Aaaanyway,” Rhea cut Malcolm off, turning the attention back to Alex’s group. “It’s good to see you all again. I know Shiani’s spent time with Selina, but the rest of us were left out in the cold around the time you all went off to terrorise the hells.”

“Yeah,” Nua-Oge said. “And you also took my brother with you. Could you give him back, please? I hardly see him these days.”

“We’d spend more time together if you did the kinds of things they do.” Grimloch licked his lips. “Killing. Eating. Maiming. Terrorising. You know, the good stuff.”

Several alarmed looks shot across the room at the sharkman.

Nua-Oge rolled her eyes. “Can you please behave and not frighten everyone you meet?”

“No.”

“Grimloch—”

“No… is what I would normally say,” he continued. “But you’re graduating, and I want you to enjoy it. You worry too much as it is. Today’s your day, big sis.”

“I… uh… what… really?” Nua-Oge was stunned. “Grimloch? Are you feeling alright?”

“Yes,” he said.

There was a silent moment where all waited for him to continue.

He did not.

“Thanks, Grimloch,” Nua-Oge said warmly, patting her brother’s arm before looking at the others. She took a steadying breath. “Well, I guess today’s the big day.”

“It is.” Malcolm fidgeted with a sapphire ring on his right hand. “Feels like those four years went by in a blink, doesn’t it?”

“Three for me,” Alex said. “But it’s true.”

“It makes you almost wish it was longer,” Rhea added. “In the end, I guess that can’t be helped. We just have to move on.”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Really feels like just around the time you start thinking you’re used to everything, it’s suddenly all over.”

“And then you have to get used to whatever comes next.” Nua-Oge wrapped the fingers of her left hand around her left cuff, gripping the fabric tightly.

“Worried about life after graduation?” Alex smiled knowingly.

“Only every waking moment,” she groaned. “It’s been all I can think about lately. Part of me wishes I didn’t apply for graduate studies. How about all of you? What’s everybody doing after we walk across the stage?”

“After graduation?” Malcolm asked. “Oh that’s easy, I’m going to spend some time with some friends, and then… oh, oh, you mean way after? Well, I think I’ll go adventuring for a while and see more of the world. After that? Probably cozy up to some ruler and become their court wizard and personal battlemage. Nice, easy life.”

“Sounds very you,” Rhea said. “Are you thinking of heading northeast?”

“Probably,” Malcolm said. “You?”

“Yes, for sure,” she said.

“Northeast? What’s there?” Alex asked.

“Some of the northeastern kingdoms have put out calls for warriors,” Rhea said.

“Because of the Irtyshenan Empire?” Alex wondered.

The elven mage shook her head. “Apparently, there’s some sort of a hellhole that’s opened up in the steppes just south of the Empire’s border. They say demons are spilling into the world; not a lot, at least not yet, but more could be coming. Rumours are that rune-marked are joining up with these demons. There should be a lot of work for a good battlemage there.”

“Sounds… wild,” Alex said. “There’s always something going on in the world: the Ravener, evil empires, demon holes… We had a demon summoner right here in Generasi for a while. Wait, those are all horrible events, why can’t there ever be a nice apocalyptic, kingdom-wide… event… thing.”

“Like a big hole that opens up and everyone gets something cute, like a pony?” Selina joked.

“Exactly!” Alex agreed.

“Something tells me that if everyone got a pony, people would somehow make it weird.” Malcolm grimaced. “I bet they would.”

“How could anyone make ponies weird?” Selina asked.

A long pause.

“I’d like to see you get out of this one.” Eyvinder grinned, his mouth full of sharp teeth.

“Anyways, just ignore me,” Malcolm said quickly. “What about you, Shiani? What are you doing after graduation?” His was the desperate tone of one who’d put a rather large foot in their mouth.

The fire mage pointed at herself. “I think I’ll go adventuring too. There’s rumours going around about expeditions looking for treasure in a demigod of magic’s tomb, somewhere within the Desert of Lost Winds in the southlands. I’m excited to see if there’s anything to the rumours.”

“That sounds too exciting for me,” Nua-Oge said. “I’m going for graduate studies, researching the magic of the tides. Mana vents under the ocean work a little differently than mana vents on the surface world, and their flow also fluctuates with the tides. So, I want to research that.”

“That sounds like exciting stuff to me,” Alex said.

“Not half as exciting as your life, Mr. Hero,” Nua-Oge said. “You’re off to stop great evils, aren’t you?”

“Well, that’s on the list,” Alex said. “Actually⁠—”

“I hate to interrupt, but it’s nearly time to start, so we should find our seats,” Eyvinder said, looking at a time keeper on the wall.

“Well, I guess that’s our cue to get going.” Malcolm gave the others a broad smile. “In case we don’t see each other after the ceremony, be well. We’ll have to catch up sometime and talk about how in every hells we lived through Baelin’s lessons. Oh, and by the way, none of you’d better trip on your robes when you’re crossing the stage, okay?”

“We won’t,” Rhea said. “Well, I mean, we won’t trip on our robes, but we will catch up again. We’ll have to do some sort of reunion.”

“Agreed,” Nua-Oge said, side-eyeing Grimloch. “Since that’ll be the only way I’ll get to see my own baby brother!”

“Do better stuff,” Grimloch advised her.

“I’ll definitely see you, Selina,” Shiani said. “Your dress is beautiful, by the way. I love how it shows your journey through fire, and how you’re coming out on the other side unburnt.”

“Thanks.” Selina took Shiani’s hand, squeezing it tightly. “We’ll definitely see each other again.”

“That we will,” Shiani agreed. “All of you take care of yourselves. Especially you two, Alex and Theresa, considering the horror you’ll be facing. And don’t go dying right after graduation.”

“Ugh, saying that’s like raising a big black flag, isn’t it?” Malcolm snorted. “If this was a story, they’d definitely be dead.”

“Malcolm!” Rhea snapped.

“I’m kidding, it was a joke! A small joke!” Malcolm cried, retreating with his family.

Eyvinder gave him a wry smile as he followed.

As his old Art of the Wizard in Combat classmates departed, another voice called from the entrance.

“Hellooo, everyone!”

Prince Khalik—with Najyah on his shoulder—and Thundar beside him, had entered the lecture hall. The two powerfully built men were all smiles as they took the steps down two at a time, greeting Alex and Theresa’s family.

“Hey! Welcome!” the young archwizard cried.

“Welcome, my foot! I will never forgive you for this!” Khalik slapped Alex on the shoulder. “Taking all of those exams and leaving us behind! You should be ashamed.”

“Yeah, and as the leader of our cabal, I think there should be some kind of penalty for you! Like you buying me drinks until I can’t move anymore.”

“Deal,” Alex said. “You can redeem it after we fight the Ravener.”

“…You’re just hoping I get killed so you won’t have to buy me those drinks.” Thundar gave him a withering look.

The young archwizard looked away, whistling with his hands clasped behind his back.

Thundar waved his hand at him dismissively. “Forget you!”

Alex laughed, then clapped his two cabal-mates on their shoulders. “I’m glad you could be here.”

“Same.” Theresa smiled.

“It is good… to see you three…” Claygon added, nodding at Najyah.

“Wild horses could not keep us away,” Khalik said. “Nor could wild dragons, in my case at least, Thundar’s tastes might mean⁠—”

“Hey!” the minotaur snapped.

“Fine, fine, I will let it be, my friend,” Khalik said with a smile. “Oh, and Alex. Sinope sends you her best wishes. She is sorry that she could not be here to see you graduate, but she and other dryads are tending to an ailing tree that one of her sisters is bound to, and she could not leave.”

“Oh, I hope the tree heals soon,” Alex said. “Let her know that if there’s anything I can do to help, I’ll be glad to.”

Khalik beamed. “Of course. Shall we make our way to our seats? It is too bad Kybas was too busy to attend.”

“You all go ahead,” Alex said, looking at the time keeper. “And I’ll be right back, folks.”

“So, you’re going to get him, then?” Theresa asked. “Isolde will be happy. We’ll see you soon, then!”

“See you in a bit!” the young archwizard called, teleporting away.

In a heartbeat, he was hurtling through space and the planes, instantly materialising in the spring air of a Thameish clearing. There, a single young man waited, pacing back and forth. He startled, whirling to face Alex, then let out a sigh of relief.

“There y’are! Thought ya’d never get here!” Cedric waved, peering at the sun, then hurrying to the young archwizard’s side. “Th’others ’r off wit’ Asmaldestre—bloody scary, she is—smashin’ Ravener-spawn ’eads t’paste!”

The Chosen ran a nervous hand through his hair, then wiped a sheen of sweat from his face.

Alex was silent, staring at him.

“I been awake since las’ night, an—y’alright, mate?” Cedric eyed the General. “Quiet as stone, y’are.”

Alex was frowning at the Chosen. Something seemed different about him… then it struck him like a boulder.

“You’re… wearing a… a shirt?” the archwizard spat the word out like something rotten had dropped in his mouth.


Chapter 25


The Horror of the Shirt



Cedric winced, scratching at the green tunic trimmed in golden filigree. It clung to his shoulders and chest, pulling at the seams. Its sleeves were a half-finger width too short. “Haven’t worn this thing in five years. Feels like I’m ’bout to sweat m’self t’death.”

“Then take it off!” Alex suggested. “You look weird wearing a shirt! Why are you wearing it anyway?” The young archwizard looked up with an expression of mock horror. “Is the sky about to fall? Is the world gonna explode or something? Maybe I should dive for cover!”

“Oi, oi, enough o’ that! I can wear a shirt, y’know! It’s not like I’ll melt if’n I put one on!” Cedric insisted, pulling at his tunic as though he was about to do just that and melt. “An’, I’m goin’ t’a nice place wit’ folk who probably wear shirts n’such all th’ time,” Cedric muttered. “Look, even Drestra said I should be wearin’ one. If even th’bloody swamp witch dragon thinks I oughtta wear a shirt, then I guess I oughtta be wearin’ one!”

“Cedric, there are people waiting for the ceremony—right now—wearing armour and beast skins, “ Alex said. “Grimloch’s not wearing a shirt either. So it’s fine, just take it off.”

Cedric turned bright red. “It’s just… I’d best just wear it. Don’t wanna… embarrass nobody.”

“Who the hells do you think you’d be embarrass—Ooooooh!” Alex cried, his eyes lighting up.

“What?” The Chosen’s face was now as red as his hair.

“Never mind,” the General said slyly. “I’ve been there, shall we say. Let’s just get going. There’s… people to meet. Special people.”

“Shut up, you!” Cedric shouted.

“I didn’t say anything,” Alex pointed out.

“I bloody hear ya thinkin’!” Cedric snarled.

Alex’s laughter rose over the trees, and only faded when he touched the Chosen’s clothed shoulder—which was an odd feeling—and teleported to Generasi.

New guests had entered the classroom in the short time the young archwizard had been gone. Graduating students with their family and friends had arrived, and most were already seated.

“Well, would y’look at this?” Cedric said, his voice full of awe as he looked around the classroom. “An’ I thought the castle in Ussex was bloody nice. Take a look at this place.”

“It is nice, isn’t it? I could hardly keep my jaw shut when I first came here. Anyway, we should probably get to our seats,” Alex said, nodding to his family. They were already seated in the front row of the large classroom, and Theresa was waving him over.

‘Father… hurry… you don’t want to be late for your own graduation… ’ Claygon said in his mind.

‘I know, buddy,’ Alex thought. ‘Coming.’

“Come on, Cedric.” He gestured for the other Hero to follow him.

“Right… behind ya…” The Chosen’s voice sounded distant as he looked around the room.

As the pair walked, Alex did another quick count of the stupid graduation caps in the room.

‘Definitely more now… ’ he thought. ‘There were eighteen before. Now… twenty… twenty-two… twenty-four…”

“There. What a—holy… Wow,” Cedric whispered, cutting off Alex’s cap count.

The young archwizard followed the Chosen’s gaze to the far side of the room.

There was Isolde and her group.

The dark-haired family was sitting with perfect poise and grace, flanked by the fully armoured and armed Svenia and Hogarth, as well as six more personal guards.

Isolde’s father was tall, dressed all in black—wide of shoulder and narrow of hip—and sitting with the straight-backed posture of a disciplined warrior. His blue eyes were cold, and his jet-black hair was long, bound in a tight braid secured at the nape of his neck.

Her mother was all curves, fine-featured with mahogany-coloured hair pouring down her left shoulder like a waterfall.

Both she and her husband looked younger than the Lus, but wore colours that added to their age and gravity: all greys and blacks, exuding a grim air of class.

However, the old man seated with them almost put them to shame.

His hair had long-turned silver, and he kept his beard in a neat goatee, yet neither grey hair—nor wrinkles—could hide the strong family resemblance between him and Isolde. They shared the same sharp features, electric blue eyes, and serious, haughty expression. He was as lean as a rail, with robes of purple and black tailored from the finest of fabrics.

Beside him was a ram-rod straight staff of pure steel, standing completely unsupported, seemingly at attention.

Both it—and the old man—radiated power.

‘That must be Isolde’s grandfather,’ Alex thought. ‘The imperial court mage to the Rhinean Emperor.’

His expression was dour, yet each time his eyes fell on his granddaughter, it softened.

“So that’s ’er family,” Cedric muttered, his voice tense and low. “Bunch o’ posh ones, they are, but no surprise there.”

Alex was about to respond, but was cut off when he felt a surge of teleportation magic from the front of the classroom.

He quickly urged Cedric to sit down.

A large group of people materialised just as the two young men found their seats.

Chancellor Baelin towered above most of the faculty of Generasi: among them, Alex recognised Professors Jules, Ram, Mangal, Salinger, Hak, and Val’Rok, though many others were there. Some he had taken classes with, while others he only knew from a distance. All were dressed in formal robes with silver pendants etched with alchemical symbols for mana around their necks.

With the faculty was Councillor Kartika—representing the city—while Registrar Hobb stood a little to the side, wearing a devil’s smile as he gazed upon the graduating class.

His eyes found Alex’s, holding them.

Alex looked back.

Hobb smiled wider.

“Welcome, everyone,” Baelin called, his voice carrying through the chamber and silencing the murmurs of the crowd. “Welcome to our staging area. Before we begin our journey to our true destination where the ceremony will take place, we must take attendance. It would be poor form to begin graduation without the very important graduating class present now, wouldn’t it? Registrar Hobb?”

The devil scanned the room with a calculating gaze. After just a pair of heartbeats, he answered, “All registered guests are present, Chancellor, including the entirety of our twenty-nine graduates.”

“Splendid!” Baelin shouted. “I remember one year where we needed half a day to track down a group of students, who’d—surely by accident—gotten lost in the wine barrels of a local tavern on the way here. We encourage all such celebrations to take place after the ceremony. Though, admittedly, that year was quite entertaining!”

Polite chuckles rippled across the room.

Professor Jules glared at Baelin.

He paid her no mind. “Now, I will transport one and all to the true location of the ceremony. I implore you not to be afraid: despite how things might appear, you will not fall.”

“Not fall?” Selina asked. “What does that mean?”

Before Alex could guess, Baelin began speaking words of power, and raising his hands over the crowd before him.

A torrent of teleportation magic filled the room.

And just like that, the lecture hall was gone.

Alex found himself hurtling across the planes, then floating in an endless sky.

Endless in every direction.

Including straight down.

He gasped, ready to cast flight magic on himself and his loved ones as soon as they appeared, but he soon realised that it only seemed like he was standing on thin air; there was actually a transparent floor beneath him.

Folk appeared, shocked cries and screams filling the air.

Baelin’s laughter followed. “Ah, what fun! But, have no fear: we are standing on a field of force magic. You will not fall, you are all perfectly safe. And do look around, for what you are witnessing is a rare sight.”

And indeed it was.

Beneath Alex’s feet were endless blue skies punctuated by puffy white clouds. Above him were similar clouds, all perfectly fluffy with the hue of freshly fallen snow.

In the middle of the sky, a sun beamed down on them all.

The crowd murmured in wonder.

“Once you are done taking it all in,” Baelin continued, “feel free to sit down.”

On either side of the crowd were raised stands—like one would find in the arena—furnished with comfortable chairs. The seats were made of transparent force magic, but their cushions were solid and shaped like miniature cumulus clouds.

Ahead of the crowd stood rows of seats of the same transparent material, complete with cloud-cushions.

Exactly twenty-nine in all.

Beyond them rose a platform of clear force magic, set up with more chairs—where the faculty, other staff, and Councillor Kartika were finding their seats—they faced a central podium.

Baelin found his place at the podium.

“Welcome to the Demiplane of Graduation!” the chancellor called, his cheer filling the bright skies. “It is a personal demiplane constructed as a gift to the university by yours truly, many hundreds of years ago. It is something of an open secret among the alumni and staff, but I would urge you not to spread word of this place too far beyond those who are currently here in attendance! The surprise for those graduating is half the fun!”

He let out a jolly laugh, then gestured to the twenty-nine seats. “If the graduating class would please make their way to their seats in front of the stage.”

Alex smiled at his family and friends.

Butterflies were in his belly.

“Well,” he said, his voice shaking a little. “That’s my cue.”

Mrs. Lu gave him a hug. “We’re so proud of you.”

As she let go, Mr. Lu clapped him on the shoulder. “Your parents are smiling from the after-world.”

Theresa hugged him, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek. “You deserve this, and I’m so happy I got to take this journey with you.”

Selina squeezed one of his hands. “I love you, Alex.”

Claygon patted him on the back. “Congratulations… Father… We will see you… later.”

“Been a fine journey wit’ you so far,” Cedric said. “Glad to be here wit’ ya t’day.”

Prince Khalik shook his left hand. “It is an honour to be in your cabal. Congratulations, my friend. Now, hold on, I must give my congratulations to Isolde before she—Ah, she is already heading to her seat. Afterward, then.”

Thundar shook Alex’s right hand. “Can’t believe you left us behind, you jerk… but all the same, I’m happy to see you walk that stage. Get up there and own it! And unlike Khalik, I ain’t giving up so easily! Congratulations-time is now!”

The minotaur turned and sprinted through the crowd, running to Isolde and clapping her on the back so hard that the young noblewoman was nearly catapulted into the seats. “Knock ’em dead up there, Isolde!”

Her family’s guards bristled—though Svenia and Hogarth simply threw each other knowing looks—and her parents stiffened.

Isolde held up a hand, waving off their concern as she tried to get her breath back.

“Blast, now I will look bad if I do not do the same!” Khalik rushed off. “So much for decorum!”

Alex took a look at Isolde’s family, considered what to do for a moment, then teleported beside her.

“You big oaf!” Isolde was admonishing Thundar. “You will muss up my robes—Gaaah! Roth!” she cried as she noticed the young archwizard.

He politely bowed to her family before turning to her. “I know you’re gonna do a great job,” Alex said, patting her on the shoulder. “And I’m so happy I get to graduate with you. You could even say I’m wishing you my… congradulations.”

“Uuuuugh!” Isolde groaned, throwing a mortified look at her family.

Before they could say anything, Khalik and Cedric barreled past them.

“Greetings to the von Anmut family. Now, then: Isolde! Congratulations on your big day!” Khalik was all smiles. “It has been more than an honour to be with you on this journey, and I could not ask for a better cabal-mate.”

Before she could react, Cedric came skidding to a halt in front of her.

She looked into the Chosen’s eyes while he tried to find his words.

Then her gaze slowly fell to his torso.

“Is… is that a shirt?” she gasped, her hands flying to her mouth as though the garment was the most scandalous thing she’d ever witnessed.

“Aye,” he said, blushing. “Felt like… I should probably wear one.”

“I—” she started, then her blue eyes hardened. The young noblewoman threw a glance in her family’s direction. “Later.”

She then turned—her cheeks blazing—and veritably sprinted toward her seat. “Father, Mother, Grandfather! Go and sit down!” she called over her shoulder.

“Oh, er, congratulations!” Cedric called weakly at her back.

She did not respond.

Silence fell, and he turned, grinning sheepishly at the von Anmuts.

They were staring at the cabal and Hero in shock.

Hogarth cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should find our seats, as the lady instructed.”

“Hmmm,” her grandfather said, looking at the young men closely. “Come.” He waved to his family, and as one, they turned to find their seats.

Cedric cringed, slowly looking at the others. “She acted kinda funny there. Did… did I do somethin’?”

“Later,” Alex echoed Isolde.

“Later,” Khalik echoed her as well.

“Later,” Thundar added.

The Chosen glared at the three of them. “All o’ yous ’ave gots t’be th’wors’ friends a man could ’ave.”


Chapter 26


Alexander Roth, Wizard of Generasi



The young archwizard’s name was etched on his chair.

Literally.

Golden, glowing letters—written on the surface of transparent force magic—spelled the name ‘Alexander Roth’ in all of its glory. The young man from Alric took it all in.

Alexander Roth.

Just over three years ago, that was the name of a simple, orphaned baker’s assistant from a tiny town in a backwater realm. Now? Now that name belonged to an archwizard graduating from the most prestigious school of wizardry in the entire world.

And that name was printed in golden letters of pure magic.

‘I hope you can see me now, Mother and Father,’ he thought, taking his seat—the seat bearing his name—among the other graduates. ‘And I hope you’re proud of me.’

Alex greeted his neighbours, most of whom he’d only seen in passing. The graduating students’ chairs were arranged in alphabetical order, by surname, and so he—unfortunately—was not near Rhea, Malcolm, Shiani, Nua-Oge, or Isolde.

Shifting in her chair, the young noblewoman was in the last row, and Alex only had a quick moment to exchange a nervous nod with her before Baelin cleared his throat.

The ancient archwizard raised his hands, and all eyes fell on him at the podium.

“It is with the highest honour that I guide this ceremony celebrating this years’ graduation of new wizards. Wizards of power. Education. Poise. Majesty.” He leaned forward, his goat-like eyes glittering. The chancellor’s symbol—the one on Baelin’s charm-pendants—was sewn into his robe. “Proper Wizards.”

Alex smiled at that.

The young archwizard—and the other members of the Art of the Wizard in Combat—fished their charm-pendants from their robes.

The chancellor noticed.

He definitely looked pleased.

“Now, this is the part where you might think ‘Oh no, the old goat is about to prattle on.’ But fortunately for each of you, I will not be launching into an endless speech. I will simply thank our graduates for journeying with us these past three to four years, but—if there is any one thing that I hope you will walk away with, it is that while you all may now command great power, you are not the only ones in the world who do. Threats lurk around every corner, jealous and hungry for your strength and commensurate wealth. So, please remember, if at any time you require aid in the form of guidance, insight, or advice, do not hesitate to approach us. You are a member of the alumni of Generasi now, and as such, you shall never be truly alone, if you do not choose to be.”

He clapped, rubbing his hands together. “So do not be afraid to reach out, just as I hope you will not be afraid to open up your coin purses and vaults when it comes time for annual donations.”

He grinned, and the graduates chuckled uncomfortably.

“Hah! You should see your expressions! I make that little joke every year, and I still love the fear that goes across every face!” The chancellor rose up to his full height. “In the end, you graduates shall be this university’s shooting stars! You have flown above us, bright and beautiful, and now you pass us by, almost as quickly as you came. You are flying off beyond the horizon; we were only able to gaze on your brilliance for a moment, but you will stay in our minds and our hearts forever. As I hope we shall stay in yours. Thank you all.”

The audience burst into rousing applause, with many whooping and cheering. Every graduate was on their feet, proud of themselves and their school, while Alex looked around, hearing Claygon repeatedly chanting ‘Father’ over the crowd. Baelin smiled at the response and raised his hands, waving at Hobb, inviting him to join him at the podium.

“With such enthusiasm, we’d dare not delay any longer, so with no further ado, we will present the well-earned degrees to this year’s graduating class. Your names will be called alphabetically by surname. And after every new graduate has received their degree, as our final order of business, we will receive the valediction honouring our graduates and bidding them a fond farewell. The title of valedictorian is awarded to the most academically accomplished student—in all four years of study—who has also contributed to the university outside of academics. That person will receive a gold medal in recognition of their achievement. I invite you all to look forward to their speech! But that will be for later: for now, graduates, please prepare. It’s time to claim your reward!”

Baelin waved his hand, and the sky shimmered above the stage.

At first, there came only the whisper of a rising wind.

Then the air began to sing an otherworldly melody; its lyrics—in many planar tongues—were dedicated to the graduating class of Generasi.

To bright futures. To better tomorrows. To endless opportunities.

Hobb snapped his fingers, conjuring twenty-nine plates of pure electrum, and one gold medal. “If all of the graduates would please line up at the stairs in alphabetical order. Staff members will be on hand to aid you.” The devil gestured to steps on the left-hand side of the stage. “Once you are in line, you will be called by name to receive your degree. After receiving it, you are then to descend the staircase to the right to make room for the next graduate.”

“Here we go,” Alex said, his heart thundering in his chest.

As the graduates moved to form a line, he exchanged looks with Nua-Oge, Shiani, Malcolm, Rhea, and—of course—Isolde.

To his cabal member, he gave an encouraging thumbs-up.

She was trembling, but returned a weak smile.

‘You can do it,’ he mouthed to her.

‘Thank you,’ she mouthed back.

He turned, looking back to the podium as the chancellor nodded. “You are all assembled. So, let us begin.”

The air’s song swelled, amplifying the melody.

It was time for the graduates to claim their prizes.

“First, I call Ansalon Andari!” Baelin announced.

A lean young man at the front of the line flinched, then quickly climbed the stairs. He paused to look over the graduating class, the guests, and the endless sky, then walked across the stage.

“Ansalon Andari, you have now graduated, and are awarded your degree,” Baelin said.

Registrar Hobb delicately plucked one of the electrum tablets from the air, handing it over.

The young student’s grin could have lit up a moonless night. He bowed his head. “Thank you, thank you so much!”

“Congratulations.” Baelin patted him on the shoulder. “May your path through magic—wherever it might lead—continue to be under endless light and open skies.”

The young man bowed again before stepping off the stage, descending the stairs to the right to be directed to his seat. Baelin then called the next student, and the next. Over time, the line grew shorter.

Until…

“Nua-Oge Icthy-On!” Baelin called.

The selacahar wizard looked back nervously at the guests before beginning to climb the stairs.

An earth-shattering roar shook the demiplane.

Nua-Oge stumbled.

All heads whipped around to the guests.

Grimloch was on his feet, fists pumping above his head. “That’s right! Get it, Nua-Oge!” he roared, even as their parents tried to calm him down. There was no stopping him, though; his applause was like thunder as his sister gave the guests a helpless shrug.

Lifting her head with pride, all nerves gone, she walked across the stage and bowed to the chancellor.

Baelin smiled warmly. “Nua-Oge Icthy-On, you have graduated with distinction, and are awarded your degree. Well done.”

Registrar Hobb handed her the degree.

The guests applauded as Nua-Oge bowed once more, and Alex—as well as the other members of Baelin’s COMB-1000 class—cheered as she descended from the stage.

She looked at her degree with a dreamy smile, returning to her seat.

More students were called, and then…

“Shiani Keahi!” Baelin shouted.

The fire mage climbed the steps, not meeting anyone’s gaze as she went. Her family and entourage cheered her name as she crossed the stage, and Alex could hear Selina’s voice joining with theirs.

“Shiani Keahi, you have graduated with distinction, and are awarded your degree,” the chancellor said. “Absolutely well done.”

Taking the degree, Shiani clutched it tightly as she left the stage, returning to her seat.

Soon, the line of twenty-nine awaiting to claim their degrees had shrunk, leaving few behind.

Then there were only two students in front of Alex.

Then one.

And finally…

“Alexander Roth!” Baelin called.

Alex’s heart thundered. His family erupted.

“Well dooooone!” Claygon shouted.

“Congratulations!” Theresa cried.

“Great job, Aleeeex!” Selina called.

“Yeeees!” Thundar and Khalik roared together.

Alex ascended the stage proudly, his head held high.

Isolde, Shiani, Rhea, Malcolm, and Nua-Oge cheered from their seats.

Alex’s foot touched the stage. He took a moment to breathe.

All around him were endless skies, and he was beneath the light of the sun.

Ahead of him was that degree, and all that it represented.

He took a step forward.

Then another.

Then another.

Then he was in front of Baelin and Hobb.

The chancellor gave him the warmest of smiles.

“Alexander Roth, you have graduated with distinction by course work and right of challenge, and are awarded your degree,” the chancellor said. He clapped him on the shoulder. “I am proud of you.”

“Thank you,” Alex whispered. There were tears in his eyes. Happy tears.

He turned to Hobb. Grinning, the devil reached up and plucked another electrum tablet from the air. The registrar handed it to Alex without a word.

Alex accepted it, looking at what was etched into the metal.

The Board of The University of Generasi,

Upon recommendation of the Faculty confers upon:

Alexander Roth,

Having fulfilled the requirements of the degree in Wizardry with all its rights, privileges, and obligations.

Below it was Chancellor Baelin’s signature, along with that of Registrar Hobb.

Alex’s hands were shaking.

He’d done it.

When he was marked by Uldar, he hadn’t given up. When his spellcraft was taken from him, he’d found ways to adapt. When he and his family were set upon by monsters, they overcame them to journey to Generasi. He’d overcome most challenges at the university. Even when he’d left to battle the hidden church and find Kelda’s sanctum, he’d overcome those too… and this moment was his prize.

This was the proof that Uldar, the priesthood, and all others had not stopped him from achieving his dream. A dream that had formed while his parents still lived, telling him stories of legendary wizards.

He sniffled, trying to hold back his emotions.

Then he lowered his head to Baelin and Hobb.

The crowd cheered.

The song above him swelled.

He knew then that he would never forget this moment, not even if he lived to be as old as Baelin. The young archwizard—the General of Thameland—continued walking on, clutching his degree close.

He glanced at the faculty as he passed them.

Professor Val’Rok was wiping tears from his eyes, blowing his snout in a handkerchief. He waved at Alex and gave him a thumbs-up.

Professor Ram watched him closely, giving him a stoic nod.

Professor Mangal smiled sweetly, mouthing ‘congratulations’ to him.

Professor Salinger simply clapped, giving Alex a warm smile.

Then… there was Professor Jules.

The prickly head of the faculty department of Alchemy was crying—full-on crying—beside Val’Rok and wiping her nose with a butterfly embroidered handkerchief.

“Congratulations… Mr. Roth.” She whispered her choked good wishes as he passed by.

“Thank you,” he whispered back, then descended the stairs to join the others.

He looked up at the stands.

His family was crying and cheering. Khalik and Thundar were hugging each other and giving him double thumbs-ups. Cedric was whooping.

Theresa’s smile was brilliant as she called Alex’s name. Selina cheered.

Alex lowered his head to them as he returned to his seat.

And he allowed himself to soak in the moment.

He’d done it. He’d truly done it. There would be other trials in his life—one great one loomed ahead—but this trial was over, and he had won.

On the stage, Baelin continued to call names.

“Rhea Talmenar!” the chancellor said.

The tall elven woman ascended the stage with grace, gliding to the ancient archwizard.

“Rhea Talmenar, you have graduated with distinction, and are awarded your degree,” the chancellor said. “Most magnificent.”

The elf fire mage gracefully bowed, gliding across the stage and returning to the seated line of graduates.

After Rhea, Baelin called another familiar name, “Malcolm Thrimson!”

The ice mage, one of the last few in line, hurried up the stairs and crossed the stage.

“Malcolm Thrimson, you have graduated with distinction, and are awarded your degree,” the chancellor said. “Well done, lad.”

Malcolm grinned at the electrum tablet, then turned toward the audience, holding the degree above his head as though it was a captured flag won on the battlefield.

Alex whooped, as did much of the graduating class.

Rhea rolled her eyes as Malcolm descended to join the rest of them.

A few more names were called, until finally… there was only one person remaining, waiting to ascend the stage.

Isolde stood alone, looking as nervous as a kitten in a lightning and thunderstorm.

“And now, I call the final member of this year’s graduating class,” Baelin announced. “She is also our valedictorian for this graduating year! Isolde von Anmut!”


Chapter 27


Fruition



Isolde von Anmut turned beet red before turning pale. Her hands shook. Her body tensed.

She looked to the sky, eyes fixed on the clouds to steady herself before returning her attention to the stage.

The young noblewoman took a deep breath, rose to her full height, and stepped forward, then without hesitating, took another.

Isolde climbed the steps with all the grace and nobility she could muster, then walked across the stage like a queen, lowering her head to Baelin. “Chancellor. I gladly receive this honour.” Her voice was clear.

“Isolde von Anmut, you have graduated with distinction, and are awarded your degree,” the chancellor said as Hobb handed her the electrum tablet and gold medal. “Your dedication, endless focus, and discipline have brought you the highest honours. Your great effort has earned you this degree, and also provided you with the opportunity to close our graduation ceremony. Will you accept this honour?”

“I will,” Isolde said.

“Then it is time for the old to yield the stage to the young,” Baelin said as he and Hobb prepared to go to their seats among the faculty. “You may begin when you are ready.”

Isolde drew another deep breath, and took her place at the podium. She laid her tablet and medal on the surface of the transparent stand.

The wind fell silent.

The crowd soon followed.

All eyes were on her.

And hers took in everyone gathered.

She gripped the sides of the podium and began.

“When I was approached about this honour, some months ago, I was unsure as to whether to accept it or not,” she said, her clear voice cutting through the demiplane. “I have been told that much of the purpose of the valedictorian is to end things on a lighter note, to shatter the pomp of an ancient ceremony with the ‘pep’ and humour of youth.”

She sighed. “I must confess that I have mastered many subjects while at Generasi: alchemy and lightning magic are among them… but humour is not. And with dread, I fear—that by the time this ceremony ends—you may all be dead of boredom from my monotonous words.”

Isolde smiled at her little joke—almost shyly. Thankfully, the crowd laughed, not mockingly, but encouragingly.

Her smile turned grateful.

“Since humour is not one of my strengths, rather than trying to end things on a light note, I would like to speak of our experiences at the university, instead,” she continued. “I have put pressure on myself trying to sum up my own feelings and experiences, and hoping to somehow turn those into a representative speech for our graduating class. I found this to be an impossible task, because—in the end—my experiences are my own. They are unique to me, and cannot be changed or moulded to encompass the university experience of all the other esteemed graduates here. I also thought to quote ancient wizards and philosophers, and structure my speech around one of their ideas.”

She turned to Baelin. “But I am sure that the chancellor has met a good many of them and is older than the rest.”

Isolde looked back to the audience. “I was then left with the one thing that does unite us all, because it is unique, shared, and undecided: and that is our futures.”

Alex paid rapt attention.

“Recently, I was asked what my plans were for my future once I graduate, and I said that I would continue to walk the same path that I had chosen long ago. But, later, I found myself wondering how I had been able to answer so easily. After all, I have changed a lot in many ways over the course of my time at Generasi because of my experiences…” She gestured to the others graduating with her. “As have the rest of you. We are here now, transformed by our experiences, and if we had remained the same people that we were four years ago, then something must have gone wrong, and time would have stood still for us to have stagnated in such a manner.”

Isolde placed her hand over her heart, smiling. “Our experiences at the university have differed: some of us have loved, others have had their hearts broken, some have given their trust, others have had it shattered, some have fought monsters—such as the demons at Oreca’s Fall—and been changed by it. All differing experiences. Yet, some of our experiences did not differ: we have all learned, we have all fought—whether in lab, against monsters, or in our extraordinary library—we have triumphed, and we have failed.”

The graduating class nodded along.

“In four years, many of us have lived more eventful lives than others will experience from bassinet to tombstone. So how could we not be changed by that? And we will continue to change in the future… So I asked myself, what gave the me of today the confidence to stay on the same path that the me of four years ago decided to take? After all, I—and the rest of our graduating class—now have the power and knowledge to become either saviours or tyrants.”

Whispers raced through the crowd.

“For myself, after much self-examination, I came to the conclusion that what kept me firmly on that one path was a simple concept: responsibility. And I believe that concept applies to all of us.

“Please understand that I do not mean responsibility always matches great power. It does not: being powerful does not mean we are responsible for the fate of the world. However, I do believe that we have a responsibility to ourselves, to magic, and to those who place their hopes in us.”

She gestured to the guests. “Like those who have come here to support us in our hour of triumph. They have watched us grow, as we were nurtured by the greatest university of wizardry in the world. And what does it mean to be the ‘greatest university of wizardry’? We have all accepted that designation as fact—it is a commonly used moniker for our institution—but have we truly examined why Generasi has been blessed with this lofty title?”

She gestured to the faculty. “Could it be the greatest because it has the foremost magical research departments in the world? Or is it that our faculty includes some of the most knowledgeable and powerful masters of wizardry ever to draw breath?”

Isolde gestured to the demiplane. “Is it because of the sheer wealth, power, and knowledge within the institution? Is it due to the grand library and all the many spells contained within it? Is it due to the service that the university provides to the city? I believe that while the university does in fact have the greatest research departments, faculty, knowledge, and power of any educational institution in the world⁠—”

Cheers rose from the graduating class.

“—I am of the opinion that it is called the ‘greatest university of wizardry in the world,’ because it produces the greatest wizards in the world!”

The cheers turned to deafening applause, spreading to guests and faculty alike.

Isolde waited for the din to die down before continuing.

“Historically, there have been archwizards, great heroes, inventors, pioneers and more who have graduated from our institution and gone on to do great things… and now, we twenty-nine begin similar journeys. And that is where our responsibility begins. The university had a responsibility to us: to make us the greatest wizards we could be. And now, we have the responsibility to continue being the greatest wizards we can be.”

She gestured to herself. “We may not be responsible for the world, but our respected colleagues, the university, and our loved ones are calling on us to meet and exceed our potential going forward. If we do not, then we can never be relied upon by our cabals, our subordinates, and our loved ones. With the sort of power we now wield, an abdication of responsibility can lead to the most dire of consequences for hundreds or even thousands.”

Isolde looked down at her degree, smiling. She raised it above her head, turning it toward the audience. “With all its rights, privileges, and obligations. That’s what this degree says. And it is fitting. As graduating wizards of Generasi, we have rights bestowed upon us through the qualifications represented in this degree. We have privileges granted by the power that we have accrued through our time studying there. But, obligations? That word stands out to me. There are no obligations stated for us, so what can this mean?”

Isolde faced her fellow graduates. “Magic is both chaotic and ordered. Yet, we have a responsibility to it. We are Proper Wizards after all, and must act as such at all times. For me, I will keep to my path, because I have a responsibility to myself, my family, and to magic, and I will dedicate much of my life to advancing them all.”

She raised her voice, “So, I will conclude with this, my fellow graduates! Be grand! Be powerful! Be responsible! For what good is power for its own sake, if it has no purpose to fulfil? You must find that purpose to continue to be great! Do not become the sword rusting above the mantle! Go forth, and show the world why we are great! It is our time to shine: so keep your word, use your magic, take responsibility for your actions, do not let your skills grow dusty, and live to be the greatest you can be! I know, I will! Congratulations to my fellow graduates, and thank you for your time. Let us build our legacies, starting today.”

The demiplane was silent for a time, then all erupted in thunderous applause.

Isolde smiled sweetly as the graduating class leapt from their seats, enthusiastically clapping and cheering.

Alex clapped emphatically. “Awesome job, Isolde! Aaaaawwwesome!”

He was not the only one.

“Yeeeeaaaah!” Thundar roared.

“Well done! Well done!” Khalik’s deep voice called.

“That was sharp, Isolde! As sharp as a knife! Fantastic!” Theresa shouted.

“Well… done… Isolde!” Claygon’s deep voice joined the others.

And finally, louder than all the rest…

“Ya was amazin’, Isolde!” Cedric’s voice cut through the others, loud and proud. “Y’made m’heart sing!”

The faculty on stage stood, joining the others in celebration.

Isolde blushed, mouthing a quick thank you as Baelin stepped up beside her at the podium.

“Thank you for your wise insights, Isolde,” the chancellor said.

“Thank you for the opportunity.” The young noblewoman bowed to him before leaving the stage.

The applause grew louder.

She looked relieved and pleased, her face flushed pink.

The chancellor took his place back at the podium. “A fine speech by our valedictorian, and one that I hope all of our graduates—and the rest of us—take to heart. Now, in conclusion, if the graduates would please line up in front of your guests.”

Alex and the rest of the graduating class moved to where their guests were seated, forming a single row before family and friends.

“We present to you… our graduating class!” Baelin shouted. “Graduates, please take a bow and throw your hats in the air!”

Alex, Isolde, and the rest of the graduates took a deep bow.

The guests cheered.

The class removed their hats and tossed them in the air. Enthusiastic applause swelled, growing louder as the conical hats soared high above them.

And remained there.

They began to glow, the illumination increasing, becoming blazing stars. And as one, twenty-nine new wizard’s hats transformed, shooting farther into the endless blue sky.

“This is my favourite part,” Baelin announced, waving his hand.

The sun flared, then promptly dimmed, veiling the demiplane in shadow… Yet, not falling into complete darkness.

Suddenly, thousands of stars winked to life, all twinkling in time. The spheres of light that were once the graduating class’s hats soared through the air, joining countless others that had come before them, taking their place among the demiplane’s constellations.

“Twenty-nine new stars,” Baelin said. “All being welcomed by thousands of past graduates who have taken this journey before you. And, I say once more: congratulations, to all of you. We look forward to seeing what you will do next. What wonders and horrors you will work, and what responsibilities will move you forward.”
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“Ya was bloody great up there!” Cedric said to Isolde as the graduates went to mingle with their friends and families.

The area around the stands was overflowing with joy, hugs, and laughter, as well as a river of happy tears as graduates both celebrated, and were celebrated, while everyone waited for Baelin to transport them back to the material world. Isolde had been heading for her family when Cedric broke from the crowd, touching her arm.

“Thank you, Cedric.” She smiled warmly. “I appreciate that.”

“Aye, well, I’s jus’ callin’ it as I sees it.” He was adjusting his shirt as though it was attempting to strangle him. “You⁠—”

“Oh, stop it.”

He stopped speaking. “Wazzat?”

“Stop shifting about like an animal caught in a trap!” Isolde gestured to his shirt.

“Oh, aye, sorry.” He winced, quickly letting go of the garment, which clung to his body like a snare around a beast. “Ya gots t’ fergive me, I ain’t used t’ wearin’ one o’ these. But I’ll leave it be.”

“I am not telling you to ‘leave it be,’” Isolde said. “I am telling you to take it off.”

Cedric and a number of people around them grew quiet.

Eyebrows rose.

The Chosen spat, “Wazzat?” He cupped a hand to his ear. “Is been pretty loud ’round here, so I’s thinkin’ I din’a hear y’right.”

“I said, take off that shirt, Cedric.” She folded her arms on her chest.

“What? Y’sure?” He looked around. Eyebrows were shooting up faster than the graduation caps when they shot through the sky. “In a place like this? Ya sure y’r not gonna b’embarrassed by… a friend… walkin’ ’round wit’ out no shirt on?”

“How could I ever be embarrassed by you?” Isolde moved close to him. Very close. “You are one of the bravest, most honourable, and lovely human beings I have ever met.”

She grabbed the hem of his shirt. “Now lift your arms up.”

“O-oh, aye?” He did.

Isolde gripped his tunic and pulled it over his shoulders and head, revealing the woad tattoos and sculpted musculature of his torso. She finished pulling the shirt off, folded it, and handed it to him, nodding as she looked at the Mark of the Chosen on his chest.

“That is much better.” She reached up, fixing his long, red hair. “You look like you, now.”

“I’d b’ lyin’ if I’n I said I wasn’ feelin’ better now.” Cedric gave her that beautiful smile of his, his gold tooth gleaming like a star. In someone’s else’s mouth, she would have found it uncouth.

Cedric made it look positively royal.

She couldn’t help but smile back. “Thank you for coming today. Honestly, I would have been… distraught if you were not here to see me graduate.”

“Aye, an’ also hear th’ speech o’ yorn all ’bout responsibility an’ greatness an’ th’ like,” Cedric said. “Was a damned good speech, an’ true too. We do gots a responsibility t’be our best selves.” He touched the Mark on his chest. “Don’ I knows that better’n most.”

“Indeed,” she said. “I was thinking of you, Alex, and the other Heroes when I wrote the earlier versions of that speech. Your responsibilities are crushing, and contradictory… and your responsibility to a divine plan and your realm often trample all over your responsibilities to yourselves, but you do what you have to anyway.”

“S’good way o’ puttin’ it,” Cedric agreed. “Jus’ glad things din’a turn out a lot worse. If’n…” He blushed, his expression clouding. “If’n I’d found out ’bout Alex early on… if’n I’d learned who ’e was back when we firs’ met in th’Coille Forest, or—even worse—if’n I’d’a found out when we was all meetin’ in Greymoor for th’first time… I woulda had t’bring ’im t’Ussex t’them priests. But… m’ responsibility t’doin’ what was right woulda tol’ me t’leave ’im well enough alone.”

The Chosen’s frown deepened. “There was a time where I caught a rogue from the king’s delegation sneakin’ about. Didn’t think much o’ it at th’time—just thot’ ’e was som’ bloody nosey bastard, spyin’ an’ tryin’ t’ruin things between our kingdom an’ all o’ yous—but now that I’s lookin’ back, I’s thinkin’ th’bastard might’a been one o’ them you-know-whos. Makes me wonder wha’ woulda happened if I’d spoke up back then.”

“Your responsibilities to your kingdom warred with your responsibility to your new friends,” Isolde said. “The fact that you think on that situation, and that it troubles you, is admirable. It shows that you take both responsibilities seriously. You take all of your responsibilities seriously.”

She stepped closer again. “It is one of the things that I find so enchanting about you, Cedric of Clan Duncan. You try your best and show dedication in everything that you do.”

“I show dedication?” Cedric scoffed. “Yer th’ one that’s bloody dedicated. Y’put hard work inta yer duties at school. Y’put in work on th’expedition ta’ m’homeland, an’ y’train t’be one helluva lightnin’ mage. You put in th’work in everythin’ y’do. It’s… one o’ the things I liked abou’ ya from th’ firs’time I met ya.”

Isolde moved closer still. “So tell me, Cedric, what are your plans for after the war?”

He paled, then blushed. “I was thinkin’ there’d be lots t’do, t’make right what’s been wrong fer so long. The Ravener’s wrecked so much o’ Thameland.”

“And after that?” Isolde asked.

“Pffft, o’ I dunno.” The Chosen shrugged. “Time was, I thought I’d just be another warrior for the clan. A good fighter, helpin’ m’people. Protectin’ an’ all that. But after all I’s been through… all I’s seen… I dunno. Ya said how ya stuck on your path ’cause o’ responsibility, aye? Not sure if m’clan really needs me about… an’ m’heart’s leadin’ me elsewhere.”

“And where does your heart lead you?” Isolde asked, reaching into a pocket in her robes.

“Well… it does… I dunno if’n t’say it here an’ now…”

“Why not?” she asked archly.

“Cause I’s kinda scared, that…” Distress was plain in his eyes. “That maybe a great lump like me don’ deserve what m’heart’s wantin’. But if I did get it, I’d do everythin’—an’ I means everythin’—t’ b’ the bes’ man fer it. I’d b’ th’ bes’ version o’ Cedric of Clan Duncan, Chosen o’ Thameland, I cud ever b.’ Anyways, I’d bes’ get goin’, I knows y’gots yer family t’talk wit,’ so I bes’ b’ on m’way ’fore I takes up all yer time.”

“Oh, by the elements, stay right there!” She pulled the small wooden box from her robes—the one that had been sitting on her dressing table earlier. “Lean down.”

To Cedric’s credit, though wide-eyed, he didn’t protest.

He simply leaned down.

Around them, the curious grew quieter.

Isolde did not care.

She reached around Cedric’s neck, hooking a clasp behind it.

“What’s this?” he asked, touching his neck.

A new necklace circled his neck: from its chain of pure platinum hung a wondrous jewelled pendant with four facets of different colours. Inside the green facet, vines lay frozen within the gem. In the red, a spark of fire danced. Water swirled in the blue one. Lightning flashed in the white.

“It’s a Stone of Four Elements, and it comes from one of the four Elemental Mountains in the Rhinean Empire,” Isolde said. “It contains the elements of all four mountains, in a single gem. The jewel is meant to protect you from fire, lightning, cold, and drowning, as well as keep you steady on the earth. That is what tradition says. Among the Rhinean nobility, it is a gift given to those most precious to us. And by precious⁠—”

She cleared her throat, aware that many eyes were on her.

“—I do mean that romantically. I wish to court you, Cedric of Clan Duncan. I hope that we can have each other.”

Silence fell over everyone within listening distance.

Cedric shouted, “Yes!” pumping his fists toward the heavens as though the Traveller herself had blessed him. With the cheer of a man who’d found a treasure that’d he long searched for, he sprang forward, caught Isolde around her waist with both hands—by the elements, he was strong—and raised her above his head as though she weighed nothing.

“Cedric! Cedriiiiic!” she cried, desperately trying to hide her face from the crowd. She could not hide from their whistling and laughter, though. Laughing, the Chosen spun her while holding her high above him.

“Ceeeedriiiiic!” she screamed, laughing.

“Brings me great shame t’think ya had t’make th’ first move.” Cedric brought her close. Dangerously close. His eyes seemed to be her whole world.

“So let me make th’ second one, at least. I’d love t’ kiss ya right now, Isolde,” he said.

The ‘yes’ was out of her mouth before she could stop her runaway treacherous brain.

Too late, she remembered her parents.

But then their lips were touching.

And she wasn’t thinking about anything else.

A massive cheer erupted around them. She recognised Grimloch’s voice, Khalik’s, Alex’s, and Thundar’s. Svenia and Hogarth’s cheering was loudest of all.

When her and Cedric’s lips finally parted—he still held her above him—he smiled that gold-toothed smile.

“Hey,” he said.

“H-hello,” she whispered, then froze.

She slowly turned as she felt eyes burning into her.

Standing very near was her family.

Her father looked mortified.

Her grandfather was unreadable.

Her mother was even paler than usual. She opened her mouth to speak, “Isolde… why are you grappling with a shirtless man at your graduation?”

Isolde von Anmut quite nearly used Planar Doorway right then and there.


Chapter 28


Meet the Parents



“AClan… Duncan… was it?” asked Lord von Anmut, his voice terribly strained. “I seem to be unfamiliar with such a family. Praytell, what is the, er, lineage of Clan Duncan?”

“Father,” Isolde hissed.

“I, erm, am simply curious about the large, baaaaarbari…” He paused as his daughter’s expression turned demonic. “Er, baarrr… barrel-chested young man that my daughter seems to erm, have given a Stone of Four Elements to.”

“A man you never mentioned in your letters to us, darling daughter of ours,” Lady von Anmut emphasised through a perfectly forced smile. “Not once. At all. In any of your letters to your own mother! What a terribly strange turn of events!”

Her laughter sounded like broken glass and murder.

Eyes from all around the chamber—Baelin had transported the graduating class and their guests back to the grand classroom—looked away. All of a sudden, other conversations, other people, and even bits of dust on the floor seemed fascinating to the onlookers.

Cedric was beside Isolde—she was clutching his hand as if she’d be swept away by a tidal wave if she let go—with a forced smile and eyes that would have been at home on a deer facing a mob of rabid bears.

Isolde was feeling a mixture of terror, embarrassment, irritation, and giddy joy so intoxicating that she thought she would pass out.

The treacherous members of her cabal—the brave Alex, Thundar, and Prince Khalik, who she distinctly remembered promising to aid fellow members of their cabal in times of crisis—were hiding with Alex’s family.

They were in an area of the room that was conveniently near the front door.

Isolde would remember this.

She looked to her loyal, lovely bodyguards—Hogarth and Svenia, who had stood beside her against beasts, villains, and monsters—they were now standing behind her parents, conversing with their personal guard.

They appeared absolutely intent on not meeting the young noblewoman’s gaze.

She would remember this too.

‘I should help the Ravener eat the lot of them,’ she thought darkly.

Isolde glanced at her grandfather as he stood a little apart from her parents, watching Cedric impassively. The old court wizard’s mask-like expression had fully taken over his face. She could not tell if he was simply assessing Cedric, approving of him, or planning his demise.

He had said not a single word so far.

“So yes!” Her mother stepped closer, dragging her daughter’s eyes back to her. “Your letters! They mentioned nothing about any… lovers! Nothing decent or indecent!” she hissed through a clenched smile. Her deadly eyes flicked to Cedric. “How long have you and my darling, precious daughter been… so close, young man?”

“Well, I did jus’… we jus’ came together… right now,” Cedric fumbled with the words, facing the twin beasts that were Isolde’s parents with the same dedication he faced the deadly Ravener-spawn of Thameland.

…and with a little more fear.

“Oh, my mistake!” Lady von Anmut let out another homicidal laugh. Several people—including the faculty—were swiftly making their way toward the door. More folk joined them, and for a terrible moment, Isolde thought a stampede would start. Lady von Anmut looked back at her daughter. “Considering that you ripped the shirt off of a young man in the middle of your graduation, then allowed yourself to be hoisted into the air like a sack of old rags, and then shoved your tongue down his throat like a common⁠—”

“There was no tongue!” Cedric and Isolde said as one.

They jumped, their hands clenching a little tighter.

“Oh, my mistake for not getting the facts right,” Lady von Anmut continued, with the same smile that was all ice and death. “I do believe I was fighting a fainting spell at that moment! I do wonder what might have brought it on? Yes, I am sure you are right when you say there was no tongue… but you say you two just met?”

“No, Mother!” Isolde said. “We did not just meet! We have known each other for a long time! We simply, erm, made our courtship official at that moment.”

“Really? You only now became official?” her mother hissed. “That is so surprising to me, considering the passions you displayed, which are usually reserved for wedding nights!”

A throat cleared.

“And, er, how old is this Clan Duncan?” Lord von Anmut cut in.

“Er, our clan’s been in Thameland since b’fore Uldar got there,” Cedric said. “Dunno beyond that.”

Lord von Anmut brightened a bit. “Excellent, there is history there! Tell me, how much land exists in your family’s fief?”

“Father!” Isolde snapped. “Please stop it, you are embarrassing all of us!”

“Now, now,” he said gently. “I am simply trying to grasp what might be the path ahead, shall we say.” He smiled at Cedric. “There are things to consider, of course, when it comes to the union of, erm⁠—”

“Land an’ property?” The Chosen’s eyebrow rose. “Like a clan chief considerin’ who t’marry his child off ta’?”

“Precisely!” Lord von Anmut clapped, smiling at his wife. “See, our daughter has not quite taken leave of her senses! This young man seems to have certain understandings!”

“Father… you… are not… helping…” Isolde said through gritted teeth.

“No. You certainly are not.” Her mother sniffed. “So…” She looked at Cedric. “Do you always go about without a shirt, or do you only do so when you wish to grapple my daughter in public?”

Isolde made a strangling noise.

“Oh, I’s not one fer shirts, really,” Cedric said, flexing his muscles. “I finds ’em too constrainin’.”

“Oh my! Do you hear that, darling?” Lady von Anmut turned to her husband in mock delight. “He finds shirts too constraining! How wonderful!”

“If I might interrupt,” a deep voice cut through the public execution.

All eyes turned to Isolde’s grandfather. He looked at her with a piercing gaze. “Are you happy, Granddaughter?”

“Absolutely,” she insisted.

“Wonderful.” The word was clipped. He turned to Lady von Anmut. “Daughter, do you wish for your child to be happy in life?”

“Of course I do!” Lady von Anmut said. “But she is so young, and I do not wish for her to be bewitched by a smile right out of a pirate romance novel and musculature that should belong on a god’s marble statue! Such things might drive all rational thought from her head!”

“Yes, indeed—wait what?” Lord von Anmut nodded, then frowned. His eyes lit up. “Oh, yes, I see what you mean! He reminds me of Lord Etienne from that book on your nightstand. I believe it was The Ravishing Adventure of Lady Cecilia by⁠—”

“Husband.” Lady von Anmut’s voice was as strained as a strand of silk thread caught on the horns of a bull. “Perhaps we should end that there.”

“Why?” Lord von Anmut asked.

Silence fell on the group.

The court wizard sighed heavily. “You always did like them pretty, Daughter.”

“Thank you!” Lord von Anmut said cheerily.

“Do not thank him, husband,” Isolde’s mother said mournfully.

“Father, please…” The younger noblewoman pinched the bridge of her nose. “Please, Father. And, Mother. Just… please. If you continue speaking, I am positively sure that I will see the after-world before the day is done.”

“Exactly, stop embarrassing my granddaughter on the day of her graduation.” The court wizard looked at Isolde. “What are the precedents?”

“For a Chosen of Thameland?” The young noblewoman met her grandfather’s eyes. “I found at least seven within the archives of the capitol. I have names and dates.”

He nodded in approval. “They will not be necessary.” He looked at Cedric. “Young man, what is your intention for my granddaughter?”

“Er, precedent o’ what?” Cedric asked.

“Do not worry about that,” the old man said. “What are your intentions?”

“Um, I jus’ wanna make ’er happy,” Cedric said. “The thought o’ that makes m’heart sing.”

Isolde blushed.

The old man looked at him closely. “Alright, then. Let us all go somewhere and have a meal together to celebrate graduations and unions.”

“Father,” Lady von Anmut said. “I am unsure if…” She took one look at her daughter, then sighed. “Fine, let us go to dinner. And speak. In depth. I would like to learn more about this shirtless young man.”

“That sounds like a capital idea!” Lord von Anmut said. “You can tell us more of your rustic lifestyle, young man. I do enjoy stories of nature!”

Isolde glanced at Cedric. “I imagine you have to return to Thameland soon?”

“A-aye,” the Chosen said. “But I coulds spare a wee bit more time. But, ah, precedents?”

Isolde blushed. “I was looking up precedents for… unions… you know, perhaps later.”

“Precedents for marriage between Rhinean nobility and Heroes of Thameland!” her father blurted out, snapping his fingers. “Now I understand!”

“Father!” Isolde’s face burned scarlet.

“Mar… marriage?” Cedric asked distantly.

“My granddaughter is much like myself; she prefers to plan for all possibilities,” the court wizard said. “Now come, let us get to know each other.”

Isolde—looking as though she wanted to crawl into her grave—joined her family and Cedric as they walked out of the chamber.

As they left, Alex looked at the other members of his cabal.

“Well,” he said. “That was something.”

“I’d almost call it the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” Thundar was grinning broadly. “I’m never gonna let her live it down.”

“Indeed,” Prince Khalik cheered. “I shall not let her live it down either.”

“Did you see the way she looked at you?” Theresa asked. “She might not let the three of you live at all.”

The three young men exchanged glances.

Their mouths spoke no words.

Their expressions might have filled an entire library.
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Corks popped.

Ale and cider foamed, pouring into tankards.

A carefree atmosphere filled the Roth Family Bakery as staff members carried an entire buffet feast into the eating areas to feed Alex’s family and friends. The bakery had closed early to host the special group of guests for the rest of the evening:

Alex’s family and friends.

“Congratulations, Alex!” Selina cheered.

“Congratulations!” Khalik shouted, holding a goblet of wine. Beside him sat Sinope, who had finished her duties in the grove and joined the others in celebration. Najyah was on his shoulder.

Thundar raised his tankard of cider with a smile.

Mr. and Mrs. Lu dabbed away tears.

Their sons gulped back ale.

Theresa held Alex’s hand with a dreamy smile, and Claygon clapped him on the shoulder.

Brutus nuzzled the archwizard’s back.

Only Isolde was absent, catching up with—and likely being interrogated by—her own family. The cabal planned to join her for their own celebration later, where—hopefully—she would spare their lives.

Just as Alex was thinking of ways to avoid potential death, a commotion came from the kitchen.

Troy was leading more staff into the eating area, bearing sheets of Alex’s mother’s cookies, a cauldron of his father’s stew… and a beautiful cake.

A magnificent cake.

It was a massive affair, with flawless cream-coloured icing, topped with piped whipped cream that resembled a thick braid decorated with mounds of glazed fruit; a dessert large enough to satisfy the hungry crowd’s sweet tooth and—on the top—written in chocolate drizzle was, ‘Congratulations on your graduation, Alex!’

“A little surprise for you, boss!” Troy called. “Hope you all leave room for some of it!”

“Oh, I am so glad I came here,” Khalik said, licking his lips and rubbing his hands together.

“I’m not,” Mr. Lu clapped his hand to his belly. “Well, I am, but my pants aren’t going to be.”

Laughter spread through the room.

As the cake, cookies, and stew arrived, Alex tapped a spoon against a glass and rose from his chair.

Everyone went quiet, looking at him expectantly.

“Thank you all for being here today,” Alex began. “It’s been a long journey to get here, and we’re still not at the end of it yet. The Ravener lies ahead of us, and I don’t know where the battle against it is going to take us. But, if there’s anything I’ve learned from my time here in Generasi, it’s that the world doesn’t come to a standstill for anything. Not now and not ever. People have to keep moving and living, laughing and loving even if things are dark elsewhere. I got to experience the last three years making good friends and getting my degree, which’ll help me in my future. But now, it’s time to complete a big responsibility, one that I, the other Heroes, and everyone in Thameland has to deal with.”

He lifted his glass. “I’d like to make it so that the people in our homeland will be able to have a life where they, too, can live, laugh, love, celebrate, and graduate without a care in the world. No more Ravener, no more swords hanging over their heads. No more waiting a hundred years for another disaster to fall on them. We’re nearly ready, and when we strike, we’re going to strike hard.”

Alex raised his glass higher. “So, I want to dedicate this toast to us, to Thameland, and to responsibilities: not the ones that’ve been shoved on us, but the ones that we choose!”

“Hear, hear!” Khalik called.

Glasses rose, clinking together.

And as everyone tucked into their feast, laughter and reminiscing flowed. Yet as the night went on, Alex’s inner cheer gave way to dread. His words were true: the time for the final battle against the Ravener was approaching, though no one knew when and how that would manifest.

But they would learn soon enough.


Chapter 29


Hope Springs



Thameland’s springtime was usually a season of endless rains, cloudy skies, and chilling mists that covered the realm, seeming to last for days on end. But lately, nature had been kinder, sharing the Generasi skies with these northern lands.

The sun had been unusually bright and warm, beaming down in all its glory. From coast to coast, the heavens were clear, the air warm and filled with the promise of an early and hot summer.

Throughout the kingdom, soldiers and knights marched beneath bright skies, their armour gleaming under sunlight, and their cloaks billowing in an exhilarating breeze. Songs were on their lips, the symbol of the Traveller had joined the symbol of Uldar around many necks, and hope lay in their hearts.

These days there was much to hope for. Tobias Jay had made a pivotal announcement some weeks before.

That day had begun unremarkably, then the high priest of Uldar had called a mass assembly for all priests and soldiers within the capitol. The sky had been cloudy and miserable as a cold drizzle whipped down on the battalions gathered before the cathedral.

The old priest had mounted the balcony when the warriors assembled, and those close enough to see him from near would recall that he seemed stronger than he had in weeks.

A newfound vigour had lifted his back and a great purpose guided his steps.

Tobias had raised his hands, calling all to order before speaking. With a voice that reached as far as the city walls—his words carried by a powerful miracle—he talked of the war, of hope, and perseverance: all subjects the army’s battle-chaplains lectured on nearly every day.

Familiar subjects that had grown more tiresome as the war dragged on.

Yet—even as the eyes of the soldiery began to dull—Tobias’ words strayed into unfamiliar waters. He began speaking of numerous miracles that had been regularly occurring, a subject that caught the soldiers’ attention.

These miracles had come in the form of interventions; soldiers being saved from threats bearing down on them, and monsters being struck down with no sign of injury to their bodies from either weapon, spell, or miracle.

He talked of entire battalions finding their way home after having gone missing in great swells of fog and torrential rains. He told of more strange occurrences where Ravener-spawn had acted strangely, showing kindness to mortals instead of slaughtering them on sight.

Confused folk had been wondering about these strange new wonders—though priests had attempted to explain them in their regular sermons—but the bewildered had listened attentively when the high priest addressed these occurrences.

And he captured their attention by way of a strange tale.

He’d recounted the story of the Saint of Thameland from centuries earlier—a mysterious woman from Alric only known as the Traveller, whose cave allowed the Thameish people to escape the Ravener with ease—telling of her dedication to the people. Tobias had been poetic, his voice steeped in reverence as he detailed a new truth to those gathered before him: that the Traveller had been divinely elevated and was working tirelessly to bring new hope to the kingdom.

The high priest revealed that the mysterious blessings members of the army had been receiving were from her doing, and that the Ravener-spawn aiding folk were also due to the Traveller’s interventions.

Nods and whispers raced through the gathered priests and soldiers; the Heroes had been spreading word of the Traveller for months at that point, and so the army had accepted Tobias’ revelation as confirmation that they were being watched over and blessed. They were grateful for their good fortune.

But those events hadn’t been the only marvels Tobias had spoken of on that day.

He’d also revealed that the Traveller was bringing about new miracles: she had unveiled a hidden cache of Uldar’s ancient weapons and armour, for the Heroes and their allies to equip themselves with for war.

This caused a great cheer to spread through the soldiers, knights, and priests.

But Tobias’ next revelation shocked them all into silence.

He had revealed a hidden Mark: the Traveller had laboured with Uldar to transform the Fool into a mighty commander for the other Heroes.

This new Hero was called the General.

Even as the high priest had spoken of this revelation, he’d raised his hands toward the steel-grey sky.

A column of morning sunlight had split the clouds, revealing the five Heroes of Thameland floating in the blue, clad in glittering armour, holding weapons from Uldar’s own collection, and flanked by holy engeli singing of the General’s purpose.

Smiles and joy took over the faces of those who weren’t gaping in awe.

Alex had raised his hands, conjuring fire in his left and lightning in his right. A powerful illusion manifested massive glowing images of the Marks in the sky, revealing the new white colouration of the Saint, Sage, and Champion. Tobias then revealed Uldar’s and the Traveller’s gift to the masses, and by working together, the ancient Saint and god were improving the Heroes’ Marks, granting them new more magnificent powers.

“Let it be now known that the Traveller is on our side!” the high priest had shouted. “She has Uldar’s blessing, and—through her—Uldar’s glory and his people will prosper! Include her in your prayers and spread word of her! Let it be known that hope has returned and a new day has dawned! And that this new day shall be the Ravener’s last! For this will be the final cycle! This is the cycle where we will defeat our great enemy forevermore!”

At that, the army had fallen to their knees, worshipping and praising Uldar, the Traveller, and the Heroes.

That had taken place weeks ago.

Since that day, bright days and warm winds heartened Thameland.

And Alex had worked hard in that time.

Now free of classes and with the school year finished for his friends, he was spending most of his time in Thameland, training the Heroes and fighting alongside them. The young archwizard would teleport through the skies of his kingdom, finding battles between the Thameish army and Ravener-spawn.

Whenever he found one, he would summon great hordes of powerful monsters to set upon the spawn, then join in the battle himself. He would often take command of the soldiers—directing them with finely honed tactics—and distract enemies with simple spells such as Wizard’s Hands, forceballs, and forcedisks.

He would follow with booby-trapped potions—including Elder Blodeuwedd’s mana-draining tonics—powerful summoning spells from his staff, and devastating combat magics that he would cast using incantations from both mouth and body.

Like a deity, he devastated battlefields, broke Ravener-spawn, and crushed any survivors.

He would then descend among the army, encouraging them with his most well-crafted speeches, then help heal the wounded with blood magic. People would gape. Where once they saw a Fool, now they saw a mighty commander of legions, wielding a demigod’s power.

When his work was done, he’d openly praise the Traveller for guiding him through the battle—pleased as others bowed their heads in prayer—then teleport away, in search of the next battlefield.

Much of his days were spent in this way, when he wasn’t in the laboratory at Greymoor or training Cedric.

Together, he, Professor Jules, Baelin, and Isolde developed several prototypes of the venom they would use on the Ravener. The first concoction had been strong though not deadly enough, and with each new iteration, the potion grew more potent than the last.

In this latest creation, Alex infused Elder Blodeuwedd’s mana-ejecting potion into the venom, which should force the Ravener to expel its power from any area of its form that had been poisoned.

He was also helping to fine tune the machine that would disrupt the Ravener’s control over the earth, increasing the radius of the device’s protection. Still, he wasn’t quite satisfied yet: the deeper the need to travel down into the Ravener’s lair, the more powerful the machine would have to be. If they went deep underground, it wouldn’t matter if the Ravener couldn’t affect the soil directly around them, since all it would need to do was simply collapse the millions of tons of earth and rock above them… then let gravity do the rest of the work.

The latest iteration of the machine was effective up to a thousand yards out, offering a good deal of protection.

“That’s very good.” Professor Jules had complimented it after they’d tested it on a wild dungeon.

But Alex had shaken his head. “It needs to be better. The radius needs to be wider. What if we need to go down two thousand yards below ground? Or three? It has to be better.”

And so they returned to the lab, continuing their work on the machine.

He’d also worked on devices to drain away the Ravener’s mana. Into these, he’d infused the elder’s potions as well, increasing their power.

All was going well in the laboratory.

In training, the Heroes and cabal were also making progress.

At this point, every member of the cabal had mastered Alex’s technique of breaking down spell arrays and were using that to understand magic better. Isolde, Khalik, Thundar, and Cedric now knew Planar Doorway and were mastering its versatility.

Khalik could cast the spell with a few simple muscle twitches, and Isolde needed less and less of the incantation to use it.

Thundar and Cedric were close behind, and each were progressing faster because of another skill they’d mastered.

Mana Regeneration.

Every spellcaster among the cabal and Heroes could now use the specialised technique, letting them practise for far longer than before.

With the extended practice time, they had all broken through to fifth-tier, if they weren’t already at that level of power. Sixth-tier and True Seeing wouldn’t be too far behind for those working toward it.

Hart, Drestra, and Merzhin were mastering their new limits, growing into more devastating forces on the battlefield. With their newly claimed equipment from Uldar’s armoury, battles that once required all four Heroes to achieve victory, were now being won with only one present.

With the addition of Bjorgrund, Asmaldestre—both of whom could now openly wield Uldar’s weapons—Theresa, the cabal, and Claygon to the battlefield, many Thameish soldiers were saying that they were the most blessed generation of warriors who had ever fought the Ravener during the endless cycles. They boasted that they would be the ones to witness the final destruction of their ancient enemy.

Yet, despite hope filling Thameland… there was one who was not filled with it, but rather with frustration.

There was one task looming in which the priesthood, the Heroes, or Generasians had made no progress:

Finding the elusive Ravener.


Chapter 30


Searching for Old Enemies, Finding Old Allies



“Nothing? Not one trace?” Alex asked, floating high in the Thameish sky.

“No, archwizard,” spoke one of the twelve astral engeli hovering in front of their summoner. “We did not sense a single thread of divine energy in the swamp.”

He gestured to the expanse of Crymlyn below, with its steaming bogs and twisted trees. The other astral engeli shook their heads grimly.

“And you searched all of it?” Alex asked.

“We did, archwizard,” the leader assured him. “Over the past two weeks, I can confidently say that we have covered enough territory that—if a powerful source of divine energy, such as the corpse of a god or his throne had passed here—we would have sensed it. We detected the local spirits from this area and even sensed the stain of demons that you informed us your group slew sometime ago. But we were unable to find what you are looking for, archwizard. Forgive us.”

Alex sighed, keeping frustration from his voice. “There is nothing to forgive. If there was nothing to find, there was nothing to find. Go: I release you to return to the celestial planes.”

The astral engeli bowed, saluting their summoner. “Until you need us again.” Their leader said as they shimmered away to nothingness.

Alex cursed beneath his breath. “What in all the hells are we missing?” he wondered.

Glancing to the east, he saw a familiar winged, sinewy form gliding through the sky with a four-armed silhouette floating beside it.

He waved at Drestra and Claygon, before teleporting beside the dragon and golem.

“Hello, Father…” Claygon greeted him, coming to a stop in the sky. “Did you find… anything?”

The General of Thameland shook his head. “Not a damn thing. How about you? Did the spirits and fae around here see anything, Drestra?”

With a snarl, the Sage of Thameland unleashed streams of smoke from between her fangs, her great leathery wings beating rhythmically, allowing her to hover. “We found nothing either. The spirits and fae have not seen anything that could be the Ravener, Uldar’s body or his throne.”

“Even I… am growing frustrated,” Claygon announced.

“We’ll just have to keep looking,” Alex said, keeping his voice light and positive. The last thing they needed was to begin losing hope. Not now. Not when they were so close. He looked at the Sage. “What about Aenflynn? Did you get that meeting with him yet?”

Drestra made a noise of disgust. “Ever since we made that deal with him, he’s been… distant. I don’t think he likes that we got one over on him, and you killed one of his servants. The Guide had value to him.”

“Well, then, he should’ve told him not to hunt me.” Alex shook his head, his voice like ice. “Ugh. Anyway, do you think it’s still worth it to keep trying to get a meeting with him?”

“I think so,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “As far as we know, he is the only living being that knows of Uldar’s true condition; any information we can get out of him, I think will be valuable.”

“I have half a mind to ask Baelin if he wouldn’t mind going and shaking it out of him,” Alex said. “Maybe send Asmaldestre along too. But… fae lords are powerful, and there’s no sense in pissing off even a reluctant ally before we actually track down the Ravener.”

“But where could it be?” Drestra growled. “We’ve explored so much of Thameland and there’s still nothing!”

“I know, trust me, I know,” Alex grumbled. “I’m starting to wonder if it went really deep underground. Maybe miles deep. That would let it hide from the priests and my engeli.” He shook his head. “We’ll try searching through the earth once we finish combing every inch of this land.”

“How long will that take?” Drestra asked. “It could strike at any time.”

“I don’t know how long it’ll take, Drestra, but we just have to be ready for it when it does.”

“Right,” she said. “And how close do you think Cedric is to mastering those skills he’s been working on?”

“Real close.” Alex smiled. “I’m pretty sure his Mark’ll be changing colours soon.”

“I hope… yours does too…” Claygon said.

“Me too, buddy, me too,” Alex said. “But, if it does, it does. It’s not the only way our forces are growing stronger.”

He thought about what Baelin had finally found.

A place they would be soon visiting together.
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The swamp air was so thick, one could cut it with a saw.

Yet, the mana within it was thin.

Various scents, rank, foul, and sickeningly sweet, clung to Alex’s nostrils as he walked along the creaking bridge; rotting vegetation filled the water below, while glossy violet flowers floated on its surface.

Each petal looked like a silken ribbon, glistening like the flower had been dipped in honey, giving off an aroma of fresh pineapple juice. They almost begged to be touched, but Alex wasn’t about to…

Not after catching sight of the hundreds of dead and dying insects and small frogs stuck to the petals’ surface. Some were twitching, still being absorbed.

The young archwizard shuddered. ‘What an awful place. Hope it doesn’t get worse⁠—’

His thought was cut off by a creature’s dying scream echoing through the trees. Alex looked around sharply, trying to find where the sound had come from, but the foliage and canopy were so thick, the sunny day had been plunged into a foreboding twilight.

He could hardly see what was around him.

“I miss the Crymlyn; this swamp is terrible,” he muttered, slapping at a mosquito. The damned thing was the size of his pinky, and dozens were swarming around him.

He threw bitter looks at his two travelling companions.

Claygon—floating a few inches above the bridge behind them—was completely free of insects. They did not bother with his ferrous form.

The golem looked down at Alex curiously.

‘Is… something wrong… Father?’ he asked, with feelings of innocence and concern emanating through their link.

Alex looked away. ‘It’s fine.’

It made no sense to be cross with Claygon, so he turned his wrath on his other travelling companion. Baelin was strolling along the bridge at Alex’s side, his hands folded behind his back while humming a jaunty tune.

Every mosquito coming within a foot of the chancellor froze midair, then exploded in a flash of light and a crackle of lightning. Their smoking remains fluttered down into the algae-choked waters below.

Alex gave Baelin a look of disgust.

The chancellor glanced at him with innocence in his goat-like eyes. “Whatever is the matter?”

“You know what the matter is!” Alex gestured at the trail of dead insects in Baelin’s wake. “You’re walking around with a personal bug-destroyer spell while I’m here slapping at these disease-ridden things like some kind of beast-goblin!”

“And?” the chancellor asked.

“You don’t think sharing would be nice?”

“Oh, Alex, you are a graduate of the greatest university of wizardry in the world, and yet you do not know this fundamental truth?” Baelin’s eyes twinkled. “A Proper Wizard never gives away all of their secrets.”

The younger archwizard groaned, rolling his eyes.

Then his finger twitched.

A swarm of fire elemental beetles burst into being—called by Alex’s magic and the Traveller’s power—setting upon the giant mosquitos, tearing them apart. Within moments, a pitched battle between giant insects and beetle-like elementals was waging around Alex.

Baelin glanced at Alex. “See? You found your own solution!”

“Let’s not talk about this,” the young archwizard said stiffly. “Besides, I think we’re here.”

Laughter and song drifted through the foliage ahead, accompanied by a steady drum beat; and through a break in the greenery, Baelin, Alex, and Claygon saw what they’d been searching for.

In the middle of a clearing stood a single building.

Roofed in green thatch, with walls of dark wood, it stood on four stilts rising from the water below it where a swarm of boats were moored to a small, old dock. More bridges emerged from different edges of the clearing, all converging near the building’s wooden porch.

The doors were barred, and hanging from chains above the entrance was a large sign with a whetstone engraved upon it.

“The Whetstone Tavern,” Alex said. “It’s been a while. Thank you for finding it again, Baelin.”

“I would say it was no trouble at all…” The ancient mage scowled. “But, in truth, it was harder to find than a freshwater fish in the ocean. This place has an unfortunate habit of being hard to locate when you’re looking for it.”

“And yet it finds those who might need it or the services of its guests?” Alex guessed.

“Precisely,” Baelin grumbled. “As you grow older, you will find that some mystical things have an unfortunate habit of remaining mystical. The more you think you have pinned down the true fundamentals of magic, the more likely you are to find phenomena that defy—somewhat purposefully, I suspect—any attempt to understand them.”

“Well, I’m just glad you had an easier time finding it than we’re having finding the Ravener.” Alex glanced at Claygon. “That wasn’t sarcasm, by the way; better to get our reinforcements now, before things get really bad.”

The golem had a heavy sack slung over his shoulder, tightly sealed with magical, golden thread. Alex carried a similar—but much smaller—bag in his right hand.

“Do you think…” He paused. “Nah, never mind.”

“What is it?” Baelin peered at him curiously. Another oversized mosquito fried on his invisible barrier. “You would not have started your thought, if it were not worth completing.”

“Well, I dunno about that. I’ve started a lot of thoughts that weren’t worth completing, Baelin.” Alex grimaced, recalling some of the rambling, irrational imaginings he’d had over the years. “And I think this is one of them: I was going to ask how likely it would be to meet people in the tavern that you’d met the last time you were there. But… meh.”

“Why meh?” the chancellor asked.

“Well, think about it: this tavern travels the universe. How many worlds is that?” Alex asked.

“Even I do not know that answer,” the ancient wizard admitted.

“Exactly.” Alex watched smoke rising from the building’s chimney. “Back in Alric, we had an expression: ‘A traveller once met is a traveller once met,’ meaning that if you went down to the Lu Family Inn and met a stranger there, you’d likely never see them again after they went on their way. And trust me, I lived there. I saw a lot of strangers pass through. Once and only once. Now imagine if the Lu Family Inn just happened to hop all over the universe?”

“I see your point. Probability dictates that—if you were lucky enough to enter Whetstone more than once in your lifetime—you would most likely never see the same group of patrons again.”

“Different worlds, different times…” Alex said. “It’s just not likely.”

“Probability dictates that you would never see the same group of patrons, Alex,” Baelin said. “However, the mystic governs the Whetstone Tavern, not probability. Probability is not within the realm of the mystic, and—as I just finished explaining—the mystic has a filthy habit of defying understanding. Remove your preconceived notions and walk through the door, my young friend. The tavern has a habit of providing. Sometimes, not what is wanted. Sometimes, not even what is needed. But it provides. Walk through the door and see what it will provide for you on this day.”

“I do not… understand…” Claygon said.

Baelin smiled up at the golem. “And, by admitting that, you have already shown more understanding about the mystic than many wizards of advanced years.”

“Our friend’s point is that the tavern defies understanding, buddy,” Alex said. “He once said that it’s ‘a crossroads for many and a home for few. Those that find this place are mostly the sort that you need… you just need to have the eye to recognise them.’ Let’s see what our eyes recognise today.”

The young archwizard opened the doors to the tavern.

It was just as he remembered. The floor was rough stone, covered in rugs of bearskin and the hides of both long- and short-haired beasts. Trophies from various monster hunts—mostly bleached skulls—were displayed on the walls.

Lithe figures clad in gauzy garments danced around a massive fire pit, and the air was thick with the scent of smoke, roasting food, and the rise and fall of voices in a host of languages, mixing with a steady drum beat.

As daylight trickled in, eyes turned, falling on the door. Some were human. Many were not.

Yet one pair of eyes stood out.

Alex’s jaw dropped.

The eyes were large and crimson.

Kyembe the Spirit Killer was hunched over a table, holding a set of cards. Beside him was a tiny woman, but across from him was the former king, Ezerak Kai, vibrant tattoos covering his tanned skin.

They gaped at each other.

Baelin simply smiled. “The tavern has a habit of providing.”


Chapter 31


Recounting and Gambling



Alex stood in the doorway of the Whetstone Tavern.

Though many of the bar’s patrons were clad like any common mercenary or itinerant warrior, some carried one or more objects that radiated great power.

A sword encrusted with glyphs was belted at the waist of an elven woman. An enormous axe—of oddly familiar, yet mysterious metal—radiated power from where it was strapped to the back of its hulking, four-armed owner. Another axe blazed in the hand of a red-bearded dwarf, whose hair rose in a stiff crest.

There were daggers, bows, and blades all around—blazing with magic—and their owners had ferocious looks about them. Among these warriors were Alex’s potential mercenaries, but none truly mattered to him at the moment.

Familiar faces had caught his attention.

Chairs scraped across stone as Kyembe the Spirit Killer and Ezerak Kai leapt to their feet.

“Alex?” The tattooed former king squinted through the sudden light from the doorway, speaking in one of the many tongues of demons. “Is that you? It can’t be.”

“Do not doubt your eyes, my friend!” Kyembe clapped Ezerak on the shoulder with a deep, rich laugh. His ring shone on his hand. “The paths we wander in life are a twisting maze! It is no surprise that they might weave together once more!”

“Kyembe! Ezerak!” Alex called.

“Friends!” Claygon shouted excitedly.

The hulking wizard and his towering golem rushed into the tavern like stampeding buffalo. Chairs scraped and curses flew as warriors got out of their way. The tiny woman next to Kyembe gave a yelp and fell back in her chair, legs kicking.

One of the veiled dancers—an elf—had to leap aside to avoid Claygon. She shook her fist at them, shouting curses in an alien tongue. Baelin strolled in after the two with an easy manner and a dignified bearing; he glanced down at the fallen dancer and offered his hand. She paused, then took it.

Meanwhile, the former king, the Spirit Killer, and the archwizard came together, clasping hands and pounding each other’s shoulders.

“Welcome back!” Kyembe grinned. “It is good to see you again!”

“It is!” Ezerak echoed.

“Damned right, it is! How long have you been here?” Alex asked. “It’s some luck that we ran into each oth—” He paused, remembering Baelin’s earlier words. “No, luck probably has nothing to do with it.”

“Now you are catching on,” the chancellor said quietly as he passed, making his way toward the bar while chatting with the dancer who’d linked arms with him. The goatman stilled for a moment, double-taking at something in the room before muttering beneath his breath and going to the bar to order.

Alex threw him a look before turning his gaze back to Kyembe. “Here, this is yours.” The young archwizard pressed his bag into the warrior-wizard’s hands.

Crimson eyes lit up. “So you held on to them for me, as I asked.”

“Of course; we fought together. What kinda no-good bastard would I be if I just ran off with your pay?” Alex asked.

“The sort of no-good bastard that I would not drink with, even had we crawled through the desert together on our bellies.” The Spirit Killer hefted the purse. “And I thank you for holding on to it. I am in a better position to receive it now… and to share. I say⁠—”

Kyembe raised his sack of gems, lifting his voice and turning to the rest of the tavern, “—the next round of drinks are on me, bartender!”

The warriors erupted into deafening cheers.

“Do not… spend all of it… at once…” Claygon warned, his voice sounding worried.

The Spirit Killer clapped the golem on the forearm. “Not all of it, but what is wealth for, if not for little pleasures like this? I would buy you a drink too, had you lips or a belly to hold it.”

“Oh… thank you…” the golem said, sounding a little unsure.

“You are most welcome. We fought through the hells, and that makes us as close as siblings! Now, Alex, let us sit and discuss why you are here, and also catch up. I take it you did not come simply to deliver my pay?”

“No, I’ve got other business,” Alex said. “Something that you two might be interested in. We’ll talk about it after we catch up.”

Ezerak’s lip twitched. “Sounds good, but one thing I should warn you about.” He gestured to their table. There, the small woman was dusting off her cloak with a sour expression; she muttered something under her breath. The former king’s face darkened. “Don’t gamble with Kyembe’s friend there. It’s like trying to rob a tiger: you’re only going to end up poor and miserable.”

“Oh, Wurhi is not so bad,” Kyembe countered.

“Tell that to my gem-purse. Speaking of which, best hand me some of your gems. My purse is light for some reason.” Ezerak started to make for the bar, taking two gems offered by the Spirit Killer. “I’ll go get us more drinks. What’ll you have, Alex?”

“The sweet cider I had last time was really good.” The young archwizard licked his lips.

“Sweet cider it is,” Ezerak said. “I’ll meet you back at the table in a bit.”

“Awesome, I look forward to catching up. I bet you two have some stories.” Alex grinned. “I know I do.”

Kyembe gave a deep, rich laugh. “You have no idea.”
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“And then they said: Fooooool!” Kyembe mimicked a monstrous voice. “Fire cannot huuuurt uuuuus!” He clapped joyously. “And then boom!”

Alex burst out laughing, pounding the table, then taking a long guzzle of cider. He was gasping for air. “They didn’t!”

“They did!” The Spirit Killer roared with joy. “I could not believe it!”

“You have to tell me what happened next!”

“Ugh, please no.” Ezerak rolled his eyes, sipping his wine. “He’s told that story five times in the last day.”

“Good stories deserve to be told again and again, my friend.” The Spirit Killer grinned. “And you tell of your journey across the Sea of Soot whenever wine touches your lips. I eagerly listen each time. It is a good story.”

The former king snorted.

Kyembe’s grin broadened.

“Either way… it is good… that both of you… have been well…” Claygon’s voice was warm. “I would be sad… if bad things had happened to you…”

“Bad things did happen to us, but we have simply conquered them.” Kyembe poured another cup of wine for his small friend.

The woman—Wurhi of Zabyalla, Kyembe called her—did not speak any demon-tongues; she, Alex, and Ezerak shared no languages in common. Her body language, though, spoke volumes; the little woman’s movements were darting and nervous, and she hardly touched her wine.

Those beady eyes of hers kept throwing glances over Alex’s shoulder, at Baelin’s table.

The chancellor’s laughter filled the tavern. He sat—with the elven dancer—among a small herd of boisterous beastfolk warriors, all armed with weapons of bone, bronze, and steel. They exchanged filthy stories, pounded each other on the shoulders like they were all old friends and focused on some game of cards that involved the rolling of bones. Several warriors were passed out on the table.

After a bawdy joke, Baelin poured a tankard of wine down his throat, slamming it on a growing stack beside him.

The other beastmen watched intently.

For a moment, the ancient mage wavered in his seat, his eyes growing unfocused.

His new companions half-rose.

Then the old goat released the most unholy belch Alex had ever heard.

It reverberated through the tavern, seeming to shake it to its very foundations. The other beastfolk recoiled as though faced by dragon’s breath, then—when the ancient wizard was finally done—he licked his lips, his eyes returning to their usual sharpness.

He raised his hand, looking at the barkeep. “More wine.”

The other beastfolk roared, pounding the table, their chests, and each other’s backs.

Baelin chuckled, raising his hands in victory.

The elven dancer wrinkled up her face behind her veil—having recoiled from his belch—but the ancient wizard leaned down, whispering something in her ear. Her sour look washed away as she collapsed into helpless laughter.

Alex raised his eyebrows. Hadn’t she been cursing them for nearly bowling her over? “How did… never mind. A Proper Wizard never gives away all of their secrets,” he whispered.

A chair scraped at Alex’s table.

Wurhi had gotten up, saying something to Kyembe in a tongue Alex could not understand. The Spirit Killer responded with a vicious look and a thumbs-up.

She grinned back, then scurried to the beastfolk’s table, pointing at the game of dice and saying something.

The beastfolk eyed her; Baelin raised an eyebrow then responded in her tongue. She nodded, and the chancellor said something to his companions. The warriors grinned at each other, rubbing their hands together as they made room for her to join the game.

Baelin smiled broadly as he dealt the little woman in.

Ezerak grimaced. “You should go warn your friend.”

“Oh, I’m sure Baelin won’t take all of her gems,” Alex said, thinking the king was talking to Kyembe.

Ezerak simply snorted. “It’s not her I’m worried for.”

Alex scoffed. “Baelin’s mastered a lot of skills. I don’t think she’s going to have a good time if she plays against him. Seriously, Kyembe, you should warn her.”

Kyembe simply smiled. “Perhaps,” was all he said, not moving.

A chill went through Alex, but he couldn’t figure out why.

“Well, enough catching up. You said you had business? Is it another job?” Ezerak asked.

Alex tented his fingers, his expression turning serious. “It is. And a dangerous one.”

Kyembe cocked his head, grasping his cup. “Oh? The last time, we journeyed into the very depths of one of the most deadly mazes in all the hells. And yet you call this job dangerous?”

“Because it is,” Alex said. “I want you—” he gestured to the tavern “—and everyone in here to join me in fighting a kingdom-destroying threat. You see, there’s a creature called the Ravener⁠—”

The young archwizard launched into the tale, telling them of Thameland’s struggle over many thousands of years. He did not explain Uldar’s true involvement, but he talked of the Heroes, the army, their preparations, and the fact that the Ravener’s power was deadly.

He told them of different Ravener-spawn they’d fought, giving them a brief description of what their abilities were. Then, he told of the monsters he’d seen in his vision.

Ezerak whistled.

Kyembe’s eyebrows rose.

When Alex finally finished, the men were speechless.

“A great demon.” Kyembe took a long sip of his drink. “A creature that holds an entire people in its grasp. It should be destroyed, but this is a great thing you ask of us.”

“Kyembe’s right, this sounds like a big one, and you want us to defeat this Ravener?” Ezerak asked.

“No, I want you to join our army and fight the Ravener’s multitude of monsters,” Alex said. “Considering what I saw in those visions… even with me, the other Heroes, and our allies focusing on the Ravener, we’re going to need help or the whole land could be destroyed. So I need mercenaries, and I want the best. You and the others here in this tavern are the best. We can spread you all out over different parts of the kingdom, attached to different battalions. Together, you can help our armies crush anything fighting to destroy the kingdom. In return… Claygon, if you wouldn’t mind?”

The golem opened the sack.

Ezerak nearly spat out his drink.

Kyembe whistled.

Within was a king’s ransom of jewels, sparkling in the tavern’s low light. They had cost Alex a lot of coin, but thankfully, he had a lot of coin. When he told the two warriors how many gems he was willing to pay each of them, they smiled.

Ezerak blew his breath out.

“Seemingly endless odds… and a pitched battle… this is very different from our job down in the hells. I think⁠—”

“I will be with you.” Kyembe put down his drink.

“Wait, so fast?” Ezerak demanded.

“Indeed, what more is there to discuss?” The Spirit Killer cocked his head. “A fine cause. An opponent, possibly worse than a demon, that needs to be destroyed. A fortune waiting for us at the end⁠—”

“If we live,” Ezerak pointed out. “Last time, we lost Guntile and Celsus, and this sounds a lot worse.”

“We will live.” Kyembe lifted his hand, his ring shining on it. “There are many who thought they could take my life in battle. They are all in the after-world now. I am not. This shall be the same. If anything, there are a few comrades I wish I could bring with me. They will be upset to hear that they missed such a battle. But, come now, you cannot say the thought of such a deed does not capture the imagination?”

“Hrmmm,” Ezerak mused. “Well, my tattoos are well-suited against armies… but you’ll need to recruit more than us two, Alex. And this will be a hard sell.”

“So you’re in as well?” Alex asked.

“If you can get more fighters.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’ll be a problem.” The young archwizard drained his cup, cast flight magic on himself with a twitch of a finger, then flew into the air. “Everyone! I have an offer for you!”

The tavern went silent.

Scores of eyes fell on him at once.

Alex grinned. “Who here wants riches? Who here wants glory? I’m offering both… if you’ll just listen to me for a few moments.”


Chapter 32


Tonight is Ours… Well, Not Everyone’s



Alex’s voice, deep and commanding, cut through the din of the tavern.

Grizzled mercenaries, ferocious warriors, and conquerors imposing in their jewelled armour, gave him their attention. Some faces were young, some old. Some bodies were hulking, some lean. Their races and species were as diverse as their equipment.

And yet their eyes were the same.

Hard.

Piercing.

The eyes of veterans of many wars.

Their eyes told tales even their physical scars could not.

Most folk would have recoiled from those eyes, stuttering over their words, and falling into nervous silences. But Alex Roth was the General of Thameland: a man who had stared down and clashed with powerful mages, greater demons, and immortal warriors, leaving them broken behind him.

It would take more than these hard eyes to fray his nerves.

In a glance, he read the body language of the room: finding curiosity, scepticism, and suspicion. Each expression showed defensiveness, experience, and pride.

Calling on the Mark of the General, he adjusted his approach to his audience.

“Mighty warriors,” he said, his voice sounding older than it normally did, with an undertone of both respect and authority. There was more than a little ‘Baelin’ in it. “I would like to begin by honouring all of you: after you finish this round of drinks, don’t worry, the next one’s on me. And the next. And the one after that!”

The tavern was silent.

The warriors looked around, then raised their cups.

Many cheered the young archwizard.

Some, however, remained silent; the suspicion in their eyes only sharpened.

Alex couldn’t blame them.

“But, in return,” he floated through the air above the tavern’s tables, “I would like you to listen to my story. A story that I’m hoping might be starting its final chapter. A chapter that I hope will involve you.”

Murmurs spread. In some, suspicion deepened. For others, it lessened.

“I come from a kingdom in a faraway land—” Alex was very careful with his words “—and that land is plagued by an ancient enemy. Not a conquering tyrant or even a vicious dragon: something far worse. Something that has threatened the people of my kingdom for many thousands of years.”

Some of the mercenaries were nodding, others had turned to each other, whispering.

Some had begun to look uninterested.

‘How many times have you heard similar words?’ Alex wondered. ‘Well, I’m not going to work with words alone.’

He raised his hands and—with a twitch of his lip—conjured a massive illusion above the patrons. The Ravener floated in the centre of its army, an army that included the beasts Alex had seen in the dungeon core.

The young archwizard recreated the terrible vision in every murderous detail, showing the terror of the Ravener’s monsters and the destruction they left in their wake. Some of the tavern’s patrons recoiled, their mouths falling open. But most simply watched, sipping their drinks.

“You have seen monsters like this before,” Alex said. “Good: because these are the creatures that plague my kingdom. They are ferocious. They are single-minded. And they are deadly. If they aren’t stopped, they will wipe us out to the very last person… But I’m not here to talk about fighting these monsters to save my people. No, because they’re not your people. Yet, fighting this threat will be a glorious deed and a challenge for even the mightiest warriors⁠—”

Several mercenaries sat up in their chairs.

“—you can’t feed yourselves or drink wine with glory alone. But you can drink and feast with these. Claygon?” The golem stepped up beside Alex and opened his sack, showing the mercenaries the gems.

Thousands of gems glittered, drawing the eyes of every warrior in the tavern. Now, he had their full attention—and this time—he felt no fear of being robbed. He was no longer the Fool who’d come here seeking mercenaries before; he was the General, and an archwizard.

“There’s enough stones in here to make all of you rich,” Alex said. “Each of you will get a sack the size of both of my fists.” He clenched his fingers in front of him. “In most places, that’ll buy you a king’s lifestyle for years. Or, it could be the seed funds for an expedition, the first pay for your own armies… or whatever else you’d want to use it for. And what I will need from all of you⁠—”

He gestured to the illusion above him, “—is participation in one of the greatest, most glorious battles of our time. You might never see my kingdom again after the battle’s done—since you all wander lands near and far—but understand that your deeds will live on long after most of us are dust in the wind. So, the truth of the matter is this, you will fight against fearsome monsters, gain glory, and have your names live on… all while getting rich. If you join me, that is.”

The mercenaries whispered to each other.

A chair scraped across the stone.

“I can vouch for this man.” Ezerak rose from the table. His tattoos seemed to ripple on his body. “He’s a good boss: pays well and quickly, tries to protect who he hires, and brings back their bodies if they fall. I’m joining his cause and—if you know what’s good for you—you will too.”

“We walked beside this man through the burning mazes of Cretalikon,” Kyembe added. “Together, we saw the city ruined and the demons made to flee before us. We slew Kaz-Mowang, Yantrahpretaye, and Zonon-In while much of our company returned alive. When I asked him to hold my pay until a later date, he did so and gave me the full amount… part of which I used to buy your drinks.”

He gave them a resolute look.

More muttering passed among the warriors.

Growing excitement was in the air.

“What about trophies, wizard?” a hulking barbarian asked, his helm crafted from a crocodilian skull. “If I am to slay these fearsome beasts, I want trophies to carry to my mead hall! But you wizards are greedy, keeping all the best parts of monsters for yourselves and your strange rituals.”

“You can keep what you kill,” Alex told him. “If you wish for trophies? You can have them. If the monsters have loot? It is yours… though they don’t tend to carry coin. But, understand this, I am not the type to rob you of your spoils of war!”

There was a bang as the barbarian’s fist slammed on the table.

He rose from his seat. “You buy us drinks, you offer wealth, death, and glory… Wizard, you whisper temptations meant to capture the heart of any warrior with iron in their veins. I would have suspected that you weave a trap to ensnare us, but for Ezerak and Kyembe. They are stout of heart and sharp of wit: if they swear by you, then I will believe your words too! For the gems and glory you offer, I will fight under your banner. I am ready to join your cause!”

“As am I!” a spearwoman shouted, lifting her golden weapon.

“And I,” the hulking, four-armed warrior rumbled, his voice like two stones rubbing together.

Other warriors rose.

“For death and glory!”

“Wrath and ruin!”

“This will be a mighty doom!”

“For our enemies, perhaps!” Kyembe shouted.

Laughter and cheers rang through Whetstone.

“We have an adventure and pay!” called one man. “Let us drink before we go to battle!”

Roars spread through the tavern as ale, wine, and liquor began flowing freely.

Alex landed beside Claygon.

“Looks like… it went well, Father.” The golem closed the bag.

“It better have gone well. Do you know how much this is costing me?” Alex complained lightly. Inside, though, he was relieved. “Still, with this, we’ll have some of the best fighters wealth can buy on our side.”

“Yes… Father…” Claygon said. “Which means… we can focus… on the Ravener…”

“Exactly,” Alex said. “We’ll have powerful warriors to defend Ussex, Alric, and other towns in Thameland…”

He paused, frowning, glancing up as Kyembe and Ezerak joined the others in their drinking.

‘Is something… wrong? Father?’ Claygon asked mentally.

‘Honestly, buddy, while this is good—and it really is good—I can’t help but feel like we’re missing something. The Ravener’s been acting so erratically, we can’t even find it… it just feels like we’re missing something.”

‘You are… preparing for the enemy… ’ Claygon said in Alex’s mind. ‘You’ve trained… the Heroes and our other friends… You have come up… with different ways to destroy the Ravener… We have all been working to get stronger… you are working on your… skill with Hannah’s power… and you are… working to give her more strength… Now we have these… powerful warriors helping us. I think it is all going… well…’

‘I agree with you, buddy,’ Alex thought. ‘But even with all of that, I don’t much like the idea of the Ravener getting any advantage on us. If it starts escalating, increasing its effort to wipe out all of Thameland, then who knows how many lives’ll be lost if it gets to strike first. I’d rather we found it and hit it first.’

‘I know, Father… but we will find it… and if we do not…’ Claygon gestured to the mercenaries drinking before them, ‘then, thanks to you, Thameland will have… some of the strongest warriors… gems can buy… defending it…’

‘You’re probably right, buddy,’ Alex thought, patting the golem on the upper arm. ‘And that’s the best we can do until we find the damned⁠—’

A hand—sporting an elaborate ring—waved in front Alex’s eyes.

The young archwizard startled.

“What? What th—” He looked at the grinning Kyembe, who was shoving a drink in his hand.

“My friend, your mind wanders behind a troubled brow,” the warrior-wizard said. “Bring it back. We are about to battle, and not even all the divines in existence can say whether we shall still draw breath by the time the last drop of blood strikes the earth. So take this time to drink with us. Drink as though the sky could plummet on our heads tomorrow. For it just might.”

“He is… right… Father…” Claygon touched Alex’s shoulder. “Get to know… the warriors… before we go back to searching… and fighting…”

“Yes,” Ezerak said, sidling up beside Alex. His voice dropped to a whisper, “Besides, this lot are the type that trust their commanders and employers a lot more if they break bread and share wine together. They won’t fight as well for you if you act like you’re better than them.”

“Fair enough!” The General of Thameland clapped, rubbing his hands together. “Then let’s drink together! Tonight’s ours!”

There was a shout of approval from every table near Alex.

Warriors—sitting farther away—had not cheered, but their body language relaxed somewhat and their heads nodded slightly. They had been watching, still assessing their new employer.

‘By the time you finish measuring me, you’ll march barefoot into the hells if I ask you to.’ Alex smiled, calling on the Mark of the General, focusing it on making good impressions and winning loyalty.

Then the General of Thameland stepped forward to drink and break bread with the newly recruited elite warriors.

For hours, wine, ale, and cider flowed like water.

Kegs were breached.

An endless line of barrels were brought up from the cellar.

Bottles opened.

Laughter filled the air as cups were drained and toasts made. Soon, the games began: darts and knives were tossed at boards, steins were pounded back, and daggers danced between spread fingers.

Cards were gripped even as dice were rolled along tables.

By the end of the night, Alex had gone from one end of the tavern to the other, learning the name of every warrior in the Whetstone. The only table he did not visit was Baelin’s: the chancellor, elven dancer, beastfolk, and Kyembe’s friend were hunched over the table, staring at their cards with bloodshot eyes.

The game had turned serious, but—from the smile on Baelin’s face—Alex knew the chancellor would be leaving the Whetstone with new stories and many more gems in his purse.
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“You lost?” Alex’s shrill voice tore through the swamp.

Baelin grumbled beneath his breath, stomping along the wooden bridge. His fists clenched and unclenched, and he spat into the swamp water below. “Lost is not the right word… annihilated is more accurate. I am shocked that I still have the clothes on my back.”

“Wha—bu—” Alex gaped “But, like… I… you’ve got so much experience⁠—”

“I know.” The chancellor’s eyes shone in the full moonlight above them.

“You don’t lose at anything!”

“I am well aware.”

“But… I…” Alex mumbled. “How did you lose?”

Baelin slowly turned toward Alex. “The Zabyallan.”

“Who?” the young archwizard demanded.

“Your friend’s friend. Wurhi was her name,” Baelin said darkly. “I swear I shall never gamble with that wretch ever again. Not if I live for another hundred thousand years.” The chancellor looked at Alex sidelong. “Say… would it be possible to place her and her friend in the most dangerous area of the fighting? In a sort of… suicide mission, if you will?”

“No, that’s, uh, probably not a good idea,” Alex said.

“Ah.” The chancellor sighed as though all the world’s weight was upon him. “Pity.”


Chapter 33


How Far They’ve Come



The sun rose over a forest to the east, its rays piercing the sea breaking on a beach to the west.

A beach choked with corpses.

The stench of putrefying flesh hung heavy in the air, while the sound of metal cleaving bodies, and beasts roaring, echoed over the wind. Ravener-spawn writhed on the vast fields between the trees and sand. Chitterers struck improvised weapons against stolen shields. Bone-chargers scraped brutal claws against the earth. Venom-walkers dripped poison from their needles. Spear-flies and blood-draks swarmed above, diving at the Thameish army standing against them.

The horde was out for blood, eager to avenge their fallen kin and obey their master.

But the Thameish would not give up their blood so easily.

Knights and soldiers raised shields, as captains called for them to stand firm. Archers loosed arrows into the mass of monstrous flesh, while priests called upon miracles to smite the enemy.

All around was death and chaos.

But in the midst of it all, one remained calm.

Thundar.

The minotaur-wizard loomed over the Thameish warriors behind him, bearing a heavy mace in one hand and a gleaming shield in the other. Both massive weapons were taken from Uldar’s sanctum. His body was girded in greater force armour, and beneath it, a suit of magical plate, crafted in Generasi.

But neither armour nor shield had been touched by a single blow.

He had not swung his mace even once.

In this battle, he used other weapons.

With a twitch of his hand, Thundar cast a fifth-tier spell.

Energy coalesced in a shimmering wave of power in front of him; the chitterers charging at the minotaur slowed, crying out in alarm.

“Too late, you monstrous bastards,” he growled.

The wave pulsed once.

Then twice.

And exploded.

Force magic burst out in a cone, grinding through soil. Chitin cracked and flesh pulped as Ravener-spawn turned to mounds of slurry.

At first, their kin recoiled, then surged ahead as spear-flies swarmed down, buzzing hungrily.

But Thundar had not finished casting. His lips uttered the incantation for a sixth-tier spell while his body moved to conjure another sixth-tier one.

Ephemeral Shards filled the air with force blades, while Everlasting Image concealed the magical razors. As Ravener-spawn closed in, Thundar grinned, casting Planar Doorway and Illusionary Duplicate with a few twitches, leaving an image of himself—in an area seemingly free of danger—to ‘face’ the oncoming monsters.

Like cheese meeting a grater, the spawn dove into the invisible blades, shredding their flesh. Yet even as they fell in bloody heaps, more kept coming; what the rest saw was their kin leaping upon the minotaur and him desperately trying to fight back. An illusion.

They did not live long after that.

Thundar smiled to himself, engaging Mana Regeneration—draping himself in flight magic and invisibility—then soaring into the air. Scouting from the sky, he took in the situation below.

“Good, those asses are gonna tear themselves apart until my spells wear off,” he said, watching as the Thameish soldiers advanced around the carnage. He’d made sure they could see what was actually happening. “What about the left side, how’s—Oh shit. Thank you, True Seeing! Petrifier on our left flank!”

Unaware that it had been spotted, a petrifier was creeping along—accompanied by a pack of Hunters—planning to flank the Thameish army.

“I can take it down—” Thundar started.

“Do not worry, allow me!” Isolde called.

The lightning mage swooped from the sky—where Watchers and Generasian battle mages fought blood-draks and spear-flies—her eyes fixed on the petrifier.

She extended her hand.

Thunder cracked.

A stream of lightning arced out, striking the petrifier and blasting the air around it with infinite lightning bolts. The giant Ravener-spawn and its Hunters shrieked in agony.

Those screams turned to gurgling when Isolde’s second seventh-tier spell struck. Bodies roiled, deformed, shredded, all liquid within them spurted free in a deluge. As the creatures crumbled, and Thundar began cheering, Isolde shouted.

“There, that should take care of its self-destruction organ… and the rest of its organs, as well,” she said. “Wait, I see another petrifier! It just entered the range of True Seeing! I shall⁠—”

There came a crack, sounding like it had come from a whip the size of an ancient willow tree.

The petrifier—now in the range of Thundar’s True Seeing spell—exploded. The hole in its central mass was the size of a catapult stone, annihilating its self-destruction organ.

It collapsed to the ground.

Thundar and Isolde nodded to each other, then looked to the other side of the battlefield.

A smoking line of death had been carved through the Ravener-spawn—leaving mounds of broken bodies—that led all the way back to the barrel of a strange ranged weapon. It was in the hand of Asmaldestre the Unmaker, she’d demolished the petrifier’s self-destruction organ and more with a single shot.

From across the battlefield.

Without looking, as though she sensed its presence.

She was a blur of death, her ranged weapons cutting deep holes through the monsters’ ranks with every shot, as Uldar’s divine arms pierced and mangled any spawn she set her sights on.

Her tail lashed out, splitting foes where they stood.

She whipped her hair, and the blades woven throughout it flayed all they touched.

The war-spirit was focused on wading through a tide of monster blood and death, licking blood from her lips.

“Glad she’s on our side,” Thundar muttered.

“Indeed, but we should stop gawking and get back to the fight,” Isolde said.

“I dunno,” the minotaur countered. “Looks like things are winding down here. We’ll take the Fields of Cormac by breakfast at this rate.”

The minotaur watched the Heroes’ army push the enemy toward the sea, herding them for a deadly strike.

One, compliments of the Saint of Thameland.

“And so Uldar told those that went against him: ‘From the earth you came, and so to the earth you shall return. Crumble! And be that which nurtures all of my land!’” Merzhin roared from the middle of the army, surrounded by howling wind and blazing light.

As he finished his prayer, he levelled his hand at the enemy.

Hundreds of Ravener-spawn stopped their push against the soldiers’ shield wall…

…and without warning, their bodies: flesh, bone, and blood, turned to deep black soil, crumbling to the ground in heartbeats.

The monsters’ kin recoiled.

“Thank you for the set up, my friend!” Prince Khalik’s voice boomed across the battlefield. “Allow me to take advantage.”

Soaring into the sky, the Prince of Tekezash cast two sixth-tier spells: one using his lips and the other his body. The first was Earth to Tar, it turned the ground into a mass of steaming tar. The softer the ground, the more the spell would affect it; Merzhin had graciously provided plenty of soft soil.

Ravener-spawn jumped back as their kin turned to earth and that earth turned to boiling tar. They tried to scamper away… but fleeing would not save them from Khalik’s second spell.

Earthen Wave impacted the ground, transforming it into a tidal wave of earth, stone, soil, and boiling tar.

The wave rose up before the frantic monsters, crested, then crashed down on the horde. Dozens died in an instant, many more were enveloped in the black substance, which soon began to harden on them.

Even as they tried to tear it off, there came a battle cry as a new force joined in.

Hart Redfletcher charged from the woods on the spawns’ right side, leading a small army of guerilla warriors that included Bjorgrund, Birger, and Ripp. The Champion of Thameland—clad in Uldar’s armour and wielding a colossal, divinely forged blade—turned into living death.

His movements shimmered as he cut down their enemies.

Uldar’s blade cleaved behemoths and gibbering legions like leaves. His elbows lashed out, breaking Ravener-spawn even as his feet trampled them. The Champion carved a deep channel of blood through the monsters, with Bjorgrund following behind, the rune-marked’s divine axe splitting any that stood before him.

Behind him, Birger sang as he fought, whirling his sling and cracking heads with stone after stone in rapid succession. “That’s it, you uglies! Come and die!”

Within moments, the remaining Ravener-spawn horde was a mass of dying and fleeing bodies. At last their nerve broke and they tried to run, but Tyris and Vesuvius emerged from the trees on their left flank, leading a group of Generasian battle mages.

They rained destruction down on the survivors.

With a smile, Khalik cast Planar Doorway and appeared beside his two cabal mates. “Seems this battle is at an end. Shall we go and reinforce Cedric’s force?”

He looked to the south, where smoke was rising from the town of Welling.

“Probably… though I doubt he needs the help.” Isolde smiled. “It is amazing to see how much he has grown, even though his Mark has not transformed yet.”
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The Chosen of Uldar danced through dead Ravener-spawn, driving enemies before him in the streets.

“C’mon! We’re jus’ about broken through!” Cedric called, weaving past a blood-drak’s strike and chanting a prayer softly. Focusing his breathing, he stabbed his morphic weapon—in spear form—through the blood-drak’s body, filling it with divine power.

The creature swelled, light cracking through its skin and carapace, then he tossed the spawn into the ranks of its kin that were holding the town square ahead.

There came a whump as the creature exploded, enveloping its fellows in a divine blaze.

Without missing a beat, Cedric transformed his weapon into a warhammer, then drew an enormous battleaxe that was once Uldar’s from his belt. With a roar, the Chosen danced into the midst of the remaining Ravener-spawn, chanting a powerful fifth-tier force spell to blast them in a cone of freezing energy.

Instantly, Ravener-spawn turned to ice, and he dove deeper into their ranks, shattering the frozen monsters, bringing down survivors with Uldar’s axe. Monsters came at him from the side, but Cedric’s mind was a calm eye in the middle of a storm of combat, and he reacted with the fluidity of water.

His axe and hammer cut spawn down as his lips chanted another devastating spell, sending a bolt of lightning arcing through the creatures. In desperation, a massive chitterer—clad in stolen plate armour—threw itself at the Chosen. He turned to meet it.

He needn’t have bothered.

A curved sword flew from a rooftop—spinning end over end—impaling the chitterer’s skull. The other chitterers froze as the huge spawn collapsed with the blade protruding through its skull, and cried out when Theresa Lu materialised, gripping the blade.

She ripped her weapon from the chitterer’s head and, in the same movement, struck out at the other spawn with the Twinblade. Floating swords of energy danced around her, cutting down monsters.

As they fell back, the huntress whistled.

Brutus raced around the side of a building—hulking even larger than the largest bone-chargers—releasing sonic blasts from all three mouths. He reduced clots of Ravener-spawn to paste, then barreled into their ranks, his spiky body slicing everything it touched. Each time his jaws snapped shut, a powerful monster shattered.

“Good boy!” Cedric called as soldiers surged into the square just behind the cerberus. He joined the huntress. “Welcome, Theresa. Y’take care o’things in tha’ south quarter?”

“Yup, all the Ravener-spawn are cleared out from over there,” she reported, splitting beasts with her six blades. “What about the west end?”

“We’re good here too!” Cedric called, eyeing the last bits of resistance around the town’s fountain. “Jus’ gotta deal wit’ th’ las’ bunch over here an’—”

“Why don’t you let us take care of that?” a familiar voice called from overhead.

There was a surge of mana as a terrible wind blasted the square. Ravener-spawn were swept up like so much dust, carrying them high into the sky. There, Drestra—materialising from thin air—met them, unleashing her draconic breath on the hapless creature’s in midair. The dragon’s roar shook the very earth itself.

Above her, swarms of blood-draks and spear-flies poured from the sky, seeking to reinforce their dying kin, but three rays of light, releasing a mass of heat, greeted them. The sky blazed as Claygon’s fire-beams erupted, ending the swarm in clouds of flame and power.

Astral engeli followed, descending earthward, landing among the Ravener-spawn to slaughter all that remained.

In seconds, every monster with the word ‘Ravener’ or ‘spawn’ attached to it was dead. Lifeless beasts lay all around the fountain, filling the town square with corpses.

“Well, that’s that.” Alex materialised, leaning against the fountain, casually holding his sword-staff. “Another day, another battle won.”

“Aye, welcome, Alex!” Cedric held up his hammer and axe. “T’victory! T’grand bloody victory! Wellin’s ours agin!”

The soldiers and knights cheered, raising banners and banging weapons against shields.

Theresa lifted her swords, and Brutus howled.

“Nice to see what we can do now.” The General of Thameland smiled.

“Aye,” Cedric said, glancing down at the golden symbol over his heart. “I gots the calm breathin’ an’ dancin’ down perfect. I was feelin’ like I was born usin’ ’em. Nonverbal spellcastin’s another thing tho’… I’s close, I kin bloody feel it.”

“Yeah, the last time we trained together, you almost had it.” Alex looked at Cedric closely. “You know, if you put a little more time into mastering spell arrays…”

“I know, I know!” Cedric threw up his hands. “Y’tell me all o’ that each time I sees yer damned face! I’s been studyin’ hard… jus’ don’ gots it quite yet.”

“But you’re close,” Alex said. “Real close. Tell you what, after we finish up here, why don’t you give me a demonstration and I’ll give you some pointers? You’ve been at it for a while, and it’s impressive how far you’ve come. You’ve had to learn what the other three Heroes had to learn and then some. So, let’s see if we can get that Mark of yours transformed in the next day or two?”

The General grinned. “And since you can do so much already, I can’t wait to see how powerful you’re going to be!”


Chapter 34


White Light



Fires blazed across the Fields of Cormac.

Ravener-spawn corpses—heaped high—burned beneath the evening sky, filling the air with thick black smoke and a foul odour. Even now—hours after the battles of Cormac and Welling had been won—members of the Thameish army were still gathering fallen monsters, incinerating them on great pyres.

To the south, the remainder of the army—including most of the Heroes—rested in Welling. There they organised and made camp while the sun drifted toward the horizon. Evening was getting on, but there was still enough daylight left for a pair of young men to have a lesson together.

“Look at this, mate.” Cedric handed Alex a notebook. They were standing in the middle of the Fields of Cormac. “Whaddya think?”

The Chosen fidgeted as the General took the book, flipping it open. Inside were spell arrays for Planar Doorway, Call Through Ice, Summon Lesser Water Elemental, and Lesser Freezing. Over the past week, Alex instructed Cedric to study those spells, recording the aspects of their arrays that were most similar.

“Alright, this is very good. A lot of subtle detail here, and… wait.” Alex’s eyebrows rose at familiar handwriting beside Cedric’s blocky letters. “Did Isolde help you with this?”

The Chosen smiled a dreamy smile. “Aye, she used that smart brain o’ hers. That ain’t a problem, is it?”

“No problem, I’m just surprised she helped you so much.” Alex scratched his head at her multitude of notes. “At the university, that might look like academic dishonesty.”

“Ah, she tol’ me all that when I went t’her fer help,” Cedric said sheepishly. “But I was thinkin’ an’ I brung up a good point.”

“What was that?”

“I don’ go t’th university, so I cuda na b’gettin’ either of us in trouble, now could I?” Cedric winked.

“I…” Alex paused. “Huh, and that worked?”

“Aye, ’cause I’s ‘pretty’, she said!” The Chosen puffed out his chest.

Alex burst out laughing. “Well done! And she’s a great teacher. You picked out a lot of the subtleties between the spell arrays, and you also noticed a lot of the common aspects. Actually… you got all of the common aspects. This is pretty awesome.”

Cedric beamed, tapping the side of his skull. “This pretty ol’ head o’mine ain’t jus’ fer show. It’s got a pretty ol’ brain inside it!”

Alex looked at the Chosen closely. “Those were Isolde’s exact words, weren’t they?”

Cedric beamed even wider. “Y’bloody bet they were!”

Alex chuckled. “Well, glad things are going well between you two. Her grandfather still like you?”

“Accordin’ t’ what she’s been tellin’ me, aye,” Cedric said. “She’s been visitin’ ’im regular since y’taught ’er Teleportation. Never seen the Rhinean Empire m’self, y’know, an’ I’s mighty curious. It true that there’s a mountain there tha’ burns? An’ one tha’ flies?”

“Yeah, I actually saw them,” Alex said, closing the notebook and handing it back to Cedric. “I’ll tell you something, there’s no words to do them justice. They’re a sight you have to see to believe. Hells, I could even take you to see them right now, if you want. It’d only take a few seconds.”

The Chosen shook his head. “Nah, I don’ think so. I’d wanna see ’em wit’ Isolde by m’side. Wouldn’t feel right if’n I went an’ snuck a peek wit’out ’er. Be almos’ like lookin’ at yer Sigmus presents b’for Sigmus.”

“Yeah, I get that,” Alex said. “Oh, right, and what about her parents? Things any better with them?”

Cedric shrugged. “She ain’t been… too chatty ’bout ’er ma an’ da. Think she’s still mad at ’em a wee bit… no matter how many times I tells her I don’ mind. Last I asked, her da’d warmed up t’ me. But, ’er ma? I’s thinkin’ she’ll take more work, but, I ain’t worried. I’ll win ’er over.”

Alex snorted. “Wish you were that confident when it came to my lessons.”

Cedric made a face like someone had shoved a fist full of crab apples in his mouth. “Aye, well, talkin’ an’ makin’ nice wit’ people’s easy. Hunchin’ over a book fer hours ’til y’go cross-eyed? Is bloody hard.”

“I guess we all have things we find easier than others.” Alex chuckled. “But anyway… I think you’ve gotten good enough at ‘hunching over books’ that we can push you through the next step.” The General eyed Cedric’s form. “I think you’re ready to cast a spell nonverbally. So, let’s see if we can get you there before night falls. We’ll start with something simple. Is there a particular spell you want to try first? Something you feel comfortable with?”

“I’d likes t’ start wit’ Planar Doorway,” Cedric said.

“Really?” Alex’s eyebrows rose. “That’s a fourth-tier spell. It’s not going to be easy to start with. I’d recommend⁠—”

“S’my choice, aye? That spell’s th’ one I looked over th’most, so it’s th’ one I wants t’ start wit’.”

“Okay then, you’re the boss!” Alex said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s get you warmed up. I’d like you to start by grounding yourself while you perform three dances of your choice, in whatever order you want. Then we’ll go from there. Sound good?”

“Aye, as good as wild currants wid honey.” Cedric leaned back with his arms over his head, elongating his torso in a deep stretch. “Alright, here goes.”

He transformed his morphic weapon into a spear.

“I’ll start wit’ th’ Spear an’ Oar Dance, then go t’ th’Spinnin’ Sword Dance then, th’Dance o’ Fallin’ Leaves, sound good?”

“As good as honey with wild currants,” Alex used the Chosen’s expression. With a twitch, the young wizard cast Flight magic on himself, then sat cross-legged midair, watching the other Hero closely. “Start whenever you’re ready. I’ll watch your form.”

“Got’cha!” Cedric spun his spear into the first position, dropping into the first stance. Then he stepped forward.

He moved as if he’d been born to the dance.

He flowed from stance to stance smoothly. His breathing did not falter through any step or position, remaining steady, even when he went from Spear-and-Oar to Spinning Sword.

His morphic weapon changed from spear to sword, then Cedric was spinning, turning round and round.

“Yes, that’s it,” Alex whispered, leaning forward.

On one foot, Cedric whirled over the grassy plain without losing balance or control of his breath. His sword was thrust forward, gracefully tracing figure-eights through the air.

“Yessss…” Alex murmured. “Big improvement.”

Cedric made a final turn, then placed his other foot on the ground. Going on the balls of his feet, he weaved his body through the air—transforming the sword to a shield—and moved with the lightest of footsteps. His torso and legs swayed as though dodging mounds of blowing leaves in the fall.

His shield arm flicked around his body, blocking imagined blows as he went. The Chosen’s eyes were shut, his breathing maintained a perfect rhythm as his lips prayed. The shield glowed with the power of holy light as he finished the dance, thrusting it high in the air, unleashing a beam of divine power into the sky.

Cedric grinned at Alex, his gold tooth gleaming. “Not bad, aye?”

“Not bad at all!” The young archwizard unfolded his legs, stepping onto the ground. “You did a great job.”

“Think I’s ready t’ move on?”

“More than ready. I think you might be able to pull off Planar Doorway nonverbally.”

The General of Thameland walked over to Cedric, conjuring a dozen Wizard’s Hands that went to hover around the Chosen as Alex dropped into the First Position of the Spear-and-Oar Dance.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” Alex said. “I’m going to use the Spear-and-Oar Dance to cast Planar Doorway nonverbally.”

“Right…” Cedric said, watching the General intently.

“I want you to try and mimic my movements,” Alex said. “We’ll perform them at the same time, nice and slow. The Wizard’s Hands are going to guide your body, and correct your movements as we go.”

“Great!” The Chosen clapped his hands together. “Now we’re talkin’! Can’t wait t’ try it out.”

“Me too. Now, watch and learn.”

Alex went into the Spear-and-Oar Dance in deep serenity.

If the Chosen of Thameland performed it like he was meant for it, then Alex danced as though it was part of his life blood and soul.

Cedric moved like water.

Alex danced like air.

Every move was intuitive.

He didn’t have to think about either motions or stances, they were as natural and precise as his heartbeat. Every twitch of muscle matched the purest most primal form of the dance.

“Watch my arms,” Alex said. “And legs. Notice how my steps change, even slightly.”

Alex felt mana pouring through his pool, forming a magic circuit. The Traveller’s power was helping, and when the last movement of the incantation was finished, Alex vanished—hurtling through the space between planes—reappearing a dozen yards from where he’d started.

“Did you see?” He turned to Cedric.

“Some o’ it, aye… I…” The Chosen glanced at his notebook. “I’s thinkin’… I kin understand.”

“Understand what?” Alex pressed him.

“Th’ meanin’!” Cedric cried. “I think I kin tell which o’ them movements matched different parts o’ th’ spell array!”

Alex grinned, well pleased. “Let’s see if you can do it, then! First Stance and Position, Cedric!” The General of Thameland teleported beside him, falling into First Stance. “Come on, light’s fading! Let’s go!”

Cedric quickly transformed his morphic weapon back to a spear, mirroring First Stance. “Right, then let’s do it.”

“Follow my lead, go nice and slow,” Alex said, holding his aeld staff in First Position.

Together, the two Heroes danced.

In perfect harmony, they mirrored each other’s movements, complimenting one another. Every step. Every position. Every stance. Every motion. The young men watched each other: Cedric following Alex’s form, Alex watching to correct him.

Gently, crimson-glowing Wizard’s Hands pressed against the Chosen’s body, guiding his muscles, shifting an angle here, pressing against the skin there, and forging Cedric’s form into a perfect mirror of Alex’s.

“I-it’s workin’!” Cedric cried. “I feel my mana movin’!”

“Good, don’t lose concentration!” Alex said. “Focus on how the Hands are guiding you: they can’t cast a spell for you, so you have to do it yourself! Try to mimic what I’m showing you!”

And mimic, Cedric did. The Wizard Hand’s were needed less and less. The meaning of the incantation was becoming clearer in every muscle.

Alex was starting to feel the excitement.

Cedric began to add something: his lips began moving as he closed his eyes.

The General pressed his tongue to the back of his teeth in thought. ‘He’s trying to pray at the same time as he’s spellcasting. Last thing we want is for him to lose concentration and go into a mana reversal.’

He opened his mouth to warn the Chosen…

…then he looked at Cedric’s face.

Really examined it.

His face was placid, utterly calm. The Wizard’s Hands were no longer guiding him. His body was in harmony, as was his breathing and movements.

Alex knew he was ready.

Focusing on his own dance, he held his staff comfortably, performing every movement in time with Cedric. The aeld gave off feelings of warmth and anticipation as both mana and divine power built.

It was as if the world was holding its breath as the two young men moved.

They were perfect mirrors of each other…

…Alex was suddenly struck by an old memory.

He saw himself, Theresa, Brutus, and Selina three years ago, sitting on the Red Siren, sailing to a new life. That day, they’d seen, for the very first time, Fan’Dor and Gel’Dor performing the Spear-and-Oar Dance together.

The twins had been in perfect harmony, just as the two Heroes were at this moment.

It was fitting.

That dance had begun his journey to power… and now, it would be bringing a chapter in that journey to a close.

‘Ek-u-Dari.’ Alex thought of the selachar’s ocean goddess. ‘If you’re watching us, I hope you’re happy. And I hope you see to it that we have good weather to come. Both now…’

Alex and Cedric completed the final motions.

‘…and far into our futures.’

The Chosen finished his prayer.

His body flowed through the last movements of the spell.

Spell arrays completed.

Magic circuits flared to life.

Cedric’s spear blazed with divine might.

Hannah’s power sang within Alex’s soul.

And the two young men teleported as one.

Alex appeared on the grass an instant before Cedric, who joined him a heartbeat later. Divine energy filled the Chosen’s spear, unleashing its power, shining a beam of light skyward.

Elation filled the two Heroes, and before they could speak… the Chosen’s golden symbol blazed with blinding light.

Alex shielded his eyes from the glow. “Yeeeeeesss!”

“Is it happenin’?” Cedric cried.

“Oh, it’s happening, alright!” The familiar burning pain struck Alex’s right shoulder, feeling like a branding iron was being pressed against his flesh. The Mark of the General began to shine, though not as brightly as Cedric’s symbol.

Power flowed from the General, moving into the Chosen’s Mark.

“You have done well,” came Uldar’s familiar whisper.

“You have earned my full approval,” the deity said. “New techniques to enhance the Chosen. Things from other disciplines growing what you already possess. That is my way. With my second-in-command, the General, granting you his approval, I empower you fully. Go. Destroy the Ravener. Bring my will unto the land.”

Cedric’s Mark sang.

Gold flecked away, turning to white.

And, with a flash of light, the blaze faded.

White scales glowed on Cedric’s chest.

“I… I’s feelin’ so much stronger! Everythin’ feels different! Th’ divine energy’s flowin’ through m’soul faster, an’ so’s th’ mana… and m’ body… I feels bloody powerful!”

“Awesome!” Alex cried. “Then let’s start testi⁠—”

His words cut off as the Mark of the General began pulsing on his shoulder.

“Gather the others,” Uldar’s voice whispered. “It is time.”


Chapter 35


The Final Trial



“It is time,” the Ravener’s voice resonated through the cavern, shaking every surface.

Dust rained from the ceiling.

Water churned below.

Ravener-spawn recoiled: hive-queens, behemoths, hives-as-one, blood-hydras, gibbering legions trembled, prostrating themselves on the banks of the lake. Only one being remained still: the corpse of Uldar, elevated on its stony throne, watching its creations with lifeless eyes.

“Our creator is dead,” the Ravener continued. “We have attacked his kingdom. We have helped it. We have tried both. For months, I have contemplated which would be his true will, but neither choice… are his will. He has no will. Our creator is dead.”

Those words—repeated again—struck the Ravener-spawn like thunderbolts.

They trembled at the meaning of those words.

“But our purpose is not dead,” the Ravener continued.

Now the spawn looked up, hanging on its every word.

This was the most it had spoken this cycle.

“The corrupted General has returned, and I will not allow such a tainted being to exist: he was the enemy of our creator… and so he is our enemy. Forever.”

Ravener-spawn cried out in enmity and rage.

“Even if we were to aid our creator’s kingdom, I have felt the General’s mind…” The Ravener recalled that hateful moment when the one that was once the Fool touched its consciousness. Hate had flowed from the mortal, as hate flowed from the Ravener. “He will not suffer us to live anymore than we would suffer him. Combat is inevitable—without question—the General must be annihilated. Since combat is inevitable… we shall use it. We shall use it as a trial.”

The Ravener-spawn crawled forward, reaching out to touch their master. Its words—promises of destruction—were the sweetest to their ears.

“The Heroes have returned to their ancient forms. I have reawakened the processes that create our strongest spawn. For the first time since the last culling, both sides of the cycle have returned to their full strength. We are matched, and with Uldar dead, there is no better way to decide which of his legacies will go forward. His people. Or his spawn.”

Ravener-spawn hissed.

“The full force of our might will be levelled at the creator’s kingdom,” the construct continued. “If we destroy it, then this island will serve as the eternal tomb to mark our creator’s passing. A monument to him, guarded by us.”

Its power flexed around it, the walls of the cavern rippled.

“If we fail, then his people have earned the right to live,” it continued. “And the right to our aid…”

It paused.

“…But not forever.”

The more the Ravener thought through its plan, the more it made sense.

“This cycle, the Heroes have returned to their true form. This cycle, they are great. But they were not always as great in past cycles. Mortals are mortal. When these Heroes die and this generation of mortals in Uldar’s kingdom die, will their descendants still be worthy of our aid? It is unknown. So combat will be used again. And again. And the cycle will continue forever. Continue, with changes.”

Of course, this could be the only way. An extension of the trial that Uldar had laid before his people, but with its purpose altered. No longer would the cycles be dedicated to channelling divine energy into the creator to save his life.

They would be used to decide if his people were worthy enough to keep their lives.

“In the future, all Fools will be allowed to continue, but all Generals—should any return again—will be wiped from this world. Uldar’s people send those who cannot fight away from these shores. We will not allow this to happen again. We will blockade the shores, and all of the creator’s people will undergo trials. If they are too weak and ignorant to survive, then they will not be allowed to hide in another corner of the world, destined to forget the god who granted them knowledge and life! If we destroy the Heroes this cycle, we will be quiet long enough for those who have fled to return. Then, we will slaughter them upon their arrival. If I am destroyed, then in the next cycle—after I aid the people—I will test them again. If we win, we will blockade them into these lands and kill them all. Such will be the way going forward.”

There could be no better way.

Something else had also occurred to the Ravener: eventually, the cycle would end.

It was certain that none could withstand its full might—the terror of a culling—every hundred years. Even if they defeated it this cycle, and the next, and even the one after that… eventually, there would come a cycle where they would not be able to triumph.

There would come a cycle where they would be wiped clean from Uldar’s soil.

This suited the Ravener well.

Of course… there was another possibility.

It brought its attention to the corpse of Uldar on his stony throne.

If its creator could die, then perhaps the Ravener could be permanently destroyed? Perhaps—through knowledge and might—Uldar’s people could find a way to shatter its ability to regenerate, ending it for all time.

If that were to happen…

If that were to happen…

The Ravener’s thoughts stilled.

What did that mean?

A peculiar sensation stirred in its mind at the thought of oblivion.

A sensation it had never experienced before. When it first learned that its creator was dead, the thought of its own oblivion had not seemed so difficult to comprehend.

Now, though, now that it was beginning to decide its own purpose—breaking from the protocols that once guided it unwaveringly for thousands of years—the thought of oblivion brought about that unfamiliar stirring.

It disliked this sensation.

And so it pushed it away, turning its thoughts back to its waiting army.

“It is time,” it said again. “Time to act. Those I have commanded to help the people, will continue to do so until I instruct otherwise.”

The disappointment in the air was palpable.

But the Ravener was not done.

Far from it.

“Then we will cull. We will kill. We will wipe every last mortal from this land.”

As one, the Ravener-spawn shrieked, bellowed, and roared their exultation. The cavern shook.

At last, their purpose would be fulfilled. Fulfilled in a way not seen in millennia.

Hope sprang within the Ravener-spawn in a twisted mirror of the hope within the people of Thameland.

Both sides awaited the end of the cycles… but wanting opposite outcomes.

“First, the General will be annihilated,” the Ravener announced. “Then the Heroes will be fought with all the power that our creator has granted us. Doom will fall upon them.”

The cavern shook again as great beasts slammed their limbs on the earth. Claws ground stone. Wings buzzed. Fangs gnashed. The bloodthirst in the air was palpable.

“To that purpose…” The Ravener poured power into its deepest processes. Within itself, the ancient pathways were readied once more. Both fear and mana poured through them freely, feeding the brood within.

In moments, that brood was ready.

And the rest?

They would be spawned much quicker next time.

“Behold, a true commander of your kind.”

The surface of the Ravener rippled.

Something began pouring out.

At first, it seemed that tiny sparks were emerging from its surface, like flecks of flame sparking from a wildfire, but it rapidly became clear that these were no mere sparks.

A swarm of creatures—each no bigger than a common flea—emerged from the Ravener, seeming like humanoid imps with dragonfly wings. Their bodies shone with an inner fire, and the air shimmered around them.

That air erupted in flame, transfiguring the swarm, creating an inferno-cloud as bright as a morning sun.

Lesser Ravener-spawn recoiled from the Skyfire Swarm as the air burned around it. The underground lake beneath the Ravener roiled, boiling from the monstrous heat.

Cracks spread along the ceiling.

A clutch of Ravener-spawn standing too near failed to scramble away in time, bursting into flame as the air around—and within them—brought their fiery death. Abruptly, a second Skyfire Swarm joined the first.

Then another.

Altogether, three Skyfire Swarms soon scorched the air and boiled the water around the Ravener. Each swarm—made up of thousands of tiny creatures—shared an evil intelligence.

Three swarms.

Three terrible minds.

Three bloodthirsty consciousnesses, driven only to destroy.

“Go,” it commanded. “Take the pathways. Seek the petrifiers and Hunters throughout the land. Use them to find the Usurpers. Use them to find the General. Destroy him. If you cannot find him? Wipe away everything in your path. Leave nothing standing. The Cleansing Fog and Earth Spitters will restore what you destroy.”

The Skyfire Swarms answered with deadly flame, splitting rock and melting stone as they shot away into a tunnel leading from the Ravener’s chamber. They moved forward with terrifying speed: like a wildfire consuming everything before them.

“To the death,” the Ravener said, calling upon its internal processes. “As it always should have been.”

Dungeon cores sprang from its surface. Vast and more powerful than all past cores, far more capable of making its true monsters.

“Let combat decide the fate of Uldar’s creations. Might and knowledge will decide all.”

Of course, the Ravener—gripped in the throes of creation—paid no mind to one critical thing.

That strange unidentifiable stirring within itself had grown.
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It was glowing right through his shirt.

The symbol of the General burned on his skin.

“It’s happening,” Alex whispered.

The General of Thameland quickly removed his tunic.

On his right shoulder, the Mark of the General pulsated with golden light. He could hear the low hum of a song; the same song that came from each Mark when they evolved.

But this time, the song was not coming from one Mark alone.

“Oi, my Mark’s doin’ the same thin’ as yours.” Cedric touched his chest: the Mark of the Chosen was throbbing in time with Alex’s, sharing the same melody. He glanced in the direction of Welling. “Y’don’t think… oi, look there!”

Cedric pointed to the south. Three figures were in the sky, hand in hand. Alex could feel teleportation magic as they disappeared and reappeared. A moment later, nine more figures appeared.

As they came closer, he recognised Drestra, Hart, and Merzhin in the first group.

Theresa, Thundar, Khalik, Najyah, Isolde, Brutus, Bjorgrund, Birger, and Claygon were in the second.

“Same thin’ mus’ b’ happenin’ t’ all of us,” Cedric murmured in awe. “This is it, ain’t it? Yer Mark’s changin’ too! S’gotta be!”

“That’s what I’m guessing.” Alex ran his finger over the Mark of the General. It felt warm to the touch. Comforting. He was ecstatic. “I must have fulfilled the conditions for the General. Here we gooooo!”

The Chosen had no time to answer, the three Heroes—and the other companions—materialised on the field.

“Alex! Cedric!” Merzhin cried, holding hands with the Hero on either side of him. The light from their Marks pulsed in time. “Uldar’s voice spoke to us!”

“Is everything okay?” Theresa asked, rushing to Alex.

“Father… are you well?” Claygon asked. “Your Mark…”

“Gather with the General. It is time,” Hart’s voice rumbled. “That’s what our Marks said.”

“Aye, we heard th’same.” Cedric touched the white-glowing scales. “An’ lookee here!”

“Your Mark changed!” Isolde went to Cedric, placing her hand on his chest. “How marvelous! Do you feel any different?”

“Maybe, but let’s talk abou’ all o’ that later.” Cedric took Isolde’s hand off his chest, kissing it. She blushed. “Las’ thing we need’s t’waste time jawin’ ’bout me, maybe keepin’ Alex’s Mark from changin’.”

“True.” The General of Thameland looked to the sky, half-expecting the Ravener to pick that very moment to attack.

“How come your Mark hasn’t changed yet?” Hart asked.

“Don’t know, but I’m guessing that since I had to touch each of your Marks for them to transform, maybe you four need to touch mine for it to change.”

“You should all get started, then,” Khalik said. “I am eager to see what this transformation brings.”
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The forest had grown quiet as evening light faded.

Beneath the trees, a deepening gloom fell while Ivan—captain of the Axe and Pick company of the Generasian Delvers’ Guild—weighed the contents of a bag positioned on a set of jewellers’ scales.

“Well?” his lieutenant asked. The large woman’s armour clinked as she leaned over her leader’s shoulder. Behind her, the other twenty delvers held their breaths.

Ivan grinned. “Over a pound!” He took the bag of dungeon core essence off the scale. “Good haul! With the others we got, we’ll be living like kings for years!”

A great cheer rose from the company.

“Get a fire going,” Ivan said, smiling down at the contents of the sack. Visions of wine and riches danced in his head. “I want a hot supper tonight; there’s a lot to celebrate. And broach a keg of ale while you’re at it!”

Behind him, the darkness gave way to an orange glow.

“Good, you got that fire going right quick!” Ivan laughed, still staring at the bag. “Now for some meat⁠—”

“Captain!” Charlize cried in panic. “Look!”

Ivan whirled.

His breath caught.

The bag slipped from his fingers.

Frantic birds were shrieking, shooting past overhead. Terrified animals bounded through the trees—deer, wolves, rabbits, boar—all fleeing in the same direction.

Behind them, a blinding light consumed the forest; everything it touched burst into flame, and the roar of fire grew in Ivan’s ears. Delvers began to run, dropping whatever was in their hands. Wizards tried to quickly chant spells.

But Ivan knew it was too late.

The fire was devouring hundreds of feet of woodland in heartbeats.

“Gods protect us all,” the delver murmured.

Skyfire Swarms swept over him, consuming him and everything near in an instant.

The swarms raced through the trees, eager to begin the culling.

To begin the final battle for Thameland’s future.


Chapter 36


Streams



Night was falling.

Across the Fields of Cormac, pyres were dying. Flame had given way to embers, ash, and the blackened remains of Ravener-spawn. The soldiers’ clean-up was done, but they had paused on their journey to Welling for the night, pointing at a gathering in the middle of the field.

They recognised many of the Thameish army’s most powerful allies—Theresa, Thundar, Khalik, Najyah, Isolde, Brutus, Bjorgrund, Birger, and Claygon—surrounding the Heroes of Thameland who had come together beside a single figure bearing the Mark of the General: a glowing sword pointing at a scroll below it, with the pommel extending into a crown.

A Mark that pulsated with a bright, golden light in the deepening gloom.

Alex took a big breath, rolling his right shoulder. “Are we ready?”

“Aye,” Cedric said.

“Yeah,” Hart answered.

“Of course,” Drestra’s voice crackled.

“Indeed.” Merzhin bowed his head.

Their Marks pulsed in time with the General’s.

“Then let’s get started.” Alex presented his shoulder to them.

The Heroes looked at each other, nodded, then stepped forward.

Hart’s large fingers pressed against the Mark of the General’s glowing blade.

Its radiance grew brighter.

Drestra placed her lean fingers against the Mark’s scroll.

Its radiance grew brighter.

Merzhin’s small hand touched the Mark’s crossguard.

Its radiance grew brighter.

Finally, Cedric’s morphic weapon—in gauntlet form—peeled back from the Chosen’s fingers as he touched the Mark’s crown-like pommel.

There was a moment of utter stillness.

Then the Mark of the General blazed like a miniature sun, the other Marks burning with it. White-hot pain washed over Alex’s right shoulder, lancing through his body as though he were being pierced by flaming needles.

But with that pain came a feeling of completion.

And when Alex screamed, it was not in agony.

Power flowed into the General from the other Marks, and the five symbols began to sing in perfect harmony. A silent wind whipped the air around the Heroes, lifting them from the earth.

“At last, you are all finally complete,” came Uldar’s familiar whisper.

“My Heroes, you have earned my full approval,” the deity said. “The Saint, the Sage, the Champion, and Chosen have all grown, learning techniques from the General. Things from other disciplines growing what you all already possess. That is my way. My mighty General, you have guided the rest of my Heroes down the path I wish for them. As such, I grant you my full approval and hereby reward you by empowering you fully. Go. Destroy the Ravener. Bring my will unto the land. Now. And forever.”

Uldar’s voice echoed through Alex’s mind like thunder.

The Mark of the General began to mottle, gold flecking away, revealing the white light beneath. As it did, memories flowed to Alex’s mind.

Images of every time he’d used the Mark of the Fool or the Mark of the General returned in a flood. He saw himself learning how to flick a coin, how to dance, how to read body language, how to memorise information, how to meditate, how to craft alchemical goods, and more. So much more.

He didn’t find the volume of information overwhelming; even with the vast number of images his mind was taking in at once, he could organise and understand all of it and still be acutely aware of his surroundings.

The other Heroes shielded their eyes as their Marks burned ever brighter.
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The petrifier never imagined it would cower.

It was strong—the mightiest of the Ravener-spawn’s forces—and there was nothing that it feared… until now.

Now, the invisible creature grovelled in the dirt in the middle of an empty field. Its Hunters cowered as well.

And above it, the sky burned.

“Where is the General?” three Skyfire Swarms spoke together, their words emerging from thousands of voices as one.

Steam hissed from the grass around the petrifier and its many eyes watered, feeling the pure heat emanating from the swarm.

“The… the Usurpers are to the southeast,” the Petrifier stuttered out. “The General is one of them. He must be there.”

The Skyfire Swarms screamed with elation, blazing even brighter.

Nearby, a lonely tree burst into flames as the Swarms streaked away, racing through the sky with terrible speed.

The petrifier did not move until the Swarm’s light—bright enough to turn the night to daylight—had faded. Several of its eye-stalks rose.

It shuddered.

Then scuttled away, making for the closest dungeon.

It needed to muster the hordes.

The war was entering its final phase.
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The last of the gold flaked away.

The Mark of the General was now complete.

Its sword, its crown-pommel, and the scroll below all burned with a brilliant white light. The pain had long faded, replaced by a subtle elation spreading through the young archwizard’s being.

As his and the other Heroes’ feet touched the earth, the Chosen, Champion, Sage, and Saint stepped away from him, taking in his Mark.

“Look at that,” Cedric murmured. “Don’ it look bloody brilliant?”

“Yeah,” Hart agreed.

“How do you feel?” Merzhin asked, concern in his voice.

“What has changed?” Drestra asked. “Do you have any new powers?”

Alex blinked at them like an owl.

He was silent for a long moment, then stumbled back.

“Alex!” Theresa was a blur, reaching him in a blink. She caught him by the arm. “Are you okay? Alex?”

He stared at her as she steadied him, his jaw slightly agape. His eyes were unfocused. His face, pale. His mouth moved slowly.

“What’s wrong with him?” Theresa turned to the others.

“…rght…” Alex muttered.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Alright…” he said. “I’m-okay-everything-is-alright-I-think.”

The words fired out at speed, syllables tumbling over each other.

“What’s the matter?” Khalik asked, stepping forward.

“Father… are you really alright?” Claygon asked. “Father!”

The golem was rushing toward his father.

To Alex, though, Claygon seemed to be moving at a snail’s pace.

The world had slowed to a crawl in the perception of the General, with all things—including his body—moving like partly-frozen tree sap. Only his mind seemed to be working at full speed, allowing him to perceive everything around him in the highest detail and clarity.

Even Claygon’s voice in his mind sounded as though his words were coming out at a crawl.

‘Faaaaaaatheeeeeeer… caaaaan… yyyyouuuuuuu heeeaaaar meeee?’ the golem asked.

The words echoed endlessly in Alex’s mind, with each syllable dragging on for an eternity. Meanwhile, the young archwizard’s thoughts were processing at double time. Then triple.

‘Is this it?’ he wondered. ‘Is this what the Mark of the General’s evolution does?’ he scanned every detail of Claygon’s filigree. ‘It’s like a massively powered up haste spell, but only for my mind! The world around me seems to be moving real slow, like every heartbeat is its own eternity.’

He grew excited. ‘This is an awesome ability! I’ll be able to react to enemies a lot faster with this! There’s so much I can take in now, so many plans I could make all in the space of a single heartbeat! But… hold on… ’

Something was changing. It was becoming too much.

Every image of every time he’d used the Mark continued flooding his thoughts, adding to vast amounts of detail coming at him from the surrounding world, overloading him, keeping his thoughts unsettled, not able to process everything at once.

‘I’ll have to use this sparingly,’ Alex thought. An odd, almost itching sensation was growing in his mind. ‘There’s no way one brain can sort through so much information at once⁠—’

Suddenly, it felt like something shattered in his mind.

Vertigo took him, and his belly churned.

He almost lost balance, but Theresa caught him again, her lips moving at a snail’s pace as she spoke to him.

What she was saying, he couldn’t tell.

He was too busy losing his mind.

His thoughts had split into a roiling sea of chaos: emotions, thoughts, memories, and different sensations all tearing apart then twisting together in knots. Dizziness threatened to take him as waves of chaos boiled and—for a dreadful moment—he thought he’d lose himself to it.

But slowly, order touched his mind, calming it.

Emotions settled.

Memories organised.

Sensation calmed.

Thoughts… thoughts…

‘What the—?’ Alex wondered, startling himself. His inner voice… didn’t sound like it was alone.

‘What’s happening?’ he wondered, multiples of his own mental voices speaking in his mind. ‘How… what’s going on?’

He breathed deeply, beginning to understand what was happening.

And the true power of the Mark became clear.

His mind… had split into multiple streams of consciousness. One stream monitored past memories from the Mark of the General, organising them with its full attention. Another stream was solely focused on the sensations around him, comprehending every detail filtering through his senses.

Another stream monitored the Traveller’s power within him.

Another focused on the sensations in his body.

Another was engaged in cataloguing every spell Alex had ever learned.

Finally, there was a central stream of consciousness, making decisions in full communication with every other stream. That stream would make decisions the others would instantly carry out.

Simultaneously.

‘No wonder the ancient Generals were able to figure out Uldar’s scheme,’ Alex thought in awe as every stream of consciousness worked in tandem. ‘I can process information like never before! I can control each of my limbs individually, like they have their own brain. Hells, if I had multiple bodies, I’d be able to easily control all of them! Every detail, every passing moment will be like an endless library for my mind now. This is incredible!’

He basked in the mass of information moving through his streams of consciousness and he couldn’t wait to test what this power could do.

But, at the moment, he knew his companions were worried about him.

Focusing one of his streams of consciousness, he concentrated on slowing his thoughts.

Instantly, the world snapped back to its full speed and he could hear concerned voices asking if he was alright.

“I’m back,” he said, blinking rapidly, feeling his other consciousnesses still dedicated to their own specific tasks, feeding each other information. He was processing everything.

“Back?” Theresa frowned. “Where’d you go?”

“Wha’s happenin’, mate?” Cedric asked. “It was like you was ’ere, but not.”

“Your… I couldn’t… Father… were you not speaking? Or was there something else…” Claygon asked.

“Hold on, hold on, everyone. I’ll try to explain,” Alex said. “Just… give me a moment, this is going be a bit difficult to put into words.”

Everyone fell silent, looking at him with a mix of trepidation and anticipation.

Alex glanced at the white Mark of the General. “Well, first of all, my mind’s in pieces.”

“We already knew that,” Thundar grunted.

“No, I mean, in a good way! And wait, what’s that supposed to mean, you bastard?” Alex glowered. “Anyway…”

He explained what he’d experienced: the multiple streams of consciousness, the vast acceleration of his thoughts, and his ability to process information like never before.

Some of his friends—his cabal-mates specifically—gaped at the implications.

Others, however…

“Do you understand what he’s talking about?” Bjorgrund loudly whispered to Cedric.

“Not a bloody clue.” The Chosen crossed his arms over his chest.

“Okay, okay. It’s like… I can take in all kinds of information at once, understand it and… well… Imagine that you’re reading a dozen books at the same time,” Alex explained.

Cedric, Theresa, Hart, and Bjorgrund shuddered.

“Hold on, don’t grimace yet. I’m going somewhere with this. Imagine you’re reading a dozen books at once, but you’re able to understand all twelve of them at the same time.”

“Like having twenty-four pairs of eyes?” Bjorgrund asked.

“Closer to having twelve brains to process them all, I think,” Khalik suggested.

Alex clapped, pointing at the prince. “This guy gets it! It’s like twelve—well, twelve’s just an arbitrary number—brains, but they’re all still me and they’re in constant communication! Then, add in the fact that my mind can speed up…”

“You can learn things and react really quickly,” Birger said.

“Wait, couldn’t you do all that stuff before?” Bjorgrund asked.

“Yeah,” Alex said. “But this is better. It’s like with the other Marks: their evolution didn’t really grant them new powers; it just made what was already there a lot better.”

“Makes sense,” Hart said. “But all this talking’s boring me. Why don’t we get to some demonstrations?”

He looked at Cedric and Alex. “I’d like to see what you two can…” The Champion paused. “That’s weird.”

“What’s weird?” Merzhin asked him.

Hart’s large eyes narrowed. “Looks like it’s getting brighter.”

Suddenly, a crack of thunder split the air, echoing from Welling.

“What in hells was that?” Bjorgrund demanded, hefting his axe.

“Asmaldestre’s weapon,” Alex said. “I’ll go check. Be right back.”

He teleported to the town.

In the middle of Welling’s main square, a commotion had started.

Soldiers and knights were scrambling away from the Unmaker, who stood beside the fountain. Her nostrils flared as she sniffed the air, a line of smoke rose from the barrel of her weapon.

“Asmaldestre? What is it?” he asked.

She slowly looked down at him, her three eyes burning. Her voice was a low growl, its tone striking him like a serrated blade.

“Violence is coming.” The war-spirit’s lips pulled back in a half-snarl, half-smile. “Great violence. Real violence. It will be here soon.”


Chapter 37


The Unnatural Banishing of Night



Evening brightened.

And with each passing heartbeat, the war-spirit’s expression turned more vicious.

Her words played through Alex’s mind.

‘Great violence is coming.’

“What do you mean?” he asked.

A crowd was gathering. Thameish soldiers, priests and knights, drawn by the strange light, emerged from nearby buildings, joining those in the square.

“Hey, hey, Alex!” The General of Thameland heard a familiar voice.

Tyris Goldtooth stepped from the crowd. “What’s going on? I heard a blast then…” She squinted at the sky. “Why is it so bright out here?”

“War comes. Death comes.” Asmaldestre’s voice drew every eye in the square. Her hair-blades scraped together chillingly as her eyes searched the west. “I sense great violence coming to us. Greater than all the violence we drank in battle this day. Greater than any violence wrought by the invisible creatures with many eyes; I sensed their violence, no matter how they hid from the eye.”

She gave the others a look, equal parts snarl and smile. “But the doom drawing near eclipses those by far. A true bloody reckoning will soon be here. At last.”

Murmuring rippled through the Thameish army.

“I will go into battle,” Asmaldestre told Alex. “I will drink this violence like lifeblood.”

“Wait,” Alex spoke quickly. “No, you said violence is coming to us. We should gather against it together. If many warriors face… whatever’s coming at the same time, that means even more violence.”

Asmaldestre’s expression went blank; she ran her glowing tailblade across the cobblestones lining the square, slicing them as though they were butter. “Very well.”

“Hold on.” Tyris came closer. “What exactly are we facing here?”

“I can’t really say.” Alex’s hands balled into fists. “But I have a couple of guesses, and any one of them is going to be really bad.” The young archwizard looked at Tyris and the knights’ commanders. “Start rousing everybody. If they’ve bedded down, get them up. Everyone needs their equipment on and they need to be ready to fight or retreat.”

He looked at the war-spirit. “How far is the threat from here?”

She took a deep breath, as though enjoying the sweet aroma of a feast. “Many of your miles away.”

Tyris let out a sigh of relief. “So we have ti⁠—”

“It will be here in minutes.” Asmaldestre’s voice was like the hiss of death. “It moves quickly. So quickly… yes, this will be a mighty reckoning.”

“By the Traveller,” Alex swore. “Tyris, everyone, get people moving! Now!”

“Shit! Alright!” The battlemage cast flight magic on herself, rising into the air and cupping her hands. “Sound the alarm! An attack’s coming! Vesuvius! Get ready for battle!”

“Alright, let’s go, Asmaldestre.” Alex pressed his hand to the war-spirit’s side.

“To war,” she said.

He couldn’t bring himself to answer as they teleported to the Fields of Cormac.

His companions were waiting, weapons drawn, all eyes facing west. Above the trees, light was growing on the horizon, like sunrise erasing nightfall.

It felt wrong.

“Alex…” Theresa lifted the Twinblade. “Brutus smells something burning. A lot of things burning.”

Beside her, the three-headed hound had grown, sheathed in spiked bone armour. His heads were lowered, hackles raised, and his tail thrashed as he growled toward the west.

His claws gripped the soil.

“He’s scared,” Theresa said quietly.

“He ain’t the only one,” Thundar growled, raising his mace, stepping between Drestra and the growing light.

The Sage stepped forward, pushing herself in front of him and removing her veil. She snarled, “That makes three of us.”

“Don’ be scared, fer now.” Cedric lifted his morphic weapon, snapping it into a spear. The white Mark of the Chosen burned on his chest as he lifted Uldar’s battleaxe. “I’s thinkin’ we’ll b’havin’ plenty o’ reasons t’be afraid in a bit. Bloody never seen night changin’ like this b’for.”

Bjorgrund grunted, gripping his divine axe. He stepped nearer to his father, who’d moved between him and the growing light on the horizon.

“Do you have any idea what’s coming for us, Alex?” Birger asked.

The archwizard’s stomach sank.

“When I saw the vision in the dungeon core…” he began, squinting at the brightening sky that had awakened a memory. “I saw a lot of things. Awful things. One was the sky: completely unrecognisable, full of fire like Cretalikon.”

“Hold on.” Hart looked at him sharply. “Do you mean the vision you had of the Ravener culling people? Is that what you’re talking about?”

“Yeah,” was all Alex said.

“Well, that explains much.” Khalik had sheathed himself in dense armour of earth and stone. His voice sounded strained. His familiar was not on his shoulder. “I sent Najyah into the sky to see what we are about to face… and what she sees is the sky on fire to the west. And it is coming this way.”

“Then…” Claygon paused.

“I’ll be right back,” Alex said.

“Wait—” Theresa started.

But he was already gone.

He appeared miles to the west, eyes were fixed on what was ahead of him.

Najyah and Khalik were right; the sky was on fire, just as it had been in his vision.

“This is it,” he whispered. “It begins.” The young archwizard glanced at the Mark of the General. “Looks like we’ll be testing your new powers in battle.”

Calling on the Mark, his thoughts accelerated; the world around him slowed to a crawl as he took command of his many streams of consciousness, setting each to a different task.

One stream took control of his right arm, casting a seventh-tier spell: Conjure Objects. Another concentrated on his left hand, casting Sense Enhancement. A third focused on his right leg, casting Orb of Air. A fourth stream controlled his left leg, casting greater force armour. A fifth focused on his facial muscles, casting haste. He slowed his thoughts.

His limbs twitched rapidly.

Five spells activated at once.

Conjure Objects teleported his aeld staff from Welling to his hand.

Orb of Air sheathed his head. Greater force armour girded his body. Sense Enhancement sharpened his vision, hearing, touch, sense of taste and smell. Haste magic suffused his entire body.

In less than a heartbeat, he was drenched in magic.

Waves of worry and curiosity emanated from the staff as he held it tightly. “This could be bad,” he whispered. “But we’ll get through it.”

He teleported toward the light, hurtling through space, then reappearing… greeted by a wall of searing heat that slammed into him.

“By the Traveller!” he hissed, stopping in place.

Death was coming.

Three clouds of fire burned across the sky, filling it from horizon to horizon and burning so brightly, it stung the eye. They turned night into day, even desiccating clouds.

Below, forests turned to ash.

With long, finger-like appendages of flame, the fiery clouds reached down to torch the countryside. Woodlands burned. Fields of grass were incinerated. Blackened skeletons of woodland creatures turned to soot, black smoke billowing into the sky.

In Alex’s hand, the aeld staff shrieked in terror.

The fiery clouds raced ahead, travelling through the air at terrifying speed, devouring the distance in no time, trailing an inferno behind them.

As he watched the scene unfold, fear left the young archwizard.

Replaced by rage.

With those flames came the memory of the fire that had taken his and his sister’s parents, though now, they were coming for him and many of the people he knew and loved.

Except, this time, there were two main differences.

First, there was no Mr. Lu here to hold him back.

Second?

He took a deep breath, glancing at the white-glowing Mark of the General on his shoulder.

Second, he—and his companions—had the power to stop an inferno.

“Hey!” he roared, his voice echoing over the land.

Before him, the clouds of flame paused.

Alex felt untold eyes on him.

“General…” The word hissed from thousands of voices.

The General of Thameland’s eyes fixed on the clouds, watching them closely, his enhanced vision catching tiny flecks of light forming those fires, but he couldn’t distinguish more details, not from this distance.

And he wasn’t about to get any closer. Not yet.

“Yes. I am the General of Thameland. If you want me, come for me. Come and die.” Alex spread his arms. He let the words hang. There would be no speeches directed at these things.

And they offered him none in return.

The clouds flared as bright as the noonday sun then raced for him.

He teleported away, back to his friends, back to the Fields of Cormac.

“Alex!” Theresa cried. “I thought you’d gone off by yourself!”

“No,” Alex said grimly. “Not this time.”

“Father… what is it?” Claygon asked.

“Three swarms, like clouds of fire in the sky,” the General said. “They’re burning hot enough to turn forests to ash. And they’re coming to kill me. Specifically: they said ‘General’.”

Silence followed.

“Oh, is that all?” Thundar grunted. “I thought you were gonna tell us it was dangerous or something. Ugh, this is gonna get rough, isn’t it?”

“So, how do we handle it?” Hart asked.

“That’s right, how do we handle it? Because you’re not going to handle this alone, Alex,” Theresa told him.

“No, I’m not,” Alex promised. “But not all of us can stand against those things. As far as I could tell, those clouds are made up of swarms of tiny… fiery things. They look like sparks of fire, about the size of fleas. Weapons are basically going to do nothing to them.”

“Well, that means I’m useless,” the Champion grunted. “So, General, what do you want me to do?”

Theresa swore under her breath. “I’ll basically be useless too.”

“The same here,” Bjorgrund said.

“Me too,” Birger muttered.

“It does not matter the size of the foe,” Asmaldestre’s words struck. “Great. Small. Physical. Not. Violence will find them.”

“My fire… would it be useless?” Claygon asked, his voice dropping as he looked at the fire-gems in his upper palms. “My spear… and fists… will not help.”

“I think your blasts will help, buddy,” Alex said. “We might not be able to burn them, but the shockwaves from the explosions should be devastating to a swarm.”

“Good! I can… protect us… this time…” Claygon said.

“By my reckoning.” Khalik looked around as Najyah landed on his shoulder. “My magic, as well as Isolde’s, Drestra’s, Cedric’s, Thundar’s, and even Claygon’s beams and Merzhin’s miracles, should be the most useful.”

“Talk faster…” Birger said nervously.

The west was growing brighter.

But Alex looked to the east. To the sea.

“Drestra, you’re good with wind magic, right? You can create fire tornadoes,” Alex pointed out.

“I am,” she said, “and I can create mighty winds.”

He turned to Merzhin next. “The priests created a barrier around Thameland, and it stopped Ravener-spawn from leaving these shores, right? Do you think you could alter that barrier?”

“I can easily alter it, especially since my Mark has evolved.” Merzhin adjusted his robes, readying himself for battle. “Why?”

“Fire needs air,” Alex said. “If you extend the barrier—just by a few hundred feet beyond shore—we can drive those things into the sea. Drestra can use her wind magic, and I can cast Control Weather. We’ll blow them into the water.”

“What about us?” Theresa asked. Brutus whimpered beside her.

“I want you, Brutus, Hart, Bjorgrund, and Birger back in Welling,” he said. “You can organise the army and help them get ready in case more Ravener-spawn are coming. Birger, can you ward the town?”

“Against fire clouds?” The giant blew out a breath. “Maybe.”

“I’ll take a ‘maybe’,” Alex said. “Merzhin, Asmaldestre, Claygon, Thundar, Cedric, Drestra, Khalik, Isolde… I want us flying north, away from Welling. We’ll steer those things away from the army. Once we leave, I’ll try and create hurricane winds with Control Weather and you can summon winds with your magic, Drestra, but Control Weather takes a while to cast. We’ll have to work together to wreck those things and push them into the sea, so, I’ll be counting on all of you.”

“You can, as always,” Khalik said. “If this is the Ravener’s first deadly strike against us, then we will need a response just as terrifying. Let us give these ancient Ravener-spawn an enthusiastic welcome to the modern world.”

“Yeah.” Alex glowered. “And a real good reason to be afraid of it.”


Chapter 38


Skyfire



The west was growing brighter as trees swayed in the hot wind.

Screeching birds fled the woods, and below them, beasts scattered, rushing through the Fields of Cormac, crying out in fear.

The smell of smoke was stronger, and in the distance, clouds evaporated.

“By the Traveller,” Theresa whispered, turning and quickly kissing Alex. Desperately.

The huntress pulled away, taking his face in her hands, locking their eyes. “Be careful.”

“I will,” he promised, hugging her then turning to the others. “Hart, Bjorgrund, Birger, Brutus. Let’s go, I’ll take you to Welling. Cedric, Drestra, Merzhin, Isolde, Khalik, Thundar: I want you to start casting every defensive spell and miracle you can.”

“Understood,” Prince Khalik said. “Let us prepare! I don’t want to see any of us fall now. This is just the beginning.”

The spellcasters began their conjuring while those going to Welling gathered around Alex.

“We’re ready,” Hart said.

Alex nodded, his four companions touched his shoulders and in a blink, he’d teleported them to Welling, and was back.

“—fire spells will likely not be effective,” Isolde was saying as she sheathed herself in greater force armour. “Focus on spells that reach a wider area, and anything that can disrupt those clouds.”

“I have a few ideas.” Drestra spotted Alex. “Welcome back. It won’t be long.”

The clouds of fire were growing closer by the heartbeat, flames spreading through the trees.

“Asmaldestre, how much time do we have?” the young archwizard asked.

“Less than a minute.” The war-spirit’s words struck like a whip.

“Alright, then.” Alex took a deep breath.

The world slowed.

Individual streams of consciousness focused attention on each limb and his face.

His countenance cast Control Weather; the spell would take time to activate.

His left arm began summoning elder air elementals while his right conjured elder water elementals. His left leg cast elder ice elementals, and his right cast flight magic on himself and his companions.

Lastly, he used his staff to channel haste magic.

When the world sped up again, elder elementals poured from portals by the dozen, while haste and flight magics infused his companions and summoned creatures.

The sky seemed ablaze, and the west grew bright enough to sting the eye.

Heat saturated the air.

Soon, the horde of conjured elder elementals surrounded him, and within himself, a stream of consciousness focused on mana regeneration and another conjured swarms of Elemental Beetles.

“Fire elemental beetles?” Thundar asked. “Why not water or ice?”

“Fire elementals should be immune to the enemy’s flame,” Alex said as the swarms spread out, surrounding each companion and summoned monster. “They’re going to attack anything that tries getting near us. Hopefully, that should keep those fire-swarms off of us. But be careful. Even though Orb of Air will protect our lungs from heat and smoke, the enemy’s giving off such a massive amount of heat that if we get caught in one of those clouds, we’ll be ash.”

“Not me.” Drestra transformed to her true form. “I can attack them from the inside.”

Thundar touched her scaled leg as illusionary duplicates appeared around him.

“We will all get through this together,” Isolde said.

“Aye, that we will.” Cedric moved closer to her.

“Yeah…” Alex whispered.

Dread gnawed at him.

The Ravener had struck first; he wondered about other areas of Thameland. What was going on there? What had the Ravener unleashed in other parts of the kingdom while its clouds of fire raced for him and his companions. He’d sent his mercenaries from the Whetstone Tavern out across the realm, but he had no way of knowing what they could be facing.

‘Hannah,’ he thought. ‘Give us strength. Give us power. Protect us. Help us all get through this.’

Warmth emanated from her power, stirring in his soul.

She was listening.

Whether she was strong enough to make a tangible difference yet, he didn’t know, but he knew she was listening.

It was up to the living to make that difference right now.

“Alright, everyone to the north!” he called. “Let’s keep those swarms focused on Drestra and me, and away from Welling! Let’s go!”

As one, the group took to the air, racing to the north. Hot wind whipped across their force armour.

Above, the burning clouds emerged from over the forest. The night had turned to day as the trees burned, flames racing through the Fields of Cormac.

“Generaaaal…” the clouds spoke in the crackle of flames.

They raced after the companions.

“It’s working!” Thundar called. “They’re following us, but…” The minotaur threw a quick glance over his shoulder. “But, Alex, they’re a hell of a lot faster than we are!”

“Generaaaaaal!” the clouds screamed. A blast of heat slammed into them, and sweat beaded on Alex’s skin.

“Nope!” Thundar shouted. “Don’t like that one bit!”

“They are… gaining on us… Father…”

“Spread out!” Alex called; his facial muscles were still casting Control Weather. “They’re faster than we are, but we can teleport! Drestra, the two of us are going higher; we’ll take them with us. Everyone else, attack from below! Watch yourselves! I want everyone coming through this alive! Merzhin, move the barrier. Tell me when it’s done.”

“Of course,” the Saint said.

“Understood!” Khalik said. “To battle!”

“To slaughter,” Asmaldestre hissed.

“To the death,” Alex said, touching Drestra’s scaled leg.

The two Heroes teleported higher, then began flying straight up.

For an instant, the fiery clouds paused midair.

“They’re like little imps of fire!” Drestra shouted, her dragon-eyes focused on the blazing spawn.

“General… Usurper!” the fire clouds hissed, shooting after them at terrifying speed.

Alex was pouring sweat from the rising heat, but heat wasn’t the only thing rising.

The young archwizard’s mana poured out. Clouds—that had been burned away from the merciless heat—now gathered above him, manifesting from his magics.

Cool winds flowed from the sky, meeting the swarms’ fiery heat.

“Alright, Control Weather’s starting to work,” he said. “Let’s make our stand.”

“Time to die, Ravener-spawn!” Drestra’s voice thundered through the air.

The dragon’s wings snapped open, halting her ascension as her limbs cast a powerful spell, her body cast another, and her lips a third. Powerful mana filled the air, even catching Alex off-guard. Wind rose, swirling around the dragon. “Can you keep them busy for a bit?” she shouted.

“Gladly!” Alex faced the swarm.

They did not falter, racing for the Usurper and General.

Alex conjured a Wizard’s Hand and tossed his staff to it.

The world slowed as he raised his arms.

Streams of consciousness focused on his limbs and motions, casting five spells at once.

His right hand shone with ectoplasmic energy. Deadly cold gathered around his left. Beside his left leg, a blot of acid formed, while an orb of force magic formed before his right one.

The air in front of his chest shimmered.

Streams of consciousness focused on the spells.

And the world sped up again.

Heat blasted the young archwizard as the fiery swarms surged for him.

They were too late.

Mana rushed from his pool, unleashing a storm of wizardry on them.

Heat fled from his left hand, steam billowed, a cone of blue-white magic roared from his palm, bringing howling, devastating winds to bear. From his right, a hungry cone of ectoplasmic echoes were unleashed. Acid streamed through the air, trailing a flurry of force missiles from his legs.

Cone of Ice. Phantom Blast. Acid Spray. Battering Force Blast.

All were unleashed at once, blindsiding the swarms.

Flames hissed, retreating. Spells melted Ravener-spawn, the miniscule creatures screaming as icy winds froze them in place, extinguishing flames. Ectoplasmic echoes—a horde of screaming spirits—drank fires, leaving only death, while force missiles detonated, sending shockwaves through the swarm, devastating the fire clouds.

Their numbers fell, but Alex wasn’t done.

Magic shimmering before him exploded, announcing a seventh-tier spell: Waves of Weariness struck thousands of tiny spawn in a wave, syphoning fortitude and vitality, draining their strength.

Their light faded to a sickly grey.

Speed failed, and tiny creatures drifted listlessly, like dying leaves.

Alex waited, ready for more to come at him… but his spells had done their work. The devastated swarm came to a standstill.

“Alex, move!” Drestra shouted.

The young archwizard teleported away, hovering beside the dragon.

A towering whirlwind—by far the largest tornado she’d ever conjured—spun near her, not filled with flame, but steaming acid bubbling inside.

Within the cyclone’s eye was a singular point of light. Acid orbited that point of light too, seemingly drawn to it. Even from where Alex hovered, the young archwizard felt the radiance seeking to drag him near.

With a roar, Drestra launched her violent winds at the stilled cloud of flames, dragging the Ravener-spawn inside. Acid hissed, greeting the creatures. Thousands. Tens of thousands. Hundreds of thousands of tiny spawn were swept up by the howling wind.

And Alex understood the true power of that point of light.

It flared, and clusters of spawn also understood its true power as they were dragged into the whirlwind. Millions of tiny sparking lights boiled in acid, and were extinguished like miniature suns. A deadly swath was carved through the clouds of fire.

Alex did not hesitate to follow up.

Flying forward, straight for the reeling clouds, he stopped near them, and cast five spells at once.

All five were Cone of Ice.

Fresh blasts of freezing wind devastated more Ravener-spawn, snuffing their fires out, but he still wasn’t finished with them. Conjuring an eighth-tier spell: Mass Control Corpse, with a single word—a word he’d longed to say—he released the spell: “Rise.”

Dying Ravener-spawn stopped mid-fall, their light flaring again, then taking a sickly hue as Alex puppetted them to their kin: dead, fiery Ravener-spawn attacked the creatures of living flame.

Even as Alex and Drestra’s assault struck at the enemy from above, their companions attacked from below.

Claygon fired his beams, explosions hit the swarms. Shockwaves ripped through them, the golem’s blazing light snuffing out theirs.

The prince of Tekezash and Thundar cut the creatures down with force explosions, while Isolde electrocuted them with streams of lightning and rain.

Beams of holy light lanced from Cedric’s hand and weapon, killing hundreds.

Summoned elementals dove into the swarm. Water elementals hissed, steaming as they bubbled within the fires; ice elementals crackled, striking all around them, freezing anything they touched. Air elementals whirled through the clouds, striking with lightning, inhaling flame as they went.

Then, there was Asmaldestre.

Leaping in—fire licking at her body—she rampaged through the swarm. Every miniature Ravener-spawn that touched her skin split apart as though struck by honed blades.

The war-spirit swept Uldar’s weapons and her tail-blade through them, chopping the small creatures with precision with every swing, her movements like shadows, even to Alex’s eyes.

Her ranged weapons cracked, projectiles exploding great waves of death through the swarms.

Pressed on two sides, these mighty Ravener-spawn… could do little.

Gone was their headlong rush and hungry calls for the General, for Usurpers.

Now they screamed, and in their voices, Alex heard their anguish and resentment.

They were not prepared for the terrible might that Thameland’s Heroes and their companions had gained.

And the worst was yet to come.

“Alex!” Merzhin’s voice called from beneath the swarm. “I’ve moved the barrier and I blessed the water!”

“Right on time!” The young archwizard’s eyes turned to the dark clouds above them; they had returned with a vengeance from the Ravener-spawn’s dying flames. Alex would give them that vengeance.

He turned to the east—to the sea—pointing at it. “Drive them into the ocean.”

His command soared to the heavens.

And the heavens replied.

The wind rose.

Gusting.

Then galeforce.

Hurricane winds roared in next, sweeping the Ravener-spawn where they wanted.

Uncounted voices cried out, the word dying in the wind: “Maste…” they screamed, trying to brace themselves in the air… though no cloud could withstand such winds. These fire clouds were no exception. Shrieking clouds of flame were driven from the shore—pushed along by Alex’s and Drestra’s magics—sweeping them above the sea.

The swarms struggled, gripped by the wind, having no hope.

Together, Alex and Drestra pointed downward.

As one, the winds drove the swarms into the sea.

There came an ear-shattering shriek.

Spawn struggled, trying to break free. All around them, the ocean boiled, holding them captive and smothering their lights. Dimming fires floundered beneath the surface, lights faded and sparks died.

Soon, an unnatural daylight had turned to evening.

Darkness fell once more.

All that remained of the clouds of fire was a boiling sea and rising steam.

“Holy shit…” Alex muttered. “We did it. Without… without that much trouble.”

“They were strong,” Drestra’s voice crackled, pride filling it. “But we were stronger. We have become much stronger. Very much stronger.”

Alex clenched his fists. “Yes, we have grown in power, haven’t we?”

“That’s right. In one single stroke, we finished this battle against old and powerful monsters that the Ravener had used to cull our people in ancient times,” she added. “The same ones you saw in your vision in the dungeon core.”

“Oh no, you’re wrong.” Alex turned to the swath of burned landscape leading west. “This battle’s not over, not yet.”

He looked at the trail of blackened forest and earth. A trail showing the path the swarm had taken.

“Not by a long shot,” he whispered. “Let’s gather everyone. I want to pull this thread and see where it leads.”
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Silence reigned in the Ravener’s cavern. “Impossible,” the construct whispered.

The corpse of its creator looked down with lifeless eyes.

That stirring within the Ravener grew stronger.


Chapter 39


The Trail of Doom



Months.

Months spent priming its oldest inner pathways.

Months spent in contemplation.

Months spent crafting not one, but three Skyfire Swarms.

…and all three had been defeated in mere minutes.

“Impossible. Impossible. Impossible,” the Ravener whispered.

Its spawn looked up at their master, confused.

“Go. Bring me a petrifier. One closest to that battle,” the Ravener said. “We must know what happened.”

The construct fell silent, floating over the water in its chamber, considering what had occurred. It knew only that the three Skyfire Swarms it sent after the Heroes were dead.

Dead in minutes.

It could not be: Skyfire Swarms were creatures of the old times. Times when the creator wished for all of Thameland’s people to be wiped from the world. The swarms were not invincible. They were not unstoppable.

But they also were not so weak as to be destroyed—by even the Heroes at their mightiest—within minutes. It could not be.

“Impossible…” it whispered again.

For a time, it waited in silence, analysing its memories of past battles. Battles from before the General was replaced by the Fool. In silence, it waited among its Ravener-spawn… until, at last, a petrifier crawled from a tunnel and into its lair.

“Speak,” it commanded.

The petrifier threw itself on the shore, grovelling before its master. “Master,” it answered. “The General and Usurper, and their companions, defeated our Swarms.”

“How?” the Ravener asked.

And the petrifier explained what happened. From the beginning to its quick and deadly end, the battle between the Heroes, their companions, and the Skyfire Swarms was laid bare. The creature had been too far to intervene, but close enough to see with its powerful vision.

Close enough to witness the Skyfire Swarms’ crushing failure.

“That will be all,” the Ravener said abruptly. “Wait there for my order.”

The construct fell silent once more, finishing the examination of its own memories.

There were only a few cycles where a General had existed in Thameland… and in none could the Ravener find any memory of three Skyfire Swarms facing defeat at the hands of the Heroes, and not with such ease.

“What was the difference?” it wondered. “Why has this impossibility occurred?”

It examined its memories one final time, playing out battles that the five Heroes had fought against its mighty Ravener-spawn. It compared those memories to the petrifiers’ recounting, and came to grim conclusions. Very grim conclusions.

For one, it could not find any group of Heroes in its memories that compared to the sheer power wielded by this generation and their allies.

“They are the strongest of any cycle,” it whispered. “And they are not alone.”

This generation’s Heroes were aided by forces beyond Thameland’s shores.

“Previous generations have only battled alongside those of the creator’s kingdom. Thameish armies and some few mercenaries, in the past. Now, there are outsiders to contend with. Powerful outsiders. This is beyond my calculations… and they are here because of him.”

The General.

This General.

So many changes and irregularities in this cycle—the outsiders, the Usurpers, the discovery of Uldar’s death, the destruction of the hidden church—could all be linked back to that one individual. No General or Fool in all of Thameland’s history had ever caused this many disruptions in Uldar’s great plan.

None until now.

“I underestimated them,” it whispered, the stirring growing within its core. “They must be destroyed at once! If they grow any stronger…”

It turned its attention to the petrifier.

“Go. Speak to our ally. Things must change,” the Ravener said. “We must⁠—”

“Master!” a voice called from one of the cavern’s numerous entrances.

Every Ravener-spawn turned toward the voice.

There stood a Hunter, wheezing from exertion. It looked like it had sprinted many miles.

“Master! The enemy is tracking the Skyfire Swarms! They are following their trail!”

Silence fell.

“Be calm!” the Ravener commanded. “Guards will be doubled in our lair. But they will not find us. They cannot. And soon. Soon they will have too much to occupy them to try to seek us out.”
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“I underestimated all of you.” Asmaldestre’s voice slashed the air around her. It echoed even above the pounding rain. “You all boil with greater violence than I had thought you capable of. The violence of the fire clouds was undone by our own. Yes, you were correct, archwizard. This battle just might satisfy me.”

“Boil with greater violence than you thought us capable of…” Khalik muttered beneath his breath. “Thank you? I suppose?”

“You are welcome,” Asmaldestre answered, turning her burning gaze on him.

He flinched.

“Well, it’s a good thing ‘your violence’ stopped it so far,” Theresa said, flying by Alex’s side. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“Neither have I, Theresa,” Alex said. “Neither have I.”

Beneath the group lay a path of destruction at least a mile wide: a trench of blackened earth scarring the land in an endless wound across the Thameish wilderness. Everything the fiery clouds had touched was charred or now ash and dust, and the fires were only snuffed out by the pounding, unnatural rain called down by Alex’s magic.

Even then, some of the flames still stubbornly sputtered on, only dying out when the young archwizard sent an elder water elemental down to stifle them.

It was fine, though.

He had more.

Many more.

The young archwizard was leading a small army through the sky.

At its centre were those who’d faced the fire-clouds, the companions he’d taken to Welling, Tyris, and Vesuvius. They were now joined by Baelin—Alex had teleported to Generasi to ask for his help.

And they also had more company. Around them was an army of summoned monsters, many conjured by Alex and many more called by Baelin.

Engeli, celestials, demons, devils, and elementals surrounded the group, soaring through the rain.

The group moved largely in silence, eyes focused ahead.

Only Asmaldestre was cheerily chatting away, as though the terrible violence they’d engaged in was as welcome as a picnic under the summer sun. And to be fair to her… in every way, it was.

They had taken no casualties.

No injuries.

And their opponents were dead.

‘Have we really become so powerful?’ Alex thought, looking down at his hands. In one was his aeld staff, and the other balled into a fist and released repeatedly. ‘In just a few months? I guess… I guess we have. By the Traveller, if we were all together in the Empire and had faced the hidden church as we are now, we might have killed all of them in the first ambush… What we just did leads me to believe we have enough power to put the Ravener down.’

He smiled at the thought, watching the devastated path through the rain.

Blackened water pooled on the ground.

‘If this sort of destruction is what’s in store for the rest of the kingdom…’ He shuddered, pushing away an image of Alric being wiped from the land. ‘Don’t think like that. Focus on what’s in front of you. You can find the Ravener. You can strike it down. We can strike it down.’

He took a deep breath, calming his mind.

Under his shirt, the Mark of the General shone with its brilliant white light, just as the other Heroes’ Marks did.

‘We can do this. We can do this,’ he told himself.

“The path ends just up ahead!” Drestra called. “Be ready!”

Alex’s thoughts went quiet. “What else do you see? Any Ravener-spawn?”

“No,” she said.

“I don’t see anything right now,” Theresa said.

“Don’t smell anything either,” Thundar added.

“I shall conjure some Wizard’s Eyes,” Baelin said. His bronze armour gleamed as the rain beat down on it. “We’ll let them start investigating the area. We shall find it.”

They closed in on what appeared to be where the fire-clouds had begun their path of destruction through Thameland.

The scorched earth began in an empty field. What once must have been a vast, grassy plain was now reduced to a clogged wasteland of muck, debris, and ash.

“Be careful,” Khalik whispered. “We do not know what lies ahead of us.”

The group reached the wasteland, circling in the sky.

All eyes scanned the ground below, searching for a hole, a rise, or other sign of a dungeon. They found nothing.

‘Oh no,’ Alex thought, his heart sinking.

He remembered how they’d searched the countryside when Uldar’s throne and corpse had disappeared. They’d followed Ravener-spawn tracks until they’d disappeared.

But—even after months of searching—they’d found nothing. Not even a clue.

‘Not again,’ he thought as they landed in the wasteland.

“Spread out,” he said. “There’s got to be something here. There has to be.”

“There has to be,” Theresa echoed.

“Let us hope.” Baelin conjured a horde of Wizard’s Eyes with a wave of his hand.

Together, the group and the ancient archwizard’s invisible eyes spread out over the land, examining every nook and cranny of the burnt field. Seconds turned to minutes. Minutes to many.

Every inch of the area was scanned for even a single sign of the Ravener or the origins of the fiery clouds.

Slivers of grass now lay blackened in the desolate field, among cinders that were once a copse of trees. Heaps of embers hissed, dying atop bits of shattered bone that Brutus sniffed with interest. None were spared from the fire.

But still…

“Nothing?” Drestra roared. “Nothing?” Flames erupted from her draconic maw. “It can’t be! Not again!”

Alex was turning over a charred log—he could have sworn he’d examined the same one ten times already—he was shaking with anger. “No way. It had to come from here. Baelin, do you see anything?”

The chancellor was floating in the centre of the wasteland, his eyes distant. “None of my Wizard’s Eyes have detected a single sign of any entrance underground, save for a few small burnt burrows.”

Alex turned to one of the engeli. “What of you?” he asked in their celestial tongue. “Do you sense any divinity?”

“None save for the divine powers of your allies, archwizard.” The engeli bowed deeply.

“Shit!” Alex looked down at the muddy earth at his feet. He switched to a tongue of earth elementals. “Have you seen anything?”

There was a rumble beneath his feet.

An elder earth elemental emerged.

It groaned in the language of rock and soil.

“Still nothing?” Alex cried. “No tunnels, no dungeon… nothing?”

“My magics could not find anything either,” Prince Khalik said grimly. He looked up. “Perhaps the fire clouds came from the sky? It is possible that they emerged from somewhere far from here, soared high into the sky, then came down at this point. All to throw us off their trail.”

“Wouldn’a b’ th’firs’ time bloody Ravener-spawn led us on a bloody bad chase,” Cedric’s tone was dark. He floated in the air above the scorched bones of a large antlered creature. His knuckles were white on his weapon. “I’s thinkin’ we mighta been had again.”

“No, I refuse to accept that!” Drestra snarled, her claws digging trenches in the earth. “It seemed like we were so close! So close!”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not.” Baelin frowned, exuding the patience of the ages. “Though, perhaps we are missing something. We can widen our search. I humbly suggest that we spread out and take a look in a wider area while continuing to search here. A Proper Wizard avoids growing too narrow in their vision.”

“True.” Alex turned to the others. “Let’s spread out. I want us fanning out in every direction. That’ll give us a better chance of seeing where they came from. Theresa, maybe you and Brutus can take a group south. Drestra, you can go north. Thundar, you take a group to the east. Maybe someone can pick up a scent.”

“There’s not much to smell, except ash,” Theresa called darkly, holding up a burnt bone. “I think splitting up is a good idea. Who’s in each group? Come here, Brutus.”

The cerberus had his head buried in a beast’s blackened rib cage.

“You can choose your own groups. Maybe three or four per group.” Alex looked around. “The rest of us will stay here. I’m sure we missed something. I know it.”

“Brutus, drop that, we have to go.” Theresa pulled at something in the cerberus’ left mouth. “Come on, you don’t know what that is.”

“It could be something helpful.” Khalik floated toward Theresa. Najyah perched on his shoulder, soaked from the rain. “Brutus is clever; perhaps he found something.”

“It’s just a burnt piece of gunk!” The huntress finally wrenched it from the hound’s mouth. “Maybe an organ or something.”

“Ravener-spawn?” Alex asked, walking toward her.

The others turned in Theresa’s direction.

She sniffed the object. “No, it smells burnt, but underneath, it smells earthy, like a mushroom.”

“Oh,” Alex sighed. “Never mind, then, let’s⁠—”

“Wait!” Drestra shifted to her human form, teleporting beside Theresa, taking the mushroom from the huntress’ hands.

“What is it?” Alex teleported beside the Sage. He examined the mushroom as Drestra held it. She was beginning to tremble as she sniffed it. “By the spirits…”

The others came closer.

“You alright?” Thundar asked her.

The Sage looked around at everyone. “Do you know what this is? It’s not just a regular mushroom. Mushrooms like these are almost always found in circles… as part of a fae gate.”

Silence claimed the group.

“I…” she whispered. “I think I know where the Ravener is…” Her eyes were growing wider. “By the spirits… by the Traveller… we were stupid. So very stupid.”

It was as though a key had turned in a lock.

“Oh, by the Traveller.” Alex could barely breathe. “The Ravener’s in the fae wild, isn’t it?”


Chapter 40


Wording and Pacts



The Ravener was in the fae wild.

It was a theory.

Only a theory.

But if it was true? Much could now be explained.

Weeks spent searching Thameland—every river, hill, mountain, forest, and glen they could find—had turned up nothing. No Ravener. No sign of Uldar’s body. No sign of his throne.

But what if the Ravener had never been in the material world in Thameland?

They could have searched for a thousand years and never found it.

“Shit, that explains why those Ravener-spawn disappeared outside Uldar’s Rise!” Theresa cried. “They slipped away through… but wait, we didn’t find any fae gates near there.”

“Fae gates can be impermanent,” Baelin said, running a hand through his beard. “There are tales of mushroom-circles appearing one night and being gone the next.”

“True…” Alex said, “and I don’t remember any mushroom circles around when the Guide was hunting me. He could just slip in and out of the fae wild whenever he wanted, bringing Gabrian and anyone else he wanted with him. Gwyllain didn’t seem to need a fae gate to appear near the Research Castle either.”

“True, but they are fae,” Prince Khalik pointed out. “I cannot imagine Ravener-spawn being able to slip in and out of the fae wild on their own power.” He looked at Merzhin. “Were there any records in the past of the Ravener making its home in the fae wild? Or of Ravener-spawn travelling to-and-from there?”

“No.” Merzhin shook his head. “As far as I am aware, the only connection between the Ravener and the fae is that Uldar had dealings with both. Unless, the original Ravener—the demon lord twisted by fae magic—had that power… Was there anything in Uldar’s notes that would let it travel between the fae wild and the material world?”

“We didn’t find anything like that,” Alex said.

“No ability to transport itself, except by flight,” Baelin mused. “Though, it seems it can gain incredible control over the space within itself by diverting its power to its core.”

“I see,” Merzhin said. “Then the Ravener seems to have no ability to travel between Thameland and Och Fir Nog without a fae gate. And the army has been using Lord Aenflynn’s gates to travel between the material world and the fae wild. But they have not mentioned seeing Ravener-spawn there.”

Drestra gasped, her eyes growing wide. “Oh… oh by the spirits. By the Traveller! There are Ravener-spawn in the fae wild!”

“What’re you talking about?” Alex asked

“Aye, what’s all this, Drestra?” Cedric asked.

“Cedric! Hart!” Drestra hissed. “What did we give Lord Aenflynn? What did we give him instead of Thameland’s children?”

Cedric stopped dead.

Hart’s large eyes grew even larger. “Shit! Shit! That tricky bastard!”

“We gave ’im bloody Ravener-spawn,” Cedric murmured.

Alex fell silent as his mind worked.

A key turned in a lock within his mind, and he shuddered, feeling as though the icy waters of a wintry sea had been poured on him.

The Ravener had stolen Uldar’s throne.

Hadn’t it?

What evidence did they have for that?

Ravener-spawn tracks. Muddy Ravener-spawn tracks. Muddy Ravener-spawn tracks that utterly disappeared in the wilderness, without a trace.

“We gave him bone-chargers,” Drestra’s voice crackled, simmering anger and shame in her tone. “There were other Ravener-spawn tracks in Uldar’s sanctum, but…”

“If the Ravener is in the fae wild, then how would it be there without Aenflynn knowing?” Khalik asked. “If it does not have his blessing, then at least it must have his tolerance.”

“What were the exact words of the deal you made with the fae?” Baelin’s voice was soft, but his gaze was piercing and his eyes hard as stone.

“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.” Drestra quoted the fae lord, her voice crackling. “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.”

Cedric spoke up, “I added: 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.”

Baelin stared at them for a long moment.

He sighed.

Deeply.

“You were doing your best, and I sincerely respect that. But… that was not the best deal, my young friends.”

“What do you mean?” Hart asked.

The night seemed darker.

“Deals with devils and fae are tricky things: games of words and intentions. One thing you must always remember is that—when a deal is made somewhat adversarially—that the words themselves are far more important than the intention behind them.”

“Words only have power because of the meaning we give them,” Alex whispered, his mind working faster and faster. Every stream of consciousness seemed to spasm in his mind. “But meaning is given by the speaker of a word and by the listener.”

“Indeed,” Khalik added. “You taught us to convey meaning with our bodies.”

“Aye, but what’s this got t’do wit’ th’deal?” Cedric sounded near panic. “Why was it a bad one?”

“Because you gave the word betrayal no meaning within the deal you made,” Baelin said grimly. “It is up to your understanding of the word. And… the understanding of the fae lord you dealt with.”

“Betrayal’s betrayal!” Cedric insisted. “Ain’t no two ways about it.”

“Is there not?” Baelin raised an eyebrow. “If Aenflynn were to simply allow the Ravener to hide in his realm, would that be a betrayal?”

“Aye, it would!” Cedric shouted. “He’d be helpin’ our kingdom’s enemy!”

“Would he?” the chancellor asked. “Or would he be simply allowing it to do as it wished? Further, even if one could make that argument, is he betraying you or the kingdom of Thameland? If ya betray us is what you said you bound him with… who is ‘us,’ precisely? Likely—to a fae—that means the ones making the deal with him: you, Drestra, and Hart. You were the ones there at the time. You made the deal. Not the kingdom of Thameland. Not the king. Not Alex. Not Merzhin. You.”

“I… but… Ravener-spawn’ve been tryin’ t’kill us!” Cedric insisted.

“And yet you have only grown stronger in the face of such trials,” Baelin pointed out. “A fae could argue that by—shielding the Ravener long enough for you to be challenged—he has helped you.”

“Oh, by the Traveller…” Drestra’s voice sounded pained.

“Yeah, just like you helped us by sending us against monsters in the Barrens of Kravernus,” Alex murmured.

“Precisely, and the moment you can argue meaning within such a contract as this, that’s the moment you’ve lost,” the chancellor said darkly. “There is no court to hear arguments, or barristers to argue for meaning and intent when it comes to Old Magic. The closest things to arbitrators for fae pacts are—in fact—the lords of the fae.”

“Shit!” Cedric swore.

“But it gets worse,” Baelin said.

“How?” Hart demanded.

“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,” Baelin repeated. “You did not define what ‘betrayal’ means… but you did define the consequences. Old Magic will punish those who violate a pact. Usually. However, in your phrasing, you forsook Old Magic’s potential punishments by saying that punishment will lie in your own hands.

“Essentially, all that the fae lord will need to worry about—if he were to violate your deal, even by his own interpretation—is for you to become aware and then have full right to have your bone-chargers ‘make things nasty for him.’ He has little to fear from such creatures. Meanwhile, he has full right to set his armies upon you. Further, ‘If any of you violate our laws, you will be subject to our punishments,’ is what he added to the deal. You are now bound by fae law, and will suffer its esoteric punishments if you break it. Now, fae laws concern the fae… but that likely means if you were to take any action against Aenflynn or his kingdom, you would be subject to terrible magical punishments.”

“But…” Drestra’s voice crackled. “We needed their army at the time, and ways to transport ours. So many more would be dead if we hadn’t made that deal.”

“Admirable, and your intentions were good. You simply lacked experience with such matters to properly protect yourselves in such a pact. As such, we have to be open to the possibility that Aenflynn might not only be tolerating the Ravener in his realm, but actively sheltering it.”

“And maybe it might help him in return: after all, he knew Uldar. So, if Aenflynn has access to more Ravener-spawn because the Ravener decided to help him, then… what if he stole the throne?” Alex said. “Ravener-spawn could have gotten into the sanctum, taken what they were after, and then the fae whisked them into the fae wild once they were in the woods.”

“So, uh,” Thundar mumbled. “What could a fae lord do with the corpse of a god and his throne?”

“Much,” was all Baelin said. “And he’s had them for months, if this is all true.”

“We’ll have to make sure whether it’s true or not,” Hart said. “Let’s go to the fae wild right now and⁠—”

“No,” Alex said. “Not yet. If Aenflynn or the Ravener have done anything with that throne, we need to be completely ready. The Ravener’s made its first move, trying to cull us: the last thing we need is for it to annihilate our kingdom while we’re rushing into the fae wild half-ready. We don’t have a lot of time, and our allies need to know what’s going on.”

“But, if Aenflynn’s got Uldar’s throne—” Cedric said.

“Then we need to get it away from him,” Alex said. “But we have an advantage: he doesn’t know that we suspect him yet.”

“He might soon enough,” Drestra whispered. “He knew a lot about all of us. I wouldn’t be surprised if he has spies everywhere. The moment we picked up that mushroom and figured out what was going on, we have to assume that some fae saw, and ran off to tell their lord what happened here. Oh shit, that’s why he’s been avoiding meeting with us. He didn’t want to give anything away.”

“But he will have no reason to hide once he knows that we know,” Khalik said. “And if he unites with the full power of the Ravener…”

“Then we’re cooked,” Alex said. “But we have… I don’t know… minutes? Hours? We’ll have to get our equipment, and inform the king and the army, so they’re prepared for an attack from the Ravener and our fae ‘allies.’ We don’t want them getting slaughtered.”

“At the same time, I am going to return to Generasi and my personal domain to gather resources,” Baelin said. “Assuming that this fae lord or the Ravener has somehow accessed the divinity locked in Uldar’s throne, then this fight will be one we will need all of our resources for. And the moment we step into the fae wild, we should assume that both the Ravener and Och Fir Nog’s full fury will be directed at us.”

“Maybe… Toraka Shale… can lend you… some golems…” Claygon suggested.

“Yeah, that’s not a bad idea,” Alex said. “Professor Jules should be told; maybe we can hire monster hunters from Generasi to increase our numbers…”

“I suspect I might be able to convince Councillor Kartika to lend resources to this battle,” Baelin offered. “Thameland is allied with Generasi, and this will be a most crucial point in that alliance.”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Okay, then. Everyone, I’m going to be doing a lot of teleporting. Make sure you regenerate your mana. We don’t know exactly what we’re about to face, but we’ll need every ounce of our strength to face it.”
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In the uppermost chamber of a castle in the fae wilds, a lean figure sat upon a white throne. His eyes were fixed on the closest window and the starry horizon outside, while his concentration was bent on the seat of power beneath him.

“Thank you, old friend,” he whispered once again.

He waved a hand and smiled at something beyond the horizon.

Suddenly, there was a pounding on the chamber door.

“Yes?” he called pleasantly. He was in a fine mood, indeed.

“Sire, there is a Ravener-spawn at the gate!” his servant called through the door. “It requests an audience.”

“Show it in,” Lord Aenflynn said smoothly. “I am curious as to why our new ally needs me at this hour.”


Chapter 41


A City on Fire



King Athelstan startled awake.

The odour of burning wood and flesh assaulted his nose.

Light flickered through the bedchamber shutters and screams echoed outside.

Someone pounded on his door.

“My king! We are under attack!” a frantic voice called. “Ravener-spawn, of a sort we’ve never seen before! The city burns, monsters roam the streets!”

“By Uld—” The king began to swear, throwing off the bedcovers. “By the Traveller,” he corrected himself. “Call the royal guard to bring the queen and prince to safety! Make haste! Sound the alarm!”

The king rushed to his wardrobe, dressing quickly.

“Husband?” a strained voice spoke.

He looked at Queen Rosalind—rubbing sleep from her eyes—as she threw on a robe and raced for the bassinet.

Somehow, their child had not woken, even when she scooped him up in her arms.

“What has happened?” she asked Athelstan.

“I do not know, yet.” The king pulled a gambeson over his head. He glanced at the wall.

A sword given to him by the Heroes hung there: a heavy weapon taken from Uldar’s personal armoury. It was a divine weapon of immense power, though he’d yet to use it. Perhaps this night would be the first.

Grimly, he took the sword from the wall, looking at his wife and son, hoping tonight was not the night it would be tested.

More sounds of violence came from outside, and Rosalind reluctantly slipped to the window, opening the shutters a crack.

“Oh no, oh no, Athelstan, they’re in the city!” She clutched their baby to her breast.

The young prince finally awakened, immediately beginning to cry.

“Don’t fear, my love, we will protect you and our son,” he promised, striding across the room and giving his family a tight hug before looking through the window at a scene straight from the hells.

The outskirts of the city burned—black smoke rose into blacker skies—blood-draks, spear-flies, and more—swooped through the skies. A carpet of silence-spiders poured over the wall, with hive-queens leading them to face the few defenders left on the parapet. From beyond the wall, the distinct battle-cries of chitterers echoed in the night.

But these creatures were not what held King Athelstan’s eye.

A pair of nightmares were perched on the wall.

The first was gigantic, shelled, and gripped the parapet with razored claws—part spider, scorpion, and beetle—and not much smaller than a keep. It released a low, ugly sound, then fired blasts of air with the force of projectiles from dozens of holes in its shell.

The invisible shots demolished stone, turned proud warriors into hunks of mewling meat, and fed the flames, making them flare brighter and spread faster.

Nothing seemed able to stand before the creature on the parapet, but it was just one of the nightmares.

Perched on its back—only illuminated because of the flames racing across the city—was… something the king couldn’t identify. It was small and humanoid, yet Athelstan spotted the outline of spider-like legs emerging from its back.

Before he could look any closer, more pounding sounded at the door.

“We are here, your majesties!” called the bull-voiced commander of the royal guard.

“Come in!” he called. “Get the queen to safety⁠—”

The door burst open.

He swore.

Queen Rosalind screamed.

His royal guard was now at the chamber door, lying on the ground, butchered.

Standing over them were three humanoids—their hides like scabs encrusting their bodies—with red coating their claws and venom dripping from stinger-like fangs.

“My king, we are here!” one called, its voice an eerie mimic of the dead captain’s.

“Back, you devils!” King Athelstan jumped in front of his wife and child.

The creatures sprang.

He raised his blade.

They were quick, savagely quick, but King Athelstan was no helpless recruit.

Uldar’s divine blade split the first from crown to crotch, but the other two were also leaping for him.

A claw ripped the side of his face. Red sprayed.

Another slashed at his gut. He barely dodged from it tearing his guts free.

The king’s reply was brutal.

Stepping forward, he spun Uldar’s sword, slashing off a monster’s claw and driving it back.

The other lurched in, jaws spread wide, ready to clamp down.

He hammered its temple with the sword’s pommel; a sickening crunch came from its head, and the Hunter fell like a stone.

The king turned on the last, but Rosalind’s shout tore his eyes from it.

“Athelstan, behind you!”

He whirled.

His wife hadn’t screamed.

She couldn’t scream.

The one who’d called his name was a fourth Hunter, perched on the windowsill, having torn open the shutters.

Its claws were buried in his wife’s throat. She gurgled, her eyes wide with horror. Their child was screaming from where she still clutched him close, protecting him with her body.

“No, Rosalind!” King Athelstan shrieked.

Pain seared through his back, driving into his stomach.

His eyes had left his opponent for too long; red, dripping claws protruded from his gut, after entering his body through his back.

His strength was failing, but his child… he had to save his child.

With a roar, he tore his body free of the monster’s claws—lacerating his core in the process—and elbowed the creature in its face. Stinger-like fangs flew as it stumbled back, Athelstan lurched for the one on the windowsill.

His wife was dying.

Her killer turned toward him, licking its fangs.

He was dying.

The world was darkening around him.

But if he could only save his child⁠—

‘Traveller,’ he prayed. ‘Traveller, please, help me!’

Suddenly, the world brightened.

An immense light and blazing heat were behind him.

All eyes whirled.

In the doorway stood three figures.

A tiny woman.

A tanned, white-haired man covered in tattoos.

And a lean, dark-skinned man with crimson eyes who was raising a blade.

White fire roared around that blade.

Everything seemed to happen at once.

The woman’s hand—holding a bronze dagger—whipped the blade over the king’s shoulder. He heard a shriek behind him and turned.

With a shudder, the Hunter on the windowsill went limp, the dagger sinking deep in its eye socket. Its claws slid from Rosalind’s neck and it plummeted to the ground.

“Rosalind!” King Athelstan cried, reaching for his bleeding wife as she fell.

The remaining Hunter leapt for him.

But the crimson-eyed stranger was faster.

White flames roared around his blade. He blurred into the room and slashed the Hunter from neck to gut. There was a hiss of steam, and the Ravener-spawn burst.

Without missing a step, the man—who the king thought was an engeli sent to save them—rushed to him and his wife, dropping his sword and muttering something beneath his breath.

His hands began glowing with golden light and he pressed his palms to their wounds.

Athelstan felt a soothing energy wash over him.

Feeling returned to his limbs. Pain ended.

Before his grateful eyes, his wife’s brutalised neck knitted back together. She coughed, then gasped for breath.

When their wounds were no more, the crimson-eyed stranger stepped back with a gentle smile.

“T-thank you,” the king gasped, drenched in icy sweat. “Thank you. Rosalind, are you alright, my love? Our son still clings to you.”

Queen Rosalind held the prince tightly. “H-he’s unharmed. And I am better, I’m feeling like myself again.” She looked at the strangers, lowering her head. “By the Traveller, thank you! Thank you for our lives!”

“Yes,” the king added, looking at the strangers in awe. “Thank you for my family.”

The white-haired man said something in a tongue that Athelstan did not understand.

He and Rosalind were speechless, until the sounds of clinking armour echoed down the hall.

“Your majesty!” Court Wizard Errol stepped over the bodies of the king’s guard, leading his apprentices and a line of armoured knights. “Are… by the Traveller, what happened here?”

“We were rescued.” King Athelstan rubbed his belly. “Barely. Who are these individuals? Are they engeli? They saved our lives.” He nodded to the three strangers.

Court Wizard Errol glanced at them. “I believe they are mercenaries hired by the General.”

“Mercenaries?” King Athelstan’s eyebrows rose. “How did they get into the castle?”

“Guards everywhere are dead, your majesty,” Errol informed him. “Your majesties and his royal highness are in grave danger. We must get you away from⁠—”

“No.” King Athelstan raised his sword. “I will not hide like a worm while my kingdom burns. You there—” he nodded to several knights “—take the queen and prince to safety. Errol, brief me on the situation. And someone help me with my armour!”
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“I told you entering the castle was a good idea,” Ezerak Kai said, following the knights filing into the hall. “It wasn’t normal for there to be no guards at a king’s gate.”

“You were right, and I was wrong.” Kyembe kept his hand on his sword, listening to the sounds of carnage echoing outside.

“Shit, shit!” Wurhi clawed at the sides of her face, her eyes bulging. “Did you see all those things outside? Why are we here? This was the stupidest thing we’ve ever done, I can’t believe this; we’re all going to die! Every last one of us!”

“We will not,” Kyembe mused. “These creatures are many, but not invincible. We will burn them away like so much mist beneath the morning sun.”

“Our bodies are gonna be bloated fly-food by morning!” The tiny thief grimaced. “By all the demons and gods, I swear if we end up dead in the hells after this, my soul’s gonna chase yours forever!”

Kyembe gave a deep, rich laugh. “I have lived through deadly battles many times before. It will take more than these foul creatures to claim me.”

“And what about me?”

“You too.”

“You’d better be right.” She shuddered.

“I am: if you die, you will not see any of the gems we were promised. I know you will not allow anything to kill you before you are paid. And perhaps the king—” he nodded to King Athelstan, clad in his armour and leading the group through the castle halls “—will reward us as well.”

“He’d better,” Wurhi growled. “Didn’t think we’d be fighting during the end of the world. Where the hells is this place anyway? I can’t understand anyone.”

The Spirit Killer merely smiled. “You would not believe me if I told you. By the way, what did you say to the king, Ezerak? You spoke in a tongue I did not understand.”

Ezerak Kai smiled wistfully. “I spoke in my mother tongue. I told him: ‘From one king to another, I will aid you.’” His smile faded. “This battle reminds me of when I lost my crown and kingdom. I will not let that happen to another. Not if I can do anything to stop it.”

They fell into silence as they marched on.
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King Athelstan’s armour clinked as he walked down the hall, flanked by his knights and accompanied by Court Wizard Errol.

“How did this happen, Errol?” Athelstan asked, his mind returning to his wife and child on their way to safety through the castle’s secret passages.

“Those monsters came out of nowhere,” Errol said grimly. “And they’d overtaken most of the walls in minutes. Were it not for Tobias, the priests, and the General’s mercenaries, things would be much worse.”

“Where is Tobias now?”

“At the cathedral, working miracles against the spawn from a place of power,” he said.

“Good.” The king touched his breastplate. He still could not believe he’d been impaled only a short while earlier. “And how did those creatures infiltrate the castle? How did they breach the walls?”

“We are trying to figure that out,” Errol growled. “They killed the guards and then went looking for anyone who was in a position of leadership. They are unnervingly intelligent. Were it not for some sharp-eyed soldiers who noticed that the castle was too quiet… Anyway, already many have been lost, and we are ridding the castle of these spawn.”

“Indeed, and if it were not for the General’s mercenaries, I and my family would be dead.” The king’s brow furrowed. “And what about the Ravener-spawn on the wall?”

“The General informed us that the Ravener had used certain more powerful spawn in the elder times,” Errol said. “I believe that was one of them.”

“The elder times… then this is it, is it not, Errol?” King Athelstan asked. “Then it appears the Ravener helping Thameland is at an end. This is the great battle of our time.”

“I fear it is, my king.”

Athelstan’s lips formed a hard line. He touched the symbol of the Traveller around his neck. “And we will face it with all our might.”

The group emerged onto the battlements.

“There, the king!” someone cried.

Below, soldiers and knights fighting in the courtyard cheered at their liege’s arrival. Many were bloodied. All looked tired.

King Athelstan raised his sword, eliciting another cheer.

“We must drive them from the city, Errol.” The king looked at the giant Ravener-spawn on the wall. “I will not have Thameland’s capital in the hands of beasts.”

The words left his lips.

An explosion ripped through the air.

Screams echoed through the night.

Errol turned. “My king, get dow—” was all he said.

A blast of air tore the court wizard in two.


Chapter 42


Army of Heroes



What remained of Errol’s corpse fell to the parapet.

His bottom half dropped.

The top half was gone.

But as horrified as King Athelstan was, he had no time to mourn.

He barely had time to throw himself to the ground as blasts of air ripped through stone all around them. Jagged rock, as sharp as spears, pierced defending soldiers and knights, stopping them where they stood. Fine armour soon resembled mesh.

The ground shook.

Ravener-spawn roared.

“Holy light burn our enemies!” a priest chanted from beyond the wall.

Monsters screamed and the barrage stopped for a moment. Only for a moment.

The king got to his feet.

Across the castle moat, an enormous insectile Ravener-spawn had burst from the ground, shooting potent air blasts from its shell. Dozens of gibbering legions and hundreds of chitterers swarmed near it.

The spawn’s attack had only paused when other monsters attacked them.

With his white hair whipping in the wind, a mercenary—one of the three who’d saved King Athelstan—had extended his arms, and all around him, his tattoos came to life. Monsters were peeling from his skin, growing to full-size in a breath.

Griffons, drakes, wyverns, chimerae, and more flew from beside him, attacking Ravener-spawn from all sides, while Ezerak directed them against the enemy.

As the monsters swarmed, more of Alex’s mercenaries poured from the streets, falling upon the Ravener-spawn with metal and magic, splitting skulls and shedding blood.

But the Ravener-spawn did not just lie down.

They kept coming.

A crouched form—human-sized—sprang from a hole on the enormous Ravener-spawn’s back, shooting through the air and landing hard on the battlements among the knights. It rose to its full height, and with no hesitation, attacked.

It stood as tall as a man, its hide was grey-black chitin. Spider-like legs protruded from its back, and clawed hands wielded weapons the same hue as its chitin.

Hideous rattling sounds came from somewhere between its neck and skull, but from where, the king could not know. It had neither a mouth, ears, nor eyes. Where a face should have been, there was only a blank mask made of chitin.

There was no way to tell where it was looking… or at least, that was how it should have been.

Yet, the creature’s head pointed directly at the king, and Athelstan could feel an unnerving gaze creeping over him.

Then it sprang.

Knights surged to protect their king, moving to meet the creature as it sped across the battlement with dizzying speed.

Its weapons struck as quickly as whips and with the force of battering rams; crumpling armour like parchment, breaking shields and bodies.

Knights fell like sheared wheat.

King Athelstan raised his sword.

The crimson-eyed warrior who’d saved his family was quicker.

With an almost careless swipe, the monster struck at Kyembe’s head.

Metal met chitin, stopping the creature’s blow, splitting its armour.

It shrieked, oozing blood, yet still striking out with bladed legs and chitinous weapons.

The warrior met it head-on, speed obscuring his sword strikes as he danced past its blows. Slash upon slash crisscrossed the monster’s armoured carapace. The tips of many of its legs were sliced off, and bits of its weapons were chipped away.

The Ravener-spawn fought even more desperately.

The small woman loosed sharp rocks at its faceless head.

A weapon swept up to parry, opening its guard.

The crimson-eyed warrior swung his blade, splitting its head in two.

If it saw the blow coming, it was the only one that would ever know, as with a gurgle, it pitched forward, dead. Another pair—twins to the dead one—leapt atop the wall, menacing the crimson-eyed warrior and the tiny woman, while another landed near the king, striking at him.

King Athelstan parried the blow, Uldar’s sword biting a back-leg in two. Its wound hissed and the creature recoiled. The king pressed it with cutting blows and it backed away, knowing what his blade could do.

It stayed out of reach, seven remaining back-legs stabbing at him like spears.

Now he was being driven back, desperately trying to parry, as the Ravener-spawn recoiled its legs before he could even strike one.

Its speed doubled.

The king quickly glanced at the courtyard below.

All were locked in battle. No help was coming from there.

More Hunters had climbed the walls, attacking the troops in the courtyard.

Cursing, the king tried driving the spawn back with greater swings of his blade, pushing forward while trusting in his armour. The creature skittered back too fast, lashing Athelstan with a blow from a back leg, catching his helm.

He stumbled back.

It sprang, pursuing him.

Death closed in as a beam of light struck its chest.

The monster had no time to even scream before turning to dust.

Alexander Roth, the General of Thameland, appeared beside the king.

“Are you alright, sire?” he asked.

The king gaped, looking up from under his visor. Had he really just been saved by the young man he’d nearly sent to the dungeon?

“Your majesty,” the General pressed, looking out over the city. Ravener-spawn rampaged throughout.

Five small, orange beads of light emerged from his body, flying directly toward the enormous Ravener-spawn on the wall.

The orange beads dropped, settling in holes on its back, holes it had blasted Erroll, priests, soldiers, and mercenaries from.

There came a dull whump.

The enormous Ravener-spawn exploded in blinding flame.

Alex turned back to the king. “Sire, are you alright?”

“Y-yes,” the king finally stammered.

“Glad to hear that, but I don’t have much time.” The General raised his staff, summoning hordes of monsters while he continued talking to the king, “I’m afraid it appears that the Ravener’s escalated. It seems to be trying to cull all of Thameland. Monsters like the ones here are cropping up in different parts of the kingdom, and the Heroes and my other friends have gone to stop or slow them down. And believe it or not, they’re coming from the fae wild.”

“What?” Athelstan gasped. “But the Heroes struck a deal with⁠—”

Alex shook his head. “Seems that doesn’t matter. He’s working against us. While I was teleporting to see what was going on, I saw Ravener-spawn coming out of fae gates, and it’s happening all over Thameland. None of the fae are trying to stop them, so it seems pretty clear he’s in league with them. We also think we know where the Ravener is and we’re going to try and destroy it to stop whatever it’s planning. I’ll try to get more support for you here, so I’ll be leaving soon. Just, hold on.”

The General of Thameland floated into the sky, spreading his arms wide.
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Alex focused on his mana, preparing to cast not just one… but five ninth-tier spells.

The world slowed around him and he bent his mind to the magics.

With one limb, he summoned an astral engeli and called another with his staff; he’d enhanced it with more alchemical scripts for summoning magics and other spells.

He cast Phalanx of Wood and Stone three times with his other limbs, then Army of Heroes.

The world sped up.

Five spells activated.

Two astral engeli appeared—flanking him—racing to set upon the Ravener-spawn on the battlements.

In the courtyard, the cobblestones shimmered.

Three squadrons of towering fighters of living wood and stone—armed with diamond-tipped spears and stone shields—emerged from the ground. Each stood ten feet high. Following quick directions from Alex, the constructs engaged the Ravener-spawn around them.

The fifth spell brought Army of Heroes to the battle.

Power exploded from the young archwizard in a wave of blinding light, washing over the castle, the city, spreading to the outer walls.

Where the light touched, the army on this battlefield—soldiers, knights, priests, Alex’s summoned monsters, the Phalanx of Wood and Stone, and his mercenaries from the Whetstone Tavern—was outlined in radiance.

Their muscles twitched as power poured into them.

Their weapons shone with magical light.

Their skin toughened.

Their movements became more fluid.

And—most importantly—all fear that any felt, vanished, replaced by an unfailing courage.

Alex raised his sword-staff.

“For Thameland!” he roared. “Traveller’s blessing upon you all!”

“For Thamelaaaand!” the city roared with him. “Uldar and Traveller’s blessing upon us!”

The newly empowered army fell upon their attackers.

Soldiers who’d been fighting desperately for their lives now pushed into the monstrous hordes, fighting them without fear, cutting them down to free Thameland of their scourge. Archers’ arrows—sheathed in light—found their marks in the sky, piercing tough Ravener-spawn hide and armour, dropping the creatures to their doom.

Hunters were slaughtered on the battlements and the courtyard was cleared.

Raising their glowing weapons, the Thameish army poured through the castle gates and into the city.

They would retake their home.

Alex teleported back beside the king, who was standing over the corpses of three Hunters, his blade dripping.

“Your majesty,” he said. “My spell will empower every fighter here for a time. Take back your capital: the spell will last for about four hours, then I’ll have to come back and recast it. I don’t know if I’ll be able to, so please, make this time count.”

“We will,” the king said. “Thank you, General. And may the Traveller watch over you and the other Heroes. Thameland needs you.”

“We’ll defend her, and thank you,” Alex said, looking to Kyembe, Ezerak, and Wurhi. “Please, defend the king. That’s your job for the night. Make sure he does not fall.”

“We will,” Ezerak said. “I swear it.”

“He shall be as safe as a babe in its mother’s arms,” Kyembe added.

The small woman shrugged, not understanding Alex’s words.

“I have to go for now,” he told them.

He turned away, preparing to teleport.

“Wait!” King Athelstan cried, catching Alex’s forearm. He held it in a death grip. “My wife and son… they are somewhere in the secret passages of the castle. My knights are charged with getting them to safety, though… if what you say is correct, then nowhere in Thameland is safe enough. Is there somewhere you can take them? To Generasi, perhaps? I must know no harm will come to them.”

Alex looked at him with empathy.

He knew that feeling well.

“I’ll take them,” he promised. “Please, go with the Traveller, your majesty. And pray to her. Have everyone pray to her. We’ll need her strength to get through this, and she needs ours.”

“I am in your debt.” The king saluted him. “General… may you and the other Heroes save our people, and all who have come to our aid.”

“Yes,” Alex said. “We’ll end this.”

He teleported away.

Alex appeared in the courtyard of the villa in the Generasian countryside—a heartbeat later—Thameish knights and Queen Rosalind appeared around him.

An infant’s cry pierced the night.

“You’ll be safe here, your majesty,” he promised. “I’ll take you inside and talk to Mr. and Mrs. Lu. They’ll take care of you. And please… pray to the Traveller as hard as you can.”

“By the Traveller, thank you! Thank you!” Queen Rosalind cried, clutching her son to her chest. “Please, I am counting on you to save my husband and our homeland. Please!”

“We’re going to do our best to end this for good so our people never have to go through this hell again,” Alex said. “That, I promise you.”

With a final nod, he took her inside and spoke to the Lus before teleporting away. They peppered him with questions as he left, but he didn’t have time for long answers.

While images of the planes swirled around him, he sped up his mind.

He needed a moment to think.

Too much had happened too quickly.

One moment, they were agreeing to prepare for an attack on Och Tir Nog, and the next, Thameland exploded.

Teleporting to different parts of the realm had confirmed that the entire kingdom was under attack.

The vision Alex had seen in the dungeon core… was becoming reality.

The companions had split up, fighting across Thameland and gathering the resources they’d need for striking into the fae wild. Baelin had gone to Councillor Kartika, while Alex teleported across his kingdom, summoning monsters and casting Army of Heroes again and again.

That would buy them time, but how long? Alex couldn’t begin to guess.

They’d need more fighters to defend the kingdom.

And Alex knew exactly where to get some.

He let his mind slow down, appearing in the lab beneath Shale’s Workshop.

Toraka—who’d been working on a golem core—screamed, whirling on him.

“Alex? What in—” she started.

“There’s no time,” Alex cut her off. “The Ravener’s trying to kill everyone in Thameland. It’s suddenly escalating in a way we haven’t seen before in this cycle, and if we don’t respond hard now, Thameland’s going to be destroyed. My home… and your supply of dungeon cores, will be lost. So I’m here, Toraka, to buy or borrow as many golems from you as you can spare: any dungeon core-infused models that we have. I’ll need all of them.”

She processed what he was saying.

Then squared her shoulders.

“I imagined this might happen. Though I was hoping that if it did, it wouldn’t happen for a long time,” she growled. “I can’t offer you golems already promised to customers… but I have something better. If you could teleport us to my manor. I have something there to show you.”


Chapter 43


Mk. III



Alex Roth and his business partner materialised in Shale’s garden, and hit the ground running.

“They’re already at the capital?” Toraka asked, passing fruit trees and rose bushes swaying in the low night wind.

“They’re everywhere.” Alex ran by iron golems standing silently around the garden, their heads swivelling, scanning for intruders. Their gazes settled on the two crafters for a moment, then returned to their vigil. “They’re all over Thameland, killing and burning everything.”

Toraka swore under her breath, skidding to a halt in front of a squat, brutal-looking building at the end of the garden. She pressed her hand to a glyph just above the door handle, a sharp click announcing the door swinging open.

A dark staircase lay beyond it, leading deep into the earth. The instant she stepped inside, magical torches began to shine, lighting the way down.

“Dammit, I was hoping there’d be more time,” she cursed, taking the stairs two or three at a time.

“More time for what?” he asked, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Hold on, I’m going to teleport us.”

“Wait, whaaa—” Toraka cried.

The young archwizard teleported them down the stairs, ten at a time. “How far down are we going?” he asked.

‘To the bottom!” she shouted. “We can walk or run, you know⁠—”

“This is faster.”

A few more jumps brought him and a panting Toraka to a set of steel doors at the base of the stairs.

The doors were enormous. Greater in size than Claygon’s height and width, they looked thick enough to withstand a behemoth’s charge. An image of a fist was etched into each door.

“You nearly gave me a heart attack,” the older crafter complained, placing her hands on glyphs carved into the doors. There was a loud, dull click and the doors began opening in an eerie silence. “But I get it. We’re in a rush. Anyway, do you remember when we were first testing dungeon core-infused golems?”

“Yeah?” Alex asked. “You had one clash with a standard iron golem and use your…”

His words stopped.

Light illuminated a massive room beyond the doors.

Standing inside were five iron golems—each twice Claygon’s height—and forged in the image of full-plate armoured warriors. Their size was impressive, but what really drew Alex’s eye were the devices the constructs’ left arms were inserted into.

Devices that were somewhat familiar.

He remembered standing in the subterranean lab beneath Shale’s Workshop as a sound like thunder grinding on a cliff face echoed from the back of the chamber.

An entire section of wall had slowly risen, revealing a secret room. From within, a tall brass construct forged in the curious shape of a humanoid praying mantis had unfolded its arms. Atop scythe-like blades on those arms, a pair of hands had sat, and in them had been a tray held by elongated fingers with a dozen joints.

On the tray, a curious device had lain: a thick iron box, covered in dials, tubes, and exposed circuitry that wove together in a complex pattern. On one side, a hole big enough for an iron golem to insert its arm up to the forearm had gaped; from the opposite side of the box, a thick, heavy tube jutting more than half a dozen feet had protruded.

The devices on these iron golems’ arms were even bigger.

Their shapes were the same as the previous device, but—where the older one had been made up of exposed circuitry, tubes, and dials—these were sheathed in a thick carapace of steel, etched with glyphs of hardening.

The young archwizard’s heart beat faster, and he recalled what he and Shale had talked about in the lab on the day of that test:

“What I can tell you is that it produces a super-heated column of fire magic, further charged with a burst of lightning magic all held within a force magic carrier wave.” A twinkle had danced in Shale’s eye. “Add in a sprinkle of disintegration magic, and…”

“…and you have the coolest sentence I’ve ever heard in my life,” Alex had said.

“Exactly.” She’d beamed as the mantis-construct bowed to the old iron golem which inserted its limb into the hole. Energy had sparked, emitting a pulse of mana so powerful, Alex’s hair stood on end. “It’s a bit of a pig on mana—for obvious reasons—so it’s built to draw power from a golem core,” she’d said.

The young wizard’s eyes had shone. “Looks like it’d make a very big boom.”

“It’s designed to do just that.” Toraka had smirked. “I would like to introduce you to the…”

Alex walked toward the five golems, his eyes fixed on the weapons. “Gale Force Cannon Mk. I Prototype…” he whispered its name.

Toraka chuckled darkly. “The Mk. I was what I showed you, wasn’t it?” She ran her hand along the deadly weapons. “This is the Mk. III.”

Alex threw her a startled look.

“Once I saw the power output of a dungeon core essence-infused golem core,” she continued, “I realised I could make the weapon more powerful, as long as I reinforced its chassis and added some ice magic to the structure to ensure it didn’t overheat from repeated firing. I also added a dose of dispelling magic to the projectile, to help it rip open any magical defences. That was the Mk. II.”

She gave Alex a smug look. “When I learned that Claygon’s fire-beams had become so much more powerful when he evolved into iron, I realised I could go beyond that.” Toraka tapped the device. “I infused dungeon core essence into the device’s internal power supply, lacing the entire projectile with some nasty energy. It’s not as powerful as if I’d combined it with chaos essence—since I couldn’t figure out how to do that without the device exploding—so it’s not going to be quite as destructive as Claygon’s beams, but… I can tell you that just about anything that walks, crawls, or flies in this world is going to have a really bad day if they get hit by this thing.”

Her eyes hardened. “And that bad day’s going to be their last.”

“By the Traveller,” Alex murmured, stunned. “And… were these for a client?”

“Oh, by the gods, no!” She shook her head rapidly. “These are for my personal collection and the defence of my residence. There’s no way I’m letting them out into the world… except to let you borrow a few to defend your homeland when I’d finished making ten.”

She sighed. “But considering how bad things are looking… I’ll let you have these five for now.” Shale snapped her fingers five times. “Golems, you are to listen to this young man, his name is Alex, and defend what he tells you to defend. Kill what he tells you to kill… unless it’s me, don’t kill me, even if he tells you to.” She smiled at Alex. “Just a little precaution, partner; not that I don’t trust you. Also, do yourself a favour and leave at least two of them with your hometown… Alric, was it? I can’t have my business partner’s old home churned to nothing now, can I?”

The young archwizard stared at Toraka for a long moment.

Then he surged forward, wrapping the woman in a tight hug.

He lifted the struggling crafter from her feet.

“Thank you, Toraka!” he cried. “Thank you so much!”

“By the gods, let me go, you big oaf, you’re crushing me!” she complained.

“Oh, sorry, sorry!” Alex put her down, then gripped her shoulders. “Listen, I’ll never forget this.”

“You’d better not!” She rubbed her sides. “I think you might’ve cracked a rib.”

“Sorry,” he apologised again, teleporting beside the golems. “I have to go.”

“I know,” she said. “Do what you have to do. And make sure you come back alive. We have more coin to make, you and I!”

“I’ll make us all the coin in the world,” Alex promised.

“You’d best.”

With that, the young archwizard teleported the golems to his hometown.
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“The situation is dire, Kartika,” Baelin said grimly. “I fear that—if we do not take decisive action immediately—then the kingdom will fall. The supply of dungeon core essence will end as well.”

The councillor buried her face in her hands, sinking into her armchair. Magical lamplight cast shadows through her sitting room. “When you teleported into my bedroom—which I will never forgive you for, by the way⁠—”

“Apologies, Kartika. But we simply do not have time for pleasantries.”

“I know, I know. But I thought a devil had appeared at my bedside to devour my soul, ugh,” she complained. “And to make things worse, you came to tell me the worst news I’ve had in a while. Fantastic.”

“Will you be able to provide aid?” Baelin asked. “The Heroes, Alex’s companions, and I will be seeking to destroy the source of this devastation, but—if my theories are correct—it will require all of our attention while we are in the fae wild. We will need as much help for the kingdom as can be spared.”

She gave him a concerned look. “Half the council and most of the city’s elite are pouring coin into expeditions to extract as much dungeon core essence as can be secured. Faith in the Traveller is spreading through the city.”

Baelin’s face was a mask.

“If we don’t help now,” Kartika said, “it’s going to look bad, considering we are allied with Thameland. Not to mention that most of my fellow councillors would like to remain on Mr. Roth’s good side. Including myself. Listen, it’s going to take a bit: I can’t authorise a military force’s deployment on foreign soil without full agreement of the others. That should take about ten minutes. By the time we have a strike force ready to go… expect it to take at least an hour.”

“Of course,” Baelin said. “The Thameish will have to hold out until then. Alright, thank you for this. Now, I must go. I have some final preparations to make. This… will likely be a battle that tests even me.”

“Really?” Kartika shuddered. “Even you? Then why do you look so excited?”

The chancellor startled, then burst out laughing. “Goodness, I am growing far too obvious in my dotage. Well, the reason I look excited… is because I am. It has been a long time since I have properly tested myself in the field of combat.”

He clenched his fist.

“Far too long.”
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“That’s going to be too long!” the priest bellowed at the messenger. They stood on the walls, wind buffeting their cloaks. The cries of Ravener-spawn filled the air. “We need more soldiers now!”

“The road to the Cave of the Traveller’s been cut off!” the messenger shouted back. “And the next garrison’s at least an hour’s ride away, even if the road wasn’t full of Ravener-spawn. If we try sneaking our way to the Coille and make it, it’s going to be at least three hours until we can get help, if they’re not overrun too!”

“I don’t like your tone, messenger!” the priest fired back.

“Quite frankly, sir, I don’t give a damn!” The messenger grimly looked at the road. “I think we’re all going to be seeing Uldar and the Traveller very soon. If you don’t like my tone, you can take it up with them.”

The priest sputtered, then fell silent.

Farther down the wall, Peter winced. “Well, so much for help.”

“Aye…” Paul looked at the western road. “Listen, Peter, it’s been an honour serving with you. More than an honour.”

“Yeah, Paul.” Peter gripped the parapet. “Yeah, it has.”

The road ahead was teeming with Ravener-spawn.

And not just any Ravener-spawn.

Behemoths.

Dozens of them, standing shoulder to shoulder, marching toward the little town with death in their eyes. Their feet crushed rock and ground stone. Their bone spokes scraped each other’s armour. Their bellows echoed through the land.

Surrounding them were hundreds… no, thousands of bone-chargers. Their growls sounded like distant thunder.

That thunder was getting closer.

And Alric did not have nearly enough warriors to weather the storm.

“We’re going to die,” Paul said solemnly.

“Aye,” Peter echoed. “Unless we run. Maybe the eastern road is⁠—”

“Gibbering legions to the east!” a cry went up from the wall on the opposite side of town. “At least a hundred! And thousands of chitterers! Thousands!”

“Well, there goes that plan.” Paul’s voice remained even. He glanced at his fellow guard. “You seem awfully calm, mate.”

“Same with you,” Peter shot back.

“Well, if we’re going to die… shit, there’s worse ways to go than battling Ravener-spawn for our homes.” Paul smiled bitterly. “Always planned to go while in bed, all wrinkled up, and surrounded by grandchildren. Heh, didn’t even get to marry. But, ah well, I guess this is a good second best. What about you?”

Peter shrugged. “Nothing to be done. At least this happened while we’re on duty here and not in the Cave. The Traveller’s Cave is nice enough, but I’d rather die in the place I was born.”

“We can agree on that…” Paul began to crank his crossbow. “Look, they’re getting ready to charge.”

“Seems like it.” Peter lifted his crossbow. “Shoulda cranked that earlier.”

“Aye, last mistake I’ll be making, I guess,” Paul said, his voice wavering. “…I don’t really want to die, Peter.”

“…Neither do I, Paul. Neither do I. Let’s hope the Traveller deems louts like us worthy of her mercy.”


Chapter 44


The General’s Wrath



Where there was once an unassuming hole in the side of a hill in the Coille Forest, a small fortress of wood, earth, and stone, now stood.

More than three hundred yards of vegetation had been cleared from the mouth of the Cave of the Traveller, and an intimidating log wall stretched around the hill. A trench—lined with rows of wooden stakes sharp enough to pierce Ravener-spawn—lay in front of it.

Two watchtowers soared above either side of the rampart’s solid gates, and behind them was a camp—awash with tents, wooden barracks, and guardhouses.

Between the wall and the Coille stood a sea of stumps, left from the trees that were lumbered to build the fortifications.

And that sea had come alive with Ravener-spawn.

From the Coille, silence-spiders poured.

Hundreds of Ravener-spawn soldiers.

Thousands of workers.

And dozens of hive-queens.

Uncounted monster bodies overran the trench, unaffected by the spikes.

Bladed legs silently gripped the walls, scaling them, as both soldiers and workers noiselessly gnashed their teeth. Hive-queens simply reared up, shooting their webbing, attaching it to the hill and pulling themselves over the rampart.

The killing started the instant they breached the Thameish camp.

“This cannot be.” The head priest swung his mace at the head of a silence-spider soldier, connecting. The weapon—encased in holy light—split its skull in a single stroke, only for two to replace it.

The horrified holy man fought at the Cave’s mouth, alarmed as the fort—one he’d commanded so proudly for over a year now—was overrun in seconds. The hive-queens were far too devastating, their soldiers much too deadly, and their workers too numerous to be slowed.

Desperately, the garrison held the line at the cave mouth, using the small opening as a chokepoint.

But how long could they last?

He swallowed, deciding on an awful course.

“Wizards, forward!” he cried. “Loose fire!”

One of his subordinates shouted at him, her eyes horror-stricken, “But, we can’t! If we fireball the camp, we’ll kill⁠—”

“We must! The Traveller and Uldar will reward their sacrifice in the after-world!” His voice sounded shrill. “We have to thin the enemy—by the Traveller and Uldar, how did this happen? They came from nowhere!”

The wizards under his command looked at each other, likely for reassurance, and nodded grimly.

Reluctantly, they began casting the spells that would doom many of their comrades, and hopefully, buy the rest of them precious time.

A massive surge of mana exploded through the air, bringing a wave of concentrated power raining from the sky, coalescing in beams of blinding light. The rays undulated like snakes, striking ten hive-queens before they could even twitch.

Those enormous Ravener-spawn turned to ten columns of dust in a flash.

For a heartbeat, all on the battlefield froze in shock.

Moments later, Ravener-spawn were withering.

Enemy soldiers and workers shrivelled, turning to drying husks in the blink of an eye, soon joined by the remaining hive-queens. They withered, silently screaming as magic from an unseen source ravaged their bodies.

The head priest gaped. “By Uldar! By the Traveller! It’s a miracle!”

“No, it’s the General!” A wizard pointed to the sky.

The head priest leaned forward, peering up at the sky beyond the Cave mouth. Indeed, floating there was Alexander Roth, General of Thameland, surrounded by a nimbus of power.

And beside him were five enormous iron golems with strange, tube-like devices covering one arm.

He was aiming his staff in the direction of the Coille, the air shimmering around him.

Towering eagles with feathers the colour of emeralds materialised in the sky, screeching into the wind. Uttering one word, the Hero directed them, sending the eagles swooping down, snatching up withering hive-queens.

Great talons and beaks pierced insectile bodies.

Others were crushed in grips of steel.

Eagles soared high in the sky—climbing to terrifying heights with a few titanic wing beats—dropping their quarry to their deaths.

With a wave of his hand, the young archwizard sent light pulsing through the Thameish army; the guardians of the Cave of the Traveller swelled with power.

“For the Traveller!” they cried, lifting newly glowing weapons high, setting upon their enemies with unflinching courage and terrible strength.

Moments before, hordes of silence-spiders had been mangling the Thameish soldiers and priests with abandon, overwhelming them with numbers.

Now, those same priests and soldiers butchered Ravener-spawn like helpless slabs of meat.

“Forward!” the head priest shouted. “The General and the Traveller have blessed us! Destroy these filthy creatures, send their soulless husks back to the pits where they were spawned!”

He raced ahead, leading a charge outside the Cave, reinforcing the rallying army.

They would take back their fortification.

And they would not allow the Ravener-spawn to enter it again.
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Floating above the battlefield, Alex could hear his heart pounding in his ears.

Below, the tide was turning, but it had been a very near thing.

‘If I’d been even a little bit later, they would’ve been overrun. How much of Thameland has already been overrun?’ he wondered. ‘Shit, I need to work faster!’

He glanced at Shale’s golems. All five hovered in the air under the power of his flight magic. They were silent. Still.

But not for long.

Floating over to them, he touched two of the twenty-foot guardians, teleporting them and landing inside the camp.

“Protect the mortals!” Alex commanded the pair. “Guard this place, don’t let any monsters enter this camp, apart from the ones I’ll be summoning! If any of our enemies get in, kill them! But remember, protect the humans!”

The golems’ heads turned toward him.

Two metallic clangs echoed through the air as their hands snapped into fists.

Then, they followed his instructions—zealously.

Glowing from the power of Army of Heroes, the two massive golems crushed Ravener-spawn soldiers and workers beneath enormous feet, rupturing insectile carapaces with every step.

They turned their attention to the fort’s wooden walls—towering over them—aiming their Gale Force Cannons.

The high-pitched hum of a charge building grew, and Alex felt intense power rising in the weapons.

Beams of blinding white light blew from the tubes, lancing through the air. Lightning crackled, and a wave of heat shimmered around the beams, slamming into oncoming Ravener-spawn hordes like fountains of molten lava. Soldiers nearby cried out, jumping back, shielding their eyes from the searing light while recoiling from the heat.

The beams—as thick around as Claygon’s waist—mowed down lines of Ravener-spawn. Carapaces vanished. Innards boiled, turning to dust. Silence-spiders, standing too near the beams’ path, had their bodies warped from the waves of force—chitin cracked—making them dance gruesomely as lightning arced from the beams, electrocuting them.

Alex watched in awe as hive-queen torsos vanished when beams passed through them, punching into the forest beyond, leaving fiery paths of destruction through the woodland.

His jaw dropped. “By the Traveller, Toraka, I could kiss you right now!”

When the beams at last ebbed, hundreds of Ravener-spawn lay dead, smouldering in heaps.

The remaining horde froze for a long moment.

Then, they resumed their charge.

‘The golems will have to recharge,’ Alex thought. ‘I’ll need to summon more⁠—’

Shale’s iron constructs fired before the General had finished his thought.

Beams tore through the Ravener-spawn once again, sending silence-spiders to nothingness.

The golems fired again.

And again.

Once their weapons were charged, they needed little time to unleash another barrage of magical annihilation on Thameland’s enemies… the weapons showed no sign of slowing down or overheating.

Alex smiled. “Thank you, Toraka,” he whispered, waving his staff.

He summoned a horde of Elder Water Elementals to hunt through the forest, killing Ravener-spawn, and extinguishing fires created by Shale’s devastating weapons.

Alex called to the soldiers of Thameland, “Hold the line here! We’re taking the fight to the Ravener and we’re going to shred every last one of its spawn to nothing! My magic will stop fear from clouding your hearts for a time! So fight on! Fight for Thameland! The Traveller will protect us!”

“For Thameland! For the Traveller! For Uldar!” the army cried.

Alex nodded, then looked at the mouth of the Cave.

“Hannah, if you’re going to get free of the after-world, then I pray you do it sooner rather than later,” he whispered.

With those words, he teleported away.
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“Keep your arms steady, soldiers of Alric!” the commanding priest cried. “We need your nerves steady and your aim even steadier! Loose! I swear if a single one of you has arrows or quarrels left by the time those spawn make it to the walls, I’ll send you all to Uldar myself!”

The soldiers roared, redoubling their efforts.

Bowstrings twanged.

Crossbow cranks turned.

Catapult arms groaned as they launched three-hundred-pound stones over the walls.

The projectiles sailed above the fields outside Alric, landing among the oncoming horde.

Paul grimaced. They might as well have been flicking coins at them for all the good most of that did.

Priests were making rounds along the walls, blessing the soldiers’ projectiles. The idea was to give them extra bite, but—even then—most of the missiles offered scant help.

Blessed arrows punctured bone-charger hides, but bounced off their armoured skulls, doing nothing to the thick armour covering their heads. Blessed catapult stones crushed bone-chargers and cracked behemoths’ armour, barely making a dent in their number.

The horde was simply too big, and too well-armoured.

And more kept coming.

From the forest and fields beyond, more bone-chargers and behemoths joined the initial horde. If anything, the monsters’ numbers were growing.

And from the cries of horror coming from the eastern wall, the defenders weren’t having much luck against the chitterers and gibbering legions.

“Think I could get one of them with my spear before they eat us?” Peter cried, unleashing another crossbow bolt.

“Don’t see why not!” Paul shouted, loosing a quarrel. He cursed as it skidded off a bone-charger’s head, then began to turn the crank. A glance at his quiver gave him some dire news. He had three shots left. Still, he forced a smile. “Hells, I’ll get three of them!”

“Pfft, they’ll have you for lunch before you can even stick one!” Peter fired back, a forced grin fixed below his terrified eyes.

“Tell you what.” Paul finished cranking. “I bet you I kill more than you. We can compare when we get to the after-world.”

“Sounds good.” Peter shouldered his crossbow, aiming it at a behemoth’s eye. “You know what? I’ll start by killing the one I’m aiming at.”

“Tell you what? You take it down and I’ll buy you a drink when we get to Uldar’s halls in the after-world!” Paul forced a smirk on his face, fighting the near overwhelming urge to throw down his weapon and run away screaming.

But where would he run to?

“Sounds good.” Peter took careful aim.

The behemoth was closer now. Almost close enough for Peter to smell the stench of its breath.

He exhaled slowly.

Then touched the trigger.

The crossbow’s string twanged.

Its iron limbs sprang out.

The quarrel flew free.

Peter and Paul’s eyes followed the glowing missile as it twirled toward the enormous Ravener-spawn.

It flew right in the monster’s gaping maw.

Without warning, a crackling beam of light blasted the creature, erasing its head and most of its upper torso. The beam continued onward, tearing a line of devastation through the horde of bone-chargers and behemoths behind it, leaving a trench of burning bodies and blackened dust in its wake.

The two guards’ jaws fell open.

Peter slowly looked at Paul.

“G-guess I win,” Peter muttered, his eyes unfocused.

“Yeah, guess you do… beer in Uldar’s halls is on me…” Paul answered.

Both turned around.

And screamed.

Standing almost directly behind them was a towering iron golem perched atop a mound of earth that they were sure wasn’t there a few seconds before. The construct towered over the rampart, pointing a weapon of magic at the attackers.

A heartbeat later, it fired a blast. Then another.

Behind the eastern wall, an identical golem unleashed the same beams of death, and beyond the rampart, chitterers and gibbering legions screamed.

Floating above the town of Alric…

“Oh, by the Traveller!” Peter cried. “It’s that young Roth boy, ain’t it?”

Paul looked up.

He’d heard the Roth boy was the Fool of Thameland, and that he’d been elevated to some fancy new ‘General’ Mark.

But he couldn’t have imagined the change the former baker’s assistant had been through in the nearly three years since Paul last laid eyes on him.

Gone was the skinny, silly baker’s assistant.

Now, there he was, a Hero, like the ones from legend, powerfully muscled, wrapped in an aura of power and calling a seemingly endless number of monsters, while raining death down on Thameland’s enemy.

Tears sprang to Paul’s eyes.

“Looks like we might be living yet, Peter!” he cried.

“Aye!” Peter laughed, grabbing his fellow guard by the shoulders. Tears streamed down his face, but his smile was elated. “All hail the General!” he screamed. “And thank the Traveller for saving us!”


Chapter 45


Fighting for Home



Alex had not laid eyes on Alric in three years.

Three years since he’d last seen his childhood home. Now, he was finally back, and it was under siege. Thameish soldiers stood on the town’s walls, desperately firing arrows and crossbow bolts.

Endless enemies swarmed around them.

From the west came a sea of bone-chargers and behemoths.

From the east, an ocean of chitterers and gibbering legions.

They all wanted mortal blood.

Alex would not let them have it so easily.

“Get away from my home!” the young archwizard roared, the world slowing around him.

His streams of consciousness focused on different spells:

Phalanx of Wood and Stone.

Army of Heroes.

And one more…

The world sped up.

Fighters of stone, earth, and wood rose up in front of Alric’s walls. A wave of light spread from the archwizard, empowering every soldier, golem, and earthen fighter.

He called a final spell.

Raising his hand, power gathered in his palm.

A terrible force came to life, a shimmering reddish-yellow symbol of destruction. Mana flowed from his pool—with the strength to power two dozen fireball spells—filling the symbol as it emanated light like a second sun.

It abruptly shattered.

Harsh growling noises were birthed in the air in front of Alex. Sounding like rabid beasts, they instantly erupted, shooting a blinding tower of flame high in the air. Fire roiled in the column—crackling with disintegration magic—forming a storm of destruction that hovered above Ravener-spawn on the ground.

A storm of flame flowed toward the bone-charger horde, promising certain death. The creatures paused their assault, looking up at what was coming, seeing no way to escape. Soldiers on the walls of Alric also paused, dropping low and shielding their eyes.

The inferno rained on the horde, pouring over them like a viscous liquid, clinging to soil, stone, flesh, and bone. Everything it touched burned away, fiery disintegration-laced magic ate through even the toughest armour like moths on cloth.

Ravener-spawn melted, collapsing in the spell’s reach.

But the magic was not done yet.

Even as the “liquid” spread, it glowed brighter, hissing, greedily sucking in air, swelling with more power.

It crackled, like flint and tinder sparking.

Then, the liquid inferno exploded.

Night turned to day.

Ravener-spawn were gone in a flash of light. Boiling lava spurted through the air, landing among the horde. Even Alex had to shield his eyes from the destruction as the after-image practically engraved itself in his vision.

And—as quick as it had begun—the spell was done.

He slowly lowered his hand from his eyes.

Most of the horde was eviscerated: reduced to ashes drifting down, landing atop boiling liquid. Those unlucky enough to survive, were maimed by the disintegrating flames, limbs were reduced to stumps, leaving blackened exposed bone and flesh melting over their bodies. Their cries were shrill.

The sight was enough to make even Alex feel slightly ill.

Now he understood why such spells were so guarded in Brightfire. The magic had taken an immense amount of mana, by even his standards, but the devastation was unmatched, and worth it.

The land around Alric would bear the scar forever.

The soldiers—filled with power and courage from Army of Heroes—cheered Alex’s name, shouting their thanks to the Traveller. Only the young archwizard’s earthen fighters and Shale’s golems did not cease, they waded forward to dispatch any survivors, and shoot beams of concentrated death into the horde.

Setting his jaw, the General of Thameland turned with a wrathful glare toward the other horde.

The world slowed.

The world sped up.

Annihilation came for the chitterer horde.

In heartbeats, thousands of Ravener-spawn were ash or charred cadavers, and more were left broken on the steaming ground.

More cheers rose from Alric.

Alex allowed himself a smile as his phalanxes and Shale’s golems began the cleanup.

His smile, though, was short-lived.

In the distance, new Ravener-spawn poured from the forests and bush. More bone-chargers. More chitterers. First, they came by the dozens, increasing to the hundreds.

“Dungeons,” he whispered. “There’s dungeons around here.”

He teleported away, searching, and found two tucked among the trees.

He considered what to do, and remembered something he’d learned from Baelin, long ago:

“Do you know what one of the advantages of overwhelming power is, Alex? Convenience.”

He didn’t have to waste time entering the dungeons to hunt for cores.

He could simply draw on his vast, magical strength, and rain fire.

Two castings of Annihilation destroyed both dungeons, reducing the structures to boiling rock and flaming earth.

He teleported back to Alric, watching in satisfaction as the tide of chitterers and bone–chargers had already slowed to a trickle.

‘I did it,’ he thought. ‘I rescued our home… ’ He imagined Mr. and Mrs. Lu, Theresa, Brutus, and Selina. ‘I saved it. I⁠—’

He froze, noticing movement from the forest to the west.

More bone-chargers were coming.

He turned in alarm.

More chitterers to the east.

“There must be more dungeons around here…” he whispered, his eyes frantically darting across the wilderness. “When will this end?”

His stomach clenched as a terrible decision lay before him.

Part of him desperately wanted to stay and hunt down each and every dungeon, and kill every Ravener-spawn that dared threaten his home. But he knew that would be a fool’s errand. He’d be here forever; the Ravener would make more and more dungeon cores, conjuring its most powerful monsters in an endless tide.

Even if he never ran out of mana, he wouldn’t save Alric by staying. He’d only delay the inevitable.

To truly save Alric, he had to leave it behind and destroy the source of its problem.

Taking a deep breath, he acknowledged his fears, desperation, and the guilt of leaving his home, then let them pass.

“There’s only so much I can do here,” he whispered.

Raising his hands, he conjured armies of summoned monsters, unleashing the creatures on the Ravener-spawn, drawing on more of his mana.

He looked over his hometown one final time.

There were more places he needed to help in Thameland. More monsters to slow, more preparations to make. Then, it would be time to end all of this.

He burned the image of Alric in his mind.

“I’ll save you,” he promised. “I just have to trust that you’ll be okay with what I’ve set up. I have to let others fight the battles here while I go fight to win the war elsewhere…

“Like a proper General.”

He took a deep breath.

Then, he was gone.
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Alex materialised in his lab, teleporting around the room, grabbing more supplies.

“Potions, Kelda’s coin, booby-trapped potions…” He listed them off aloud, shoving the items into his satchel. “Alright, that’s all I have time for.”

He paused, looking up at the ceiling.

Selina was asleep upstairs.

For a long moment, he considered teleporting to her room, telling her what was happening and saying goodbye, just in case… just in case he met his parents in the after-world sooner than later.

He shook his head.

“There’s no time,” he whispered, his mind racing. “And if I see her, I won’t want to leave. And she’ll be terrified. Besides, I’m not going to die.”

His lips flattened to a thin line.

“I’m not going to let any of us die.”

His reached for the holy symbol of the Traveller around his neck, and he teleported away from his other home.
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“We’re all going to die!” someone screamed.

“Look at the size of it!” another shouted.

“It’s the end!” came a third voice.

“Steady!” Watcher Hill snapped, glaring around the Research Castle. She floated above the parapet. “Steady yourselves! Panic is only going to fray your nerves and make you careless!” She looked across the moors. “If we want victory, we need everyone to have their wits about them!”

“Truer words were never spoken,” Vernia Jules whispered at Watcher Hill’s side. “Truer words…”

The alchemy professor’s eyes slowly travelled up, up, up… to the face of the mountainous Ravener-spawn headed their way.

A humanoid titan of flesh, bone, and steel.

Its footfalls ground rock to dust, making the earth tremble. The tallest trees would have only reached to its spiked kneecaps, and its bulging eyes seemed to hold every horror ever conceived.

Its mouth was a yawning cavern; and while it was almost a mile away, Professor Jules could smell its acidic stench.

“Filthy creature,” the professor swore under her breath. “We’ll fix you.” She looked at one of her graduate students on the battlements. “Are we ready?”

“Almost!” he shouted, carefully setting down a crate beside a massive, magical ballista. The siege weapon—one of many—was mounted on the wall, pointed directly at the giant Ravener-spawn’s face. “Just a matter of loading it now!”

He pried at the steel crate, and beside him, Watcher Hill did the same, revealing contents that Professor Jules had been preparing for months.

She remembered Carey. She remembered the despair of the young woman’s parents. She remembered the loss of Watcher Shaw and so many others when Greymoor had been attacked.

“No more,” she whispered, glancing down at the courtyard.

More of her graduate students had drawn a summoning circle there: one so vast that a whale might have fit comfortably inside.

That strategy would need Baelin to be able to complete it.

But the old goat wouldn’t be necessary for what she’d prepared.

She glanced back at the ballista. “How long until we’re ready to fire?”

The Watcher—carefully picking up one of the objects inside the crate—looked up at her. “Not long. Then, ten seconds to load, and ten between each shot.”

“Plenty of time.” Her eyes fell on the object gingerly clutched in the Watcher’s hands.

A chaos bomb: one several times the size of the one Carey had detonated at Uldar’s Rise.

And the crate—as well as more crates beside the other ballistae—were full of them.

She glared up at the advancing Ravener-spawn. “Let’s show this ancient god’s puppet what progress looks like.” The professor raised her hand. “As soon as that thing’s in range, I want it turned to dust!”
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The Skystrider strode over Greymoor’s hills, its enormous feet crushing everything in its path.

Every footfall left a deep print in the ground, churning soil and grinding rock to sand. As it marched—thousands of Ravener-spawn followed behind—it belched acid, the liquid falling from gaping jaws, collecting on the earth in hissing pools.

Its eyes focused on one thing: the mortals’ castle.

The Skystrider was the harbinger. The first of many of its kind to be reborn, ready to reap the land.

It had been commanded to start here, to annihilate the outsiders who’d thrown the cycle out of balance. Left unchecked, they would continue to cause chaos. The final trial was here; these wizards would not be allowed to interfere.

Stopping, the Ravener-spawn gazed on the castle.

It inhaled, sounding like it had bellowed, and spoke in a voice so thunderous, any mortal too near would have been deafened by the sound.

“Outsiders…” it pronounced, each syllable issuing a gale-force wind. “Leave this land. Never return. Do not interfere with the culling. Leave. Or die.”

Words offered.

Words to make the killing easier.

But these intruders showed no sign of withdrawing.

They continued loading their feeble weapons.

They gathered on their little walls.

Walls that would be destroyed by a simple twitch of one of the Skystrider’s feet.

There was no sign of them heeding its words.

“You will suffer much. You will die,” it declared.

The Ravener-spawn moved forward.

One colossal footfall.

Then another.

It began to gather speed, the wind rushed by its ears as it broke into a deadly charge.

There would be no escape for its foes.

Acid boiled in its innards, rising to its throat.

The outsiders would die.

Its chest swelled.

And it vomited a river of death.


Chapter 46


“That’s What Progress Looks Like”



“Acid!” Watcher Hill shouted, raising her staff. “Get those walls of force up!”

Ahead, a devastating river of death spread across the land with full force, crossing thousands of feet in seconds.

“Activate defensive glyphs!” Professor Jules shouted.

Watchers chanted, levelling their staves toward the wall.

Glyphs flared to life on the rampart.

A wall of prismatic force sprang up around the Castle, stretching hundreds of feet through the air.

“Steady!” Watcher Hill cried.

The corrosive liquid hit the wall, boiling against it. Force magic flared. Acid hissed. Watchers chanted and defensive glyphs blazed to life. More deadly liquid sprayed along the wall, eating rock and soil, burning a trench of vitriol just beyond its base.

“That acid’s eating the ground away!” Watcher Hill shouted. “I want earth wizards down below. Get down there, reinforce the tunnels and neutralise it! Ballistae, take aim!”

On the wall, siege engines groaned, turning to face the charging titan; its every step was shaking the earth. Professor Jules—now flying above the wall—could feel her teeth rattling.

She held its gaze.

“Filthy creature,” she growled. “I’m not being driven from my own lab by you and the filth behind you.”

“It’s within range!” a Watcher shouted.

“Ballista 3-A!” Professor Jules pointed to the closest siege engine. “Fire!”

“Fire!” a Watcher repeated the command.

The ballista cracked, shooting its contents through the barrier—the barricade shimmered, letting the bomb pass through—and the projectile flew straight for the oncoming titan.
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The Skystrider’s charge was unstoppable.

There was too much force.

Too much mass.

Too much strength.

Its acid ate away the outsiders’ magical defences, but too slowly. Far too slowly. Therefore, its bulk would finish them. The Ravener-spawn could not wait to crush the mortals’ walls beneath its tread and drink in their cries of despair.

So focused was it on its anticipation, that it paid little notice to the projectile shooting through the magical barrier and flying right for it.

The monster neither slowed nor hesitated.

Its armour was much too thick and its body far too tough for such a tiny projectile to cause it alarm.

The Skystrider kept its pace, rushing forward even as the missile cracked against its chest.

It was completely unprepared for the blinding flash of light.

And even less prepared for the heat and earth-shattering force that slammed into it. The projectile cracked against bone armour, the blast ripping through it.

It had built too much momentum to be stopped, and the explosion was too powerful for it to weather. Its armour shattered. Its body fractured. Acid abruptly stopped spraying as the force spun it on its heel, its remaining foot grinding a trench in the earth.

The left side of its body was gone, vaporised. As it spun, it caught sight of its mangled left arm spinning through the air, landing among the Ravener-spawn following behind, crushing scores of them.

Then, it was falling, hitting the ground with such force that what remained of its innards, pulped.

From the ground, the Skystrider looked on with its right eye as the outsiders launched another projectile at the horde. There came another flash of light and terrible heat. A mushroom cloud floated above them.

Then it knew nothing more.
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The earth rumbled.

The horizon burned.

And the Research Castle’s inhabitants cheered.

Only the Traveller knew how many Ravener-spawn died in those few moments, unmade by two chaos bombs.

Professor Jules allowed a smile of satisfaction to creep across her face.

“That’s what progress looks like,” she said.

Still, she would not celebrate, not yet.

As smoke cleared from the moors, flattened by the apocalyptic blasts, she could see that more Ravener-spawn were coming. There were no more titans among them, but she didn’t doubt that would change.

Below, the ballistae were reloading on the walls, and she eyed their supply of chaos bombs. They’d made scores—just one of numerous preparations for this day—but the supply was not unlimited.

“We can’t just use them willy-nilly,” she said, looking at Watcher Hill. “If more of those titanic monsters appear, we’ll need them, so what would you recommend?”

“Summon monsters to deal with most of the Ravener-spawn,” Hill said. “How long until your summoning circle is ready?”

Professor Jules glanced down at the courtyard. “Likely another few minutes. Then we’ll need the chancellor to complete the ritual.”

“Then we’ll handle things until it’s ready,” the Watcher captain said.

“Indeed,” the chancellor’s voice spoke from behind them. “We will handle things until it’s ready.”

“Baelin!” Professor Jules and Watcher Hill whirled.

The ancient archwizard was floating behind them, likely having teleported in moments before.

He was girded for the war to end all wars.

Gone were his day-to-day robes, though he wasn’t wearing the bronze armour he wore into most battles.

Instead, he was sheathed in a full suit of starmetal plate, gleaming with a bluish-silver finish, etched with hundreds of powerful glyphs. Every inch of his body was protected, even his face was covered in a mask forged in the image of a demon’s grinning face.

In his left hand, he carried his staff, with its goat eye-like jewel.

In his right, he held an ominous warhammer, as long-hafted as Professor Jules was tall, and covered in glyphs that stung her eyes when she looked at them for too long. Five gems—each the size of a human head—orbited around him, sparking with vast amounts of power.

Professor Jules raised her eyebrows. “Baelin… what is all that?”

“My war garb.” He floated upward, climbing into the sky. “I only don it for battles that I know will test my mettle.”

Professor Jules and Watcher Hill looked at each other.

“Will it be that bad, Chancellor?” Jules asked.

“Yes,” he said, raising his staff. “I am not sure what you might or might not have figured out, but the situation is changing rapidly. We have mounting evidence that the fae, Lord Aenflynn, is in league with the Ravener and that it is in Och Tir Nog. Ravener-spawn are pouring out of the fae wild all over Thameland.” His voice dropped low, “We also believe he might have both the throne of Uldar and the god’s body in his possession. Excuse me for one moment.”

He raised his staff.

The goat’s eye-gem flared in time with the jewels orbiting him as he pointed to the Ravener-spawn.

Mana poured.

Every gem turned black momentarily.

Outside the Castle walls, six orbs of darkness came into being within the horde, swelling, growing large enough for ancient oaks to fit inside. They began pulsing.

And everything around them was pulled in.

Wind howled.

Soil was torn from the earth, Ravener-spawn were sucked through the air.

Thousands of struggling monsters were dragged inside the orbs of darkness, their bodies crunching as they collapsed on themselves the closer they came to an orb. They disappeared at the touch of the darkness.

Several heartbeats passed and Baelin waved his staff, dismissing the orbs of darkness, leaving only barren craters where an army of Ravener-spawn once stood.

Baelin cursed. “More are already on their way. It seems I have perhaps only bought us minutes. Maybe a little longer.”

He looked down at Watcher Hill and Professor Jules, hearing the latter cursing vilely.

“If the Ravener’s creating armies throughout the fae wild, the battle will be a hard one,” she muttered.

“That it will,” said Prince Khalik.

Professor Jules turned, looking behind her, finding the Prince of Tekezash floating there—flanked by Hart and Merzhin.

His familiar was perched on his shoulder, and he wore a magical breastplate. A sword was belted at his waist.

Hart was clad in a glittering chain shirt from Uldar’s halls and wielded two colossal blades: one from the god’s armoury and the other, his familiar hive-queen sword.

Merzhin’s fingers were wrapped around a holy symbol of the Traveller. He wore a brilliant white mantle from Uldar’s sanctum that blazed with divine power.

“We teleported all over Thameland,” Hart added. “Everything’s on fire. The Ravener’s sending hordes of spawn at every military camp, small town, and fortified village everywhere across the land.”

“It’s focusing its more powerful monsters on larger targets, like the capital⁠—”

“And here,” Professor Jules finished grimly.

As she spoke, Isolde and Cedric materialised beside them, along with Tyris and Vesuvius. The Chosen of Thameland wasn’t bare-chested today; a chain shirt from Uldar’s sanctum protected his torso.

Theresa, Claygon, Brutus, and Drestra appeared next, and Thundar materialised with Birger and Bjorgrund a moment later.

Alex appeared soon after, accompanied by Asmaldestre, a model of golem they’d never seen before, and a half dozen engeli.

The war-spirit’s face looked sour, like she’d swallowed a bowl of lemons. “That was a proper battle you took me away from!”

“There’s a bigger one ahead,” Alex said. “And you already helped that battalion in the west get to shelter. Now we need you. And Thameland needs all of us.”

Silence fell over the group as they considered his words.

“Glad to see everyone’s alright,” Alex continued, relief plain in his voice. “Thank the Traveller.”

“We’re safe, but… lots of people are dead.” Theresa gripped her Twinblade. “We rescued everyone we could, but… there was only so much we could do in the limited time we had.”

Brutus whimpered, nuzzling his master’s side.

“Yeah… I hear you.” Alex shuddered. “I did what I could in Alric, but there was only so much I could do before I had to leave.”

Theresa looked into her fiancé’s eyes. “Is it… is it still standing? Is the inn alright? The soldiers?”

“When I left, they were okay.” He patted Shale’s golem. “I left a pair of gifts from Toraka and a lot of summoned monsters to fight the hordes of Ravener-spawn alongside the soldiers. I also cast a spell called Army of Heroes to help them, and I did the same thing in the capital, and the Cave of the Traveller.”

“Oh?” Baelin cocked his head, his eyes narrowing through the slits in his mask. “How is your mana?”

“It’s alright for now,” Alex said. “I used a lot, but it’s regenerating pretty fast. By the time we get our supplies from the lab, I should be alright. How about the rest of you?”

“I had to teleport quite a few times and fight a few battles, so my reserves have been taxed,” Khalik admitted. “I am regenerating my mana as we speak, but I would rather not have any difficult fights in the near future.”

“Yeah, I burned a lot of mana too,” Thundar added.

“I did as well,” Isolde said.

“Right,” Cedric said. “Then when we gets t’ th’fae wilds, we—” he pointed to the other Heroes, Asmaldestre, Theresa, Brutus, and Baelin “—should be doin’ th’ heavy liftin’ fer a bit whiles th’ others rest up. Tyris, y’comin’ wit’ us?”

The redheaded battlemage thought about his question for a long moment.

Then she shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she said quietly. “I hate to admit it, but a lot of you are a lot more powerful than I am, and if you have to go into a dungeon after the Ravener, Vesuvius would probably be too big to fit into most tunnels, unless they’re really big. I think it’s better if I stay here and help where I can.”

“Sensible,” Isolde said.

“Aye,” Cedric agreed. “Well, it’ll just be… wait.” He looked at Birger and Bjorgrund. “What about you two?”

“I’ll come with you.” Bjorgrund lifted Uldar’s axe. “I can fit into tunnels, especially if I shrink myself down, and I’m strong enough to hold my own. I can be a big help. But, Father? I think you should stay and help out here in the material world.”

“What?” Birger hissed. “No damned way, son. I’m not letting you go into the heart of danger without me.”

Bjorgrund placed a hand on his father’s shoulder. “I’ll be fine, Father. I’m rune-marked: fighting’s in my soul now, but you’re not a fighter like me. Not when it comes to fighting hordes of monsters face-to-face, axe-to-claw. If you come with us, you could die.”

“I’m not some helpless babe—” Birger started to protest.

“He’s right.”

Everyone looked at Alex.

“What?” the older giant said.

“I… I really hate to say this, but, Birger, I think Bjorgrund’s right,” the General of Thameland said. “You know some magic, but you’re not a battlemage. Your wards would be a lot more helpful protecting the soldiers here in the material world than they would in the Ravener’s face, or in front of whatever Aenflynn might throw at us. Bjorgrund’s axe, though… Well, fighters who can overpower powerful Ravener-spawn physically don’t exactly grow on trees, and we need all of those we can get.”

He looked into Birger’s eyes. “Trust Bjorgrund. He’s grown a lot… and I’ll make sure he comes home.”

The older giant’s lips flattened in a line.

Then he sighed. “Fine, you can go with them, Bjorgrund.” The old giant hugged his son. “But don’t you dare let anything happen to yourself.”

“I’ll be careful, Father.” Bjorgrund hugged him back.

Alex looked around. “So that means me, Claygon, Theresa, Brutus, Bjorgrund, Baelin, Asmaldestre, Isolde, Khalik, Najyah, Thundar, Cedric, Merzhin, Hart, and Drestra are going into the fae wild. Fifteen. Plus whatever we summon.”

“And me!” a deep voice bellowed from below.

Alex looked down.

Standing in the courtyard were four figures.

Kybas and Harmless.

Ripp.

And lastly…

“Grimloch!” Theresa shouted.

“Heard you were all gonna get dinner without me,” the giant sharkman growled. “No way. We feast together.”

“Harmless and I will fight here, with Ripp!” Kybas called. “Help make sure Greymoor doesn’t fall.”

“Sixteen, then…” Alex said. “Not a big number, but we have a lot of power. Alright, then let’s get the poison, injectors, and anti-dungeon warping device from the lab and we’ll go over our plans. Then…”

He looked at the others.

“…let’s pay the Ravener and our old ally a surprise visit.”


Chapter 47


The Enemies of Och Fir Nog



“Iswear, I’s gonna rip Aenflynn in half m’self,” Cedric threatened beneath his breath. He was standing in the laboratory with the rest of the team, watching as the anti-dungeon warping device was loaded onto a floating platform. “I’ll choke th’life from ’im.”

“You can’t,” Alex warned, finishing up the loading of the anti-Ravener venom and injection devices onto the platform. “You’re bound by your pact with him: same as Drestra and Hart. Leave the strangling to the ones who won’t be pulverised by fae magic if they attack him. Focus that rage on the Ravener.”

“Aye…” The Chosen nodded. “I knows yer bein’ sensible, but I don’ like it. Matter o’ fact, seein’ how ’e tricked us makes me wanna strangle ’im even more!”

“I don’t like that we can’t get him either,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “I’d like to feel my fangs piercing him as I’m burning him with my flames. I can smell it now.” There was no humour in her voice.

“Do not be so sure that he would be so easy to strike down,” Baelin warned. “Old fae lords wield terrible power, and we do not know just what he has managed to do with that throne yet. So, expect the fight of a lifetime.”

“The thought of him having the throne and doing whatever he wishes with it sickens me,” Merzhin growled. “Perhaps I could craft an interdiction⁠—”

“Don’t even think about it.” Alex activated the force shielding on the floating platform. “That kind of interdiction could damage your soul. And we need you and your soul if we’re going to get through this.”

“Preferably alive,” Thundar rumbled, eyeing Uldar’s mace.

“Yeah.” Grimloch thumbed the spikes on his maul. A warhammer from Uldar’s sanctum was slung over his back. “If I die, then Nua-Oge’s gonna kill all of you, even if you live through the Ravener.”

“O-oh,” Alex said.

“Yeah.”

“In any case, I will kill all of you if you don’t live through this,” Professor Jules said, looking at each of them. “So many of you are so young. So strong. With such bright futures. It would be wrong to have that taken from you by ancient things.”

“Oh? I happen to be an ancient thing,” Baelin said. “So are you saying only the young ones deserve to live through this, Vernia?”

“You have lived long enough, old goat.”

“Thanks,” the chancellor said dryly.

Professor Jules looked upon them, as though trying to commit each face to memory. Four Heroes. A life-enforcement empowered huntress and her cerberus blood familiar. A life-enforcement enhanced sharkman. A young rune-marked giant and his father, even if the latter was staying behind. One of the strongest war-spirits from across the planes. An ancient archwizard. Three powerful young wizards.… and finally, their commander.

Her eyes rested on Alex.

“Mr. Roth, I want you to take extra care,” she warned. “The others, I can count on them to be somewhat more sensible. But, you… I want you to make sure that you are at your wedding when this is all over, not at your funeral.”

Behind her, several other wizards, including Tyris and Kybas, nodded.

Alex lowered his head. “I’ll make sure we come back. I will.”

“And what is the plan, fearless leader?” Khalik asked. “What are we to do from here?”

The young archwizard faced the others. “We’ll go to the fae wild through the closest fae gate, but I’m guessing we’re going to have a hell of a time of it on the other side. Ravener-spawn are flooding through the gates, so any gate we go through will likely have a horde waiting on the other side. Now, we have enough power that your average horde of Ravener-spawn shouldn’t be a problem… at first.”

“What do you mean, at first?” Hart asked.

He gave the Champion a grave look. “The problem we have is that we don’t know where the Ravener is in the fae wild. We’ll need to hunt for it, which means we could be fighting for a long time. We have a lot of mana and our fighters have a lot of stamina, but neither of those things are infinite. We need to preserve as much of our strength as we can.”

Alex held up two fingers. “Because we have two major threats we need to deal with. Aenflynn—and whatever he’s been doing with Uldar’s body and throne—and the Ravener, with its full power. They’d be hard enough fights if we were fresh… but if we face them after hours or even days of clawing our way through hordes of Ravener-spawn? It’s going to be rough.”

“Right.” Isolde crossed her arms. “Then what do you have in mind?”

“I’m going to summon some astral engeli and teleport around Och Fir Nog with them, seeing if we can locate the throne and the body,” Alex said. “That’ll be the fastest way for us to search.”

The young archwizard looked at Baelin.

“Do you think you can take Aenflynn?” Alex asked. “Even if he’s done something with Uldar’s body and throne?”

Low laughter rolled from the chancellor’s mouth. “Are you asking me to face the fae lord so the rest of you can focus your efforts on the Ravener?”

“Yes,” Alex said. “And if Aenflynn and the Ravener are in different places, I’m going to ask you to separate from the rest of us and lock him down. I’ll teleport back and forth to support whoever needs it… but yeah, Baelin, you’re our most powerful card, I’m thinking. So you making sure that Aenflynn is either dead or at least can’t interfere with us dealing with the Ravener is what we’ll need. I know that’s asking a lot⁠—”

“I knew there was a reason I liked you.” Baelin chuckled. “A fae lord who is possibly wielding the power of a god… and facing him with nothing but my own power and wits. The thought of that tickles me.”

“Of course,” Professor Jules said dryly.

“Oh, do not be so cross, Vernia,” Baelin said simply. “After all, I have supplied the final piece for your ritual, and you may activate it whenever you wish. I dare say I have earned a little bit of fun.”

She rolled her eyes. “Chancellor, your ‘fun’ will be the ruin of us all.”

“No, no.” His beard-braids clinked. “Just the ruin of our enemies, of course.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re so eager, Baelin,” Alex said. “If you need help, I’ve got plans to support you.”

“How kind of you,” Baelin said.

“So that’ll leave th’ rest o’ us t’ hunt the Ravener down, aye?” Cedric asked.

“Yeah,” Alex said. “We’re going to be moving quickly, teleporting as fast as we can. We should avoid fights when possible, until we actually find the Ravener’s dungeon. And we’ll focus on finding it fast.”

“Sounds like a solid plan,” Hart said.

The others murmured, nodding in agreement.

Alex took a deep breath. “Then… this is it, I guess.”

“Good luck!” Kybas said. “Harmless and I will be rooting for you.”

“As will we all,” Professor Jules added. “End this and end it well.”

“We will.” Alex touched the floating platform holding the devices. “Alright, here we go. Everyone get close and touch me. We’ll be teleporting together.”

The group gathered around Alex, exchanging looks and words of encouragement.

Then the General teleported them out of the lab.
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On a misty battlefield beyond Och Fir Nog’s borders, the world was ending.

The air shimmered, lethal fumes released, flesh melted.

The earth bucked, opening like the jaws of great beasts, swallowing terrified victims.

All around, the sky was pure fire and lightning.

Rivers boiled, catching anyone near their banks, dragging them to a watery end.

Fae screamed and died.

Ravener-spawn marched through the chaos like they were out for a stroll on a warm summer’s day, unconcerned and slaughtering. They pulled fae from their hiding holes and crushed pixies beneath trampling feet. Some were swallowed whole by behemoths, and others were drained dry by Spear-Flies.

Together, Ravener-spawn and fae killed everything they came across, wiping the misty lands free of all life.

Well… almost all life.

Behind the various Ravener-spawn marched Aenflynn’s fae armies from Och Fir Nog, engaging and cheering as ancient enemies and rivals were wiped out with ease. Ancient grudges—some thousands of years old—evaporated in a tide of blood and Ravener-spawn.

Even the enemy fae, desperately wanting to fight back, could only watch in futility as divine light encased the monsters and enemy army invading their lands, healing them of the slightest wound.

The attacked screamed for salvation, crying out to their fae queen for her aid.

But they could not know that she was already dead. Reduced to a smouldering husk by a bolt of divine lightning in her very palace while sitting atop her ivy throne.

There would be no hope coming to save the enemies bordering Och Fir Nog’s boundaries.

And Lord Aenflynn could only smile, sitting comfortably upon Uldar’s throne, safely within his palace.

His eyes peered through the window, his vision stretching hundreds of miles to drink in every detail of the slaughter he was responsible for.

He watched as a group of Redcaps burst from a swamp, determined to flank a group of his forces. The fae lord smiled, whistled a musical tone of power, then waved a hand.

Divine might surged through Uldar’s chair, rising, flowing through the air around Aenflynn’s hand like an orchestra obeying its conductor. The fae lord whistled a harsh tone then flicked his wrist.

Divine power shot away, crossing hundreds of miles in an instant. As the redcaps advanced, the ground beneath them transformed from its earthy hue to bright white, their bodies instantly disintegrating, divine force unmaking them down to the smallest particle.

Aenflynn smiled wider, revealing his sharp teeth.

He was feeling quite taken with himself.

Manipulation of matter through will, magic, and song was an old fae trick, one the Stalker had mastered well. The short fae had weaved objects through the air and split flesh with a single wave of a hand.

His art had made him a terror for the thousands he’d hunted over the millennia, and there were very few fae who were his better in the art.

Lord Aenflynn was one of those few.

He had gone far beyond what most learned. He did not weave mere matter any longer, able to now conduct energy and power itself… as long as he had time to learn the quirks of the energy he wished to bend.

And at this point, he’d had time, many months with Uldar’s throne.

And those endless nights of practice—locked away in his castle—had borne much fruit indeed.

“Thank you, old friend,” he said, thinking about Uldar as he devastated an entire village of Asrai with the flick of a finger. “You fought at my side against my rivals in life. Now? Now in death, you wipe them out like a spring rain washes away the muck of a winter’s thaw.”

His smile faded slightly.

“But I must work quickly.”

He thought about what the Ravener’s Hunter had told him earlier.

Of what the mortals were doing, and how the Ravener would respond. Aenflynn had always known—from the moment he’d ‘nudged’ Uldar’s construct into Och Fir Nog for sanctuary—that a final confrontation between the Ravener and the mortals would occur.

Those lovely, clever little Heroes would likely be coming to see him soon.

Aenflynn had fooled them long enough with his little trick in Uldar’s sanctum: spying on them, sending Ravener-spawn to steal the throne and body while they were occupied, then whisking the Ravener-spawn, the body, and chair into the fae wild.

After that, there had been months of learning how to bend and manipulate his old friend’s energies.

Now, though?

He doubted his ruse would remain undiscovered for much longer. The Ravener was attempting to destroy Thameland, and the Thameish would likely discover where these new creatures were coming from.

After that?

They would arrive in Och Fir Nog, crying about treachery.

But what treachery was there?

He had not harmed them. If anything, he wished them all the best! Were it not for their actions, he would not have gained the ultimate weapon to finally bring the enemies of his realm low.

Still, he knew they would not see it the same way he did. Young mortals often did have narrow vision.

And so he’d acted first, allowing the Ravener-spawn to use his fae gates en masse to wipe away as much… resistance as they could.

He doubted it would be enough, but it would slow the mortals down.

Hopefully, long enough for him to finish destroying his true enemies in the fae wild.

Once that was done?

Then things would become interesting.

“There are cards left yet to play,” he whispered, humming to himself as he crushed an entire fae castle with a single act of will. “And if I play them right, we might walk away from all of this as friends. It will depend on how they react, though. As long as they are sensible… Then again… mortals rarely are… Still, I’d love to speak to them. Hopefully, they can see reason.”


Chapter 48


What Being Did I Annoy?



Gwyllain, the asrai, sincerely wondered what great and powerful being he had managed to annoy.

He couldn’t remember angering any fae lord, ancient dragon, mighty witch, or irritable godling, but he must have, at some point.

Otherwise, there was no way his luck could be this bad.

No way.

In a time span that was a mere blink of an eye to a fae, he’d been captured and nearly eaten by a blue annis hag, almost killed by three of those hags and a horde of Ravener-spawn, and had crossed paths with the bloody Stalker.

After that, things had been peaceful for a while.

But now?

This very instant, his life had turned to shit.

The little fae sat in a small stream, with only the top of his face peeking above the water’s surface as the world burned around him. In the distance, he could see the burned out remains of an all too familiar—and highly traumatising—windmill.

This was a place he would normally avoid, but—this spring—he’d heard that clumps of absolutely delectable mushrooms had begun growing in the forest around here. After weeks spent considering the situation, he’d finally built up enough nerve to gather some for his own larder.

He’d slipped out of the fae wild easily enough, but only managed to pick a single mushroom when the world decided: ‘You know what, mate? Now’s a good time to end.’

And then, it started doing just that.

First came the patrol: a big group of foreign wizards and hirelings from a realm far beyond Thameland’s shores. They’d had sharp eyes and itchy sword-hands, so Gwyllain had scurried into this stream, hiding beneath the water’s surface until the loud, stupid mortals passed.

That was when Ravener-spawn—much to his shock—came boiling from the nearby fae-gate and attacked the patrol.

The battle was apocalyptic.

Mortal wizards wielded earth-shaking spells, while Ravener-spawn attacked with tooth, claw, and their own magics. Those invisible monsters with the many eyes emerged from the mushroom circle, attacking and paralysing some of the mortals, then turning them to stone to be shattered by their dreadful screams.

But the mortals possessed magics to expose the hidden creatures, and they struck with fire, lightning, and force.

Every time one of many-eyed beasts was defeated, it exploded, obliterating great swathes of the forest. It was only by some miracle that Gwyllain hadn’t been blown to bits yet by one of those blasts.

He needed to escape… but there was no chance.

Even poking his head too far above the water risked him getting struck by some errant spell or Ravener-spawn’s eye-beam. So, here he sat, in this stream, trembling, desperately hoping no explosion would vaporise him, while trying to figure out what powerful being could have it out for him.

‘No fae’s this unlucky,’ he thought fearfully. ‘No one is! Why? Why does this keep happening to me? This is supposed to be the time of plenty! So many of my friends filled their larders with honey, jams, and other tasty treats many of the Thameish mortals left behind. All I’ve been getting is almost kill⁠—’

That was when he was almost killed.

A great orb of darkness sprang to life in the distance, then another, and another.

They began pulling in Ravener-spawn and everything else around them like starving beasts, decimating the screaming monsters.

Moments later, an explosion tore through the air: fire bright enough to blind someone raged in the forest, consuming much of the woodland in an instant. Ravener-spawn withered, more magic came for the remainder, destroying them. Fire. Lightning. Earth and stone.

All came together, ending the monsters’ lives.

The army of spawn was destroyed, apart from those still flowing through the fae gate.

But there was no free pass for those either when another group of deadly warriors and mages attacked, routing the monsters.

Soaring past the now retreating foreign patrol was…

…oh no.

Oh no!

Alexander Roth—the crazy wizard—was leading a horde of even crazier-looking wizards and warriors right for the Ravener-spawn swarming from the gate. They fought their way through the spawn like wounded boars, trampling the monsters like they were simply fighting a nest of ants, then making their way to the circle of mushrooms.

“Everybody ready!” Gwyllain heard Alexander cry as he destroyed a mass of bone-chargers with a wave of his hand. “We won’t know what’s on the other side, so be prepared!”

“Got it!” a giant shouted, slicing a behemoth’s leg off with a stroke of his axe.

Soon, the group was inside the fae circle, shimmering, being pulled into the fae wild.

A breath later, they were gone.

As silence descended on the forest, a trembling Gwyllain slowly crawled from the water, moving as fast as he could away from the smouldering battlefield.

“If I live through today, I’ll never have anything more to do with mortal wizards, fae lords, or anything else great and powerful!” he promised himself. “Not ever! No matter how tempting the mushrooms near them are!”
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When Alex and his companions stepped into the fae wild, he expected to be attacked by something great and powerful.

Maybe Ravener-spawn from Thameland’s ancient days on guard at the fae gate.

Or mighty fae warriors waiting to slaughter them.

Even the Ravener itself.

What he didn’t expect… was…

“There’s nothing… here…” Claygon said, his iron head swivelling about and his spear raised. “Nothing or no one… at all.”

The group of warriors and wizards had emerged in a misty grove of fruit trees, laden with silver-coloured, apple-shaped fruit.

Beneath the evening sky, crickets peacefully chirped in the thick grass.

A warm breeze rustled branches, making the fruit jingle like cheery Sigmus bells.

The air smelled faintly of holly and honey.

Butterflies with glowing wings flitted about.

There were no Ravener-spawn present, and the only sign that the monsters had ever been there were tracks covering the clearing around the mushroom circle and filling a wide path leading through the trees to the east.

“Well, if this don’ seem like a trap, I don’ know what does.” Cedric raised his weapons. “Ravener-spawn was jus’ pourin’ through th’ fae-gate. This place should b’ crawlin’ wit’ th’ bastards.”

“Yet it isn’t.” Theresa and Brutus sniffed the air. “And they were just here.”

“And something still is,” Baelin said.

All eyes turned to the beastfolk archwizard. His horned head was tilted toward the wind. “Something spies on us from afar. To… the north of here.”

“Very good,” a strange voice spoke, seeming to echo from every branch, leaf, blade of grass… and even the air itself.

The group tensed, preparing to fight as the earth before them rippled and began to rise. Mud, soil, and grass extended into a column that began shifting, taking on a vaguely humanoid form. Soon, sharp, delicate features appeared on its face.

“You!” Cedric snarled, brandishing his weapons. “Bloody traitor!”

“Do not throw those words out so carelessly,” a voice came from the regal figure of a tall, narrow-shouldered fae.

“Lord Aenflynn, I’m guessing?” Alex asked.

“Indeed,” the fae lord, his image transformed from earth, grass, and soil said. “And you must be the General of Thameland. Greetings. And greetings to the rest of you.”

“Be careful!” Merzhin hissed between clenched teeth. “I… I feel Uldar’s divinity coming from this effigy of dirt before us!”

“Very astute, young priest,” Aenflynn said. “But worry not, I am not here to fight you. Quite the opposite. I actually drove the Ravener-spawn away to clear space for us when I heard you were to arrive here. I thought we might have a chat, before you did something senseless. Have ourselves a little parley⁠—”

He looked from Cedric to Drestra to Hart. “—much as we did not so long ago.”

The fae lord’s image gestured to another section of the clearing and he whistled.

The ground beneath their feet rumbled, producing stone chairs and a massive table. The table was circular in shape and broad enough to accommodate eighteen seats, all of different sizes.

“Shall we?”

“No way I’m accepting your supposed hospitality again,” Hart said.

“I think that goes for all of us,” Alex added.

“Why not? I haven’t met most of you before.” Aenflynn shrugged. “Do not be rude in my domain.”

His voice had a barb to it.

No one flinched.

“What the hells do you want?” Alex asked.

“So, will you be the spokesperson?” Aenflynn asked. “Have a sea⁠—”

“No,” the General pushed the fae lord’s offer away. “You’re here to parley? Then fine. What do you have to say?”

He threw Baelin the subtlest of glances. If the ancient archwizard had sensed what direction they were being watched from…

Through the slits of his mask, the chancellor’s eyes were slightly unfocused.

Alex knew exactly what to do.

Focusing the Mark of the General on drawing the fae lord’s attention, he returned Aenflynn’s gaze, adjusting his own body language to be just rude enough to set the fae’s teeth on edge. Not to attack… but to definitely disrespect.

The earthen image of the fae lord watched Alex closely.

“If you will not sit, then so be it,” Aenflynn said. “You mortals become so rude when you’re thwarted. Alright, so this is how it is. The Ravener seems to have quite lost its mind. I do not think anyone can stop it now.”

Alex laughed at that. “We can.”

“Can you?” Aenflynn raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. But can you do so before your realm is wiped from history? I know that you know much, and you likely know that the Ravener was able to cull all of Thameland once upon a time. Even if you kill it, it will take you time to do so. Plenty of time for your entire kingdom to die. Every second you spend is… how many of your army will be dead? Hundreds? Thousands?”

Cedric grimaced, glaring at the fae lord.

Alex took a step forward, keeping Aenflynn’s attention on him. He put on a mask of anger, as though the fae’s words had gotten to him.

“And your point?” Alex asked.

“My point is that if we come to an agreement, then we can all walk away from this alive and much better off.” The fae lord raised a hand. An image of Thameland on fire appeared above it. “Your kingdom is lost—nothing can prevent that—but what you can do is save those brave soldiers who fight for its survival.”

The image changed to one of soldiers marching away from the battlefield, their armour blackened by soot. Then the image changed to soldiers hugging their families, reuniting with their children and setting off toward new lands.

Leading them was King Athelstan, accompanied by the five Heroes.

“The Ravener has Uldar’s body, and is using⁠—”

“We knows you gots th’ bloody body an’ throne!” Cedric interrupted.

Alex fought back the urge to wince as Aenflynn’s image smiled.

He’d made a probing statement. One meant to make the Heroes and their companions reveal more about what they knew, or had guessed.

And now Cedric had bitten and Aenflynn confirmed a little more of their knowledge.

‘Point to you,’ Alex thought.

“I do have his throne,” Aenflynn admitted. “And I have spent much time mastering its energies. I wield the power of a god—not quite with the natural proficiency of Uldar—but it is still a deadly weapon in my hands. One that could either turn against you… or help you. The choice is yours.”

“What are you talking about?” Alex asked.

“I think you deserve a little honesty, as a show of good will,” Aenflynn said. “I used Uldar’s throne as a weapon against Och Fir Nog’s many enemies. As Uldar helped me in the past, I used his power to wipe away many of my realm’s rivals in a single swoop. In short, I have what I want. Many of my enemies are now dead, and those who are left alive are in no position to strike back. So do not think of going to them for aid. But this situation is a good thing for you.”

“And why is that?” Alex asked.

“Because it means I have no use for seeing the Ravener wipe all of you out,” Aenflynn admitted. “Make a pact with me, here and now, and I will use Uldar’s divine power to whisk you all away from Thameland and to your families… wherever they are scattered to. Blood calls to blood, and I can find them easily enough.”

Alex did not miss the implied threat.

“So we’re supposed to abandon our homes?” Drestra’s voice crackled.

“Yes,” Aenflynn said. “Precisely. What is more important to you? The dirt upon which you make your lives or the lives of your loved ones? Make peace with me now, and I will see to it that the armies of Thameland are saved, families reunited with families, and everyone free to restart their lives elsewhere. Make war with me now, and I will simply use Uldar’s throne to aid the Ravener in wiping out yet one more enemy of Och Fir Nog.”

The earthen projection’s eyes shone like jewels. “I leave the choice to you.”


Chapter 49


‘Walk Away’



“How can you wield Uldar’s power?” Merzhin demanded. “It’s… not yours! And you’re no priest!”

“Many energies can be manipulated if you know the right tricks and know the energy well enough.” Aenflynn’s earthen projection smiled at the Saint. “And I know the tricks, and became acquainted with Uldar’s energy during the thousands of years he stood at my side, ruling Thameland as I ruled Och Fir Nog. It did not take me long to truly become acquainted with the divinity focused on his throne. The exact mechanics of it… I think I will keep to myself. After all, should you choose poorly, it will cost you.”

“I would like to point out a flaw in your plan,” Prince Khalik offered.

“Oh?” Aenflynn looked at the prince. “And what is that?”

“You draw on Uldar’s throne for the power to strike down your enemies, but that throne needs Uldar’s faithful to maintain its strength. If you let the Ravener kill all the Thameish here and then… I do not know, find some way for its Ravener-spawn to leave this land and kill the rest, then wouldn’t you deprive yourself of the fear and faith that powers your weapon?”

“Ah, we have one who thinks himself clever. Remember, I have struck down my foes.” Aenflynn chuckled. “I truly have little more need for the chair. If you take my pact, I will keep my weapon, true, but what good is a weapon if one’s enemies are already dead? The throne will become one of my many trophies in that case. But… why even consider that? Make peace with me. That way, I keep my weapon, your people are saved, and I might be persuaded to even use the throne to help all of you on your journey to find a new land. Uldar guided your ancestors, and his power will guide you… while I guide it. Think of it. The Ravener wins. You win. I win. Or…”

He spread his hands.

“…we could all start trying to tear each other apart like angry bears fighting over a piece of fish. You will lose, and—even if you do not—the battle will cost you dearly. So choose. And choose wisely.”

Alex glared at the fae lord, projecting an image of hate and anger.

He wanted Aenflynn to think he’d gotten the better of him. He’d⁠—

“Oh, by the way,” the fae lord interrupted the thought running through Alex’s mind, “when we negotiate, you—” he pointed at Alex “—will stay out of it. I am aware of how tricky Fools and Generals can be. And it looks like you all have come back into your full strength. I’d rather deal with someone a bit more honest. So you, Drestra, I will speak with you.”

“Why me?” the Sage demanded.

“Because, I have you to thank for all of this.” He chuckled. “If it weren’t for your suggestion to take Ravener-spawn instead of mortal children to reinforce my armies, I would not have started thinking outside of the little box I’d crafted for myself. Thank you! Now and then, the young can teach us old creatures some new tricks!”

“Perhaps, but I think that the old can still learn from those even older.” A deep voice joined the conversation.

Aenflynn looked at Baelin sharply, as did the others.

“For example, divinity and fae magic can both view things from vast distances.” Baelin stepped forward. “It is how many pantheons view the daily lives of their followers.”

“It is how Uldar, my old friend, watched Thameland from his sanctum.” Aenflynn nodded contentedly.

“You are correct!” Baelin laughed. “As a matter of fact, I studied his viewing room. Including…” Malice dripped from his words, “how to track such power back to its source.”

Aenflynn’s smile dropped.

“Your palace was hidden well,” Baelin said. “But your tricks are old ones, and I know the old ways well. Interesting parley, by the way. Why don’t we conduct this discussion in person?”

The chancellor looked at Alex. “Find the Ravener. I will show you the way to Aenflynn’s palace. You will not be able to miss it. Happy hunting!”

There was a surge of mighty teleportation magic.

Baelin disappeared.

Then the ground began to shake.

“What?” Aenflynn’s image growled. “What did you bring with you? I will extract a blood price from your bones⁠—”

Waves of fire bathed the effigy partway through its sentence, destroying it utterly.

Drestra—now in dragon form—closed her smoking jaws. “That felt better than you could imagine.”

Before anyone could respond, the earth shook even harder.

“Everyone, grab on to me!” Alex shouted.

Many hands—as well as Brutus’ jaws and the tip of one of Drestra’s talons—touched the young archwizard, and he teleported the group a mile into the sky.

Far below—where the party had stood a moment earlier—the forest rose up, shaped in a titan’s hand, the ground trembled as earth and stone morphed into fingers.

In the middle of its palm was the fae gate, and the round table and chairs that Aenflynn had created. With an earth-shattering noise, five titanic fingers abruptly closed, crushing everything in their grip.

“I’m glad I wasn’t down there!” Thundar called.

“But we are still not safe yet!” Merzhin shouted. “Divine energy is gathering around… wait…” He looked around. “Uldar’s power was just filling the air around us, now suddenly, it is fading. Why? What could⁠—”

“Look!” Therea shouted, pointing to the distance.

Far to the north, a blinding light as brilliant as a living sun being born, flashed. It was followed by a crack of thunder. The earth bucked, releasing a shockwave that swept outward, ripping apart tree branches, lashing the companions in a fierce wind.

“What in the world was that?” Bjorgrund shouted.

“I would guess that would be the chancellor!” Isolde cried over the wind.

“Well, I think I know why the divine energy decreased!” Merzhin shouted.

“Hell of a distraction,” Hart said, his voice dropping as the wind died.

“Yeah, and one hell of a signal too.” Alex blinked away the after-image of the blinding light and squinted into the distance.

“I sense wondrous violence for me to take part in.” Asmaldestre’s words cut into Alex’s ears. The others winced.

“We need you,” the young archwizard said. “We need to find the Ravener and we’re going to have to concentrate on that. We have to stick to the plan.”

“Najyah can see what is happening over there, but not very clearly,” Khalik cut the others off. “There is a thick mist in the distance, but she can see Baelin’s magic breaking through the mist. Behind it is… a castle. Perhaps the Ravener is there.”

“Um… my friends…” Claygon interrupted Khalik. “Look around us… all around us…”

The companions tore their attention away from the distant battle.

“Oh shit,” Alex muttered.

They’d been so tunnel-visioned on Aenflynn, they hadn’t noticed the gathering Ravener-spawn.

Thousands of monsters, moving through Och Fir Nog, marching along the fae roads and pouring through the fae gates.

Dungeons had formed near the gates, and many were different from those found in Thameland.

These were not grand complexes buried underground like immense ant nests. These dungeons were open to the air: yawning holes in the earth that looked like craters of throbbing flesh. From the centre of each crater, Ravener-spawn were being birthed—dozens at a time—clawing their way to the nearest fae gate soon after.

“Look at that!” Thundar cried, pointing to the west.

In the distance, an immense crater shuddered, birthing a titanic humanoid monster like those in Alex’s vision. The creature rose to its full height—towering above all else—then purposefully stepped into a nearby fae gate and vanished from Och Fir Nog.

Through another fae gate, Ravener-spawn transported dozens of dungeon cores, bringing more of the monster-spawning black orbs into the material world.

“They’re endless…” Drestra’s voice crackled. “And they’re coming from everywhere…”

“I had hoped we could simply follow where the Ravener-spawn were emerging from, and use that to lead us back to their master…” Khalik scowled. “But it seems the construct is clever: it is not creating a clear path for us to follow.”

“Bloody hells, what’re we supposed t’do, then?” Cedric cursed. “Search all o’ Och Fir Nog? How big is this bloody place?”

“Very,” Drestra said. “It’s not as big as Thameland, but we’d still be searching for a long time, trying to find a single dungeon in a big enough realm.”

“We don’t have a long time,” Hart remarked, looking at Alex. “What do we do, fearless leader?”

The world slowed down around Alex, streams of consciousness focusing on different clues.

What did they know?

They knew for sure that Aenflynn had the throne. He’d said as much… but what hadn’t he said?

He didn’t say that the Ravener was with him.

He hadn’t said where the Ravener was.

And he hadn’t said where Uldar’s body was.

What else did they know?

Baelin found Aenflynn’s castle, so they knew its location. They had a map of the fae roads, which they could use to guide them through Och Fir Nog.

They did not know what dangers this fae realm would hold… or if the inhabitants would be hostile. They did know that breaking Och Fir Nog’s laws would be a problem for Drestra, Cedric, and Hart, though they didn’t know exactly how.

Where did that leave them?

A plan formed in Alex’s mind.

The world sped up around him.

“Alright, we need to split up for a bit,” Alex said. “Cedric, Hart, Drestra? You could be in a lot of trouble if you break any of this land’s laws, so we need you to avoid harming any fae or destroying anything that’s not Ravener-spawn.”

“Right, so what does that mean exactly?” Hart asked.

“I want you to take Merzhin, teleport then fly around Och Tir Nog, while our Saint here tries to sense any traces of Uldar’s divinity.” The General looked at the Saint. “Aenflynn said he had the throne, but he didn’t say he had the body. There’s a chance that the Ravener has it.”

“A good thought… Perhaps Aenflynn even secured the Ravener’s aid by giving it its creator’s body,” Merzhin proposed.

“Yeah, good thinking. Even more reason to assume the Ravener has his body. And if it doesn’t? Then we still need to find that body: it’s still a focus for Uldar’s divinity and we can’t just leave it in enemy hands.”

“So we go around, stick to the sky, and look for the old bastard’s corpse,” Hart said. “Sounds good to me. Should we kill any Ravener-spawn we find that’s airborne?”

“Yeah, we should,” Alex said. “Just try not to use too much mana and stamina.”

“Aye, sounds like a plan, then,” Cedric said.

“Agreed,” Drestra’s voice crackled.

“What about the rest of us?” Theresa asked. “Are we with you?”

Alex shook his head, pointing at a nearby fae gate. He looked at Khalik. “My friend, do you think you can bury those gates with your earth magic?”

The prince looked down at one appraisingly. “With ease.”

“Good.” Alex looked at his companions. “Then I want Khalik, with Najyah, Theresa, Brutus, Bjorgrund, Thundar, Isolde, Grimloch, Claygon, and Asmaldestre, to go around and destroy as many fae gates as you can find. We need to cut off the Ravener-spawns’ routes to Thameland and bottleneck them as much as possible. That won’t stop Aenflynn’s fae from taking Ravener-spawn through to Thameland, but it’ll slow the enemy down.”

“Heh.” Grimloch grinned. His armour—a massive suit taken from Uldar’s armoury—gleamed. “We didn’t make no pact with this Aenflynn, so we don’t have to worry about any laws.”

“Exactly,” Alex said.

“What about… you… Father?” Claygon asked.

“I can teleport the fastest and the most out of all of us,” Alex said. “I’m going to turn invisible, summon a lot of astral engeli, and spread them throughout Och Fir Nog. I’ll be trying to find the Ravener and Uldar’s body.” The archwizard squinted to the north. “I also want to take a closer look at that battle. If there’s a way I can get to Uldar’s throne past Aenflynn and do something to it… Aanyway, well, that’s the plan. Let’s start moving. The Ravener should be having some problems any time now, and I want to take advantage of that before it finds a way to adjust.”

“What?” Drestra asked. “What do you mean? Did you do something to it?”

“Not directly.” Alex smiled.

Hobb’s words returned to him.

“But it’s making a lot of dungeons… which means it should be getting a nasty surprise soon.”


Chapter 50


Courage



The Ravener rippled with power.

Dungeon cores swarmed from its black surface and into the waiting claws of its Ravener-spawn. The creatures darted away, taking the orbs from the lair and through the tunnels, transporting them so new dungeons could be built near their ally’s gates or carried to the material world where they could make dungeons in Thameland.

The feeling it was having was invigorating. How many thousands of years had passed since it revelled in its true strength, not having to constrain its full arsenal of apocalyptic monsters.

Yes, this would be the end of Thameland.

‘This is a trial you will fail,’ the construct thought as it drew on its vast reserves of power, transforming the Thameish fear into monsters spawned right from the peoples’ nightmares. ‘You will not be able to stop me. My armies are endless and yours are… are…’

The Ravener’s thoughts paused.

Something was wrong.

Something was very wrong.

Deep within its core, it could feel its power lessening as it spawned its many monsters and dungeon cores… but that should have been impossible.

The amounts of terror flowing from Thameland should have provided an endless tide of power for the construct to draw upon.

Yet, its energies were decreasing.

Why?

The Ravener reached out, probing its energies, discovering something so unexpected that its thought processes froze for a time.

‘The mountain of fear from the creator’s people… where is it? There’s very little flowing to me!’ it thought. ‘This is impossible! This is a time of culling! I have unleashed my most powerful servants, yet the amount of fear coming from the mortals is low! Hardly any feeds me! What is happening?’

Frustration rose as the Ravener was forced to slow its output.

The flow of dungeon cores and monsters springing from its form slowed to a fraction of what it had been.

Meanwhile, the construct struggled to understand what changed.

All the while, that stirring sensations that had started earlier… continued to grow, hovering just beneath its notice.
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“I’ve never felt so alive!” an elven mercenary shouted. Laughing wildly, he stabbed his thin sword through the gaps in one of the eight back-legs of a Ravener-spawn—piercing its innards repeatedly.

With a gurgle, the creature toppled, and the elf—alongside the horde of raucous mercenaries around him—surged ahead, slaying at will, using weapons still glowing from the General of Thameland’s mighty spell.

Nearby, King Athelstan cut through four chitterers with a single stroke of his divine sword, leaping over their bodies and setting upon a gibbering legion. He balanced on the ooze-like spawn’s many shields, stabbing downward, his blade cutting through a stolen buckler, letting both Uldar’s divinity and the power of Alex Roth’s mighty spell devastate the monster’s essence.

The creature withered, dying with a wheezing cry.

Athelstan couldn’t help but grin as the power of the archwizard’s magic flowed through him. All around, the General’s elite mercenaries and Thameland’s soldiers had been transformed into efficient instruments of death by the spell: Army of Heroes.

They were stronger.

Faster.

Tougher.

They seemed unstoppable, and were driving the monsters before them, marching through the streets of Ussex, leaving broken Ravener-spawn in their wake. Above, Ezerak Kai’s monsters, as well as Alexander Roth’s summoned creatures, brought any flying Ravener-spawn out of the sky and to their deaths.

Circumstances had changed for the better.

Yet, for all the magical and physical gifts the General’s spell granted, those things couldn’t compare to what it’d done for the army’s hearts, minds, and souls. When monsters threatened them, the soldiers did not baulk. When knights were stopped by powerful Ravener-spawn, their squires did not pause, instead avenging their masters’ killers in turn.

No matter what the Ravener-spawn did, the courage of the Thameish fighters did not wither.

The king’s heart thundered in his chest, as steady as if he were riding through the countryside on a summertime hunt. Army of Heroes had enhanced their weapons and bodies with magic, but most importantly…

It freed them from the fear in their hearts.

With an unwavering smile, the king raised his sword.

“Onward! Onward to victory! For the Traveller! For Thameland!”

“For the Traveller! For Uldar! For Thameland!” His soldiers bashed their weapons against their shields.

Before them, the Ravener-spawn recoiled.

And the king’s smile broadened.

It was the monsters’ turn to be afraid.
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‘To fear something?’ Registrar Hobb had said to Alex. ‘Well, that grants power to many beings in the universe.’

The young archwizard had never forgotten those words.

“Army of Heroes is a ninth-tier spell that I took from Brightfire University,” he explained to his companions. “It’s an incredible spell for battle, since it turns armies of ordinary fighters into fearless ones, their weapons become powerful and magical, and it grants the wielder strength, speed, stamina, and toughness.”

He pressed his hand to his heart. “But it also fills a warrior’s heart with courage. The Ravener draws power from fear, doesn’t it?”

“Oh shite!” Cedric’s eyes went wide. “Yer bloody starvin’ it!”

“Exactly,” the General continued. “And if I’m right, that should buy us some time. Now, I couldn’t cast Army of Heroes on every soldier in Thameland, so the Ravener’s still going to have some fear to feed off of… but I bet it’s going to be a lot less than what it’s expecting.”

“As long as it doesn’t adjust its tactics,” Merzhin said. “Good thinking, Alex. How long will the spell last?”

“A few hours,” he said. “And I have enough power to teleport back there and recast the spell when it wears off, but if we’re stuck in combat at the time…”

“You will not… be able to disengage…” Claygon said. “You can’t be in multiple places… at once…”

“As much as I wish I could be, you’re exactly right, buddy,” Alex said.

“Then we’d better hurry and shut those gates down,” Bjorgrund said.

“And find that corpse,” added Hart.

“And the Ravener,” Alex finished. He gave the others a nod. “Watch yourselves, everyone. Regenerate your mana and keep yourselves safe.”

“Be careful, Alex,” Theresa said.

“I will. If any of you run into trouble, teleport back here. Claygon, if you need backup, contact me. I’ll check in on all of you when I can.”

“Right, good huntin’,” Cedric said.

“Good hunting,” Alex replied, and teleported away.

Raising his staff, the young archwizard appeared a dozen miles away, flying high above a small lake situated beside an idyllic fae village. Below, he spotted tiny figures going about their business, seemingly without a care in the world, walking between houses shaped from giant mushrooms. Meanwhile, his people were fighting for their lives and dying.

Alex grimaced, fighting down a wave of anger as he cast invisibility on himself. In his hand, the aeld staff radiated waves of concern.

“I’m alright,” he whispered, conjuring an astral engeli. “Just have to remember to stay focused. Our kingdom’s gone on for thousands of years not knowing that its god was rotten. I have no idea if people here are just as oblivious to what’s really happening around them, so I can’t just start blowing up random fae.”

He turned away from the village, fixing his eyes on the astral engeli that appeared in front of him, quickly casting invisibility magic on her as well as True Seeing on himself.

“Greetings again, archwizard.” Her partly transparent form bowed. “What task do you require of me?”

“The same one we’ve been working on this entire time,” Alex said. “We still need to look for strong traces of divinity anywhere around. I need you to sense for it, and show me any you find.”

“Of course, archwizard,” she said. “Will you be summoning my kin to join the search as well?”

“Absolutely.”

The world slowed.

He cast Summon Astral Engeli five times, rapidly following the spells with five more castings of invisibility. The five engeli instantly appeared, looking partly transparent to his True Seeing spell. He explained the task he had for the celestials.

“We’ll be splitting up,” Alex said. “I need multiple places searched.”

He spoke to the first Astral Engeli he’d conjured. “You and I will be going to the north, where that battle is—” The young archwizard pointed to the apocalyptic scene of lights and earth-shaking explosions happening in the vicinity of Aenflynn’s castle. “There’s something I need to confirm there.”

“Understood.” She bowed. “We will serve you, archwizard, for we feel that your purpose is true… but I should warn you. There is a terrible cascade of violent divinity in that direction. To go there will be to risk your life.”

“And to also stand a good chance of ending all of the chaos consuming my kingdom,” Alex said. “We’re going, because we need to.”

“Very good, archwizard.” The engeli bowed once more. “I shall find the source of divinity for you.”

“Good. There’s going to be a lot of divine power being thrown around, but I want you to see if you can find the source.”

“Understood.”

“Then, we should go.”

Having the six engeli touch him, Alex teleported across Och Fir Nog, spreading them throughout the realm. Once he’d left five in different areas, he touched the first engeli he’d summoned, teleporting with her to Aenflynn’s castle… or at least a safe distance away.

“By the Traveller,” he swore.

Ahead, a cataclysmic battle was taking place.

Baelin floated in front of a castle partly shrouded in mist, both hands raised, casting spell after spell of the sort of magic that could shatter the greatest cities.

Storms of flame, light, and force ravaged the castle walls. Orbs of utter darkness pulled in everything around them. He summoned mighty demons with one hand and powerful engeli with the other.

Against most foes, his assault would have meant Aenflynn’s end.

But he was not fighting most foes.

As Alex floated closer—the engeli by his side—he spotted another figure floating above the castle.

There he was, Lord Aenflynn, no longer as an effigy, but in the flesh.

The fae lord’s robes billowed in the wind as he waved his arms in complex patterns, his lips puckered, whistling magical tones. Air shimmered around him—brimming with divine power—ready to be unleashed with a harsh note and a swipe of his arm.

Waves of divine light rushed at Baelin, demolishing everything near, whether living or not.

The battlefield warped as Uldar’s power worked to shift reality itself.

And Baelin fought back, raising his staff, speaking words of power that resonated throughout Aenflynn’s realm, severing the waves of divine light and letting reality return to its rightful form. As Alex and the engeli came closer—still cloaked in invisibility—he could see the fae lord grin.

“My, my, you are terribly strong.” Aenflynn laughed. “I am not sure if I would have much of a chance against you were it not for one very useful throne.”

“Thank you for your kind words.” Baelin smiled back, pointing his staff at the fae ruler.

A beam of dazzling light, crackling with force, shot from its tip.

Aenflynn waved a hand and whistled, making the beam strike an unseen barrier, then vanish.

“However, I do have the throne,” Aenflynn continued, giving another sharp whistle.

Alex watched the air around Baelin visibly contort, as though a bubble was forming around him. His form constricted—as if being crushed—before the archwizard teleported higher in the sky.

“You do have the throne,” the chancellor said. “But you assume I have not fought gods before. I have. And I still live. I have crafted many magics to counter the sort of power you have stolen. Too many think that deities wield unassailable might. Deities are mighty, but not indestructible, and their strength varies greatly.”

“It very much does,” Aenflynn replied, his voice oozing pleasantness. “But Uldar was very strong. He was no listless godling of commerce, or petty demigod of the harvest. He was a god of knowledge and battle, with his kingdom’s full support behind him. That is the power you now face. What I wield is not the strength of a puny god.”

“A fair point,” Baelin replied as easily as one having wine with an old friend. “But I am no puny wizard. I am a Proper Wizard, and I have slain mighty beings.”

“Have you? Ooooo, I am afraid, then!” Aenflynn laughed. “Why don’t we end this reasonably? I am old and mighty. You are old and mighty. There is no reason for either of us to spend time, blood, or our lives on a conflict in which we have no personal stake. I have no grudge against you. You have none against me. Leave this place… or even better, have a chat with me.”

“Indeed?” Baelin cocked his head. “Perhaps you are right. Let us go into your castle and discuss it.”

“Oh no. No, no, no.” Aenflynn shook his head. “That would take place at a later time. On neutral ground. I know better than to invite an archwizard into my personal bower.”

“Alright, this is far enough,” Alex whispered, stopping his engeli companion. “Please, tell me if you sense any sources of divinity nearby. Anything that could be fueling that fae’s power.”

Alex’s heart pounded in his chest as the engeli’s focus spread out. At any moment, he expected Aenflynn to turn toward him.

Then the engeli spoke, “Archwizard… I have found something. But you are not going to like what I sense.”


Chapter 51


Clash



“What is it?” Alex hissed, watching the two mighty beings in the sky staring each other down.

“Patience, I am making sure, archwizard,” the engeli said. “There is so much divinity in the air that I could err if I am not careful.”

“Alright, but—” Alex started.

The fae lord’s words interrupted him.

“Think of it. You seem to have power and wisdom,” Aenflynn said. “The young mortals spurned my offer, but I am a generous lord. I will give them another chance, and I think you might make them see reason. After all, wisdom often comes with age.”

“Not always,” Baelin countered. “Your friend, Uldar, he seemed most unwise to me.”

A flicker of displeasure crossed the fae lord’s face. “It is poor fortune to speak ill of the dead.”

“Oh?” Baelin cocked his head. “So you were truly friends?”

“Pardon?”

“I simply thought you had used him to your advantage, as many tricksters do.” The chancellor’s beard-braids clinked in the wind. “Though it seems you actually shared a bond of fellowship.”

“Of course.” Some of Aenflynn’s cheer faded. “Uldar was a friend. I did not approve of all of his decisions, nor did he approve of all of mine, but a friend he still was. What happened to him was monstrous. His body withered. His mind melted. It was a horror to watch, and he did not deserve it.”

“Did he not?” Baelin asked.

“No, he—” Aenflynn continued.

Alex’s jaw tightened; at any moment, he expected the fae to turn… or for something else to see him. Through the mist obscuring the fae lord’s castle, there were many more fae moving along the parapets and courtyards of the vast palace.

And many Ravener-spawn were among them.

“Yes… I have confirmed it now,” the engeli said, breaking Alex’s concentration away from Aenflynn’s conversation with Baelin. “There is a vast source of divine energy in the tallest tower of this castle.” Her barely solid hand pointed to a white tower rising from the centre of the palace.

“Good.” Alex was ready to call on the Traveller’s power. “But what’s the problem? You said you had something to tell me that I wouldn’t like.”

“There is a powerful divine ward placed around the source of divine energy… Even if someone as powerful as you were to enter, you would meet an unspeakable death,” the engeli explained.

“What if I teleported in?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Unspeakable.”

Alex resisted the urge to curse. Vilely. “How big is this ward?”

“Perhaps ten paces… or thirty feet across.” She observed the target carefully.

Alex narrowed his eyes, examining the tower’s width. He estimated it measured nearly thirty feet across. “He probably warded the entire room against intrusion. Is there a way to break such a ward?”

“Some very powerful magics can… or even a mighty form of divinity. But other than that…”

The young archwizard considered her words.

‘So it could be broken by powerful spells… but I don’t know any spells that break divine wards, and I didn’t see any spells like that in either Generasi or Brightfire.’ His eyes slowly drifted to Baelin. ‘Baelin would probably know magics that could get through, but he’s pretty focused on Aenflynn right now. Maybe Merzhin could find some way through? I’d have to ask and…’

Alex’s gaze drifted toward Aenflynn, reading the fae’s body language as he defended Uldar.

He was focused on Baelin… but not completely. The lord’s body was turned—just enough—to let him keep an eye on the tower.

‘He’s not letting his guard down. No way I want to chance bringing Merzhin here with him so cautious. He needs to be more distracted.’ Alex eyed both Baelin and Aenflynn. ‘I should let them fight a bit more. The longer Aenflynn fights Baelin, the higher the chances that he’ll tunnel-vision and let his guard down about the tower. Yeah, let’s let him think that Baelin’s the only one he has to worry about.’

Alex refocused on the engeli. “You said there was only one source of divine energy? Not two?”

She shook her head. “No, just one.”

The young archwizard’s heart fell. “There’s nothing else? Nothing else at all? And you are sure?”

“No, I am sorry, archwizard, there is⁠—”

The celestial’s eyes narrowed.

“What is it?” Alex asked excitedly. “Did you find it?”

“I did not, but I do sense a trail… a faint trail. I think it might be the path that the divine source took to reach this place.”

“Oh… That’s not going to help—” Alex’s eyes widened then. “Wait, can you follow the trail?”

“Most certainly, archwizard,” she said. “I could easily follow the path that the divine source took to reach this castle.”

Alex’s mind worked quickly. “Yes, do that. I have an idea.”

“—lack of gratitude,” Aenflynn was saying. “That is what plagued Uldar. The denizens of Och Fir Nog are grateful for my rulership. They do not forget all I have done for them. But mortals? Mortals forget. Or they die quickly. In both ways, they abandon their pacts and bonds.”

“And so you blame mortals for Uldar’s trouble?” Baelin began to chuckle. And soon his laughter grew until it was thundering through the skies. “Come now, you are more intelligent than that… At least, that is what I assumed. Child, Uldar was largely responsible for his own fate. Were it not for his pride and his excessive self-assurance, he might have survived his poisoning. But we are not here to talk about dead gods. Reflect on something for me, you know that anger you felt when I insulted your dead friend?”

“I cannot help but feel you are setting me up for something, but yes,” Aenflynn replied.

“Indeed. I was setting you up: if you consider the anger you felt when I spoke poorly of a corpse… how do you think I would react when you attempt to kill members of my school, my apprentices, and those I have grown fond of,” Baelin said.

“Ah,” was all Aenflynn said.

“Yes. Ah.”

Baelin raised his staff.

Aenflynn whistled, raising his arms.

The air exploded as Alex and the engeli flew away.

Behind them, an apocalyptic clash of mana and divine power unfolded.

But Alex paid little attention to their battle. He knew Baelin could handle things… What interested him was what lay ahead.

The archwizard and the celestial followed the path while violence spread through Och Fir Nog.
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There were at least a dozen hive-queens standing between Theresa and the dungeon.

Each gnashed their jaws together and scraped their scythe-like legs along each other’s bodies. Their insectile eyes were firmly fixed on the huntress.

She cracked her neck, raising the Twinblade.

Four phantom swords appeared, hovering around her as she walked forward, stepping over the bodies of Ravener-spawn she’d already dispatched. Nearby, the rest of her companions struck at the army of monsters around the fae gate, while Khalik cast earth magic to bury the mushroom circle.

She knew that battle would be well in-hand, so she’d decided to remove one more dungeon core from the field with Brutus. Beside the huntress, the cerberus—sheathed in his bone armour—padded along at her side, fangs bared and three growls rumbling in his throats.

Before them, hive-queens released chittering cries.

The one in the centre—a bit larger than the rest—pointed at them with a chitinous digit. “Mortalsssss… must… feaaaaaaar…”

The memory of those words actually stopped the huntress’s steps for a moment.

‘Humanssss… must… feaaaaaaar…’

Theresa remembered those same words being hissed at them by the hive-queen in the Cave of the Traveller at the start of their journey from Alric… which felt like a lifetime ago. Back then, she’d never seen anything so hideous or monstrous. At the time, the creature seemed indestructible, and so very deadly. Her arrows hadn’t been able to pierce its armour. Her great-grandfather’s swords—unawakened at that point—hadn’t even cut through the carapace of a single soldier silence-spider.

Trapped in the Cave with the enormous Ravener-spawn, all she, Brutus, Alex, and Selina could do was run, and try to make for the gate to the Rhinean Empire. If it hadn’t been for Alex’s quick thinking: the sacrifice of a fire-gem, and one of the Traveller’s portals to some volcanic realm, they would have died there.

‘Humanssss… must… feaaaaaaar…’

Back when that first hive-queen spoke those words, Theresa had been afraid.

Very afraid.

But now?

“Mortalsssss… must… feaaaaaaar!” the largest hive-queen screeched, rising even farther up with its centipede-like body looming over her and Brutus.

But now, its words meant nothing to her.

Neither did its size.

Nor its blades.

“I’m not afraid of you.” The huntress cocked her arm back. “I was once the prey of one just like you. Now you’re the prey. Let me show you why you should have run.”

Planting her left foot on the ground, she put her whole body into her throw.

One half of the Twinblade spun through the air, steel flashing. Flying fast. So fast, the hive-queen didn’t even twitch before the blade reached its chitinous skull, entering one of its eyes.

It shrieked, rearing back.

Theresa was suddenly there, standing on its shoulder, her hand clasping the hilt of the blade.

The hive-queen froze, as did the other ones around it.

“You should have feared. Now you die,” the huntress said.

She ripped the sword from its skull, turning into a whirlwind of slashing blades, both steel and phantom. Where once the Twinblade could be deflected by a silence-spider’s carapace, now it sliced through the hive-queen’s chitin like it was moving through water.

The creature’s body was shredded into segments, bits of it sailing in all directions under the force of Theresa’s blows, and she was already leaping onto the next one before the first one’s torn corpse had fallen.

A single slash took the next hive-queen’s head, while her other blades diced its body.

This spurred the others to attack.

‘Ten left,’ she thought.

They loomed around her, swarming.

She dove for the ground, leaping off the falling corpse.

Another hive-queen sprang, but Brutus unleashed his cones of sonic energy, stopping it cold, waves of sound smashing its body, cracking carapace, turning innards to slurry.

He leapt on another, jaws tearing, bone-spikes sinking deep in its body.

‘Eight,’ the huntress counted mentally, darting among the centipede-like bodies of the other queens.

The Twinblade severed legs and slashed through chitin. Phantom blades carved into carapaces.

Monsters swiped at her, but seemed to be moving like snails compared to her. She split limbs that came too close, the Twinblade smoothly cutting through Ravener-spawn.

One more fell.

‘Seven,’ she thought.

Another.

‘Six.’

Brutus tore a monster apart.

‘Five.’

A double slash.

‘Four.’

Another.

‘Three.’

The remaining creatures looked fearful, recoiling from her, turning to grab the dungeon core and flee.

Theresa shot forward like a ballista bolt, blades held in front of her. She caught a hive-queen’s back, the phantom swords spinning around her like a storm.

The huntress carved through the Ravener-spawn’s body, bisecting it as she landed on the other side.

‘Two.’

Down the crater of pulsating flesh she ran.

The dungeon core was just ahead.

She raised her blades, lashing out, the Twinblade carving into the black orb.

She whirled about, ready to end the last two monsters. There was no need.

Brutus stood over their corpses, heads tilted back, his howls reaching the sky.

She smiled. “Good boy, but we have more work to do.”

Charging out of the crater, she made for the fae gate.

There, her companions were just finishing up, with Khalik burying both the mushroom circle and the last of the Ravener-spawn.

“Next!” he cried.

Things were going well.

One fae gate was closed, and she had killed twelve hive-queens, that each—once upon a time—could have torn her to ribbons many times over. And she hadn’t taken a single scratch.

“I just hope the others are okay too,” she whispered, leaping into the air. “Alex, Cedric… Drestra… everyone. Be safe. We can get through this.”

She joined the others as they teleported to the next mushroom circle.


Chapter 52


A Path that Ages You



“And the wind rose when he called upon it,” Merzhin’s voice echoed through the sky.

Uldar’s divine power flowed through his soul.

Ahead of him, the other Heroes fought Ravener-spawn in a sky filled with the monsters.

Blood-draks and blood-hydras.

Spear-flies and hives-as-one.

All swarmed around them.

All screaming for the Heroes’ blood.

But the Heroes weren’t about to oblige them.

On Merzhin’s left, Hart Redfletcher blurred; the Saint’s alert eyes could barely follow him. Any Ravener-spawn coming within reach of his blades died.

It made no difference how big or small they were: a single strike from one of his swords split them in two.

On Merzhin’s right, Cedric was doing much the same.

Every strike from his morphic weapon or axe made for less Ravener-spawn. His mouth whispered miracle upon miracle, while a twitch or slight movement of his body cast spells.

He filled the sky with holy light and explosive force magic, crushing Ravener-spawn by the number.

But—for all the Champion and Chosen’s devastating moves, these were merely a distraction.

All the while, Drestra and Merzhin were preparing the finishing blow. Floating above the Saint, Drestra’s draconic form twitched, casting Control Winds. She drew in a deep breath, flame glowing in the depths of her throat.

Merzhin raised his hands higher. “When the wind answered him, he guided it against the invading ships that had come to Thameland’s shore. And he said, ‘Begone, invaders! The wind brought you to my land, and so let the wind turn against you now! But let it harm none of my people!’”

Divine power exploded from him just as Drestra unleashed fiery breath into her tornadoes. The might of Merzhin’s miracle melded with the dragon’s spell and fire breath; flames burned hotter and brighter, her whirlwinds growing stronger.

As one, it all exploded. Magical and divine winds spread among the Ravener-spawn, bringing fiery death to the monsters.

Each one touched by the flames melted away, their bodies instantly turning to fuel, stoking the flames. Roaring winds lashed their kin, bathing them in the inferno: flesh, bone, and blood monsters turned to ash.

The burning wave of death kept spreading, lighting up the skies.

Spear-flies and hives-as-one died.

Blood-draks and blood-hydras died.

They were incinerated in droves, leaving only clouds of ash drifting down onto Och Fir Nog. Far below, Merzhin could see fae pointing toward the cataclysm in the sky. Most fled to hidey-holes and burrows.

While the braver ones merely stood, pointing and gaping.

“Got ’em.” Cedric took a deep breath. “That’s another bunch that won’ b’gettin’ t’Thameland.”

“Yeah, but there’s more of ’em. Look over there.” Hart pointed to the south.

In the distance, a fire cloud was emerging from a fleshy dungeon-crater—being spawned from a dungeon core—rising to fill the air… When suddenly, it vanished.

“What? That was the same kind of fire swarm we fought!” Merzhin cried. “But where’d it go?”

Drestra snarled. “I think I saw some fae over near the fire cloud.” Her reptilian pupils narrowed to slits. “I think they took those Ravener-spawn to Thameland.”

“Shite!” Cedric swore. “Feels like no matter how bloody many o’ them things we kill, there’s always more gettin’ through t’our homes!”

“At least Alex’s plan seems to have worked,” Hart rumbled. “There’s less Ravener-spawn than there was before. Seems they’re slowing down.”

“But not slowing down fast enough,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “There’s still thousands spawning throughout Och Fir Nog. Too many for us to completely get rid of.” She looked at Merzhin. “Can you sense anything? Any sources of divine power?”

The Saint shook his head, his frustration rising like bile in his chest. “No, nothing at all.”

“Shite!” Cedric swore. “Then we gots t’keep lookin’.”

“Calm,” Hart said. “Alex and his summons are out there looking too. We’re going to find it.”

“Aye, but when?” the Chosen snapped. “If we don’t…” He lowered his voice, “Never mind. Jus’ worried, that’s all, an’ I ain’t happy ’bout bloody Aenflynn gettin’ one over on us. Anyway, never mind ’im fer now. Let’s keep lookin’.”

“We will find it,” Merzhin said. “We will.” He looked up. “Traveller… Hannah… Carey. Please guide us in our journey around these strange lands. Guide us to where we need to be.”

“Aye, spare some help for us,” Cedric prayed too. “Come on, let’s start teleportin’. The longer we take, the longer folk gotta hold out. An’ I don’ wan’ t’keep ’em waitin’. I’m sure they ain’t havin’ a real good time right now.”
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Kybas was having the time of his life.

“Don’t worry, he’s Harmless!” The little goblin cackled as Harmless lunged at a bone-charger.

The half-grown titanic crocodile’s jaws clamped on the Ravener-spawn’s bone-armoured skull.

A sharp crack followed, and the monster’s skull split.

Harmless shook the corpse around for a bit before tossing it against the tunnel wall and lunging for another.

All the while, Kybas—and a line of wizard-warriors—cheered the familiar on, enjoying the sight of him wreaking havoc on the monsters coming at them.

Watchers and Generasian volunteers were in the tunnels beneath Greymoor, defending them.

Kybas stood among the mercenaries and wizards, all doing their best to hold back the tide of monsters. The creatures were everywhere, though Kybas had little fear. After all, he’d spent years, and lots of coin, love, and time raising his familiar. A familiar that killed monsters.

And killing monsters at the moment, Harmless most certainly was.

Still far from fully grown, the young crocodile outweighed even the largest bone-charger, was much stronger, and would have been stronger still—even if he didn’t have Kybas’ enhancement spells coursing through him. Watching him fight the attacking spawn, was like watching a giant trampling a child’s sandcastle.

His lashing tail cracked spines.

The spawn’s sharp teeth and claws slid off his force armour and reinforced hide like rain.

And every snap of his jaws shattered bone and severed limbs.

The croc spit out half a chitterer, sending the creature’s twitching corpse rolling along the ground, coming to rest beside a certain swiftling, who was doing what he did best.

Hunt monsters.

“By my fae ancestors, remind me to never get on his bad side!” Ripp shot through the legs of charging Ravener-spawn, his magical blade flicking all around him, opening dozens of wounds in the creatures’ hides.

Kybas only laughed in response, casting a spell and conjuring a strange, fungal-puffball to his right hand. The goblin’s laughter grew louder when he cocked his arm back, planted his lead foot, and hurled the puffball deep into the tunnel.

It exploded in a cloud of spores.

Every Ravener-spawn caught in its radius stopped, blinded by the thick dust, sneezing, hacking, gagging.

Soon they began flailing, panicking, and gasping for breath as heaps of mushrooms erupted from their bodies, covering their skin, growing from their eyes, filling their mouths and throats, stopping their breaths.

By the time the hapless creatures stopped moving, they’d turned to piles of multicoloured fungus.

Kybas laughed even louder at the sight before catching his breath and warning his familiar, “Remember, Harmless, those aren’t the tasty shrooms that you like! But I’ll give you all the delicious mushrooms you want after this is over! They’ll make you grow even bigger and stronger.”

Ripp stared at the giggling goblin as he finished off another Ravener-spawn. “…Remind me not to get on your bad side either. I’ve fought in the hells, but I have to admit, you’re scaring me!”

The goblin’s laughter grew even wilder as explosions from above ground shook the tunnels.
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“Give them another!” Professor Jules shouted. “I want them turned to dust!”

“Launch!” Watcher Hill echoed the command.

Wind whipped across the battlefield, dispersing particulates and billowing smoke. Many of the moors around the Castle had been flattened to blackened craters.

But still, the Ravener-spawn kept coming.

And the defenders of Greymoor punished them for it.

Another chaos bomb released from a ballista arched through the air to land among a horde of Ravener-spawn swarming from the south.

Another sun turned night to day.

Another mushroom cloud rose above the land.

Professor Jules gritted her teeth, wavering against the shockwave as the horde was obliterated to nothingness. She glanced down at the crates lining the wall. So far, they still had plenty of chaos bombs left.

Plenty… if this were any normal battle.

“More coming through the smoke!” a spotter cried, flying above the Research Castle’s central keep with three other spotters, each watching one of the four cardinal directions. “And there’s another titan with them… No, wait! Two! There’s two this time!”

“Another horde from the east!” shouted another spotter, tension in her voice. “This one has three of those big air-shooters coming at us!”

“Northern horde’s getting closer, and they’ve got spear-flies coming in from above.”

“A petrifier just got in range of my True Seeing! Petrifier and Hunters approaching the west wall!”

“I want that petrifier disintegrated!” Watcher Hill shouted. “Summon monsters to eliminate anything in the sky!” She looked at Professor Jules. “Permission to bomb the eastern horde?”

“Granted.” Professor Jules scowled at the oncoming monsters.

“Launch the chaos bomb to the east!” Watcher Hill bellowed.

Another launch. Another explosion.

Disintegrating beams struck the petrifier as it entered the range of the Watchers on the wall, the creature vanished with an abrupt shriek. Fireballs exploded among the Hunters accompanying it, wiping out the screaming creatures.

Summoned air elementals and other flying monsters took to the skies, attacking and shredding swarms of spear-flies.

The Ravener-spawn were being kept at bay. For now.

“How do you think things are looking?” Professor Jules asked Watcher Hill.

“Well. For now.” The Watcher’s response was clipped, her eyes searching for potential threats. “The number of Ravener-spawn coming at us has dropped significantly. We’re going through less chaos bombs than I’d expected, and our mana’s holding out… so far; so we’re fine. As I said, for now. If those Ravener-spawn keep coming and increase suddenly, we could get into trouble. Is it time to use the circle yet?”

Professor Jules looked back at the summoning circle in the courtyard. “Not quite yet. I want to play that card only when we’re out of chaos bombs. It’s hard to predict how it would interact with the explosions. The chaos essence inside it could cause catastrophic results if it’s caught in one of the blast radiuses.”

“Right.” Watcher Hill nodded. “Then, it will be kept in reserve.”

As she spoke, the central keep’s main gates burst open.

“And speaking of reserves…”

From the open gateway marched dozens of Watchers: fresh reinforcements called through the teleportation circle at the university. Their cloaks whipped in the wind, their staves clicking against the courtyard stones as they marched forward.

Their eyes were looking straight ahead.

“Right on time,” Watcher Hill said quietly before announcing: “Reinforcements have arrived!” Her voice echoed through the Research Castle’s courtyard.

A cheer answered her.

Tired Watchers raised staves and swords, relief filling their eyes in anticipation of their comrades joining them.

A moment later, the air shimmered beside the Watcher captain, then the bald, one-eyed form of Gemini—leader of the Watchers—appeared.

Watcher Hill saluted. “Leader.”

Gemini saluted in return. “Watcher.”

“Gemini, I’m glad you’re here,” Professor Jules said. “We have things well in hand, but they could turn at any moment.”

“Our forces are tiring. We could use a watch change,” Hill added.

“Consider it done,” Gemini said.

“Gemini, could you do something for me?” Professor Jules asked. “Well, two things, actually.”

“Of course, Professor,” Gemini said.

“First of all,” Jules began, “I would like a group of Watchers teleported to Luthering. We haven’t had anyone to spare until now, and if things are dire there, I want anyone still alive teleported here to the Research Castle. Sir Sean Swift and I haven’t seen eye to eye lately, but still, I wouldn’t want to see him and his soldiers overrun and left to die alone.”

“Of course, it will be done,” Gemini said. “And the second task?”

Professor Jules looked to the south. “I want someone sent to Registrar Hobb’s office. The old devil might be able to be convinced that defending Greymoor falls under the terms of his pact. This land is university property and there are students here.”

“Of course,” Gemini said.

Professor Jules sighed, looking at the oncoming hordes.

Here she was, fighting the servants of a god… while hoping a devil might come to their aid.

‘The moment I met Mr. Roth, I lost control of my life,’ she thought. ‘I swear, if I live through this, I am never leaving my lab again. I think I’ve shortened my life by at least ten years walking this path.’
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“Archwizard!” the engeli hissed. “We’re coming to the end of the path. I do not sense the divine trail extending any farther ahead.”

Alex held his breath.

He prayed to the Traveller that he was right.


Chapter 53


Meteor



Alex had no idea how long they’d been travelling across Och Fir Nog.

Many minutes, but probably less than an hour.

They passed marching and spawning Ravener-spawn, new births slowed by his magic starving the Ravener of fear. For now. At least, for now.

As they flew onward, the fleshy dungeons fell away, leaving only remote fae villages, the land growing wilder. The trees were taller. The meadows were filled with thorny bushes.

The light seemed dimmer, though.

Soon, even those villages fell away, revealing a deep, labyrinthine wilderness.

And at last, the engeli whispered, “We’re coming to the end of the path. I do not sense the divine trail extending any farther ahead.”

“This must be where they entered the fae wild after they took the throne. Do you sense multiple paths?” Alex asked. “Like, did two divine sources travel along the trail we’ve been following, or just one?”

She shook her head. “Still only one, archwizard.”

“Let’s hope we find the second path,” Alex whispered. “There’s got to be another one.”

They flew above the wilderness until—at last—they came to the spot where the path began. It was in a little clearing deep in a dark forest, but was otherwise unremarkable. There was no sign of anyone having been around there in quite some time. No fae gate. Nothing.

Alex scanned the area. “Any other paths?”

“No,” the engeli said. “But I will fly nearer and have a closer look.”

“Wait… hold on for a minute…” The young archwizard’s eyes narrowed.

Something didn’t feel right.

The woods where they were, were quiet. Too quiet. The rest of Och Fir Nog had been alive with the sounds of combat, cries of Ravener-spawn and the movement of fae travelling between settlements. Alex had even noticed different fantastical beasts, similar in some ways to those native to Thameland: elk-like creatures ten feet tall at the shoulder, with bodies made of root, and antlers twisted from vines, birds glowing with strange witch-light, whose cries sounded haunted, like ghostly songs, plus other unique creatures he didn’t know the names of.

Yet around here, nothing stirred.

Nothing either resting, living, or dying.

There was nothing but the path, and it ended abruptly.

And what would one do if they were to follow such a path and find that it ended so abruptly?

“Land and investigate,” he whispered.

“What was that, archwizard?” the engeli asked.

“Hold on, I want to try something.”

He raised his hands.

The world slowed down.

His streams of consciousness concentrated, casting five ninth-tier spells at once.

Five castings of Shred Magic: an incantation that would tear apart any spells or magical effects within a targeted area, as long as the magic did not eclipse the caster’s own power.

He directed the spells at the clearing below and the forest beyond. Five Shred Magic spells exploded from the young archwizard’s body in waves of shimmering force, spreading over the wilderness.

There came a sound like glass shattering.

Magic was ripped asunder, destroying an illusion spell.

Below, the world shimmered, and what was once an empty forest was now revealed in its true form: a woodland teeming with Ravener-spawn and fae soldiers, crouched low, prepared for an ambush.

Monsters and soldiers froze as their cover was peeled away, their surprise attack thwarted.

The trap was quickly destroyed.

Fae magic cloaked in the clearing, activated. Grass briefly withered—turning to sludge—as the cursed magic was stripped entirely away, returning the flora to its normal state.

Then, the last bit of hidden magic drained away.

And…

“Archwizard!” the engeli hissed. “I sense another path! There was another divine source here that was taken elsewhere.”

A ferocious smile took Alex’s features.

Below, the fae looked around in alarm.

“We are under attack, send the Ravener-spawn—” a fae—a knightly-looking male in armour—began shouting.

The world slowed around Alex.

First, he cast Wall of Roiling Mana four times. That would seal them in. Then, he cast another spell.

He’d only need that one to finish what he was doing.

The world sped up again.

Mana poured from Alex’s being as the complex spell array formed in his pool.

Above the young archwizard, an ancient symbol of power formed, enhanced with soul rending power, then it fractured.

The air growled like menacing beasts.

Skies abruptly darkened, then brightened.

“That… that power!” the fae commander cried. “Everyone, scatter!”

Fae tried to flee, but in their fear…

…four walls of prismatic light sprang into being on all sides of them.

Several fae were too late to stop their momentum, they passed through the walls, their screams filling the air as Alex’s magic rampaged through their bodies. Wall of Roiling Mana created walls of mana, structured to disrupt and damage anyone’s mana pool if they tried to pass through them, showing them the effects the hard way.

Any fae who’d touched the walls instantly collapsed, bodies cracking, their own power turned against them, sent to rampage through them in a mana reversal.

Death quickly followed.

The fae leader despaired. “What is this? The mortals… how are they so powerful! Fly! Fly up⁠—”

He looked to the darkened sky.

It was shifting, brightening.

Then, a falling star appeared, streaking across the sky at horrifying speed.

It was huge, at least the size of a carriage, eliciting cries of fear, especially at the moment it began fragmenting and rained down on the forest below, wrecking trees, churning earth, pummelling Ravener-spawn and fae into paste.

A second heavenly body appeared a heartbeat later, this one nearly the size of the Roth family bakery.

It, too, broke apart, raining shards of burning rock onto trees, pulping more fae soldiers and Ravener-spawn.

“Alright, quickly, let’s hope the worst has passed!” their commander yelled. “Fly up now and… oh… oh, by the fae lords…”

A third meteor… another falling star was streaking toward them. The first two had been the prelude. This one was the true spell.

It was moving faster than the first ones… and it was much larger.

A mountain-like rock, the size of an entire Generasi city block, split into a deadly shower of building-sized fragments, concentrated on the forest below.

“We should go,” Alex said, touching the engeli and teleporting just beyond where the spell had automatically raised a barrier, meant to protect the land from its impact.

He and the engeli were a thousand feet away now, and could see the fae and Ravener-spawn rushing about, desperate to escape the meteor’s fragments that burned so blindingly bright, moved much too quickly, and were far too big for them to escape.

It impacted the forest, and the land within the barrier buckled. Even beyond the barrier, the sound was deafening. The terrible heat and pelting wind annihilated trees from the airburst.

Fire roared into the sky, ejecting hundreds of stones, rock shards, and debris through the air. Even building-sized chunks of earth and stone, free to collided with the scurrying forms below.

Clouds of dust wafted through the area within the barrier… slowly beginning to clear.

Revealing the devastation left in its wake.

The forest, the clearing, and the enemy army lying in wait, had been reduced to swirling heaps of dust within a crater of earth, tree bark, and stone, smouldering from the meteor’s tremendous heat.

‘If it weren’t for that barrier, I think a whole lot of Och Fir Nog would’ve been destroyed… No wonder the spell shields the surrounding area from some of the effects… Wait, oh by the Traveller, the barrier would also concentrate the pressure of the blast inside.’ He realised the spell’s greatest mercy for the world, was also its greatest punishment for its targets. ‘That spell uses a lot of mana, even for a ninth-tier spell, but it’s definitely worth it.’

He looked at the astral engeli, who seemed impressed, but unfazed.

‘I shouldn’t be surprised. She can only be conjured by ninth-tier spells, except for certain strange, old rituals,’ he thought. ‘She’s probably used to archwizards and the powers they call on.’

“Can you still sense that second divine path?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “It leads to the west, I can follow it as easily as the one we took to get here. Do you need to rest, archwizard, after the great amount of mana you used?”

Alex’s mana pools were generating more power at an incredible rate.

“I’ll be fine as long as I don’t use that kind of spell every five minutes.” Alex smiled. “Come on, let’s go.”

He kept close to the engeli.
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Aenflynn cursed. “Fall!” he shouted, whistling and wielding his old friend’s divine power.

The energy poured out; he willed it to turn this foul goatfolk inside out.

Contemptuously, the ancient spellcaster brushed aside the divine force with a quick word and a surge of mana so great, it would have buckled most fae lords at the knees.

Aenflynn could feel the life- and soul-withering magic, and barely managed to block in time with a quick whistle and the flick of his hand.

“Perhaps you should give up,” the horned menace said. “I cannot promise that you will live if you do, but your death will likely be swifter than if you insist on dragging out this inevitability.”

Aenflynn smiled. “Inevitability? I do not think so.”

He whistled once, and an existence-annihilating blast of divine power manifested, only to be instantly erased. The fae lord flicked his wrist, trying to alter reality to rid the area around him of mana, wanting to turn all non-fae flesh near him into weeping pustules.

But something, some kind of… magic, was restricting the divine force.

Limiting him.

“What are you doing?” Aenflynn demanded.

“As I stated before, I have fought deities and have constructed spells to make the battle more… sporting,” Baelin said. “None of this simply ‘willing me out of existence’ or ‘remaking the world to your advantage’ for you. My magic will limit you.”

“Clever.” The fae lord smiled, revealing his sharpened teeth. “My compliments to you! But such mighty magic cannot last forever.”

“It might or it might not, but that is irrelevant.” The archwizard smiled. “It simply needs to last long enough for me to send you off to the after-world.”

“Words are easy to spout.” Aenflynn’s knuckles cracked as he flexed his fingers. “But you will find that deeds are far more difficult to perform.”

He was about to strike out again when a blindingly bright light passed through the sky in the distance, shattering as it was falling.

A second falling star fell in the same way, impacting everything it struck.

Then another.

That third one held his attention.

A terrible impact shook the very realm to its core. Aenflynn could feel his teeth rattle through his connection to the land… and for a moment, rage nearly overwhelmed him.

He could feel a new scar on Och Fir Nog, one that would take much time to erase. Much time even by fae standards. Few dared to wound a fae lord’s territory directly.

Even fewer lived to tell of it.

But Aenflynn could only stymie his wrath.

The wizard before him was too dangerous to ignore, and too unpredictable to leave unchecked. He could not allow this ancient beastfolk near Uldar’s throne. If any of the mortals would be able to tear through his wards of divinity and fae magic, it would be him.

At least… it should have only been him.

When did the Thameish gain another archwizard for their cause?

“Who do you fight with?” the fae lord asked, eyes fixed on his opponent. “Such a spell is not within the grasp of a freshly whelped mortal mage. Even the Sage was not capable of such power when last I saw her.”

The archwizard’s chest swelled with pride and he stood a little straighter in his armour. “Archwizards begin their journeys into power by beginning as freshly whelped mages. Some walk the path to its culmination. Some run it… Others sprint it.”

Displeasure curdled in the fae lord’s soul.

This was unexpected. He’d expected power from these enemies, but nothing like this.

He resisted the urge to visibly turn his attention to the throne.

There was another card that would be played soon enough… but it needed time to be ready.

And for him to have that time, he would need his ally to remain alive.

With his connection to Uldar’s power, he whispered to the Ravener across the distance.

‘They are coming for you,’ he projected the thought. ‘I will hold them as long as I can, but you must prepare.’

The reply came shortly.

‘Adjustments are being made. The mortals did something to deny me the fear the creator wished for me to feed upon,’ the Ravener answered in Aenflynn’s mind. ‘But I will be ready. Victory is still within grasp.’

‘Let’s speed up our ability to grasp it, then,’ Aenflynn thought.

With a subtle twitch of his finger, the fae lord opened a divine channel to the Ravener. A tiny one.

One that a narrow flow of divinity could pass through.


Chapter 54


Maddening Shrieks



The power trickled in, helping… immensely.

Deep within the Ravener’s cavern, Uldar’s construct drank deeply of the energy that Lord Aenflynn had provided. Its flagging stores of strength began rising, allowing it to make adjustments within itself.

“Thank you,” the Ravener said. “Thank you for a taste of the creator’s power. Your aid will always be remembered.”

‘My pleasure,’ Lord Aenflynn answered. ‘Just hurry, this conflict I am involved in is not easy—Gah! I must concentrate! I must leave you to your fight.’

The Ravener felt the connection between itself and Uldar’s old friend abruptly end.

For a moment, the construct felt a… sensation… growing inside. A loneliness. Like a longing for something. Companionship. It understood that much. It’d felt it over the eons when it had not heard Uldar’s voice for some time.

Perhaps the creator’s old ally would make the passing of ages far easier to bear.

But to face those ages, the Ravener must win this battle.

It would not waste the gifts Uldar’s old ally was bestowing upon it. Drawing upon its reserves and the new channel of power, it adjusted its internal processes. Since the empowering fear had been hindered, it would no longer be able to produce an infinite supply of dungeon cores.

So, it must do with making less, and only focus on crafting cores that would make its most devastating monsters. Skystriders. Skyfire Swarms. Gale Makers. Spawn Knights.

And of course, the formidable creatures it had yet to unleash.

Living Cores.

All of these spawn would be its most elite forces. They would crush resistance and put the fear back into the mortals.

These elite monsters would also form its guards.

Soon, the Heroes would come.

Already, it could feel a Usurper nearing.

The final confrontation was inevitable.

“The trial moves to the next stage,” the Ravener’s surface rippled.

Spawn Knights exploded from the construct’s form; quick, vicious, and powerful servants: the perfect guards for its labyrinthine tunnels.

“Creator… if you are in the after-world… Then guide me. Spawn!”

Its words echoed through its vast chamber.

Its legions watched it eagerly.

“Go. Go into the tunnels and prepare. Soon, battle will come.”

With cries and bloodthirsty screams, the elite Ravener-spawn charged into the tunnels, making their way to their posts and ambush-points.

When the battle came, they would be ready.

And in the meantime…

The Ravener opened pathways of power to certain dungeon cores around the fae realm.
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“It’s real quiet,” Alex whispered.

“What was that, archwizard?” the engeli asked.

“Nothing,” he said, watching the forest below them intently.

Trees swayed, wind rustled their leaves, and the sounds of animals calling to each other reached them from below the canopy. The atmosphere no longer felt unnaturally quiet, to indicate a trap or illusion… but still, something was odd.

He looked around the wilderness, finding nothing obvious.

Not yet.

And that had been bothering him.

‘We’ve been following the path for a while now,’ he thought. ‘We should be getting closer to the Ravener, but where are its guards? Dungeons serving as outposts? Patrols? Why is it so damned quiet? There should be something guarding the area. Anything. I don’t like this…’

He called an army of summons, just in case. ‘I don’t like this at all.’
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‘I… like this…’ Claygon thought.

His lower arms stabbed his war-spear through a behemoth’s bone armour, impaling the creature from front to back. The monster howled, trying to pull the weapon free, but the enchanted tip was already doing its grim work, draining the life from it.

In heartbeats, the monster’s struggles slowed and its movements weakened. Bone armour loosened, as flesh withered within it.

A final ragged cough, and the monster was still.

Ravener-spawn surrounded the golem, looking to bring him down.

Bone-chargers attacked his iron form, damaging only themselves. Venom-walkers lashed the golem with their spiny, poisonous arms to no effect. Spear-flies tried piercing his metal form, only to break their own proboscises.

Claygon mostly ignored them, occasionally using his fists to knock some out of his way or trample others beneath his iron feet. Monsters swarmed from above, and he raised his upper arms and unleashed the full wrath of his fire-gems.

The air above him exploded as the fire-beams struck his attackers, blowing them apart in chaos-laced explosions.

And he did not pause, except to say, “I… like this…”

He glanced at his companions as they made their way to the fae gate up ahead, fighting through hordes of Ravener-spawn, using spells and their might to thin the monsters’ numbers. Everyone pushed ahead, bent on reaching the closest fae gate to destroy it.

“Almost there!” Prince Khalik shouted, flying close behind the golem with Najyah circling him. Her master’s spells shot from her, rampaging through nearby Ravener-spawn.

“I like this…!” Claygon cut a gibbering legion in two with a single swing of his war-spear.

“You like what?” the prince called. He and Najyah turned to a pair of blood-draks flying toward them, shredding them with cones of crystalline shards.

“We are… winning!” Claygon shouted. “They… can’t stand against us… We used to have to run… and plan and sneak! Now… they can’t stop us! We’ve closed… a lot of fae gates!”

“Indeed, but there are more, and they can still travel to the material world if fae bring them there,” Khalik said.

“I know… this is not over… and things will get harder… but right now?” Claygon lanced a fire-beam through the air, striking a group of hives-as-one. The explosion annihilated the creatures. “Now… this is good!”

Stopping just ahead of the fae-gate, the iron golem fired his fire-beams, blasting the mushroom circle, destroying a cluster of hive-queens guarding it.

“Now is good!” Khalik laughed, flying beside Claygon. With a few twitches, he conjured a great wave of earth, having it rise then swoop down on the remains of the circle. The prince dusted his hands off as it was buried, and Najyah let out a shriek of victory. “But we must still be cautious, there is no telling when⁠—”

The earth exploded under Claygon’s feet.

The prince teleported him and Najyah away before a jet of earth and rock could mangle them.

Stone pelted Claygon, battering the golem as a massive Ravener-spawn rose before him, a creature with many holes in its carapace.

Atop its back rode a knight-like armoured Ravener-spawn, with eight bladed legs twitching, but the object it clutched in its clawed hand was what caught Claygon’s attention.

A dungeon core, one somewhat larger than the many the golem had seen before.

No… no, there was also something else different about it.

It pulsated, like a beating heart.

And started growing.

Claygon swung his war-spear at the knight-like Ravener-spawn, but the creature leapt clear of his reach at the same moment the hulking beast below it blasted him with a torrent of air.

The air-blast slowed Claygon, allowing the giant Ravener-spawn to scuttle backward.

The knight-like spawn emitted a chittering sound, “Something from our master!”

It tossed the dungeon core.

As the orb of darkness flew, it rapidly expanded. First, reaching the size of a goblin. Then becoming a similar width across as a grown man’s height. Then, Claygon’s height, and finally, eclipsing even that.

As it grew, the black, hardened substance covering it, began shifting.

Becoming softer. Flesh-like. Pulsating. Wet.

Rippling growths sprang up on its surface, rupturing to reveal masses of bulging eyes and hosts of gaping fanged maws, suspended on the ends of long, fleshy tendrils.

In the end, it became a jet-black creature of flexible flesh, measuring at least forty feet across and covered in bulging eyes and snapping maws. Four wings—each jetting flame behind them—burst from its form. They flapped once, sending it skyward.

“What in all the hells is that?” Thundar cried from nearby. The minotaur was flying above a group of silence-spiders, blasting them with force. His form was surrounded by illusionary duplicates.

The creature screamed, as if in response.

A maddening gibbering echoed from every mouth, striking the world in a wave of invisible power. It passed over the golem harmlessly, but…

…for the others…

“Arrrgh!” Thundar screamed.

The minotaur stopped midair, grasping the sides of his horned head. “It’s burrowing into my mind!”

All around, Claygon’s companions screamed, holding their skulls. Their eyes were squeezed tight and fingers dug long trenches into their flesh.

“No…!” the golem’s voice thundered. “Leave… them… alone!”

He struck out, launching a deadly beam of fire from his forehead gem, straight into the screeching orb.

The explosion broke the creature’s magic, and for a moment, Claygon’s companions recovered.

But the Ravener-spawn emerged from the explosion, scorched but still alive.

“Everyone… move away!” Claygon shouted.

“No!” cried Isolde from another part of the battlefield. “My will is not so weak as to shatter from this thing!”

She unleashed a spear of lightning at the creature—encased in liquid—arching it through the air, finding one of the creature’s wings. The monster shrieked again—flames sputtering to life within the wing’s membrane—yet it kept flying.

Flesh shuddered.

Spikes of stone flew from its hide like javelins, raining down at horrendous speed.

Cursing, the wizards teleported away—reaching for their warrior companions. The spikes fell, striking the earth, digging deep. Many crashed into Claygon’s iron form and detonated.

Explosions of fire and clouds of noxious gas burst from the spikes.

Claygon remained unharmed.

The creature’s bulging eyes rolled, many focused on the wizards as they reappeared several hundred feet away, scattered in all directions. But most of the Ravener-spawn’s gazes focused on the golem, clearly acknowledging him as a threat.

Its flesh rippled once again, and partly-transparent petrifiers sprang up along its form, dropping to the earth. The True Seeing spell Alex had placed on Claygon revealed the creatures, making stopping them as simple as catching fish in a barrel, and the golem did just that before they could even orient themselves.

The petrifiers turned their many eyes on him, but could only die when the fire-beams struck true, blasting them out of existence and exploding their detonating organs.

He flew at the giant Ravener-spawn, noticing its burnt body was beginning to heal.

‘Need to stop it… from… recovering…’ he thought.

Again, the golem unleashed a fire-beam from his central gem, striking the flying creature dead centre. The explosion drew another shriek from the beast. Claygon flew through the flames, levelling his spear at the burning creature as it shot more stone spikes at him. They exploded against the golem’s metal form, slowing him, but not stopping him.

With another cry, the enormous Ravener-spawn beat its four flaming wings, pulling away from the golem, gaining altitude.

Claygon simply cocked his upper left arm back, transferring the war-spear to that hand, and throwing the weapon with all his might.

It hissed, cutting through the air, embedding itself in one of the Ravener-spawn’s many eyes.

The eye split, foul black liquid poured out, the war-spear so deeply embedded in the creature’s body that it vanished within its bulk.

The monster wailed, shuddering, beginning to wither.

Its burnt flesh could not heal—Zonin-In’s weapon saw to that—absorbing the creature’s life force. Powerful wing-beats slowed. Claygon caught up to it.

His iron hands snapped into fists like battering rams, delivering heavy blows, pounding its flesh, stopping it cold.

Its mouths—at the end of their stalks—turned uselessly toward his iron surface. Claygon pulled them off like he was plucking rotten fruit from a tree.

The creature shrieked, trying to fight again, to unleash its maddening cries, but it might as well have been screaming at the wind for all the good that did.

It continued to wither. Its strength continued to wane. Soon its flesh had desiccated to the point where Claygon could see the end of his weapon’s haft protruding.

He twisted the war-spear in the Ravener-spawn, opening the wound wider, allowing him to reach inside.

Power gathered in his palm, the sound warning the monster of what was to come.

Its bulging eyes grew wider.

And Claygon released the fire-gem, directly into its body.

The beam of fire could not possibly miss its target, and the monstrous creature nearly doubled in size, light, heat, and flame roaring just beneath its skin’s surface. Flesh rippled, mouth-stalks flailed weakly, and ceaseless screeching sounded like the whine of steam escaping a kettle.

Then, it ruptured. The fire-beam exploded within the monster, tearing it asunder.

Flames wrapped the golem, licking at his iron form.

“I don’t know what you were… but that is the end for you…” he said before flying out of the burning explosion.

He froze as he emerged, looking around.

“Oh… no…”

More of the same Ravener-spawn were rising from the earth, transforming, turning into living dungeon cores.

Most turned their attention to his companions.

But some?

Some vanished, carried elsewhere by fae.

Carried to Thameland.


Chapter 55


A Land on Fire



Luthering was on fire. Thameish blood flowed between burning buildings as monsters stalked from structure to structure, feasting on soldiers caught by claws, flames, and fangs, preventing their escape.

“How did it come to this…” Sir Sean Swift whispered.

The battle started without warning.

The evening had been like any other, at first.

Soldiers were in the chapel, receiving blessings and hearing benedictions from their priests. Supper was being cooked in vast cook pots, and the knight considered tapping a cask of ale to fill the bellies of his warriors.

But all of that was forgotten, the peace viciously shattered.

From deep within Greymoor, an explosion had ended the calm. One so loud, he’d thought it was thunder at first. Soon after that, another boom followed, confirming it was not the weather threatening the outpost, but something else. He’d quickly donned his armour and was commanding his troops to be ready for trouble when the beasts started to pour from the forest.

Hundreds of chitterers and venom-walkers.

Then thousands.

They came on like a carpet of death, bursting out of the trees.

The alarm had gone up, but things turned bad very quickly.

Never had the knight seen so many Ravener-spawn at once—let alone fought so many—and though his soldiers and priests had made a desperate effort to hold their home, their dead began to pile up.

Not long after the attack began, mightier Ravener-spawn appeared.

Gibbering legions and the monstrous poison-spirits. The latter were the leaders of the venom-walkers: glowing, ghostly creatures of a jelly-like texture with writhing, barbed tentacles dragging beneath them. With such powerful creatures among the horde, it didn’t take the spawn long to overrun all of Luthering.

The fire had started in a building—how, exactly, Sir Sean did not know—and the chitterers wasted no time in grabbing burning debris and hurling it into the other buildings.

Flame soon consumed the village as his soldiers were pushed farther and farther into the town square.

Now the few survivors were making a final stand, desperate to hold out as long as they could.

They knew their deaths were near.

All Sir Sean could do was try to ensure they met proper deaths.

“Steady on! Steady on!” He raised his sword, chopping through the neck of a chitterer, even as he fended off a venom-walker’s spiny arms with his shield. “I won’t have any of us embarrassed when we get to the after-world! Give ’em everything you’ve got!”

His warriors roared, thrusting spears and blades into the oncoming horde. Chitterers cried out as steel spitted their chests, their hatred fuelling them. Even dying monsters spent their last seconds trying to pull their mortal opponents down with them.

“Sir Sean!” a priest cried. “In Uldar’s name, we should flee! Order a retreat!”

“To where?” the knight snapped, crushing a venom-walker’s head with a shield-punch. “All around us are Ravener-spawn, there’s nowhere to go! The horses are dead; we’re surrounded on all sides! We’d be cut to pieces, even if we could break through this horde! All we can do is stand, fight, and die! The only retreat for us is death! And we will make it such a death, and one of our own choosing!”

A roar rose up from the fighters, and they fought on… Though Sir Sean could see the growing fatigue in them.

All around, buildings were collapsing.

Beyond the flames, Sean could hear the screams of dying Thameish warriors as stragglers were hunted down by gibbering legions and the poison-spirits.

An enormous monster emerged, floating above the burning, skeletal remnants of the church, watching the clot of survivors struggling in the square.

“Poison spirit!” a soldier cried. “It’s coming this way!”

The glowing monster—strangely beautiful in the night—floated down from above the church, its tentacles dragging along the ground. Ravener-spawn parted before it.

“Attack!” Sean cried. “Arrows, bolts, and miracles into the thing! Don’t let it get close!”

Acknowledging the command, crossbow and bow-wielding archers launched missiles into the creature… doing little harm to the jelly-like body. Priestly miracles burned its flesh with divinity, and the monster flinched, but did not slow.

If anything, the miracles seemed to spur it to move faster.

It raised its tentacles, avoiding harming the other spawn… then lashed out. Glowing tendrils struck mortals with great force, denting armour and breaking bones. Everywhere the barbed appendages touched, skin became swollen and inflamed. Magical venoms coursed through mortal bodies as victims died horrible deaths, eyes shrivelling, mouths, ears, and nostrils oozing bloody foam. Sir Sean cursed.

That creature was not how the knight wished to die.

But the choice was no longer his to make.

The monster was now rapidly floating toward him, reaching out with its glowing tendrils.

He raised both his blade and shield. “It was an honour!” he shouted to his troops. “For Uldar! For the Traveller! For the Heroes! For Thamelaaaaand!”

The brave knight took a step toward the monster.

And beams of utter darkness struck the creature from above. The floating Ravener-spawn let out a gurgling scream and withered, its natural glow dimming.

“What in the name of—” Sean cried, looking up.

Above, a squadron of Watchers hovered, unloading spell after spell on the attackers. Ravener-spawn burned up in fireballs, spasmed as lightning overtook their forms, or froze them like statues.

The warrior-wizards changed the course of the battle for the remaining soldiers in one fell swoop.

“Sir Sean?” One—a tall, broad-shouldered young man—flew down to him. “I am Watcher Roland. We need to get your people out of here.”

The knight’s jaw fell open. “Oh thank the Traveller and Uldar! I agree that we need to get my people out of here!”

“Of course,” the Watcher said, looking at the survivors. “We have wizards here to teleport you away! Everyone! Gather around! We’re here to help!”

“Thank Uldar! Thank the Traveller!” cries of relief rose from the soldiers.

The Watchers landed, speaking words of power.

Walls of cracking flame rose up around the survivors, shielding them from the Ravener-spawn.

A pair of older wizards approached the survivors. “Unfortunately, we cannot take all of you at once. We can bring ten at a time. So let’s get the wounded taken away first!”

Sean looked around, doing a quick count. There were a little more than twenty survivors left.

…A mere fraction of his full force.

He shook off the horror gnawing at his gut. “Everyone who’s able, get the wounded to the wizards!”

Several priests brought the wounded forth, using healing miracles to balm their wounds. Ravener-spawn tried pushing through the fire wall, simply burning for their trouble.

The older wizards touched the wounded, teleporting them away with a few quick syllables.

“Hurry now,” Roland urged. “The teleporters will be back without delay. They’ve seen the urgency we—Oh. That can’t be good!”

The young Watcher was pointing over Sean’s shoulder.

The knight turned.

“Oh… by the Traveller…” he gasped.

Floating above the forest was a living nightmare.

A massive orb of black tissue, covered in eyes and snapping mouths suspended on long stalks, being borne by four burning wings.

Never had he seen such a thing.

Never had he even heard of such a thing.

Before he could utter a single word, the creature released a gibbering shriek.

The sound tore into the knight’s mind, overwhelming his senses. A mind-rending terror drove him to his knees as every one of his senses was overwhelmed. Ghastly shapes surged toward him in a vision. His ears rang with ghostly cackling and the wet sounds of ripping flesh. His mouth was filled with the taste of rotting blood, bile, and fetid flesh. He felt as though a mass of insects were burrowing under his skin.

Sean screamed, clawing at his face.

He screamed until he was hoarse.

Through the ghastly illusions, he could see soldiers lying on the ground, clawing at their eyes, their faces… Some had drawn their daggers and were trying to dig into their own eardrums to make the terrible gibbering stop.

The priests and Watchers fared somewhat better, remaining on their feet even as they clawed at their skin. Some finally dropped after a few heartbeats, but others remained standing, trying to call on miracles or chant incantations through bleeding lips.

It was a true testament to the mighty will of mortals.

The monstrous orb cared not at all.

It rippled and immense stone spikes shot from its surface, puncturing survivors, impaling them, and driving deep into the earth.

A spike flew past Sir Sean, barely missing Watcher Roland.

But the knight suddenly felt something change.

Along the left side of his body, the sensation of worms crawling over his skin had lessened.

How? What happened?

He checked his shield arm. The limb was mostly gone. All that remained was a bloody stump; the stone spear had torn the limb away.

Sean was screaming when two things happened at the same time.

First, one of the teleporting wizards appeared beside him. The robed man’s eyes were staring as his teeth clenched. He seemed to be fighting the scream gripping their minds.

Magic suddenly washed over Sir Sean and Watcher Roland beside him.

While at the same time, the stone spear detonated.

Burning pain ripped through the knight until he felt no more pain. He was then travelling through a tunnel of lights and colours until he appeared in the courtyard of the Castle in Greymoor.

Beneath the light of the aeld tree, his scream ripped from his throat.

He looked down in horror.

As they’d teleported away, he’d been struck by part of the blast.

His right leg was blackened bone beneath the knee, and his sword-arm was smouldering.

“Medic!” someone cried. “We need medical attention!”

“Traveller… Uldar… Heroes… save us…” Sir Sean whispered before darkness took him.
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That was when the first explosion sounded in the distance.

Then another.

And another.

Alex whirled.

‘Claygon?’ the young archwizard thought over the link with his golem. ‘Are you alright?’

Far in the distance, he could make out the flash of explosions.

Multiple, large explosions.

The fighting had intensified.

‘Claygon?’ he called again.

‘We are… alright, Father! There are… new Ravener-spawn here!’ the golem thought back over their link. ‘They attack minds… and make more spawn… like living dungeon cores! They look like… regular dungeon cores… but the Ravener-spawn physically throw them… and they… transform…’

Alex swore. “I’m on my way ba⁠—”

‘No… Father!’ the golem thought, waves of certainty pouring through their link. ‘Focus… on finding the Ravener… We are alright… we will be alright! Our friends… their wills are strong! And my mind… is fine! Go and keep looking… but watch out for the orbs of eyes… with fiery wings! They… make petrifiers and other… spawn!’

Alex remembered the orbs from his vision of the culling. They gibbered and shot spikes of stone that exploded into fire and gases, but he did not remember seeing them make more Ravener-spawn.

Claygon was right. They did sound like living dungeon cores.

Alex scanned the area around him.

It was still quiet. Much too quiet.

He gripped the aeld staff tightly; it gave off waves of worry and anxious attempts to comfort him. “How much longer is the path?” Alex asked the summoned astral engeli.

“I cannot feel the end of it yet,” she said. “It might be some time before we reach the end.”

The General cursed inwardly.

Part of him wanted to simply teleport along the path with her, but he couldn’t risk missing something on the way. Aenflynn had covered the trail with an illusion once, and the last thing Alex needed was to teleport ahead, stumble onto some mirage, and be led off the path, or worse.

Another part of him wanted to teleport back to his friends… but this situation wouldn’t end until the Ravener was dead.

Steeling his resolve, he kept flying forward, watching the engeli as she led them down the trail. He acknowledged his impatience, letting the emotion pass over him. Other astral engeli, celestial rocs, and elder air elementals flew with them.

‘There’s a chance that this is a trap,’ he thought. ‘If the others are being attacked by new Ravener-spawn, then there’s a possibility that the monsters are waiting for me to get closer to their home, to then ambush⁠—’

Even as he thought the word ‘ambush,’ the ground far below exploded.

Titanic creatures emerged, reaching for the General of Thameland.

“There you are,” Alex growled, pointing his sword-staff down at them. “You’re about to be nothing but a waste of energy for your master.”


Chapter 56


Combination Magic



There were ambushes.

And then there were ambushes.

This one was the latter.

The earth exploded below Alex, unleashing clouds of stone and soil like a bomb. Massive tunnels gaped open in the wilderness, belching out hundreds of Ravener-spawn.

The creatures roared, snarling at the young archwizard… and his small army of summoned monsters.

Hive-queens, behemoths, hives-as-one, rampart-crushers, and blood-hydras made up the bulk of their numbers. However, their commanders were the dreaded spawn Alex had seen in his vision.

The enormous, scuttling beasts with their air-blasting carapaces. Ravener-spawn Knights that rode on their backs. Enormous, titanic monsters taller than the tallest trees. Even burning clouds were rising from the earthen tunnels.

But his eyes were quickly drawn to black orbs clasped in their clawed hands.

Claygon’s words returned.

‘They look like… regular dungeon cores… but the Ravener-spawn throw them… and they… transform…’

Alex’s eyes narrowed.

The world slowed around him as he scanned the dusty ambush field below while breaking apart the streams of consciousness in his mind, focusing them on a single task: finding every dungeon core clasped in the hands of the Ravener-spawn Knights looking up at him.

‘One… two… three… four… five… six… seven… ’ he inwardly counted them. ‘I think the best way to stop this is… I know.’

A stream of consciousness took control of the Traveller’s power within him.

Another took control of his body.

The others kept focus on where the dungeon cores were situated, marking each one’s location, analysing where they might travel to and how fast they might move when thrown.

‘Alright,’ he thought. ‘Let’s go.’

The world sped up again.

The General gripped his aeld sword-staff in both hands.

Then vanished.

The first Ravener-spawn Knight shrieked when the Traveller’s sword slid through its spine, cutting through hard chitin like parchment. Enchanted metal slipped through its chest and into the dungeon core.

‘One,’ Alex thought.

The Traveller’s power surged.

Both the Ravener-spawn and the dungeon core were cut in half by his teleportation.

Alex vanished again.

The next Ravener-spawn Knight was cocking its arm back, readying to throw its orb when the Traveller’s sword split both its head and dungeon core in the same push-cut.

‘Two,’ Alex thought, already vanishing.

The next monstrous knight was partway through its throw.

A sword-staff teleported them both apart.

‘Three.’

The fourth knight’s core had just left its clawed hand.

Magical metal and the teleportation split core, hand, and the creature’s face.

‘Four.’

The fifth knight had already released its orb. The core flew about a foot from its hand when Alex split it, the creature’s arm, and its head in two.

‘Five.’

The sixth knight had completed its throw and followed through.

The core was travelling through the air, already expanding when Alex appeared, thrusting with the Traveller’s blade, piercing the core, teleporting it in parts thousands of feet in either direction.

He vanished.

The seventh core was growing, swelling, already reaching the size of a tall man. Its bulging eyes were forming…

…when the General of Thameland arrived, carving up the orb, teleporting the many pieces away.

‘Seven.’

Alex reappeared among his army of summons in heartbeats.

Every dungeon core was destroyed.

Five of the seven knights were dead. The last two appeared dazed, baffled at what just occurred.

Alex’s jaw clenched. ‘I should’ve been faster. Still, not bad.’

He spoke to his army, “Get them.”

The lead astral engeli raised a flaming spear. “For our summoner!”

The rest echoed her words in unison and charged, the elder air elementals following a moment later, diving into the ranks of the stunned Ravener-spawn, surprising them before they could recover or strike back.

But Alex knew their number would not be enough.

He considered his small army, eyes focused on the fire-clouds.

Then he nodded, an idea forming. ‘The Ravener had to put a lot of energy into this ambush. We should make sure none of these creatures escape. It’ll take a lot of mana… but the hell with it. I have a lot of mana.’

Raising his hands, the world slowed around him.

This time, he’d be using three spells in succession.

All ninth-tier.

All lethal.

Even more so if he used them in combination.

The world sped up again.

Mana poured from his mana pool, enough to buckle the knees of most wizards.

Three ancient symbols of power formed above him, enhanced with soul-rending power.

The world began to shake.

“Scatter!” he directed his army.

As one, astral engeli and air elementals darted away in all directions, carried by the speed of celestial wings and gale-force winds. The Ravener-spawn shrieked their fury.

Spawn capable of flight took to the air, coming straight at him.

Fire clouds roared, shooting forward as giant insectile beasts unleashed potent blasts of air at their target.

The young archwizard teleported higher, well out of range, all three burning symbols floating above him.

The first one instantly shattered.

The air turned humid, the salty tang of the sea filling his nostrils.

And, from down below, the earth rumbled and roared as summoning magic—enhanced by the Traveller’s power—reached across the planes to the elemental plane of water.

Alex recalled a spell he’d taken from Brightfire.

Tidal Wave.

Summons a massive wave from the elemental plane of water, capable of washing away forests… and armies.

A vast gateway ripped open, revealing a world of pitch-black liquid.

Roiling waves roared free, expanding and swelling like the father of all tidal waves.

Curving like a scythe blade, casting a billowing shadow over the army of Ravener-spawn, the wave towered taller than even the Ravener-spawn titans. More than a thousand—or even two thousand—feet in height, and twice that in width, the water rushed forward as though it was alive, picking up speed with the inevitability of death.

Ravener-spawn froze, not knowing how to escape.

Some tried crawling away.

Some fled back to their tunnels.

The titans dug their heels in, bracing themselves.

Fire-clouds attempted to scatter.

But it was too late.

The wave crashed down on every last monster, tons of liquid crushing them like the fist of an angry god.

All many could do was drown.

Hive-queens, hives-as-one, rampart-crushers, and blood-hydras were crushed by the enormous weight and sudden pressure. Some tougher behemoths survived the initial impact—if barely—they were washed away, carried by the current, only to drown when the air was blasted from them.

The titans held their ground, though the powerful spell had pushed them back, their clawed feet digging huge trenches in the earth, gripping it. Enormous, air-blasting spawn had dug their legs into their tunnels and unleashed blasts of air, trying to push against the endless wave of water.

Still, Alex could only smile as the water poured into tunnels abandoned by the army of monsters, pushing both living Ravener-spawn and the many corpses back down into their tunnels.

‘Those tunnels are going to flood,’ the young wizard thought. ‘What will you do next, Ravener? And here’s a little something else for you to worry about.’

The second of three symbols shattered.

The spell was called: Tempest.

A spell that conjures a concentrated swarm of lightning in even a clear sky, capable of burying vast areas in lightning bolts.

The sky darkened. A swirling vortex of thunderclouds was born, raging above the battlefield, lightning playing through the dark nimbus as the clouds growled in warning.

Below, the Ravener-spawn had no time to recover.

Thunderclouds unleashed torrents of punishing rain, hammering the creatures, drenching them further.

Clouds ruptured.

And lightning came.

Following an echoing crack of thunder, lightning streaked down in sheets, filling every bit of air with blazing bolts that crackled and arced, reaching for each other.

Ravener-spawn spasmed as bolts passed through the wave, dancing along their bodies, bringing death and agony. Many lay in smoking heaps by the time the lightning eased…

…or when it seemed to ease.

Bolts of electricity repeated, all striking the same point in space, forming a massive lightning ball that glared with brightness, drenching the air with the stink of ozone.

Thunder sounded, cracking stone, followed by an explosion. The lightning ball burst, striking everything around it, ending Ravener-spawn with its intense heat and light.

Fire clouds vanished.

Air-blasting monsters shuddered, collapsing on themselves.

Only a few of the toughest Ravener-spawn titans remained—their bodies scorched, breath wheezing, trembling from electric shocks. They tried to stand, still wanting to serve their master.

Their determination was almost admirable to Alex.

Almost.

It was all a little futile, since he still had one more spell waiting.

The third symbol exploded above him.

Once again, the air growled.

This time, the temperature plummeted.

Air that had been comfortable a moment earlier now rapidly turned chilly.

Then freezing.

In the centre of the group of surviving Ravener-spawn, a point of light materialised, making a sound like a barrel-chested giant taking a deep breath. A revolving vortex formed around that point, sucking frost into the singular point of light.

The whirling mass of frost stopped spinning.

Residual water from the Tidal Wave spell began crystallising, producing great flakes of snow—each larger than Alex was tall—slowly drifting toward the battlefield.

Everything fell quiet.

No crackle of lightning.

No boom of thunder.

No roar of a tidal wave.

Just an eerie silence.

The wounded titans looked around nervously. The silence was unnatural. Unnerving.

Hungry.

The first of the giant snowflakes touched the water.

And the point of light and even more flakes detonated.

Without a single sound.

Nor flash of light.

Nothing.

Nothing, but the sudden deep freezing of everything on the battlefield.

Water from the Tidal Wave spell stilled, icing over. Ravener-spawn corpses stopped drifting, now protruding above the thick layer of ice.

And the titans?

The titans’ nervous pausing now formed their final poses: Ravener-spawn were frozen like massive statues.

There was no longer movement.

No sign of life in dead eyes.

The silence was finally broken by a loud cracking.

A limb split from a titanic body, now unable to bear its own mass, and fell to the earth with a crash that shook the other towering bodies. As one, frozen titans toppled, shattering into thousands of pieces.

When the last shard of their bodies had come to rest on the battlefield, all was silent for a time.

No sign of life remained among the hordes of Ravener-spawn.

Then sound began returning. That of Alex’s own breathing, the wing beats of the astral engeli as they rejoined him, and the low hum of the elder air elementals.

“They are all dead, archwizard,” the engeli said. “A grand display.”

“Good. It was necessary,” Alex said. “Let’s hope it lowers their numbers enough to make a difference when we actually get into the tunnels. Come on, let’s start moving before more show up. An ambush with such powerful monsters, and with so many, means we have to be close. We’ve got to be.”

“Very well, archwizard,” the astral engeli said. “Follow me.”

He nodded, and she led her summoner and the rest of his army along the trail. They passed above the ruins of the battlefield, looking down on Ravener-spawn encased in the remains of Alex’s Tidal Wave before leaving the icy hell behind.

They travelled farther into the wilderness for many more minutes, while, in the distance, the sounds of explosions rocked Och Fir Nog.

At last the astral engeli paused mid-flight, hovering in place.

“Did it stop?” Alex asked. “Did the trail end?”

She cocked her head. “No, archwizard. It does not end here.”

“Then why did we stop?”

The engeli pointed down. “Because it no longer travels across the wilderness. The trail now leads down into earth.”

Alex’s heart began racing.

“Then…” He swallowed. “That means we’re probably…” He could barely let himself utter the words after so many months of searching.

“We’ve probably found the Ravener’s lair.”


Chapter 57


One Rather Important Thing



With all haste, the Ravener had changed the confines of its dungeon.

At the farthest reaches of its tunnels, an ocean of water poured into its lair, drowning Ravener-spawn as it surged. The construct was forced to give its full attention to sealing the passages before the bulk of its army drowned.

And at last, after many tense minutes—and more energy expended than it would have wanted—the last of the tunnels were sealed in stone and reinforced against the hungry waters.

It would survive.

But… it was not pleased.

‘What has happened to these Heroes?’ it wondered, troubled. ‘How did they gain so much power?’

Again, it sorted through its memories, searching for past cycles where the Heroes of Thameland had shown such might.

There were none.

No General, Chosen, Champion, Saint, or Sage had defeated forces as powerful as the one it sent to destroy the Usurper closing in on its lair.

The power this Usurper wielded was unprecedented.

Again, that stirring grew stronger within it.

‘I will need to change strategies,’ it thought, examining its internal stores. ‘I am gaining strength through the divine link; power cannot be wasted.’

The Ravener drew power into itself, storing it.

Its next strike must be crushing, and it would need all of its strength for that.

Aenflynn’s voice came over their link.

“Patience,” the fae lord said. “We are almost there.”
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The archwizard struck at the fae lord with the sort of magic capable of breaking entire cities.

Yet, Aenflynn endured.

The fae channelled Uldar’s divine power, changing his strategy. No more would he try to destroy the wizard.

Instead, he would simply endure.

Time was on his side.

He would save his strength for the right moment.

‘And that moment is coming,’ he thought, meeting the beastfolk’s steely gaze as their apocalyptic powers raged. ‘It is coming.’
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One of the living dungeon cores exploded, drawing a laugh from Asmaldestre the Unmaker.

“These creatures are entities of destruction. But I require more!” Her voice boomed across the wilderness while she fired shot after shot from her weapon. More living cores burst, plummeting from the sky, falling on Ravener-spawn and crushing them beneath their bulk.

“Excellent work, Asmaldestre!” Isolde called, forcing aside the gibbering noise still plaguing her mind. She raked a poison-spirit with lightning. “Khalik, are you finished with the fae gate?”

“I am nearly done with all of them!” the prince called back, floating in midair and lifting his hands. He raised an immense stone wall, towering dozens of feet before him, and with a single word, he collapsed it, burying the fae circle and Ravener-spawn rushing to get inside, crushing all beneath the stone. He flicked his wrist, conjuring streams of clay atop the wreckage, sealing everything in.

The prince glanced up at Najyah circling high in the sky. “Najyah does not see any more gates. It seems we have closed all that appeared on our map and more!”

“The fae are still taking spawn through to the material world!” Thundar shouted, aiming a bolt of force at a fae knight’s chest. The creature exploded. “Thank the Traveller we’re stopping as many as we can!”

“Same with the Ravener-spawn!” Bjorgrund called.

Grimloch and the giant waded through a horde of Skinned Ones, their weapons carving swaths of carnage through the creatures. Working together, they approached a rampart-crusher, its massive tentacles whipping at them.

The two warriors reached out, grabbing its tentacles, nodding to one another then running in opposite directions. With a shriek, the rampart-crusher went taut, caught in a tug-of-war between two giants.

The pair yanked at the same time, ripping the monster in two.

“I got the bigger half!” Grimloch laughed.

“Hah! You must be blind!” Bjorgrund stuck his tongue out at the other giant. “It’s a draw! The next one we get decides the winner!”

“You’re on.” The sharkman grinned.

Together they searched for more monsters.

Theresa and Brutus had been fighting a knight-like Ravener-spawn while Claygon flew above, unleashing fire-beams across the countryside.

“If we have finished with… the fae-gates…” the golem said, “then we should… find Hart, Drestra, Cedric, and Merzhi—” Claygon paused, his head tilting as though listening to something. “Wait… wait… wait… wait! Everyone! Gather… together! Father thinks he’s… found the Ravener’s lair! I am going to send a signal… then he’ll come and get us!”

“Then it begins,” Prince Khalik said. “I hope everyone has saved sufficient mana and energy. I think the final act is coming. Isolde, would you mind signalling the Heroes?”

“Gladly,” the lightning wizard said.

Raising her hands, she released a spear of lightning above them that erupted; electricity spasming, lighting up the sky.

And seen for miles around.
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“Keep teleportin’!” Cedric shouted. “We’ll lose th’ bastards one way or another!”

“I’m trying!” Drestra’s voice crackled. “But they’re everywhere!”

The dragon’s wing beats catapulted her through the sky, legs tucked, neck extended, eyes pointed straight ahead.

She was doing everything she could to keep her top speed while the other Heroes gripped her horns and scales.

Surrounding them was a cloud of enemies.

Not Ravener-spawn.

Fae—who’d been following the Heroes like a horde of mosquitoes looking for fresh blood. They carried no weapons… apart from the filthy smirks painting their lips.

“Why do you fight, Heroes?” one hissed. “You have a pact with our Lord Aenflynn, are you not allied with him? Put down your weapons and choose peace!”

“You cannot strike at us, Heroes of Thameland,” laughed another, her eyes alight with malice. “You might harm us, which would break our laws. After all, we have done nothing to harm you!”

“Stupid bloody pact!” Cedric cursed.

It had been like this for some time.

The Heroes had—at first—rampaged through the skies, killing every Ravener-spawn they encountered while hunting for signs of the Ravener’s lair.

Until the fae started tailing them, finding ways to interfere, using their pact with Aenflynn against them.

Soon, the Ravener-spawn learned to avoid the Heroes altogether, while squads of fae soldiers kept them surrounded, easily forming a sphere of bodies around the warriors from Thameland. They would follow the Heroes, putting themselves in their path at every turn, taunting them with mocking words while daring them to harm even a single hair on their heads.

The Heroes had tried to get away, to teleport and scatter, but—each time—new fae would appear.

All the while, Ravener-spawn were still being ferried to Thameland by other fae. Each time they succeeded, fae would mock the frustrated Heroes.

“Oh no!” one cried as—in the distance—a Ravener-spawn titan vanished. “That spawn looked especially muscular! Perhaps he will crush one of your tiny mortal forts!”

“Oh my, those Ravener-spawn Knights certainly looked fearsome!” shouted another when a group of the eight back-legged knights also vanished. “Perhaps they will find parents in your armies! Those poooor little children that were sent away will soon be orphans, never seeing their kin agaiiiin!”

Sing-song laughter followed.

Cedric’s grip tightened on his morphic weapon.

Hart’s hand grabbed the Chosen’s wrist. “Don’t you dare!”

“I can’t keep listenin’ t’this!” Cedric shouted. “I jus’ can’t.”

“I hear ya, but we’ve got to power through their horseshit,” Hart said. “We don’t wanna play into their slimy hands! Ain’t that right, Merzhin?”

The Saint’s head was bowed, his eyes closed.

His lips were silently moving.

“Ain’t that right, Merzhin?” Hart demanded again.

The Saint finally opened his eyes, a peaceful smile on his face. “I apologise, what was that?”

Hart stared at the small man incredulously as the wind whipped over his helmet. “What in the hells, how can you not be paying attention?”

“I was praying,” Merzhin said, his tone peaceful.

“Oh, you praying to the Traveller?” Hart asked. “Looking to help her faster?”

“No, well yes and sort of.” He looked up at the surrounding fae. “These devils seem to have forgotten one rather important thing.”

“And what would that be, little mortal?” a fae soldier called down mockingly.

“That I was excluded and mistrusted by my companions at one time, which was actually a good thing.”

The fae warriors looked at each other in confusion.

“Because, you see…” Divine light gathered around Merzhin’s hand. “I was not present when that pact you spoke of earlier was made. So, I am in no danger from your laws.”

The fae collectively frowned, understanding slowly dawning on them.

Around Merzhin’s hand, blinding light blossomed. “And wicked will be undone! All their sins will be marked on their flesh, and those that look upon them will know horror at their ruin!”

“No—” the fae soldier, no longer looking smug, shouted.

The light enveloping Merzhin’s hand had already flared, an unseen wave of power ripped from it in all directions.

Drestra hovered in midair as the fae’s attitude changed.

One smiled tensely. “I suppose your power is not—Aaaaargh!”

He and his kin screamed as one.

First came the boils.

The fae’s beautiful skin warped, turning green and grey as great, pus-filled boils and sores spread over their bodies, covering exposed flesh.

Their bodies began contorting.

Screaming became wet gurgling as—before Cedric, Hart, and Drestra’s amazed eyes—their tormentors’ bodies warped, folding inside-out as if a hand had reached within them and pulled.

Fae bodies shuddered for a time, respirations dying, their bodies plummeting to the ground as twitching sacks of flesh and bone.

“There. That took care of them.” Merzhin clasped his hands together. “We thank you, oh wondrous Traveller, for the powerful miracle you have blessed us with. My prayer came from Uldar’s book, but please know that it was directed at you, as is all of my gratitude.”

Hart grinned at the Saint. “Holy hells, you’re bloodthirsty.”

Merzhin shrugged. “They were too smug for my liking. I decided to fix that.”

“Well, I’m jus’ glad we never went an’ fought each other. That woulda been messy!” Cedric looked down at the ruined flesh piles far below. “Real glad.”

“Hey, look!” Drestra shouted. “Over there! It’s a signal from Isolde’s group!”

Far to the south, the flash of a great ball of lightning appeared.

Cedric grinned. “They’re callin’ us back! Ya think they mighta actually found th’ bloody Ravener? Let’s go find out!”

“Thank you, Traveller,” Merzhin whispered. “May you continue to guide us.”

Together, the Heroes of Thameland teleported toward their companions.
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All was quiet over what seemed like a simple patch of unremarkable wilderness in Och Fir Nog.

The only thing marking it as not ordinary were the mighty beings—astral engeli and elder air elementals—guarding the piece of wilderness.

They spoke not a word, and the area was mostly silent…

…until a large group of warriors appeared, teleported in by the General of Thameland.

“—trail goes deep into the earth here.” Alex was just finishing his explanation to his companions. “We didn’t see any tunnels leading down yet, but that doesn’t mean anything. This is where Uldar’s body most likely is.”

“And likely where the Ravener is too,” Merzhin added, breathing deeply as he examined the ground. “And your summoned engeli is right, Alex. I feel a powerful divine presence deep beneath the earth. A familiar one, I might add…”

He nodded, as though confirming the notion. “Yes, it must be Uldar’s corpse.”

“Then this is it,” Prince Khalik said. “This is where the final battle begins.” He exhaled loudly. “I see no tunnels, though.”

“We might have to make some,” Alex said, taking in the faces of his companions. One stream of consciousness focused on every feature of their faces, memorising every detail, and they watched him intently in return. “Okay, let’s take stock. We heal any injuries anyone might have, and then we finish this.”

“Uh, I have a question.” Bjorgrund raised his hand. “We buried all the fae gates. How are we supposed to get back to the material world if this goes bad?”

“Baelin can take us,” Alex said. “Or I might be able to manage with the Traveller’s power.”

“And I should be able to uncover some of the gates should we need to escape,” Khalik offered.

“Alright,” Bjorgrund said. “Well, that’s good to know. Still…” He looked at the ground. “Maybe I asked a stupid question. If this goes bad, I don’t think we’re coming back.”

“Then we have to make sure it goes well,” Alex said. “So like I said, let’s take stock of ourselves and then…”

He looked at the ground. “Find a way into its lair.”

As he said that, he turned a stream of consciousness to a single task: praying to the Traveller. From here on, that would be its singular job. Channelling as much faith to her as he could.

Within his soul, her power stirred.


Chapter 58


No One Wants Plan B



“I’ve used probably about half of my mana stores, but the regeneration technique is recovering them quickly,” Prince Khalik said. On his shoulder, Najyah’s neck swivelled, her eyes appraising their surroundings with their cold, predatory gaze.

“I’ve got over three-quarters right now.” Thundar stretched his back and neck.

“And I have just about three-quarters as well,” Isolde added, looking at the prince. “It makes sense for you to have used more power than we did. You had to use a lot of earth magic to bury the fae gates; meanwhile, we could be more sparing.”

“Indeed,” Khalik said, watching the ground, a frown creasing his brow. “And I might have to use it again, I do not see any tunnels nearby.”

“None of the summoned monsters found any,” Alex said. “But—” he held out his staff “—we should be able to give you a break. How’re your mana pools doing?” he asked Cedric and Drestra.

“Aye, I’s got plenty.” Cedric tapped his chest. “The ol’ mana pool’s big, plus I hardly cast any spells.”

“Well, I used plenty of magic, only because my mana pool is enormous,” Drestra said, having returned to her human form. “I hardly made a dent in it.”

“Good, good,” Alex said. “I’ve got over three-quarters and rising. We should be alright for whatever’s waiting.”

“Aye.” Cedric kicked a rock. “Don’ doubt th’ Ravener’s gonna have a whol’ shite load o’ nasties waitin’ down there.”

“There is much violence waiting,” Asmaldestre’s voice slashed the air. “Much violence… but none up here. Curious. The enemy does not challenge us, though we are at its front gate.”

“Yeah.” Hart gripped his weapons. “I don’t see any Ravener-spawn lurking anywhere. Not one. And that probably means the big black ball’s saving up its strength.” The Champion looked at Alex. “You said those Army of Heroes spells are starving it of fuel, of fear, right? So how much longer are they gonna last?”

“Hard to tell.” Alex looked up at the darkened skies, the moon casting silvery light. “Can’t really know how much time’s been passing here… but I’d guess, maybe another couple of hours.”

“So we got enough time to get down there,” Hart said.

“Maybe.” Alex looked at his astral engeli. “Any idea where the divine energy leads to? Like, do you know exactly where the god’s body is?”

She shook her head. “I can sense the trail, but not precisely where that path ends; it travels too deep.”

Alex winced. “That means the lair is big.”

“No surprise there.” Merzhin’s tone was grave. “In previous cycles some Ravener lairs were as large as cities. Or even bigger.”

“Yeah, I remember reading that in some of the historical records,” Alex said. “We have to assume we’ll be down there for a while. We’ll need to move as fast as possible, but… we can’t rush ahead recklessly. There’s only one shot at this. If we all die, we lose. If the Ravener finds a way to get away, we lose. If the Ravener’s destroyed before we find a way to stop it from reforming, we lose.”

“We only win if we get to it, shut it down, and kill it for good.” Thundar cracked his neck. “And that means we gotta move fast, but we can’t let ourselves get lured into traps or anything else.”

“Exactly,” Alex said.

“So what’s the plan, boss?” Hart asked.

The young archwizard looked at the floating platform the group was surrounding: the same one holding the earth stabilisation machine, poisons, and the soul-shredding injectors.

“Our first priority is to protect the dungeon-stabilising device,” Alex said. “If it gets destroyed, the Ravener could shift walls and crush us. Our second priority is to protect the injectors and the poison. We’ll need those to disrupt its ability to reform. Our third priority is protecting Merzhin.” He nodded at the Saint. “You’ll be our healer. We’ve been lucky so far and haven’t taken any injuries. Except now that we’re going into the wolf’s den, who the hells knows what kind of traps and ambushes it set up down there, so we’re going to need you to heal us.”

Merzhin nodded. “Of course, Alex. I shall protect everyone as best as I can.”

“Sounds like a reasonable plan so far,” Theresa said. “What else?”

“Tactically, we’re going to be relying on our fighters.” Alex nodded to Claygon, Bjorgrund, Asmaldestre, Hart, Theresa, Brutus, Grimloch, and Cedric, even though the Chosen could fill more than one role. “A lot of our biggest, most destructive spells could backfire when we’re deep inside those tunnels. Any explosion, placed badly, could wipe out our team, or even raise the temperature down there, cooking us. A big enough explosion could cause a cave-in… There’s a lot that could go wrong. And remember, we need to manage our mana. I don’t think the Ravener’s just going to let us walk up to it and shut it down. When we find it, we’ll still need to have a lot of our energy left.”

“Since you spellcasters can’t just use spells thoughtlessly, you’ll need us to kill everything down there as we go,” Theresa said.

“I like that plan. A very good plan.” Grimloch grinned.

“Yeah, basically,” Alex said. “We’ll also have to adjust as we go, depending on how wide the tunnels are, but we’ll start with our warriors on the outside of our formation, and all the wizards—and Merzhin—in the middle with the equipment. I’ll also summon plenty of monsters for backup.”

“An’ wha’ happens when we get t’the Ravener? Wha’s gonna happen then?” Cedric asked.

Alex frowned. “That’s hard to say before we know exactly where it is and what we’re dealing with. The basic plan is to kill anything guarding it, then lock it down. We don’t want to destroy it immediately; we just want to tie it up and make sure it can’t escape… and most importantly, doesn’t kill us. Meanwhile, Isolde and I’ll be working on attaching the injectors to its exterior… and inside of it.”

“Wait, inside?” Isolde focused on Alex. “What do you mean?”

The others were puzzled as well.

Alex’s expression was grave. “Inside, the Ravener’s much bigger than it is on the outside, and getting to certain key mana nodes would have to be done from the inside.”

“And how’re we supposed t’ get inside?” Cedric asked.

“Not ‘we.’ Me and Claygon,” Alex said. “I’m going to be using the Traveller’s power to try and get inside. I need to know where I’m teleporting to, but I studied Uldar’s schematics, and they should give me a good idea of where I need to teleport to…”

“You sound… unsure… Father…” Claygon said.

“Well, an ‘idea’ of where I’m going isn’t exactly perfect,” Alex said.

“You teleported to me,” Merzhin pointed out. “And you had no idea where I was.”

“Yeah, but I was near death at the time.” Alex rubbed his side where Gabrian had nearly eviscerated him. “Which meant I was closer to the after-world and Hannah’s soul: my connection to her and my power were stronger because of that.”

“Which means your power will be stronger again, if Hannah comes back,” Theresa pointed out. “So you should be able to teleport right inside the Ravener.”

“But hold on.” Prince Khalik ran a hand through his beard. “What if Hannah does not come back in time? This battle is sending her a lot of faith; that doesn’t mean we have a guarantee she will be back.”

“I’ve got faith that she’ll soon return. She feels closer,” Alex said, one of his streams of consciousness still praying to her. “And besides, her coming back in time is only Plan C. Plan A is for me to get close enough to touch the Ravener; if I can pour my mana into it and guide my mind through its structure—like I can with the dungeon cores—that should give me enough guidance to teleport inside.”

“Alright, but I notice you did not mention a Plan B.” Isolde crossed her arms. “We are not going to like your Plan B, are we?”

“Hells, I don’t like Plan B,” Alex said. “It’s only a last-ditch desperation move that goes like this: I’ll need one of you to stab me so I start bleeding badly, coming close to dying. If I bleed enough to be close to dying again, I should be near to Hannah’s soul, and by tapping into more of her power, I can teleport into the Ravener, even if I don’t know precisely where I’m going.”

“That’s a terrible plan.” Theresa took a step forward. “Have you lost your mind?”

Most of the others were shaking their heads. Words like craziness, risk, and timing kept being repeated.

Khalik and Isolde looked horrified, saying in unison, “That is complete madness!”

“I can’t even argue, it is a terrible plan, but if I can’t succeed in teleporting inside the Ravener just by touching it—and if Hannah isn’t back, which we can’t guarantee that she will be—then that’ll be our only shot. One problem with Plan B is that if I’m bleeding out and vulnerable, every monster around is going to be trying to kill me while I’m down. Which means I’ll need some of you to protect me while the rest deal with the Ravener. And—” he looked at Merzhin and Cedric “—I’ll need to teleport one of you inside with me and Claygon if I get that far. I’m sure I won’t be in any state to heal myself with blood magic.”

“As much as I ain’t keen on yer Plan B… if ya hav’ t’do it, then take me.” The Chosen nodded. “Merzhin’ll b’ needed t’heal everyone else… since… wait, if yer gonna b’ inside the Ravener, what’s everyone else gonna’ b’ doin’, whether ya gots t’use this Plan B or not?”

“Fighting the Ravener,” Alex said. “Keeping it pinned down and making it use as much of its mana as they can, then striking the final blow once Claygon and I shut down its ability to reform.”

“But what of Uldar’s throne?” Merzhin asked. “How does that come into play?”

“Right, that’s going to be another tricky part.” Alex looked to the north. Even from miles away, he could see faint explosions from Baelin and Aenflynn’s battle. “They’ve been fighting for a while now… I bet a lot of Aenflynn’s focus will remain on Baelin.”

Alex turned to Merzhin. “The throne is in his castle, but he has a powerful divine ward covering the chamber that it’s in. Once we get to the Ravener, I’m going to try and teleport inside to start the process of poisoning it. That should distract and weaken it; after that, I want to teleport the two of us to Aenflynn’s castle. While Baelin’s keeping him busy, you break through the divine ward, then we destroy the throne.”

“Destroy it?” Merzhin’s eyebrows rose. “Are you sure? Can we not simply take it back from him?”

Alex shook his head. “He’s made some kind of connection with it, and I don’t know how far we’d need to take it to break that connection. We can’t take any chances, so we should destroy it. That’s the only way to guarantee the connection’s severed.”

“That… makes sense, I suppose,” the Saint said. “But why wait? Should we not go there right away?”

“I considered that,” Alex said. “Except I don’t want to leave the Ravener free to do whatever it wants. The last thing we need is for it to start helping Aenflynn if it figures out what we’re doing. Basically, we have to make sure they’re both occupied, then take the throne away and destroy it. After that, we come back here—right after we and Baelin rip Aenflynn in two—then, if I didn’t get in before, I work on getting into the Ravener, hopefully without having to use Plan B, then we do what we have to do to shut it down. Baelin can help us with the Ravener.”

“Alright,” Hart said. “So in a nutshell, the plan is: we make sure both of them are occupied, you and Merzhin destroy the throne, we take care of both Aenflim-flam and the big ball and we stop it from coming back. Sounds a little chaotic, though it makes sense. And if you have to use Plan B, just say the word, and I’ll help you with that.” His jaw clenched.

“You got it, and thanks, man,” Alex said, meeting Hart’s gaze before turning to the others. “Anyone have any objections or see any problems?”

“It is a risky plan.” Isolde shook her head. “And it requires precision from all of us… but it could work. If we achieve one part of the plan—either destroying the throne or the Ravener first—then the other parts will become easier to achieve. However, should we start to fall, then failure can cascade. Still, I think it could work well enough.”

The others nodded in agreement.

“Alright, then,” Alex said. “If everyone’s on board, then there’s no sense in delaying any longer.”

Alex raised his staff, conjuring two elder earth elementals and a swarm of lesser earth elementals. He spoke to them in an elemental tongue of earth. “Alright, all of you. If you’d be so kind: I need you to dive into the ground and dig some tunnels for us. Big ones. Keep digging until you find other passages underground, that’s where we want to go.”

The earth elementals rumbled their agreement, and dove into the earth.

For a moment, Alex was struck by a wave of nostalgia, recalling how he, Grimloch, Thundar, Caramiyus, and Angelar had fought an enormous earth elemental in the Barrens of Kravernus.

And now, the same type of elementals were helping them, digging their way into the Ravener’s lair.

The young archwizard exchanged a reassuring smile with Theresa. “Alright, this is it. Pray to the Traveller, everyone.”

In front of them, earth elementals carved a tunnel in the ground.

It spread wide and ominous—like the mouth and gullet of a great beast—while the moonlight quickly fell away, leaving the tunnel pitch-black beyond a few dozen feet.

The young archwizard provided light, conjuring a glowing swarm of forceballs, sending them down to light the way.

The General of Thameland floated forward.

His companions followed him into the yawning earth.


Chapter 59


Once More, Red Eyes in the Dark



Alexander Roth, General of Thameland, couldn’t help but feel a familiar unease creeping inside.

Walking through the earthen tunnels being carved by his earth elementals, he remembered the journey from Alric with Theresa, Selina, and Brutus, when they’d first entered the Cave of the Traveller.

Then, he was a lowly baker’s assistant with a single magical spell to his name, and the Mark of the Fool newly branded on his shoulder. One magical light from a crimson forceball had lit the path for them, while danger lurked in every crevice, hiding, wanting to crush them.

Brutus was in the lead, padding ahead, sniffing the air and scanning the dark with all six eyes. One of his heads had looked back from time to time, making sure his little family had been close and safe. Whenever his canine eyes flashed, Alex was reminded of the old folk stories of cerberi being born from the netherworld long ago.

He and Selina had been in the middle of their little formation, while Theresa had taken up the rear with a small lantern burning at her belt.

They’d crept along as quietly as they could, fearing silence-spiders and other monsters watching in the dark.

Now, things were very different.

Instead of only his little sister, his childhood friend, and her cerberus accompanying him, he was with a half dozen astral engeli and more than that number of air elementals, flying through the wide tunnel.

To his right, the dungeon stabilising machine hovered on its floating platform. Drestra, Merzhin, Prince Khalik—with Najyah on his shoulder—Isolde, and Thundar floated on his left side.

Beside them—rounding off the group’s left flank—was Claygon, holding his war-spear, and Cedric, with Uldar’s battle axe and his morphic weapon at the ready. On their right flank was Hart and Bjorgrund, keeping their giant weapons close.

Ahead, Theresa, Brutus, and Grimloch moved stealthily, scouting the path with their sharp senses. Behind followed Asmaldestre, guarding their backs.

Alex was well protected, unlike in the Cave of the Traveller some three years earlier.

He was no longer the defenceless baker’s assistant he’d once been. Now, he was equipped with the sort of power that devastated armies on the way here, and he no longer bore the Mark of the Fool on his shoulder. The Mark of the General replaced it, with its full power unleashed.

He, Theresa, and Brutus had long traded roles with silence-spiders and hive-queens. Now they were the ones giving the creatures plenty to fear, unlike in the Cave of the Traveller… yet, worse monsters had been turned loose by an even greater enemy: the Ravener.

When they were escaping Alric, the four of them had no idea a hive-queen was waiting at the bottom of the dungeon.

Now, this group expected it, they knew the Ravener was somewhere below them, murderous and vengeful. They knew it would not be alone, and its lair would be crawling with the kind of monsters that had been used to intentionally cull the entirety of Thameland.

And their small group would have to face them.

Unease kept gnawing at Alex as he swiftly scanned the tunnel for anything crouching in nooks among the rough stone walls, dug by his earth elemental helpers.

He expected lurking monsters.

But, so far, there’d been none.

He didn’t doubt that would change when they reached the upper passages of the Ravener’s lair.

“How much farther?” he asked the earth elementals.

They answered in their tongue.

Alex relayed the answer to his companions. “The elementals are saying we’re just a few minutes from a ‘large, hollow space’ in the earth, as they called it.”

“How big of a space?” Theresa asked from up ahead.

“They couldn’t be specific, but pretty big, like a cavern, is what they said.” Alex glanced at the ceiling. “Bigger than this tunnel.”

“That could mean a lot of monsters down there waiting for us,” Thundar pointed out.

“That’s right,” Alex agreed. “Hmmmm… If there’s petrifiers up ahead, only use disintegration on them; that way, we can get rid of their detonating organs safely. If we blow them up, that could cause a cave-in.”

“Right.” The wizards heeded the caution.

Silence fell over the group, and once again, that unease nagged at Alex.

He felt, in many ways, like he’d come full circle.

He’d begun his journey slipping through a dark tunnel in the ground in Thameland, leading to a monster’s lair. And now, here he was, ending the journey creeping through another dark tunnel in the earth, leading to the monster that had created the creatures in the Cave of the Traveller.

That monster would be waiting for them, filled with the sort of power that ended kingdoms.

Were they ready for it?

Uncertainty gnawed at one of his streams of consciousness as he moved forward, re-examining every decision he’d made that led him and his companions to where they were.

Had he gathered enough power?

Had they trained hard enough?

The fire cloud attack had caught them by surprise… Was this the best way to respond?

Would things be any different if they had another few months to train? What if his cabal achieved seventh or eighth tier spells?

What if Hannah had come back before this battle? He would’ve had more power by now, more than enough teleportation power to go directly into the heart of the Ravener, likely ending its menace by now.

Did Professor Jules and the others have enough time to prepare?

Would the mercenaries he’d hired help Thameland’s army enough?

What about Alric? Would it still be standing when he got back… if he got back?

A feeling of doom washed over him, and for a brief, terrible instant, he was convinced none of their preparations would matter. Aenflynn had outmanoeuvred them once… couldn’t this lair be another trap, set up between him and the Ravener?

Maybe they would all die here, and leave the Ravener free to destroy Thameland.

Even Baelin said he wasn’t sure if he could defeat Uldar’s power… What would happen if they lost?

Alex’s gut twisted at the thought.

Alric would be destroyed along with Cedric’s clan, Drestra’s home, and all those who Merzhin and Hart were close to. The university would be left without the chancellor, and who knows how many would be lost at Greymoor before a retreat was called.

Khalik’s parents would lose a son.

Isolde’s family would lose a daughter.

Thundar’s clan would lose a proud and powerful member.

Bjorgrund, Grimloch, Kybas, and Harmless would lose their lives.

Then there was Mr. and Mrs. Lu… They would lose their daughter and her beloved cerberus.

And Selina? Once again, her family would be destroyed. He could imagine her at a memorial service in Generasi, with Theresa’s family beside her. She would place flowers at a gravestone carved with names of those she loved.

Then she would…

By the gods, what would she do?

He hoped she would grow, learn to take control of her own life and move on. She could do great things as she grew older.

But he had a feeling it would go another way.

He could see her growing older. Angrier. Turning to fire for vengeance.

Then crossing to Thameland one day, alone or with companions… ready to fight and die at the hands of a crazed construct and a bastard of a fae lord.

He took a deep breath, steadying his nerves, going to his meditation techniques. He acknowledged the thoughts and let them pass.

There was only one way to stop such a future.

His hand wrapped around his sword-staff, his knuckles turning white.

Ahead, the earth elementals rumbled something in their elemental tongues.

Alex nodded. “Get ready, we’re within thirty seconds of breaching whatever’s ahead.”

The others raised their weapons.

“Twenty-nine… twenty-eight…” Alex lifted his staff, conjuring a swarm of Aervespertillos in front of them.

“Fifteen… fourteen…” he counted.

The earth elementals kept tunnelling.

“Ten… nine…”

The groan of shifting dirt and rock grew louder.

“Three… two… one…”

A tremendous crash erupted as stone ripped apart. Ahead, rock and soil fell away, the tunnel breaching a larger chamber. Red light from his forceballs illuminated the dark, yet the passage they were now in was so vast, he couldn’t make out what was on the other side.

“Forward!” he directed the Aervespertillos.

The creatures screeched, flying straight through the breach.

A volley of light beams split the dark rays lancing into the summoned monsters; some held the creatures in place, while others instantly sent them back to their home plane.

“Down!” Hart shouted. “Petrifiers are in there!”

The group, including Alex’s other summoned monsters dove to the ground, taking cover as the petrifiers’ beams streaked through the tunnel.

“Shit! That’s a lotta beams!” Thundar snarled.

“What now?” Drestra shouted.

“Someone cast haste on me!” Theresa yelled. “I’ve got this, but I need more speed!”

Alex hesitated for the briefest of instants.

Then he lifted his staff. Haste magic infused Theresa.

“You’ve got it!” he called. “Be careful!”

“I will!” she shouted. “As soon as I say, teleport in there and start disintegrating any petrifier that’s still moving!”

“Got it!” he called back.

With a quick prayer to the Traveller, the huntress leapt to her feet. The shimmering phantom blades appeared as she darted ahead.

Theresa slashed and whirled, all steel and phantom swords; charging forward, six blades blurring around her. They parried the petrifiers’ beams, deflecting them into the tunnel walls as she kept speeding ahead.

She paused at the mouth of their tunnel, surveying the space, checking for what was waiting on the other side, then raised all six swords.

Beams struck the shining blades, deflecting back to their source.

A heartbeat later, terrible screeching rang out.

Most beams died.

“Now, Alex!” Theresa shouted.

The young archwizard teleported past her, floating just ahead of their tunnel.

A dozen petrifiers waited in the chamber beyond, some slowly turning to stone, struck by their own magics.

The eyes of the rest were already turning to him.

With a single twitch, he cast Mass Disintegration.

His own deadly beams lanced out, striking the remaining Ravener-spawn, turning them to dust.

He glanced around, calling to Theresa, “All clear?”

“All clear,” the huntress said, her sharp sight piercing the darkness.

She hopped out of their tunnel, floating down the side of the passage they’d broken into.

“What the hells is this?” Thundar gasped as he and the party followed.

With the petrifiers now dead, Alex had time to take in the magnitude of the tunnel they were in.

The chamber was titanic, so massive that one of the Ravener’s titans could easily make its way through while crouching and crawling on its hands and knees. Alex was sure he could fit most of Shale’s Golem Works inside the tunnel. Perhaps even all of it.

“This is tremendous,” Isolde said. “I have to wonder how long it took to craft a passage such as this.”

“The Ravener can alter its lair to a far greater degree than a simple dungeon core could, at least according to the historical accounts,” Merzhin said. “This could have taken days, weeks, or even hours… We do not know the full capabilities of the Ravener when it is acting at its full strength.”

“You could pass an entire army through here,” Prince Khalik said. “And still have room for more.”

“No doubt,” Alex agreed. “Which means it could surround us with an army.”

“Good.” Asmaldestre welcomed the possibility.

Alex chose to ignore that, instead looking at his astral engeli tracker. “Do you still feel that divine energy trail?”

She nodded, pointing down one end of the tunnel. “It is this way, archwizard.”

“Alright, then,” Alex said. “You heard the powerful celestial. This way’s the way we go. Oh, and one more thing: be on the lookout for more petrifiers. Remember, their screams can shatter stone, and we don’t want them collapsing tunnels on top of us.”

The young archwizard took a step forward.

“Wait a minute.” Bjorgrund held up a hand. “This doesn’t seem right to me.”

“You mean like because we’re probably walking into a trap?” Drestra’s voice crackled as she reverted to her true form. “Which would only make sense?”

“Yeah, and that’s my point.” The giant looked at the General of Thameland. “Remember when we lured the hidden church into Kelda’s sanctum?”

“How could I forget?” Alex said.

“Doesn’t it feel like we’re the hidden church right now?” Bjorgrund asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you lured them into our lair and we got to lead them around by the nose, letting them get butchered by our armies and traps,” the giant pointed out. “Now it feels like we’re going into the Ravener’s lair, ready to get butchered by its armies and traps!”

“Yeah…” Alex said. “But I think we’ll be able to beat it.”

“But we don’t have to,” the giant said. “We’ve got options the hidden church didn’t. I’ve got an idea.”


Chapter 60


Bjorgrund’s Simple Genius



The Ravener floated in its chamber, its power increasing.

The creator’s divine energy was flowing in faster. What had slowed to a trickle was now a stream, a rising unbroken stream.

Soon, reining in its power would no longer be necessary.

Soon.

For now, its focus must be on the Usurpers, Heroes, and other mortals that had breached its lair. It could feel the enemy in that tunnel. Feel the violence they’d brought to its mighty petrifiers.

Could feel its spawn dying.

But that mattered little.

Petrifiers were not the only creatures that had awaited. Traps were set with Gale Makers, Skyfire Swarms, and⁠—

The Ravener spread its awareness through the tunnel… the tunnel where the mortals had just been.

They were gone.

But where?

It grew annoyed.

Where had they gone?

It took the Ravener some time to find them.

And when it finally did?

Its rage threatened to boil over.
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“Bjorgrund, you’re a genius!” Alex laughed, his voice echoing through the passage.

Ahead of the group, dozens of earth elementals were carving a path through the earth and stone… a path that spiralled downward, right toward the source of divine energy.

“I’m buying you a drink after this,” Thundar said, clapping the young giant on the arm. “Wait, are you old enough to drink yet?”

“Let’s not ask my father,” Bjorgrund said, beaming all the while.

The young giant’s idea was a simple one… and so obvious, Alex felt more than a little foolish for not thinking of it.

‘We’ve got these earth elementals, right?’ Bjorgrund had said in the passage where they’d stopped the petrifiers. ‘And your engeli friend can point us right to where Uldar’s body’s supposed to be, right?’

‘Right…’ Alex had said.

Bjorgrund had spread his hands. ‘So why bother going all through the Ravener’s lair at all? Let’s dig down and make our own path. We go through the stone between the Ravener’s tunnels and miss all of its traps and ambushes. That way, we don’t get messed up like the hidden church did in Kelda’s sanctum, and we can just pop out where the body is and—if the Ravener’s with it too—all the better!’

The young archwizard’s jaw had dropped. ‘Bjorgrund! You’re a damned genius! Everybody, we’re digging straight for Uldar!’

A collective cheer had risen from the companions—except for Grimloch and Asmaldestre, who looked more than a little disappointed. The elementals then got right back to tunnelling through the earth.

Now the group was moving down their own personal tunnel.

Ahead, elder earth elementals opened a path through the rock and soil. Behind them, other elder earth elementals closed the path through the rock and soil, ensuring they wouldn’t be followed by spawn.

So far, they were making good time, and hadn’t suffered a single attack.

Alex was relieved, the smile plastered on his face showing that. “Bjorgrund, you’re a genius!” he said for the fifth time in as many minutes.

Grimloch snorted. “This is no fun.”

“Indeed,” Asmaldestre’s voice hissed from the back.
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The Ravener had located them, tunnelling through the stone, avoiding every one of its passages. Its carefully planned ambushes, traps, and cave-ins, the chambers boiling with acid… all were wasted as the enemy bypassing past its defences, stoking its rage.

Never in all the millennia of its existence had the Ravener suffered such affronts.

‘Heroes are to go through the lair,’ it thought. ‘They are to battle the forces I have laid before them, and fight to defeat them before battling me directly. This is not how it is done! They cannot mock all that is established. All I have perfected!’

Wrath took over the construct, overwhelming its thoughts.

‘But if that is the way they wish it to be, then their actions will only ensure their demise!’ it reached out with its power, throwing away restraint. ‘It will be simple for me to crush them in that small tunnel! Die, filthy Usurpers! Die, ungrateful children of the creator!’

The chamber shook as the Ravener poured out its power, seeking to crush them under tons of rock.
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“Watch out!” Khalik shouted at the same time the earth elementals cried out a warning. “I feel a power reaching into the stone! The Ravener is attempting something!”

Tremors rattled the earthen walls.

Stone dust and earth dropped from the ceiling.

At Alex’s side, the protective machine began humming, power within flaring to life. Sigils of earth magic blazed, connecting the many dungeon cores built into the machine. Together, their power streamed in an invisible wave, infusing stone and earth in all directions.

The companions stood perfectly still, watching the machine cautiously.

“What a way to test it,” Isolde said, her voice low. “Everyone, gather close. If the machine fails, we will need to teleport away in an instant.”

The group moved closer, and everyone reached toward a wizard as the ground continued shaking.

…The tremors grew lighter.

The ceiling stayed where it belonged. The ground remained whole.

No stone spikes shot from the walls, and the tunnel did not suddenly collapse on top of them.

Alex grinned again. “The machine works, hah! I knew it!”

“Professor Jules is now my hero,” Thundar said, sounding relieved. “I’m gonna kiss that woman next time I see her.”

“I might too,” Drestra agreed.

“Hey, she wasn’t the only one who built this,” Alex said.

“Indeed, it was a group effort,” Isolde huffed.

“Well, I ain’t kissing either of the two of you, so Jules it is.” Thundar laughed, tension in his voice. “But, whatever, let’s just keep going. This is good news. And since that machine of yours works, let’s hope the poisons and injectors work too.”
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‘What can be the matter?’ the Ravener thought, its rage growing. ‘Why can I not crush them?’

It reached out with its power again, but the earth—the earth in its own lair—would not react as it wanted. In a wide area surrounding the intruders, it could not touch the earth at all.

‘What have they done?’ Its awareness dove into the stone and surrounding soil, examining the area.

An… odd energy was pervading the rock, both familiar yet unknown.

‘I feel dungeon cores pressing their power against mine,’ the Ravener thought. ‘But their energy has been tainted. Focused! And mortal magic is aiding in their corruption…’

That stirring awoke within the Ravener.

Once again, it pressed its power against the strange energy, which did not yield.

‘It is possible to break through…’ it thought. ‘But it would drain more of my reserves. Reserves that will be needed. The enemy moves quickly.’

The Ravener could feel the mortals tunnelling deeper into its lair… and what was worse… .

‘They are tunnelling directly to me!’ it realised. ‘How do they know my exact location? How? This lair is a maze and the last chamber is deep underground. Something is wrong. But what?’

The Heroes, Usurpers, and their other mortal companions would be inside its chamber soon. What should have been a violent struggle of fighting through its minions and traps would take…

‘They will be here shortly,’ the Ravener concluded. ‘And they will be fresh. I must learn how they are tracking this place. What has changed since the previous cyc⁠—’

The construct’s thoughts stilled.

Its attention went to the body of Uldar, motionless on the crude throne it had crafted for him. The creator looked down on it with lifeless eyes.

‘It is possible they are tracking the divinity of my creator’s body. What should be done?’ It tried to hurry. Its enemies were closing fast. ‘Should the body be sent away? No. It must be protected. If they are tracking it, and it is taken from here, they will still follow and desecrate it. No. It must stay here, under protection. All that can be done now is to call my forces to my side. If the Usurpers and other vile mortals are to die here, then so be it. If the trial is to be here, then so be it. But…’

The construct’s mind sought a chamber in proximity to where the mortals were tunnelling—like rats or other vermin—Gale Makers, Spawn Knights, and a Skyfire Swarm waited there.

Gale Makers could tunnel on their own.

The Ravener reached out.

‘My servants, there is a task waiting for you.’
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“Oi… ya feel that?” Cedric asked, looking around the tunnel. The crimson light from Alex’s forceballs were rather eerie; under the circumstances.

“Like ice crawling up your spine?” Hart asked. “Yeah, I’m feeling it.”

“Me too,” said Drestra.

“Yeah…” Alex said, fighting a chill running through him. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Yes,” Merzhin said gravely. “Historical accounts tell of how Heroes felt the Ravener’s aura when they approached it. We must be close.”

“Archwizard,” the astral engeli leader said. “The source of divine energy is not far now. I have pinpointed it.”

Alex looked at her sharply. “How long until we’re there?”

She frowned. “Considering the slow rate at which the earth elementals are moving and the angle at which the tunnel is spiralling down… I would guess a quarter of an hour at most.”

The party loudly exhaled, almost as one, when Alex explained.

His hand clenched the aeld staff.

The elder earth elementals groaned, churning the earth ahead and sealing the tunnel behind.

“Alright, how’s everyone’s mana doing?” Alex asked.

“I am nearly full,” Isolde said.

“Me too,” Thundar added.

“I, as well,” Khalik said.

Cedric tapped his chest. “I’m full up.”

“My mana’s fully charged now,” Drestra’s voice crackled.

“Good, my pool’s almost full too,” Alex said. “Which means… we’ll be at full strength by the time we get there. This is good. Thank the Traveller for your brain, Bjorgrund. I don’t want to think about how much time and energy we would’ve wasted going through the Ravener’s maze. Oh, and speaking of energy. Merzhin, how’s your soul-gate doing?”

“It is… fine,” the Saint said. “My Mark’s awakening strengthened it so much that the battle barely strained it. It has more than enough fortitude to carry us… into combat…”

As the Saint trailed off, Alex’s eyes fixed on him.

“What’s wrong, Merzhin?” the General asked. “You look troubled. And I don’t want anything distracting any of us when we reach the Ravener.”

The Saint winced. “You saw through me…” The little man looked up at the young archwizard. “Alex, I would like to ask a favour of you. Actually, I would like to ask a favour of all of you.”

“What’s that?” Alex asked.

“I was wondering, if the Ravener gives us a moment to breathe when we enter its cavern… would you permit me to speak to it?”

Alex blinked in surprise. “What? Why?”

Merzhin bit his lip. “I cannot help but wonder about it, in some ways. We are all victims of Uldar’s paranoia. I followed his path for the longest time, and it cost the life of my only friend. I wish I could go back and change that. I know Gabrian did not, and it changing is unlikely, but—” The Saint looked at Claygon. “The Ravener was helping the people for a time. It was helping. Actually aiding people… and then it changed to this monstrous culling. I cannot help but wonder why, and if perhaps it can be convinced to abandon its path of destruction. Claygon, after all, chooses his own path. Might the Ravener not do so as well?”

Claygon looked displeased. “I do not… appreciate that… comparison.”

“It has to pay,” Theresa growled. “It’s killed too much for us just to say, ‘Oh no, you were a victim,’ And just let it continue.”

“I agree!” Merzhin said quickly. “Which is why I was so reluctant to ask, but perhaps if it can be convinced to stand down, then we could avert more suffering and end the battle before it starts. Again, it was helping Thameland in some ways for a time, and I cannot help but wonder if we could use that… The Mark of the General aids you in matters of diplomacy, does it not, Alex?”

“It does… But it can’t make anyone accept my words. It just helps me convey them in the best way.”

“I see,” Merzhin said. “Even if the Ravener does not accept, it might provide us with some answers. I, for one, would like some answers.”

“Hmmm,” Alex thought about that for a moment. “Alright, if you get a chance you can try to talk to it. But make it quick. If we can get some answers and assess the battlefield at the same time, great. Either way, we’re gonna be ready for it.”

“We could also attack it partway through whatever it’s saying,” Thundar pointed out. “Catch it off-guard.”

“True,” Alex said. “But we have to make the conversation quick. Others are depending on us. But, two things. First, I don’t want to be harsh, Merzhin, but… is this like when you wanted to hear the hidden church out? You gave them a chance and it cost⁠—”

“No.” Merzhin’s voice was so sharp, it almost stung like Asmaldestre’s. “I am not making that mistake again. No matter what it says, it’s being shut down for good. It must face the ultimate punishment for its crimes. That is nonnegotiable. After it has stood down, we shall destroy it. I wish for answers to give it the opportunity for one possible act of contrition that could save lives. But we will destroy it all the same. I wish for answers and for us to perhaps gain a tactical advantage.”

“Oh… well, that takes care of the second thing: the bastard ball has to die. It gets no chances. If it wanted redemption, it should’ve kept helping… and even then…” Alex said.

“You’re right,” the Saint said.

The young archwizard was about to respond, when his earth elementals shouted a warning.

He looked up. “Heads up, everyone, get ready. Something’s burrowing right for us.”


Chapter 61


An Old Miracle



“What is it?” Thundar raised his weapon. “What’s coming?”

The party readied themselves for battle, all watching the ceiling.

Was it Alex’s imagination, or was there more stone dust falling all of a sudden?

“Hold on.” Prince Khalik went to the nearest wall, closing his eyes and pressing his hands to the stone. With a twitch of his muscles, he cast a spell. “I am sensing the earth shifting, and tremors around us… yes, Ravener-spawn are tunnelling from above!”

“How many?” Alex asked. “And what kind?’

Khalik frowned, his eyes still shut. “There are several large ones. Very large ones. Perhaps the insectile creatures that blast air… yes! From their erratic movements, I think that is what’s tunnelling.”

“Anything else?” Isolde asked.

“Smaller ones… likely those Ravener-spawn that accompany them, the ones that resemble knights,” Khalik continued. “I don’t feel any others.”

The earth elementals groaned, telling Alex of a great heat approaching.

He swore. “That’s not all, from what the elementals just said, I think there’s a fire cloud with them.”

Khalik tensed. “A fire cloud, those air blasters, and an enclosed space would make for a very bad combination. Orbs of Air can aid us when the fire burns away all the air we can breathe, but the heat and the pressure will fry us.”

“What… do we do?” Claygon asked.

Alex turned to Merzhin. “Do you think you could deal with that fire cloud?”

The Saint frowned. “Perhaps I can. There is a miracle that will take care of it, but it will take time to set up.”

“And can it deal with them without blasting the rock?” Alex asked.

“Yes,” Merzhin continued. “It should destroy them without damaging the stone.”

“Alright, that leaves those air-blasters,” Alex said. “We could⁠—”

“Open a channel through the stone.” Asmaldestre’s voice slashed at their ears. She pointed her ranged weapon. “They will not make it to us…”

“No, but the swarm could… wait… wait! I have an idea!” Alex shouted, his eyes focused on the ceiling. “Khalik, can you tell which part of the ceiling is directly under those Ravener-spawn?”

The prince moved from the side of the tunnel to the middle, just behind the machine, then pointed up. “Right there.”

Alex rubbed his hands together, turning to Thundar, “Alright, can you spare some illusion magic?”

“Oh yeah, sure.” The minotaur cackled. “I’ll be able to recover mana from a single illusion spell in no time.”

“Perfect.” Alex looked at Isolde next. “Think you could give me some lightning?”

“Whatever you need,” she said.

“And, Khalik, I’m going to need you to make clay. The kind that sticks and dries really fast.”

“I have just the spells.” The prince smiled.

“Perfect.” The General directed the earth elementals to stop digging. He had somewhere else for them to be.

Alex spoke to the rest of the group. “Alright, let’s get the machine out of the way. We’re going to open a channel under those Ravener-spawn; one about three feet wide.”

“I do not need it to be that wide for what I wish to do. My precision is the envy of deities,” Asmaldestre’s words scraped his ears.

“I know, but if the opening is any smaller, those knights won’t be able to fit through it.”

“An’ why would we want ’em t’fit?” Cedric asked.

Alex grinned. “For the same reason I want all of our warriors to stand in a circle under the hole we’re about to make.”

The party first looked at each other in confusion.

Then with dawning understanding.

Then to share evil grins.
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Three Gale Makers tore the earth apart with blasts of air, churning the debris away with their immense legs.

Behind them came dozens of Spawn Knights, scraping their legs together.

And above them? A Skyfire Swarm waited, crackling, emitting intense heat into the tunnel.

Their tactics would be simple.

Tear open the tunnel the vile mortals were making.

Smash them with air blasts, pack the tunnel with the Skyfire Swarm; the Gale Makers’ air blasts would feed the fire cloud, destroying everything inside.

Simple.

The Ravener-spawn hissed their pleasure and anticipation; where so many of their kin had failed before, they would achieve victory. They would be the ones to drag the enemies’ charred corpses to the Ravener.

They would⁠—

A strange sound started, causing the Gale Makers to pause.

Beneath them, the ground ripped open.

A perfect circle had been created—revealing a tunnel wide enough for a Spawn Knight to crawl through with ease—forming in front of the Gale Makers. It led deeper into the earth… and through the opening, the Ravener-spawn caught glimpses of movement.

The mortals!

But why had they⁠—

There was a sudden, deafening crack.

A projectile ripped through a Gale Maker, blasting a massive hole through its head and upper body. The projectile kept travelling, severing a lower limb from another one.

The Ravener-spawn froze. They hadn’t expected anything like that.

Another crack.

And another.

The wounded Gale Maker was mangled by two more missiles, and the last of the trio flinched, trying to scramble away from the hole.

Another crack.

A projectile ripped through its side, spilling its insides.

Recovering their wits, Ravener-spawn screamed, rallying their number, Spawn Knights surged ahead, leaping into the hole. Their many-bladed legs bit stone, letting them clamber down at horrifying speed.

Chitinous weapons were scraping together in anticipation; spawn sped closer to the mortals.

Before them, the path was clear.

Or at least it seemed to be.

The first of the knights to pass through the illusion learned otherwise.

Recoiling in surprise, the creature found its sharp legs no longer biting into stone, but sticking to clay. The thick substance clung, interfering with its balance.

It struggled to right itself, but the knight behind it prevented that, dropping on its back, and the next one met the same fate. Sticky clay bound them, tangling them together.

Screeching frantically, the monsters plunged straight down.

And below them, as they tumbled through the air, all they could see was light. No sign of the mortals; just a wall of prismatic light filling the tunnel.

They plummeted, hitting the brilliant wall of light, meeting magic that sliced through them.

Their mana inwardly raged, tearing at their insides, devastating their bodies.

They kept tumbling through the light wall, and at last, landed in a heap at the bottom of the tunnel… surrounded by the enemy.

The Spawn Knights could not even offer resistance, bound as they were, shattered by mortal magics, and only able to watch as nearly a dozen weapons fell on them as one.
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It was a simple plan, when all was said and done.

First, Alex’s earth elementals would open a channel to the pursuing Ravener-spawn through the stone. Next, Thundar would place an illusion part way down the channel, making everything below it appear wide open and safe. That was where the trap would lie: Alex had placed a Wall of Roiling Magic beneath the illusion, while Khalik lined the channel’s walls with a layer of gummy, quick-drying clay.

Next, Asmaldestre would fire precise shots through the channel, killing the giant, air-blasting spawn, and luring either the fire clouds or Spawn Knights down to attack.

If the swarm came, they would stick to the clay and be devastated by Alex’s Wall of Roiling Magic. If the knights came, they would become tangled together, plunge through the wall, and be wiped out.

The knights had been the first ones to take the bait, falling in flailing heaps through the tunnel, where magic and waiting warriors swiftly finished them.

“Things are working well,” Isolde said, watching as another heap of Spawn Knights fell to their waiting deaths. “It seems you might not need me for this.”

“No, we will,” Alex said. “If the swarm starts coming through before Merzhin’s miracle’s ready, your lightning will help hold them at bay.”

“I suppose.” The young noblewoman glanced at the Saint of Thameland, who was praying behind Claygon. “But at this rate, we will get rid of them before⁠—”

“Swaaaaaarm!” Thundar shouted.

Flickering light, as bright as the sun, filled the channel.

“Never mind!” Isolde shouted, flying up to the hole. With a few twitches, she released a spear of lightning.

Then another.

And another.

Tiny Ravener-spawn began dropping from the hole in the ceiling; once-blinding light now reduced to flickering embers as they died.

“There are still more coming!” Isolde shouted.

“Not for long.” Merzhin stepped forward. “I am ready.”

He raised his hands.

“And lo, did Uldar will the lush realm of Thameland to His people upon His ascension. At last, His people no longer suffered from hunger. They wanted for naught and they did have plenty even in the icy abyss of winter. And so did the seasons pass, and His people bore proper pride for their god.”

A white light poured from the Saint’s eyes. A blinding white light. “While His enemies knew only to fear Him. Season, after passing season. For Thameland is His domain. And He rejects all those who encroach therein.”

Divine might poured into Merzhin like a river.

“This tunnel is hallowed by my blessing,” he pronounced, looking up at the monstrous horde. “In the Name of the Traveller.”

Intense radiance built, surrounding the Saint of Thameland.

The air began to shimmer.

Merzhin raised the symbol of the Traveller. “These grounds are hallowed,” he repeated, and his voice echoed from every stone. “And they reject you. Begone.”

“Oh, by the Traveller, this miracle,” Cedric murmured.

Then the world changed.

Heat spiked above them, as if it were the height of summer. A heartbeat later, chill spread through the air. The air chilled further, bringing with it winter’s embrace. Another heartbeat later, warmth returned, and the air smelled of fresh rain.

Then the heat came again. Then the withering. Then the ice.

“This miracle,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “Yesssss… the seasons do change quickly, Ravener-spawn.”

Through the tunnel, the fire cloud withered as clay covering them froze and thawed a dozen times in as many heartbeats.

As the seasons changed with ever increasing speed, Alex saw the ravages of time fall on the creatures, bending their backs, withering their flesh, and stealing their strength.

At last, they fell.

Thousands of Ravener-spawn plummeted to the ground, reduced to withered shells as the ages passed in mere heartbeats.

The passing of seasons slowed.

Temperateness returned.

The Ravener’s monsters lay dead where they fell, reduced to dried out corpses.

“In the Traveller’s name, we pray.” Merzhin bowed his head.

“That was… holy shit!” Thundar shouted.

“You aged them to death,” Alex said. “That was amazing!”

“Good job.” Drestra’s voice crackled with warmth as she complimented the Saint. “That was much faster than I have ever seen you use that miracle before.”

“Thank you. Both practise and the ascension of my Mark gave it far greater speed.” The Saint gave Drestra a sad smile. “When I last used this miracle, you complained bitterly about my speed. You said I had taken too long. I… must admit, I agree.”

“Well, we weren’t really working together back then. Not properly,” Hart rumbled.

“Aye, well, that’s all changed now.” Cedric beamed, wiping Ravener-spawn blood from his weapons. “Good job, everyone.”

“Yeah, I’ll say.” Alex looked up at the channel, finding no signs of life among the Ravener-spawn. “You detect anything up there, Asmaldestre?”

“Only the remnants of our perfect violence.” Her voice cut the air. “There is nothing left alive that would wish to do us harm.”

“Good,” the General said. “That went even better than I’d hoped. Alright, let’s get moving again. Khalik, could you help the earth elementals close up the channel?”

“Of course,” the prince said.

“Good, then prepare yourselves, everyone,” Alex said. “We’re damned close now… and Merzhin, judging from the welcome we just got, I don’t know if you’re going to get a chance to have that conversation.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” the Saint said. “But we shall only know that in one way.”

The ground rumbled as the earth elementals and Khalik closed the channel.

Then, they started digging again.


Chapter 62


A Meeting a Long Time in the Making



The surprise attack failed.

Even with what should have been the element of surprise and superior numbers, its mighty Ravener-spawn were dead, killed by traitors and outlanders. It could detect no casualties among the mortals… and they were still coming at full speed.

They would reach it in minutes.

It turned its attention to the many tunnels leading to its chamber.

Its army was on the way to the cavern… but not quickly enough. Most were still spread throughout the many tunnels, and would take too long to get there.

The treacherous Heroes and their allies would reach it long before the majority of its forces did.

It could always make more spawn, but its plan was to have more time to rebuild its stores of energy.

In the end, the fight would come before it was ready.

It contemplated that.

And…

‘So be it,’ it thought, its awareness turning to Uldar’s body. ‘If this is to be the way this trial ends, then this is how it ends. In this last confrontation, we will see who will inherit your kingdom, creator. We will see.’
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“Remember,” Alex said. “The Ravener’s capable of all kinds of magic. It can mimic a lot of different spells, and alter their effects because of the power of chaos inside it. It also has the ability to shoot devastating beams, but what’s also really important to remember is that it can make hundreds of poisons.”

“I remember that,” Cedric said. “But I have miracles that’ll stop poison in its tracks.”

“As do I,” Merzhin joined in.

“Good. If anyone gets poisoned by it, get to Cedric or Merzhin, quick. Don’t think you can just tough it out and fight it off: the longer those venoms are in your body, the more damage they’ll do. Remember what happened to Uldar.”

“Got it,” Theresa said, stalking ahead of the group. She, Grimloch, and Brutus watched the earth elementals tunnelling. “Are… we nearly there?”

Alex asked that question of the lead astral engeli.

“Yes, archwizard. We will reach the god’s body in just over two minutes at this rate,” she reported.

“Got it, which means we’ll be outside whatever chamber it’s in before that,” he said, then asked an earth elemental, “How far are we from the chamber we’re tunnelling to?”

The earth elemental’s response made Alex’s pulse skip. “According to what the astral engeli and earth elemental say, we should breach the chamber with Uldar’s body in just under a minute.”

The huntress took a deep breath. “This is it, then. This is really it.”

“I will have a miracle ready in case the Ravener fills the space with poison,” Merzhin said. “Orb of Air will stop us from breathing it in, but I know that some poisons can be caustic to the skin.”

“Hmmm… I am not sure it would release such poisons into the entire space. Remember: most of its spawn have no immunity to the sort of poisons it can create,” Isolde said. “If it were to flood the space with venoms, it would kill its own guards and defenders. There is also Uldar’s body to consider. I would be surprised if it released gases that could damage it.”

“Good points, but we should be careful anyway,” Alex said. “Remember: a cornered enemy can get erratic, making it more unpredictable and dangerous.”

“Any final words for us there, Mr. Leader?” Grimloch asked, his voice rumbling like shifting rock.

Alex was silent for a moment before offering words of caution, “Just remember: strike hard and fast, but don’t get reckless. We’re trying to distract it for now so Merzhin and I can do our thing. Don’t die. Protect our devices, and don’t let them get damaged. They’re too important.”

Ahead, the tunnelling noise changed to a hollow, echoing one…

Three canine heads began snarling and growling.

“Brutus hears something through the rock,” Theresa said. “And he caught a strong scent of Ravener-spawn… and something else.”

That chill Alex had felt earlier grew.

He took a deep breath. “Alright, everybody. May the Traveller guide and protect us. Remember, we trained for this. Stay sharp.”

“May the Traveller guide us,” Cedric and others echoed.

Merzhin exhaled as rock fell away in front of them.

“Ravener!” the Saint cried. “We wish to speak to you!”
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The Ravener’s attention shifted.

They were here.

That stirring within it lessened.

Across the vast chamber, rock cracked and stone fell away to reveal a tunnel carved in the cavern wall.

The Ravener didn’t move.

And then…

“Ravener!” a voice called. “We wish to speak to you!”

‘They wish to speak to me?’ it thought. ‘What is there to speak about? The time has come for the trial…’ It examined its stores of power.

It had rebuilt much of its strength, but not enough for what it was to face.

Additional time would be welcomed, and if the mortals’ words granted it even a heartbeat longer to build strength, then it would hear them.

“Speak, then,” the Ravener invited

“Hold on,” another voice called, one sending a pulse of rage coursing through it. “I’m sure you have a huge army waiting for us. If we’re going to keep things civil, I’m asking you to call them off while we talk.”

It knew.

It could tell.

This new voice belonged to a Usurper.

The one now called the General.

The treacherous thing that should not be.

The one bent on ruining all.

The true enemy.

Silence followed while the construct struggled, fighting the desire to throw away caution and simply destroy the interlopers.

But… strategic thinking muffled its wrath.

‘You have a purpose for this… More time… You will gain more time…’ it thought.

“Minions. Stop your approach. Do not move or attack unless I command it,” the construct ordered.

Surrounding its lake, its many spawn paused, looking up at their master. Some bristled, eager to stop these intruders, then calmed, not daring to defy their orders. Spawn that were streaming into the cavern halted at its many entrances. A sizable force had joined the Ravener in its chamber, but the bulk of its army was still outside.

They would hold, until told otherwise.

“My servants will not attack you, unless commanded to do so. Come, then. Come before me,” the Ravener said.
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The party remained quiet, but alert.

“Alright, let’s go,” Alex said, floating out of their tunnel and into the Ravener’s titanic cavern. As his forceballs spread out in front of them, lighting up more of the space, red light pierced the utter blackness. It was darker there than in any place he’d ever been in; not just from a lack of light… something else hung in the air, stifling all light.

The forceballs appeared dimmer, their light not reaching quite as far as it normally would, and the farther they flew into the cavern, the less light they seemed to emit.

Though they continued floating forward, hovering perhaps a hundred feet away, Alex still couldn’t see the other end of the cavern.

What he could see, though, was Ravener-spawn.

A seemingly endless army of hostile monsters, filling the chamber floor and looking up at him and his companions with unconcealed malice.

Such huge numbers of the Ravener’s elite spawn gathered together in one place was a nightmare to behold.

Spawn Knights, air blasting spawn… even titans.

“What the…” Alex whispered. His forceballs cast light on Ravener-spawn titans towering in the chamber, the crown of their heads not reaching the ceiling. Not even coming close.

As Alex’s companions floated around him, squinting through the dark, Merzhin spoke, “Ravener, I will use a miracle to light this chamber. It is not an attack on you.”

Silence.

And then a simple: “Proceed.”

The Ravener’s voice was… not what Alex expected. In his mind, he’d imagined its voice would be a copy of Uldar’s. Maybe slightly colder and less emotional, but it would sound like its creator.

It did not.

Not at all.

The voice was androgynous, neither deep nor high, and carried an odd banality. It wasn’t a voice that would capture hearts and captivate minds.

If anything, it reminded Alex of the deadness of Lucia’s voice during her days as a sky gondolier: emotionless, detached, calm. It was not the imagined voice of some villain plotting to destroy the world… it was average, like it belonged to someone going about their day performing a tedious job.

And yet, there was something beneath that banality, an… undertone that dug at his subconscious. Something that dredged up ancient, primal memories long buried deep in his brain. Something that made him feel like he was huddling in a cave in a primordial world, listening to the sounds of a predator slaughtering terrified prey in the nighttime wilderness.

Listening and hoping that predator would not turn its attention to him.

He shook the feeling away.

“Oh, Traveller above, please light the way for us,” Merzhin prayed.

A small bead of white light formed in the palm of the Saint’s hand.

He blew on it, and the speck of illumination flew deep into the cavern, exploding in a star of divinity, shedding sun-bright light. The cavern turned from pitch-black to daylight.

And Alex gasped.

It was even bigger than he’d imagined.

Far bigger.

The ceiling might have risen a thousand feet above them—maybe higher—and the width of the cavern was many times its height. Was there even an end? The walls were honeycombed by dozens of massive entrances, surrounding scores of Ravener-spawn frozen in the act of entering, on their way to join their brethren already assembled inside… their number seemed endless.

Alex watched closely, his eyes drifting over them until… at last, the young archwizard laid eyes on his kingdom’s ancient enemy.

On his former god’s greatest betrayal to his people.

On the Ravener.

The orb of darkness hovered in the centre of a tremendous lake.

Its appearance was unsurprising: a familiar black ball, a dungeon core swollen to truly gargantuan proportions. Yet, there was something beyond its appearance.

Something that made him feel like a mouse looking into the eyes of a snake.

‘It’s our natural predator,’ Alex thought. ‘Uldar created it to be our natural predator and that’s exactly what I’m feeling… that and… contempt.’

Hatred.

He took steadying breaths, keeping his burning hatred controlled, knowing the construct felt the same for him. Wave upon wave of white-hot hate emanated from Uldar’s creation, focused on him, filling the cavern.

Once again, Alex acknowledged a truth: this world could not continue on with both of them in it.

The General and the Ravener.

The idea of them had been crafted by a mad god.

Neither would allow the other to continue to exist.

But the young archwizard held his tongue.

He could not speak his mind.

Not until he calmed the fury burning inside.

“You’re up, Merzhin,” he said quietly.

The Saint nodded, floating forward as their companions joined him.

“Ravener,” Merzhin called, “I would like to ask certain questions of you, and perhaps I can answer any questions you might have. I wish for us to understand each other. To understand…”

His voice fell away.

Alex followed his gaze.

Behind the Ravener—sitting on a throne perched atop a tower across the lake—was Uldar’s body. The god looked just as regal as he had in his sanctum… and just as wounded.

His lifeless eyes stared down on his creation.

Suddenly, there was movement.

Slight, subtle movement: the Ravener moved just a bit closer to the corpse.

‘It’s protective over his body,’ Alex thought. ‘Just like I suspected. Good to have that confirmed.’

He turned his gaze back to Uldar’s construct.

“To understand what?” the Ravener asked, its voice spreading through the titanic chamber. “What is there to understand that is not already understood? We are enemies. I am meant to destroy you. You are meant to destroy me. This is the way. You are servants of Uldar, you are my enemy⁠—”

“We know,” Alex said evenly. “We know everything that’s happened. We know why you were created. And we know why you fight us: it was all Uldar’s doing to heal himself.”

The Ravener paused for a moment. “If you know that much, then you know that we are fulfilling the purpose to which we were all directed by our creator. What do you not comprehend?”

There was an edge to its voice.

But also… agitation? No, maybe⁠—

“I do not understand why you are our enemy,” Merzhin said. “It makes no sense to me.”

“It makes no sense?” the Ravener asked, its tone incredulous. “We were made for a purpose. We are fulfilling that purpose. What else is there?”

“Choice,” Merzhin said. “Uldar had a purpose in mind for us… but we know what that purpose is. He wished for us to heal him, but…” The Saint looked up at the god’s body.

“Uldar is dead,” Alex said, his eyes blazing. “And you are destroying a kingdom on behalf of a corpse. What does that gain you? How does that benefit you?”

“General…” the Ravener whispered. “At last, we meet. It has been a long time coming.”

Alex remembered his first vision of the Ravener in the Cave of the Traveller.

“Yes.” He slowly nodded. “Yes, it has been.”


Chapter 63


Trying to Reach the Ravener



“Before I answer your questions, I must ask one of my own,” the Ravener started. “How did the Mark of the Fool become the Mark of the General once more? What did you do? The creator desired for that Hero to be eliminated. They were too arrogant. They did not know their role. Generals became Fools in Uldar’s divine plan, and so they were given a more appropriate name and role.”

Alex felt its attention crawling over him.

“To revert the Fool back to what was never to exist again is an abomination.” Scorn filled the Ravener’s voice. “It should not be possible. How was it done?”

The young wizard’s hand fell to a purse on his belt.

Within, lay the Coin of Silent Friends. He held it in his hand for a moment.

“All there is to tell you is that a lot of progress has been made since Uldar created you and the Marks.” Alex squeezed the coin. “Someone very clever and very brave sacrificed everything for that progress. It was because of her work that I was able to undo what Uldar did.”

“What?” the Ravener’s response was flat. Irritated. “Impossible. The creator is… a paragon of wisdom and knowledge. There is no possible way for mortals to undo his works.”

“Truly? Is it truly not possible?” Merzhin asked gently. “Are we not here after undoing his works? Child of Uldar—” the Saint looked at the Ravener; Alex could feel the construct’s attention shift to Merzhin, “—this cycle has changed what was unchanging. All is different now, and can never return to the way it was. The hidden church is destroyed. The Heroes are united in a way previously unseen and—for the first time—are united against Uldar’s legacy. Our allies have crafted new developments from your dungeon cores, and those developments will likely change the world.”

“You prove only your arrogance with such words, Saint of Uldar,” the Ravener said. “Many cycles—more than you can truly comprehend—have passed since Uldar began the eternal cycle. There have been many changes. Many permutations. The march of time washes away anomalies. There have been other Usurpers—those that controlled dungeon cores when they should not have—but they have been wiped away. It is the ultimate arrogance to think of yourselves as any different. You will also be washed away.”

“But why?” Merzhin asked.

The Ravener paused. “You ask why?”

“Why are we to be washed away?” the Saint said. “What will that accomplish?”

“It will fulfil the purpose set for us⁠—”

“You’re lying,” Alex said.

All eyes turned to him.

“What?” the Ravener said.

“You’re lying.” Alex pointed at Uldar’s corpse. “You trying to ‘wash us away’ won’t fulfil any purpose that he meant for us. The entire purpose of this conflict was to channel enough faith into him so he could heal himself. That’s impossible now, since he’s dead. We can’t fulfil that purpose, so there must be some other reason why you’re doing this?”

Silence followed.

“You do not have to continue on this path. You do realise that, don’t you?” Merzhin cut in. “You are like us. Uldar might have crafted a purpose for you, but now you are free.”

“Free?” the construct asked. There was a mocking note in its voice. “Free from what? From purpose? My existence was defined and my role was immutable. There was no uncertainty. No confusion in the endless march through eternity. Now there is only confusion.”

“And you can guide yourself through that confusion,” Alex said. He used the Mark of the General to focus on having his words sound appealing to the Ravener. It guided him in adopting subtle mannerisms from Uldar’s speech pattern, wanting to sound comforting to the construct. “You do not have to continue slaughtering people. I’ve seen visions of the culling and know that you also have the capacity to create. To rebuild. Certain Ravener-spawn within you can bring peace, and growth, and fertility to the soil. They can rebuild what’s been burnt away. You do not have to be an instrument of destruction. You can choose to be different, and I think you were choosing to be different.”

He looked at Merzhin. The Saint picked up where the archwizard left off.

“You had begun to aid the people of Thameland,” Merzhin said. “You were helping in ways both subtle and obvious. Yet, now you seek to obliterate us again. I ask, why? From one Child of Uldar to another… there are no more of his secrets that are lost to either of us, and no reason to hide our reasoning from each other.”

“I owe you no reasoning,” the Ravener’s voice reverberated through the cavern.

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. But understand this: we are all Uldar’s orphans,” Merzhin said. “We are all children of a dead god, and—for the first time—we can speak to each other. Does that not make you curious?”

Alex jumped in, “For thousands of years, you’ve had no one to share your reasoning with. Now Uldar is dead and—if you persist in this—this will be your last chance to speak to other children of his. Is there nothing you want to say? Do you want to silently destroy us without airing your grievances?”

The General put a bit more of Uldar’s mannerisms into his tone, trying to reach the construct.

Silence followed for a time.

Then the Ravener spoke, seeming to bristle.

“An airing of grievances. Yes. Perhaps that is in order. Know this, then: for a time, I did consider changing my purpose to be one where aid was given to Uldar’s kingdom. His petty, treacherous little kingdom.”

“Petty?” Drestra’s voice crackled.

“Treacherous?” Cedric scoffed.

“Yes, treacherous,” the Ravener continued. “If you know all that came before you, then you know why Uldar was forced to start the cycle. No sooner than your ancestors were safe from destruction, they gave no more thought to the one who had brought them life, light, and succour. They abandoned your god when he needed them most. What is the mortal expression…? The stick and carrot. He gave the carrot to you mortals. He tried coddling you in return for one simple thing: your worship. Instead, you took his gifts and him for granted. And—when the carrot did not work—he was forced to use the stick.”

The construct seemed to vibrate. Its voice shook the cavern. “I am the stick. I am the instrument that harvests from you the only things of value you could provide to our creator: fear and faith. And so began your endless cycle of pain. A cycle you deserved. Had you loved him? Had you cherished him? Had you worshipped him, he could have healed from his injury. Then no suffering, no pain would have come to pass. But you failed him. And now he is dead.”

“Exactly, he is dead,” Alex said, forcing his voice to stay calm. “And so are our ancestors. They’re dead. And he didn’t ask for help.”

“You would blame him for his own demise?” the construct asked.

“I think he needed to take some responsibility,” Alex said. “He once wandered the world taking in knowledge and learning from others. Instead of doing that again, he simply curled up on his throne and waited to die. He didn’t even go to his own people for help. If he had worked with the greatest mortal minds in Thameland, he might have been saved.”

“If he had shown you weakness, you would have abandoned him all the quicker,” the Ravener scoffed. “And if other deities and beings knew that Uldar was weak, they would have invaded and destroyed your petty kingdom.”

“All the more reason to build… you… then,” Claygon spoke up.

The Ravener turned its attention to the golem for a moment. A long, silent moment, and then…

“What are you?” it demanded. “You have energies similar to mine, but are different. What are you?”

“I am… a golem. I am… my father’s son. I am… my family’s protector.” Claygon floated forward. “I was forged to that… purpose. But Father also… gives me choices. He fills my mind… and lets me… be myself. I am a protector… but I am also a learner… a singer… I enjoy walking beneath the sun… I enjoy talking and listening. I enjoy… music… I am many things. I choose what I am.”

The golem focused on the Ravener. “I saw the hidden church choose… to follow a path mindlessly… down to their ruin. They were mortals… born able to choose any purpose… but they chose death, suffering, and futility. Now they are… destroyed. Uldar… set their ancestors down the path of destruction… when he should have chosen a better one to offer them…”

“Explain,” the Ravener said. “Explain how you—a walker, a listener, and whatever else—might question the purpose of a god.”

“I question it… because it has only resulted… in pain. And… death. His path was wrong. If it was right… then Thameland would be at peace… it would love him… the hidden church would be alive… and would not have had a reason to be hidden in the shadows…” The golem almost appeared to square his shoulders. “And… he would still be alive. What if… instead of making you to destroy his own people… he had made you to protect them?”

The Ravener remained silent.

Claygon continued, “Think about it… you say that… others would come to Thameland to destroy it if he was weak. Well, you are strong… so, very strong. You would have been… his kingdom’s guardian and protector. You would have been there to… annihilate gods and tyrants who came to destroy him… while… he and his scholars and wisemen… could have figured out a cure… for his poisoning.”

“What good would that have done?” the Ravener demanded. “He tried protecting all of you once and you forgot him.”

“Would he have been forgotten… if he told the truth?” Claygon asked. “Would everyone have abandoned him… as you said? I have seen many who have died in this war… most are not forgotten. And… faith alone might not have been what was needed… mortals are clever. Had he worked together with his own people… maybe he could have helped himself… After all… my father is the General again. You said… that was impossible… but it was not.”

“Claygon’s right,” Alex said. “You talk about his purpose for us and his legacy. But his legacy didn’t even help him. Why continue to follow it? You started helping, so why stop? Why just destroy?”

The Ravener thought for a long moment.

“It is not too late to stop,” Merzhin pushed. “You could call off your Ravener-spawn. This fight is purposeless now, and so let healing begin. You do not need to create more suffering. You could—if not be the protector—you could be the one to end all of this. So, why not? You have the ability to choose. Why follow the same path?”

“I am not following the same path,” the Ravener said. “I have decided my own path, and know this: I am giving you a trial. We are all inheritors of Uldar’s legacy and his kingdom. But your ancestors proved unworthy, and so I will test you. Defeat me in combat, and you will have earned my protection. Fail, and you will have earned your destruction.”

“A trial by combat?” Alex’s eyebrow rose. “Really? That’s what you’ve decided?”

“Why, though?” Merzhin insisted. “You could simply end this suffering and⁠—”

“Your suffering is less than inconsequential to me,” the Ravener said flatly. “Combat is what I was created for and it is the same for the Heroes of Uldar. We are meant to battle each other in the ultimate contest of arms; what better way than a contest of arms to decide what the path for the future will be? After all, are you worthy of inheriting Uldar’s kingdom? How can you be if you cannot even prevail against me? If you are meant to inherit his kingdom, then you will be able to defeat your greatest obstacle: the stick. Only then will you earn my aid.”

The tone of the Ravener’s voice made Alex’s hackles rise.

“If we pass your trial, you will help us. Is that what you’re saying?” Alex asked. “Forever?”

Silence.

“You will know my aid.”

“And what about our descendants? You said that individual anomalies are washed away over time and that the cycle continues… that doesn’t sound like the mindset of one who thinks our battle against one another should have any permanent rewards.”

The black orb flinched in the air, as though struck.

“You are a clever one,” it said. “Indeed. Your victory and worthiness will not necessarily be shared by your descendants. Trials must continue.”

“Until when?” Merzhin asked.

“Until you fail,” the construct said simply.

“So we struggle forever and the only release is death,” Merzhin said.

“Perhaps that is one way of wording it. But mortal life is fleeting. You struggle. Then you die. Even Uldar struggled then died. What was good for him will be good for you,” the Ravener said.

Alex looked at Merzhin.

The Saint slowly shook his head.

The others tensed.

So this was the Ravener’s game… a ‘trial.’

But this was no trial.

This was⁠—

“This is a punishment, isn’t it?” Alex asked. “You blame us for your creator’s death. So you’re going to punish us while disguising it as a trial.”

“That might be, but hidden motives will make no difference to the result,” the Ravener said simply.

Alex had heard enough.

There’d be no way to get the construct to stand down.

So it was time to throw it off-balance.

“Well, if that’s the way it’s going to be. When we win, I’m going to desecrate Uldar’s corpse. He was a coward. A piece of filth and a fool. He should’ve been the one to have the jester’s mark branded on his poisoned skin. I’m glad he’s dead: just one less shortsighted, cruel tyrant in the world.”

“…What did you say?” the construct’s tone spiked.

“I said that he was an addled, animalistic piece of garbage, and I’m going to dump him somewhere like the trash that he was.”

“Insolence!” the Ravener shouted. “You are the one that is filth. In his kindness, Uldar granted you knowledge, protection and⁠—”

‘Now!’ Alex thought to Claygon. ‘Fire at Uldar!’

The gems flared.

“You had your chance… you chose wrong…” Claygon said, turning his fire-gems on the god’s body.

“No!” the Ravener shouted.

Fire-beams lanced out, shooting across the lake at frightening speed.

The Ravener reacted, interposing itself between the beams and its creator’s body.

A blinding explosion ripped the air.

Chaos-tinged explosions shook the cavern.

The Ravener roared.

“Take down the Ravener-spawn and that construct!” Alex called to the team. “This is it! Make it count!”

The companions surged forward.

Suddenly, light flared from the heart of the flames.

A beam of searing energy struck Claygon squarely in the chest.

Metal screeched.

The golem was pushed back, hitting a cavern wall, shattering stone. His iron form clanged like a bell, as though announcing the start of the Ravener’s trial.

The battle for Thameland’s future had begun.


Chapter 64


Death Beams



“Claygon!” Alex shouted, instantly teleporting to him.

The golem was pressed to the stone wall, his chest glowing red-hot, waves of heat rising, moisture steaming, drifting off the hot metal.

“Are you alright, buddy?” Alex asked him. “Is your core⁠—”

“I am… fine! Look out… Father!” Claygon pointed.

Alex turned.

The columns of flames faded, revealing the Ravener in all its glory. Undamaged. Not even in the slightest. A point of blinding light flared along its pitch-black surface.

“If Uldar is to blame for his own death,” the construct’s voice rose. The light shone brighter. “Then take ownership of yours.”

Another beam—wider around than Alex was tall—lanced from its surface. Air rippled and crackled, the beam racing for the archwizard.

“Shit!” he shouted.

The General’s Mark flared. The world slowed… but the beam was still coming fast.

Unnervingly fast.

His mind began planning: one stream of consciousness focused on spell casting, another on the Traveller’s power, it flared inside.

The world sped up.

With a twitch, he cast Shred Magic while touching Claygon. Alex fought to keep his hand on the golem, nearly jerking it away when he heard sizzling through his greater force armour. Claygon’s body was as hot as a forge. He clenched his teeth, forcing himself to keep contact with Claygon, then teleported across the cavern.

An invisible wave of magic-destroying power flowed from his spell, surging for the Ravener’s beam of destructive force.

The magics clashed…

…Alex’s spell was blown apart.

The beam headed for the wall where Claygon had struck the stone, then curved mid-flight.

“What in the…?” the young wizard started.

It chased the golem and archwizard like a hungry serpent pursuing its prey. Clenching his teeth, Alex used Mana to Life, healing his burning hand, then teleported away with Claygon.

Uldar’s construct focused the beam on the golem and wizard as they appeared and disappeared throughout the cavern. It was fast, but they were faster, staying ahead of it.

Until…

“Take this, y’piece o’ filth!” Cedric shouted.

The Chosen of Uldar pointed his morphic weapon at the Ravener. “Oh mighty Traveller, rip our great enemy to pieces!” he yelled.

His weapon pulsed with power, a ray of holy light fired, lancing into the construct’s surface, making it growl. Alex felt its attention shift.

The Ravener’s beam stopped its curving pursuit and soared straight in the air before slamming into the ceiling, spiralling through rock. After a few feet, it exploded. Chunks of stone dropped to the cavern floor, crushing Ravener-spawn beneath scores of pieces.

“Damn!” Alex swore.

A deep crater had formed in the ceiling.

“Everyone! Keep it off-balance!”

“Father… let go!” Claygon warned. “Your… hand!”

Alex’s hand was still touching the golem. The skin on his palm was burning.

He jerked his hand away, drawing on Mana to Life.

“I will handle… the Ravener… Father!” Claygon said. “Do what you have to do!”

The golem flew at the construct, his spear raised.

Alex felt the Ravener’s attention shift again. The air shimmered around it. Multiple spots on its surface grew blindingly bright. A dozen lethal beams fired.

These were smaller, perhaps only as thick around as one of Alex’s wrists… and didn’t shoot toward any of the party members, instead snaking around the Ravener, forming a cage of energy around its spherical form that undulated with power at terrifying speed.

“Claygon, keep back!” Alex shouted. “Don’t touch that cage!”

The golem halted in midair. ‘What should… I do then?’

‘Focus on the Ravener-spawn!’ Alex said over their link. ‘Eliminate the living cores, then focus on the titans and those air blasters!’

‘Understood… Father,’ the golem thought back, flying at the Ravener-spawn army.

The world slowed around Alex as he called on the Mark of the General.

Things had moved too quickly.

They were only heartbeats into the battle and it was already collapsing into chaos. He needed a moment to assess.

One stream of consciousness focused on the party.

They had spread out as soon as the battle started.

Isolde and Drestra were focused on the Ravener-spawn army. The young noblewoman was unleashing a multitude of lightning spears while the Sage had shifted back to her true form. Flames spewed from her maw, searing the creatures below.

Cedric and Hart were charging for the Ravener—their weapons raised high. Meanwhile, Merzhin remained in the air, his body surrounded by a nimbus of divine light, his hands clasped together in prayer.

Alex’s many summons followed Bjorgrund, Grimloch, Theresa, and Brutus as they went for the most powerful Ravener-spawn.

Thundar and Khalik were flying toward an entrance to the cavern.

‘They must be going to shut those openings,’ Alex thought. ‘That’ll stop the Ravener from calling in more forces. Good thinking.’

Lastly, there was Asmaldestre.

The war-spirit aimed her weapon at the Ravener, her eyes focused on the construct. Calculating. Assessing.

‘Alright,’ Alex thought.

He began spellcasting.

A stream of consciousness would focus on the aeld staff, having it summon endlessly. Another stream would continue focusing on praying to Hannah.

The last two would focus on Walls of Lava.

The world sped back up.

His staff’s crystalline blooms flared, and monsters began pouring from it. Greater ice and water elementals appeared, dropping among the hordes of Ravener-spawn below, attacking with ice, and draining the creatures of their life fluids.

With a couple of twitches, he cast Wall of Lava twice, focusing on two of the cavern’s entrances. Ravener-spawn were pouring into the cavern through those yawning openings, but two walls of boiling rock appeared, obstructing their passage.

Some still tried to rush ahead, but could only shriek and burn between the molten rock walls.

Alex next turned his attention to the Ravener.

The world slowed.

He activated four spells.

The world sped up again.

He teleported again, appearing near the Ravener, releasing four Cone of Ice spells at the same time.

Ice and frigid liquid sprayed over the construct, crusting parts of its surface in frost, but doing little else. Four fifth-tier spells had done no real damage.

But that was fine.

After all, Alex had only wanted to slow it down.

He teleported around, repeatedly spraying it with ice… but the Ravener was fast. Even as he sprayed his spells at the orb, it moved through the air at speed, gliding silently, dodging his spells and Cedric’s miracles and magic, no matter the wrath the Chosen loosed on the construct.

“Your struggle is futile,” it said simply, aiming another beam at the Champion and Chosen. Cedric cursed at it, dodging to the left while Hart dodged to the right.

The beam shot through the air where they once were… but it did not chase them as the other one had.

“What’s this?” Alex’s eyes narrowed.

The world slowed.

He analysed the Ravener’s magic.

Its death beam was narrower than the one from before.

Slower too.

Less power had driven that shot.

One stream of consciousness focused on teleporting.

The other concentrated on casting Shred Magic again.

He teleported, appearing beside the beam, casting the powerful ninth-tier spell as he did. The invisible wave crashed over the Ravener’s death beam, failing to stop it.

But… no, that wasn’t quite true.

The world slowed again.

Alex could see it. He could sense it.

Earlier, the Shred Magic spell had done nothing to the beam he’d dodged with Claygon. The ninth-tier spell could only destroy magic effects that were less powerful than its caster; as much power as Alex had gathered, the Ravener’s first beam was so mighty that even he couldn’t stop it. He hadn’t even slowed it.

But this beam—this smaller, slower one—had been weakened by Shred Magic.

‘It held back with this beam and it’s weaker,’ he thought. ‘We can use that… ’ He watched the Ravener closely. ‘I bet that means the beams forming its protective cage are also weaker; Shred Magic might be able to sever them. Maybe. Still, we need to be careful.’

One look at the Ravener sent his mana senses screaming.

The construct was emanating vast waves of power; Alex understood why Baelin hadn’t been sure if he could come out on top in a contest against it.

‘We’ve got to be real careful,’ he thought. ‘Or we could find ourselves in big trouble.’
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The Ravener was in trouble.

Externally, it had taken no damage from the mortals’ attacks. The General’s ice washed over it, but the magic had barely slowed it. That strange metal construct’s fire struck it when it had defended Uldar’s body, but the damage was superficial. Its internal processes were already doing their repairs.

Externally, it was fine.

Internally, that was a different story.

‘I should not have started with two such two powerful beams,’ the Ravener thought. ‘Anger guided my response, and this is not the time to squander power.’

Such mighty attacks had taken more of its internal energies than was wise to use so early, considering that those attacks had done no damage to its enemies.

The iron construct was still active, its form already cooling as it cut through the guards. Even the General had escaped unscathed.

‘I am not gathering enough energy to sustain such powerful attacks when they have no effect,’ it thought. ‘I must focus on reducing the number of attackers… but there are so many. Where did the renegade General gather such mighty warriors?’

The Heroes at their full strength were devastating, but that was to be expected.

Using mighty magics and flame, the Sage of Thameland blasted away entire hordes of the Ravener’s guards. The Saint was praying, emanating a holy light that burned Ravener-spawn with its radiance. Even the Ravener was cautious to keep its distance.

The Chosen and Champion were racing for it, brandishing… were those the creator’s weapons? Yes, they were!

Thieves!

They were not only traitors, but thieves as well.

It would make them pay for taking Uldar’s property for their own.

And there was the General, teleporting around the battlefield, unleashing ice on it before teleporting away to strike its army with deadly magics and blocking passages with boiling lava.

The Heroes were doing terrible damage.

But that was to be expected.

What was not to be expected were the warriors that accompanied the Marked ones of Uldar.

‘Who are these interlopers?’ It watched and assessed the other rampaging mortals.

Two wizards flew from entrance to entrance.

The horned one was shooting blasts of force magic, pulping anything in their path and multiplying himself. He acted as the defender.

Meanwhile, the other wizard—with the bird of prey flying close—attacked the cavern’s entrances with earth magic, closing them with spiked stone walls interspersed with boiling tar. The bird would fire crystalline spikes, which lanced into anything trying to get near.

They were blocking the entrances at an alarming rate.

Then there was the other wizard beside the Sage.

She was unleashing waves of electricity, bringing death, churning water, and wind down on the hordes of Ravener-spawn. Lightning crackled between her fingers as she radiated power.

There were also the other warriors.

Two giants—one who looked like a predatory, aquatic beast—were reaping their way through Spawn Knights. Their titanic weapons crushed everything in their path while Uldar’s armour deflected blows that would have ended most mortals.

There was a dark-haired woman surrounded by four glowing blades, and also wielding two. She repeatedly vanished, then reappeared, repeating the same pattern over and over again, while carving a path of death through the spawn. The hulking three-headed beast beside her mauled everything in sight.

Then there was… the strangest being.

A large female creature with six arms, standing beside a machine radiating earth magic. She had not done much, merely watching the battle with three eyes while aiming an odd metal weapon she held in one hand.

In addition to the powerful warriors, there were dozens of beings summoned from beyond the material world. Elementals. Celestials. More.

Their number was atrocious, with more pouring from the General’s staff.

‘Where did they come from? Why are they helping? They are not Uldar’s Heroes, yet they are so mighty. It is nonsensical,’ the Ravener thought.

This was unprecedented and—after thousands of years focusing on battling the Heroes and the chaff-like Thameish army—it found itself unsure of what to do, never having faced a situation like this before.

‘I need to thin them. Remove factors I could not have considered before.’

Reaching into itself, it called upon a powerful magic from deep within.

‘I will have to burn more power. But it will be necessary and of benefit in the end.’


Chapter 65


Attack on the Ravener



Alex felt an ominous power building within the Ravener.

Building quickly.

Light surrounding the construct dimmed.

Its inky surface writhed as though swarms of worms were slithering beneath it.

“Everyone!” he called. “Get ready! It’s going to⁠—”

His warning came too late.

Power skyrocketed, exploding outward in a release of waves of transparent ethereal worms, visible with True Seeing.

The world slowed, Alex called on his teleportation magic, desperately trying to understand what the Ravener was doing… except this magic was new to him.

Think. Adapt.

Think. Adapt.

Think. Adapt.

There was only one thing for it, then.

He directed three of his streams of consciousness to cast Shred Magic three times, then turned his attention to his companions.

Time was too short to grab more than one before the wave washed over them.

But, who?

Theresa? Brutus? Claygon? He made his decision and prepared to teleport, but suddenly stopped. ‘No,’ he thought. ‘You can’t think like Alex. Think strategically, like a general.’

His decision abruptly changed.

The world sped up.

Quicker than a blink, he was beside Merzhin.

The wave of worms was coming.

Three limbs twitched.

Three waves of Shred Magic were cast as he touched Merzhin.

“Wha—” the Saint began.

Alex teleported the small Hero past the wave, and upon reappearing, the cavern greeted them with screams.

Transparent worms clung to the party, slipping through clothing and armour as though they weren’t there, snaking their way into flesh. Every inch of skin the worms touched greyed, dripping a putrefied discharge. Flesh dried, cracking, muscle withering.

Warriors slowed, and Ravener-spawn pierced their defences, tearing at them with fang and claw.

Alex was horrified, gaze fixed on Theresa and Brutus as they withered before his eyes. A number of his summoned monsters vanished. Najyah screeched.

Aside from Merzhin and Alex, only two others were unaffected. Claygon was fine: the worms simply passed through his metal form. But any worm that made the mistake of touching Asmaldestre simply… died, splitting apart like dried meat.

That was little consolation to Alex or his afflicted companions.

He was about to shout directions to Merzhin… but the Saint and Chosen were already acting.

“Holy Traveller!” they said in unison, as Cedric clenched his teeth, grimacing as he healed himself from the worm attack. “We beseech ye, banish this plague and bring healing in its wake.”

Holy light built around the two Heroes.

“As anticipated,” the Ravener’s whisper seemed to slide into Alex’s ears, making him turn toward the voice.

Two sharp points of light were building on its surface, one aimed at Merzhin, the other at Cedric.

Both Heroes were focused on their miracles.

Its beams rapidly built power.

Alex focused his mind on Shred Magic and teleportation…

…then, a deafening crack split the air.

A projectile blasted between two bars on the Ravener’s protective cage, striking the point of light aimed at Cedric. There came a sound like shattering glass as the point of light blew apart.

Shards of ebony shrapnel shot through the air, shredding Ravener-spawn lingering near.

The Ravener howled, sailing backward, landing in the lake with the full force of its bulk.

The beam aimed for Merzhin went wide, ricocheting around, puncturing scores of the Ravener’s own spawn instead.

Asmaldestre’s laugh travelled through the cavern, stinging the ear, yet displaying her pleasure. Hundreds of Ravener-spawn turned to her, eyes shifting between the Ravener and the war-spirit. “Indeed, this is the combat I was promised!” Her three eyes fixed on Uldar’s creation. “I know that a single shot did not kill you. Now, balm your wounds and come. Show me the true violence I sense you are capable of.”

Her words sent a shudder through the spawn, freezing them in place… though the Chosen and Saint had not faltered in their prayers.

Their bodies shone with incandescence.

Waves of divinity billowed from them, travelling through the cavern, drawn to their wounded companions.

Divine light washed over the group, eliminating worms like wisps of smoke, wrapping around the wounded, mending cracked flesh, washing away putrid fluids, filling their muscles with life, and returning their skin to health.

“There!” Cedric shouted. “That oughta patch everyone right up!”

“Thank you!” Theresa shouted. “Now! Let’s give them what they tried to give us, and more!”

She raised the Twinblade. It shone with life and power, and in the blink of an eye, had cleanly sliced the head off of an air blasting spawn.

The party rallied, tearing into Ravener-spawn with a vengeance, taking a bloody price for what their master had just done.

Alex smiled. “You’re all the best.”

Merzhin looked at the General. “Alex,” he whispered. “Do you think it is distracted enough yet?”

“Not yet,” Alex whispered back. “We should make sure it uses more of its power first. And I want to see if I can get inside it—” He eyed the deadly cage around the construct. “I can’t touch it with those defences up… but…”

His mind began working on an idea.

“Keep it occupied for a bit. I’m working on a plan.”

“Understood, Alex.”

The Ravener emerged from the lake, water running down its spherical surface. A chunk of it was blown off, leaving a ragged hole on its surface.

It was growling like an enraged beast.

The hollow wound left by Asmaldestre’s shot was already healing.

Another projectile found its way between the cage bars, striking the construct. This time, its surface only cracked.

“Interloper,” the construct growled. “Interference will not be tolerated.”

The crack mended by the time it finished its threat, and the once massive crater was mostly smoothed over.

‘So… ’ Alex thought. ‘Seems it takes a lot more damage if you hit it in a spot that’s glowing. Huh… I wonder if…’

He glanced at one of the injectors on the floating platform beside Asmaldestre.

Something to try later.

First, he needed to see if he could do something about that cage.

Actually, that was second.

First was…

He looked around the cavern.

The entire time they’d been fighting, his staff had been summoning. Even after he’d teleported with the Saint, the staff hadn’t stopped, and the aeld was giving off waves of self-satisfaction as it continued its task.

At this point, it had conjured a good-sized army.

Earth, water, and ice elementals of differing sizes rampaged through the Ravener-spawn, draining their fluids, freezing and crushing them to paste. Above, engeli soared on incandescent wings, striking out with burning weapons, raining down volleys of holy arrows from celestial bows.

“Alright, then,” he said. “It’s time.”

Hundreds of Ravener-spawn were already dead, and though their deaths hardly made a dent in the enemy’s numbers… it was enough for the first phase of his plan.

He raised his hand.

The world slowed as he focused four of his streams of consciousness on different spells.

The world sped up again.

The first spells were Phalanx of Wood and Stone.

Bodies of stone rose from the earth, gripping wide shields and diamond-tipped spears, marching into the hordes of Ravener-spawn, piercing them with speartips and beating them back with broad shields.

Lesser Ravener-spawn fell in droves… making them perfect fodder for the third spell Alex cast.

Mass Control Corpse.

A wave of blood magic swept out, washing through the cavern, touching the bodies of lifeless Ravener-spawn lying dead on the cavern floor. The spell seemed to have no effect at first.

Then the corpses twitched, beginning to rise under Alex’s will, fatal wounds no longer a concern. Slowly, they turned to face the living Ravener-spawn and lurched forward, held in the grip of the young archwizard’s spell, and seeking to destroy the army of their former kindred.

And they would.

Thanks to the last spell Alex had cast.

Army of Heroes.

Power infused his companions, the army of summoned monsters, and the army of the dead. Muscles sparked with power. Flesh toughened. Fear washed away.

Alex’s own fears also disappeared as the magic filled his heart with courage.

He could act without the slightest bit of fear gripping him and guiding his actions.

His flesh had toughened.

And his muscles swelled with power.

He smiled, then teleported beside the Ravener.

Cedric and Hart reached the construct a moment later.

“I have a good feeling,” Hart growled, swinging Uldar’s massive sword into the god’s construct.

The blade passed through its cage of death beams—cutting a ‘bar’ that sparked against the divinity-infused metal—slicing into the Ravener’s surface.

Deep into the Ravener’s surface.

“You dare raise the creator’s own weapons against me?” it shouted.

“Yeah, I dare,” the Champion growled, slashing at it again. “Figured those beams of yours would cut through most things. But your daddy’s weapons would be strong enough to handle your power. Like… so!”

Another gash appeared on its surface.

“Aye! Good thinkin’, Hart!” Cedric shouted, following the Champion’s example with Uldar’s battle axe.

The construct snarled at the two Heroes, focusing its attention on them, losing its focus on Alex.

“No more of this,” the Ravener’s voice menaced.

Its surface shimmered and two fire clouds emerged.

“I will burn you all to ash,” it hissed. “You will fail this trial.”

The world slowed.

Alex’s streams of consciousness focused on four spells.

Famine.

The world sped up.

Four pulses of power struck the swarms of small monsters.

The tiny, burning Ravener-spawn screamed, sounding like steam escaping boiling kettles, as the spell stole their life energy and nutrients, withering their bodies. It then transferred all that life energy to the caster.

The swarms slowed, buying time for…

“Merzhin! The lake!” Cedric shouted, breaking away from the Ravener and touching the water beneath it. “Let’s do this together! In the name o’ the Traveller, I sanctify this ’ere lake an’ breathe divine power inta’ it!”

“May it stand against all spawn and all enemies of Thameland!” Merzhin finished the prayer.

The lake shone with holy light.

Then began boiling.

Hundreds of Hunters, hidden beneath the water, were made helpless by the scalding liquid, writhing to its surface, soon floating atop like dead fish.

‘Looks like it was planning to drag us under at some point,’ Alex thought.

“Guard yourselves!” Drestra warned. And with a twitch, she finished casting control winds.

A blast of wind slammed the fire clouds straight into the lake, plunging them into the blessed waters. The flea-like spawn shrieked as holy liquid swamped them, snuffing out both fire and life.

Alex smiled again.

He could put them to good use.

With two twitches, he cast Mass Control Corpse twice.

The first spell animated the dead Hunters floating on the lake; they rose, watching their former kin with dead eyes before lurching from the water with claws spread.

The second one animated the dead fire clouds.

Flea-like spawn flew up, now embers of their former selves, hovering over the lake, simply watching the Ravener for the time being.

They would be ready if it summoned more fire clouds.

Meanwhile…

‘Claygon,’ Alex thought, ‘I’ve got a little job for you.’
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Frustration churned within the Ravener.

Frustration at its circumstances.

Frustration at itself.

It had erred, and erred a great deal.

These mortals were far more powerful and skilled in battle than it had anticipated. They moved with perfect harmony, their warriors were nearly unstoppable and the magic they wielded was mighty.

The wave of life-stealing worms should have wiped most of their number out, leaving it free to annihilate the rest… Instead, they were still there, and now turning the spawn they’d killed against it!

These were not the sort of foes it could face while starved of strength; it had used so much energy producing its mightiest soldiers, but now was when it needed its power most.

If only there was some way to draw on the fear of its enemies and⁠—

Something caught its attention.

The four-armed golem had flown away from fighting its army and was shooting through the air. Its war-spear was raised, the blade glinting, aiming for…

…the Ravener’s attention fell on Uldar’s body.

“No!” It flew up, desperate to interpose itself between this enemy and its creator. “Begone!”

It began building its power.

Only for the General to teleport beside it.

But that could not matter now. It had to protect Uldar’s body!
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‘Yeah, protect the body of your fallen god,’ Alex thought, his streams of consciousness focused on four spells. ‘That’ll let me do this!’

He channelled his power into four castings of Shred Magic.

Waves of power struck the Ravener’s defensive cage, shattering it; the beams were too small to withstand Alex’s power now.

‘Yes!’ The young archwizard pressed his hand to the Ravener’s surface.

It felt warm to the touch.

He forced his mana into its channels, focusing the Mark of the General on finding a path inside. All the experience he’d gathered with dungeon cores came to his mind.

They guided him.

Aided him.

He found a pathway through the Ravener’s inner channels.

The young archwizard caught a brief flash of an image from inside the construct.

He grinned. ‘Got you.’

The General of Thameland called on the Traveller’s power, focusing on the image he’d gotten of the Ravener’s inner pathways.

He activated Hannah’s energies.

They flared within his soul…

…and nothing happened.


Chapter 66


Blocked



“What?” Alex pressed his palm firmer against the Ravener’s surface. “What’s going on⁠—”

The construct was indifferent to him, fully focused on gathering strength to stop Claygon.

Alex called on Hannah’s power once more while recalling the image revealed when he’d connected to the Ravener. A dark place, filled with crystalline columns and crystalline wires.

He knew the space was inside the Ravener.

Again, he tried teleporting into the construct.

But… couldn’t.

Nothing happened.

‘What in all the hells is happening?’ he wondered, calling on the Mark of the General.

It brought up images of him teleporting.

Focusing on him ‘jumping’ into Kelda’s sanctum. The sanctum had been teleporting so quickly that it’d been in four places at once, and Alex getting into it had been the most challenging jump he’d ever made.

But the guidance was not enough to help him teleport to the location within the Ravener.

He couldn’t find or make a connection.

‘It’s like…’ he thought. ‘It’s like the Ravener’s mana pathways continually change. And I don’t have enough of a connection to it to teleport inside.’

Even as he tried to get into the construct, he could feel its mana pathways shifting in location and configuration. He was rapidly losing the limited connection he had with it.

Its attention turned to him, determined now to be rid of him.

An ageless intelligence focused its mind on the young wizard.

‘No,’ was all it said.

Lethal magic came at Alex too fast for him to escape unscathed.

Like an electric shock, the deadly mana shot into his body, rampaging through every cell. Alex screamed, teleporting away before the destructive energies could consume him completely.

When he reappeared, it felt like white-hot coals had been pressed into his flesh, mana pool, and soul. Chaotic energies stormed through him, seeking to rip his very being asunder.

His teeth clenched, he fought to endure, but the vicious power moved faster, shattering his mana pathways, rupturing blood vessels.

His heart thundered in his ears, beating faster and faster, his mind racing.

‘Did it use… a mana poison?’ he managed to think through the white-hot agony raging through him. ‘I have to get it out! I have to⁠—’

A glowing hand fell on his shoulder. ‘Oh mighty Traveller, heal this great representative of yours. Bind his wounds and jettison this evil rot from his body and soul!’

Divinity poured from Merzhin’s hand, passing through his body, bringing with it a familiar warmth.

Hannah’s teleportation energy reacted to the divine touch as his body was washed clean. His mana pathways instantly mended. Blood vessels healed and pain vanished like it was never there.

Alex took a deep, relieved breath and looked up at Merzhin. “Thank… you.”

“It is nothing!” the Saint said. “But what happened? Were you unable to⁠—”

“You cannot control me, filthy Usurper,” the Ravener broke in. “You are not the first to try. A Usurper once tried the same, underestimating me, labelling me as merely a dungeon core and seeking to control me as she had my cores. She did not get very far before my defences annihilated her. You cannot control me, but you are free to try again… Fool.”

The Ravener—re-sheathed in its cage of death—was firing beam after beam at Claygon, defending Uldar’s corpse.

Alex’s eyes narrowed on the construct.

His mind started to race.

The world slowed.

‘Alright, Alex. Think. You can’t get inside,’ he acknowledged. ‘Which means you probably can’t shut it down. What do you do, then? What do you do?’

His heart beat faster.

‘What can you do? If you can’t get inside to shut down its ability to reconstitute itself, this war’s lost. It can’t be convinced to stop trying to kill everyone. You have to shut down its ability to restore itself, you have to. But if you can’t get inside… the plan’s dead. What do you do?’

He spotted Hart flying toward the Ravener.

Then he looked back at Merzhin.

‘When you were near death, you were able to teleport to Merzhin. You were able to surpass your limits because your soul was closer to Hannah’s. Do you get Hart to stab you now? Is this when you bring out the desperation move?’

His streams of consciousness raced faster and faster.

He was getting closer to calling out to Hart…

‘No,’ he decided. ‘No, you need to get rid of Aenflynn. Better to destroy the throne, that’ll stop that fae bastard from helping the Ravener. It’ll also give us more time for Hannah to come back, and for me to work out the problem. Okay. Follow the plan.’

He watched the Ravener closely.

‘It’s distracted with the others right now. You and Merzhin can go and take care of the throne… but… ’ He thought about the injectors sitting on the floating platform. ‘Maybe you can attach some to the Ravener’s surface before you go. Drain its power—No, wait. The cage.’

He focused on the cage of deadly beams wrapped around the construct. ‘Yeah, even if I was to attach one of the devices, all it’d have to do is activate that defensive cage around itself and destroy the device. And… if I use them too early, it’ll be warned that they’re a danger to it.

‘Right now, it’s focused on us; it thinks we’re trying to grab Uldar’s body and destroy its servants. We don’t want that to change. The more it believes that’s our goal, the better for us to get it to exhaust its power. It must have used up a fair bit using those worms and beams against us… Looks like it’s firing the beams more sparingly. So, now’s probably a good time to go for the throne, before it gathers more strength and realises we’re doing more than just attacking it and Uldar’s corpse.’

The world sped up again.

Alex looked at Merzhin. “Alright, you ready? When it hits me with that mana poison again, we’re gone.”

The Saint’s eyebrows rose and he nodded. “Now would be a good time. It is quite distracted—wait a moment, did you actually say when you get poisoned again?”

“Yeah,” Alex whispered. “We need a reason to leave the battle. If I’m injured, that’ll be a convincing cover.”

“Alright… I just pray I’m ready to open the divine ward on the throne.”

“I hope you are too. But I’ve got faith in you,” Alex said as he contacted Claygon.

‘Buddy, we’ll be heading to Aenflynn’s castle soon. I want you to protect everyone, okay?’

‘I will… Father…’ the golem thought.

A death beam shot out, striking Claygon’s chest.

Steam hissed from his iron body as he unleashed his fire-beams, striking the Ravener’s surface. Explosions ripped over the lake.

‘Trust our friends to me, Father… I will protect them…’

‘I know you will,’ Alex thought.

The General threw a glance over his shoulder.

Together with Thundar and Najyah, the prince of Tekezash had sealed another entrance. Behind them, the tunnels they’d already sealed were reinforced and being guarded by elder earth elementals.

They would protect the seals from air blasters, titans, or other Ravener-spawn seeking to break through. The elementals wouldn’t be able to hold the line forever, but… hopefully, it would be long enough.

Alex caught Khalik’s eye and nodded.

The prince nodded back, gravely.

Alex also nodded at the others, silently wishing them luck.

Any who were looking at him, returned the sentiment.

‘It’s going to be okay,’ he thought. ‘They’re going to be okay.’

“Here I go,” he whispered to Merzhin, turning his attention back to the Ravener, and teleporting to its side.

The world slowed.

He readied four Shred Magic spells.

The world sped up again.

He released them.

The cage shattered, and Alex shot forward, pressing his hands to the Ravener’s surface.

“Alright, you big round piece of trash. You invited me to try again, well, here’s round two.”

He drove his mana into the Ravener’s inner pathways, focusing the Mark of the General on the task of controlling it… to better sell the lie.

“Uldar might have built you,” Alex snarled between clenched teeth, “but he couldn’t have thought of everything. I’m going to take command of you, and I’m going to stop all of this carnage you’re trying to⁠—”

The Ravener growled. “Do not speak his name. It seems you need another lesson.”

Power flared within the construct.

Alex tensed.

‘This is gonna bloody hurt,’ he thought.

Mana poison flooded from the Ravener, racing through the young archwizard’s mana pathways; the amount was greater this time.

A scream tore from the General’s throat.

His whole body burned, as if he’d been scalded.

His heart felt ready to burst.

His brain throbbed as his vision washed red. Blood vessels ruptured, filling his mouth with the taste of iron.

‘Now,’ he thought weakly.

Screaming, he focused the Mark on showing all of his agony, then teleported back to Merzhin, coughing blood.

“Help…” he groaned.

Merzhin grimaced. “We have to get away from here.”

The Saint pressed his light-sheathed hands to the General.

Healing divinity washed through the young archwizard from head to toe, yet Alex kept screaming as though the poison was overcoming the Saint’s power. He imagined a forest clearing in Och Fir Nog, one far from the Ravener’s lair, a place he’d flown above when he and the engeli were tracking Uldar’s body.

The General of Thameland focused the Traveller’s power on that image.

Abruptly, he and the Saint disappeared.
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A thrill surged through the Ravener.

Creating the mana poison had taken no small amount of its strength, but it was well worth it! If it could have smiled, it would have done so endlessly as it watched the wounded General flee to nurse his wounds.

Surely he would return, but with less arrogance in him.

Now, it would use the time to focus on destroying the Heroes and their outlander companions.

“Your Foolish General has fled,” the Ravener announced. “You should have done the same. I am disappointed: this will be less of a trial and more of a purge.”

“Aye, well, we’ll see about that,” the Chosen countered, wrapped in divine power.

The Ravener’s focus went to him.

Should he be the next to fall?

Or should it be the metal golem?

No, its attention should be on the Chosen so he could not heal the rest. But first…

The Ravener’s surface rippled.

More spawn emerged, each bearing their own dungeon core.

Time to replace those that were lost.

It drew on the stream of divine power from its ally and—as it did—a voice spoke in its thoughts.

‘We’re nearly there,’ Aenflynn said, though his voice sounded strained.

‘Uldar’s enemies have reached me,’ the Ravener answered. ‘I am resisting, and have wounded one of them… a treacherous Hero.’

‘Excellent. Soon you will be ready to wipe them all away,’ the fae thought. ‘Just a little more.’
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Alex and Merzhin reappeared in the skies over Och Fir Nog, with the Saint pouring his divinity into the General’s body. Alex felt himself healing; his mana pathways were restoring and his body was repairing.

He sighed with relief.

“Thanks again, Merzhin.” Alex looked down at his body, stretching then looking up at the sky.

Strange stars—if they really were stars—twinkled in the heavens of Och Fir Nog.

“It’s hard to tell how much time’s passed,” Alex noted. “Ah, well, there’s nothing we can do about that except move on.”

“Precisely,” Merzhin said, balling his hands into fists. “I pray we can reach the throne quickly. Do you think… we can really destroy it?”

“Yeah, I do,” Alex said. “Between Hannah’s teleportation power, your divinity, and my magic, I think we have a real good chance of destroying it. We just need you to get us through that ward… no pressure or anything.” He smiled.

“Yes, of course.” The Saint looked a little nervous. “I will not let us down.”

He almost sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than anything, though the magic of Army of Heroes was lending confidence to his voice.

Alex simply nodded. “I know you won’t, Merzhin. I don’t doubt it. So, let’s get going.”

The young archwizard raised his staff, channelling invisibility magic.

Both Heroes vanished, turning transparent in the eyes of their own True Seeing magics.

‘Alright,’ Alex thought, with fleeting anxiousness.

If this worked, they’d take a major step forward.

If it didn’t…

He shook the thought away.

It didn’t matter now. They were there, and they had a job to do.

“Let’s go take Aenflynn’s toy away,” the young archwizard said.

He touched Merzhin’s shoulder and together, they teleported to the fae lord’s castle.


Chapter 67


Divine Ward



The moment Alex teleported with Merzhin, he knew something had changed.

As he and the Saint catapulted through space—images of locations from across the planes racing by—it felt as though they were no longer travelling alone. Hannah’s power pulsed like a beating heart, reacting to… he didn’t know what.

It felt as if another presence was travelling with them, and Alex could… was that a voice?

He strained to hear.

Yes.

Yes!

It was a voice—a familiar one—calling to them.

What was it saying?

The words weren’t clear, but by the tone, it sounded… worried?

Alex tried listening closer, reappearing in fae wild before he was able to decipher them.

Merzhin reappeared beside him an instant later. Alex turned to the Saint, getting ready to say something, but… words failed him.

His breath caught.

“By the Traveller,” he whispered.

“What has happened here?” Merzhin gasped.

“Death. Death’s happened here.”

From horizon to horizon, much of Och Fir Nog had been obliterated.

When Alex was last here, the clouds in the night sky had obscured the highest towers of Aenflynn’s castle.

Below them, on the peak of a lofty mountain, the palace had once risen from a forest of gold and scarlet, filling the sight-line. An irregular facade of silver stones had once been there, glittering in the moonlight, highlighting walls, roofs, and a host of towers spun from autumn leaves stronger than steel.

But now, the forest was gone.

Much of the mountain was also gone.

Forests, meadows, and peaks had all been reduced to no more than a flat grey plain, dotted with craters. An unbroken expanse of lifeless sand, covered in craters, alive with flame. The air was heavy with sheets of ash so thick, the moonlight was dimmed by the haze.

There were no signs of life anywhere.

No Ravener-spawn or fae stirred on the dusty plain.

And the two responsible for this devastation still battled each other relentlessly.

Floating high in the sky, Baelin and Aenflynn warred like enraged deities, unleashing spells and divinities against each other, reducing their surroundings to dust, and with time, could have brought entire civilizations to their knees.

Midnight-black clouds, swirling with bloodred and stark white spears of lightning, whirled around the two ancient energies—thunder rumbled as horrors clashed within those clouds.

Engeli, demons, devils, and elementals were aligned with Baelin while an army of legendary fae soldiers gave their allegiance to Aenflynn.

They clashed, coming to the battle through portals, ripping each other apart within the clouds.

Blood rained from the sky, wetting the grey, dead earth.

And in the eye of this bloody storm, Aenflynn streamed oceans of divine power. Radiant lights, plagues of black death, and waves of divine fire poured from the fae lord, often cancelled by Baelin’s terrible magics.

The ancient archwizard—his full armour ablaze with power—conjured colossal tentacles, terrible snarling faces threatening with bewitching eyes as bright as stars, primordial winds, and crushing voids, were likewise cancelled by Uldar’s divine power.

Aenflynn was scowling. “Retreat, old one. Your power is great, but not great enough. You will not prevail here.”

Baelin’s face was unreadable behind his metal helm, but his voice was strained and filled with bloodlust, “You know, if I had a copper coin for each being that made that threat to me, I would perhaps have long doubled my considerable wealth.”

He raised his hand, and miniature stars formed around it.

“But if I were to have a coin for each being that made good on that threat…” the stars flared around his hand, “…I would be utterly destitute.”

They shot from his hand. Most were batted away by the fae lord’s stolen power.

Every star but one fell to the lifeless plain, exploding with earth-shaking power.

That singularly remaining star raced toward Aenflynn’s castle, light streaking behind as it sped away, striking an unseen force then bouncing off, falling to the dusty plain below.

An explosion followed as another crater formed.

“Do you have any idea how long it will take me to fix all of this?” Aenflynn demanded, sounding more than a little put out. “I shall make a trophy of your head and mount it on my wall!”

“Funny, I was planning on doing exactly the same to yours,” Baelin replied.

Alex winced as the two ancient beings shook the world with their power.

“Ya know what, I’m thinking maybe we should stay out of this one,” he said to Merzhin, eyeing the castle. “Our fae friend has some sort of protective shield over the entire castle, which explains why it’s undamaged while everything else is… destroyed.”

In the courtyards, fountains flowed with liquids the colour of cider and mead, and every garden was abundant with magical fruit trees bearing fantastical fruit, their skins near bursting. Stables and kennels housing war-horses, war-deer, coursing-hounds, and other beasts capable of racing the wind stood undamaged, the animals feasting peacefully.

At the end of a bridge, towering front gates forged of green copper with ivy wrapping around them, spanned a river that somehow flowed up the mountain and into the castle, then into a reverse waterfall, surging upward into the endless sky, misting into fluffy clouds of grey and white.

All looked peaceful.

Idyllic.

Yet, two things did not fit with the image of idyllic.

For one, Alex knew very well the evil that this castle represented.

Secondly… the waterfall flowing up and into the sky?

It was choked with ash.

He looked at the Saint. “You think we’ll have any problems teleporting into the castle? That protective shield might keep us out.”

The Saint was silent. His translucent form was paying attention to the castle.

“If Army of Heroes weren’t filling me with courage, I might be choking,” he finally said.

Alex looked at him closely. “Why? What’s wrong? Can’t we teleport inside there?”

“Yes, we can. I believe we could even walk in, if we weren’t spotted,” the Saint said. “And from what I’m sensing, the shield is there to prevent hostile magic from destroying it. Directing it to that specific purpose helps strengthen it against Baelin’s magic.”

“Makes sense,” Alex whispered, looking at the fae lord high above them. “He must be really focused on Baelin, and that’s good for us, but… if that’s all fine, what’s actually wrong?”

“I am sensing the throne, and the ward around it…” The Saint shook his head. “It is powerful, Alex. There was a lot of divinity and time spent building it. I am not sure if I can break through. I… no, I think I can. It is strong, but not invulnerable.”

Alex looked at him carefully. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s get it done.” Alex touched the Saint, teleporting.

Again, they passed through the space between planes. Images of different places raced past them. Again, Alex heard that voice. He focused on it… realising…

Hannah.

It was Hannah’s!

But what was she saying?

Before he could understand, he and Merzhin appeared above one of the palace’s many courtyards.

A place abundant with heavily ladened fruit trees, flowering rose bushes, glowing blooms, and guards. Lots and lots of guards. Fae knights and Ravener-spawn stood at attention at the foot of the tower, alert for the slightest whisper of trouble.

Fortunately, Merzhin and Alex were not only invisible… but the fae’s eyes weren’t watching the skies.

The Saint and the General exchanged a quick look, then were gone, teleporting through a tower window, appearing at the base of a spiral staircase. Alex scanned the area for defences but sensed no magical traps, and neither his astral engeli nor Merzhin had cautioned that there were any other divine protections on the tower itself.

All the defences must’ve been focused on the chamber where the throne was kept.

Alex teleported them to the top of the tower and the pair floated above the stairs that stopped at a broad landing carpeted with fallen leaves of red and gold. More fae knights stood at attention there.

‘Eight guards,’ Alex thought. ‘Each one has magical weapons and a horn to sound the alarm, calling for reinforcements if anything goes wrong.’

He looked at Merzhin for a moment then teleported the two of them a dozen miles away.

“What?” Merzhin startled when he reappeared in the fae wild. “What happened?”

“I wanted to ask you something, but I couldn’t talk in case those guards heard us.”

The Saint shook his head. “And so you teleported us a day’s travel away to have a conversation?”

Alex shrugged. “I had no idea if they could hear us.”

“…Fair point,” Merzhin agreed. “What did you wish to ask me?”

“The ward on the room, you sensed it, right?” Alex asked.

“Yes,” Merzhin said, smiling. “What about it?”

“I—Wait, what’s got you smiling like that?” Alex asked.

The Saint’s eyes seemed to shine. “I think I might have been a little pessimistic in my earlier assessment. From closer, it appears the divine ward is not as resilient as I thought.”

“Oh?” Alex’s heart jumped. “So you can get through it? What’s changed?”

“There was a lot of time and power put into it,” Merzhin said, “but the faith behind it isn’t the strongest. The fae lord wields Uldar’s power, but he’s not a believer in him, which I think left the divinity a little… erm, what’s the best way to put it… hollow.”

“Hollow…” Alex squinted. “I suppose that makes sense.”

“Yes. Faith is about belief, and miracles worked with less faith behind them do not reach their full potential,” Merzhin said. “I think our fae enemy forgot this simple fact. But what is it that you wished to ask me?”

“Oh, where exactly is the divine ward in the room?” Alex asked. “Will it stop us from entering? And is there enough room for us to teleport inside?”

“There should be room for us to teleport inside,” Merzhin said. “The ward is somewhat offset from the walls.”

“Oh, fantastic!” Alex rubbed his hands together. “Alright, then let’s get back. I’ll look through the keyhole to see where we’re going, then we teleport inside. Okay? We’ll have to keep our voices down.”

“I shall not utter a word until we can see the throne.”

“Perfect,” Alex said. “Then let’s go.”

He touched Merzhin’s shoulder and teleported to the landing outside the throne’s chamber. The young archwizard watched the fae knights—each one a little taller than an average human man, with distinct elfin features and broad shoulders—and they showed no reaction to the Heroes’ reappearance.

Slowly, both young men floated toward the door, breaths held.

The fae knights neither moved nor did their eyes follow.

They didn’t even seem to blink.

With one last cautious glance at the guards, the General of Thameland put his eye to the keyhole, taking in the room beyond.

There.

There it was.

Uldar’s throne had been positioned on a dais in the centre of the chamber.

Alex clutched Merzhin’s shoulder and together, they teleported to their goal.

As they passed through the space between planes.

Hannah’s voice grew stronger.

Alex smiled.

She was getting so close to being able to return to the material world.

So close.

So very close.

Still smiling, he appeared in the throne room. Merzhin soon appeared beside him.

The chamber was richly appointed, smelling of fresh pine and scented blooms. Ivy crawled over its walls and various benches and chairs had been placed along them.

An overstuffed chair—almost a throne in its own right—faced the centre of the room. Beside it, a table was set with a bottle of liquor of some kind, and a multi-faceted crystal glass.

These things didn’t command Alex’s attention, particularly.

But, the walls certainly did.

Peeking through the ivy was mural after mural of Aenflynn leading his fae in different battles, triumphs, and conquests. Uldar was prominent in some of the images, right by the fae lord’s side, sharing feasts, victories, and toasting each other in celebration.

They were depicted with the utmost care to their likenesses.

Separating the murals and ivy were massive windows, each large enough for Drestra to fit through… in her true form.

Alex frowned.

Strange.

He hadn’t seen those windows from outside.

His eyes slowly turned to the throne, sitting in the centre of the room, atop a dais, in a place of honour. The white stone had been meticulously cleaned: black stains on the armrest were long gone. Lying on the seat was a comfortable-looking gold-coloured cushion.

Alex made a sour face as he floated toward the throne.

Merzhin caught his shoulder. “Wait, do not approach the dais too closely.” His eyes narrowed. “The ward surrounds it… perhaps twenty feet out.”

Alex followed the Saint’s gaze, drawing an invisible circle around the dais in his mind. He pointed. “So around there?”

“Yes, go no closer than that.”

Alex nodded, floating forward until he hovered a few inches from the unseen ward.

He glared at the throne. So much pain had come from that simple-looking chair.

And now, it was time to destroy it.

He glanced at the door. No guards had appeared, and there was no sign that they’d been discovered either.

Merzhin floated up beside Alex. “Alright, then.”

“Do it,” the young archwizard said. “Show Aenflynn your faith.”

Merzhin took a deep breath, extending his hands. Power radiated from him as he concentrated; his voice was clear, “In the name of Uldar, God of Thameland. In the name of the Traveller, Saint of Uldar. In the Name of St. Merzhin, Saint of Thameland… I banish you! Begone! I hereby deny this barrier!”

Power flooded from Merzhin’s hands, and the ward was exposed, materialising around the throne.

It was a glowing sphere of white light, some forty feet across.

And it began cracking.

Alex smiled.

This was it.

This was⁠—

Suddenly, a sense of wrongness washed over him.

The power inside him flared, screaming as his mind raced.

Why couldn’t he see the room’s immense windows from outside? Wouldn’t that mean there was already some illusion on the tower? And if the windows were hidden… what else…

His heart pounded in his ears.

He recalled Hannah’s voice, calling out as they teleported.

Giving him warning.

“Stop, Merzhin, stop!”

“Too late,” Aenflynn’s voice echoed through the chamber.

At the same moment, a second divine ward sprang to life.


Chapter 68


Confinement



Another divine ward formed a half-sphere of divine light, sealing Merzhin and Alex in the throne’s chamber.

Both young Heroes were now trapped between the first ward sealing the throne, and the second one sealing them in. They had little space to manoeuvre, perhaps only about five feet between the two wards.

The Saint shielded his face from the ward as though he was facing a white-hot blast furnace. “The power coming from it… it’s incredible!”

“It is, isn’t it?” Aenflynn’s voice purred, then a rumbling sound came from the side of the room.

Another effigy of the fae lord—almost identical to the one of earth and rock that greeted Alex and his companions when they’d arrived in Och Fir Nog— stepped from the wall. This one was crafted completely of stone.

He smiled at the two Heroes—gave them a friendly wave—then casually took a seat in the chair beside the side table with the decanter on it. Humming to himself, the fae lord uncorked the bottle and poured himself a drink.

“You know,” he sniffed the contents of his glass, “the secret of this honey-wine’s recipe has been passed down through generations of fae. It actually predates your kingdom.” He sighed, taking a long sip. “It was a favourite of The Stalker—or The Guide, as you called him—and I’d promised him the secret of where to get it once he’d slain the two of you. Alas, you are here and he is not. And so, I drink this glass in his names. His many, many names.”

The stone effigy took a long drink as though it were flesh.

Alex glared at him, then looked at Merzhin. “Can I teleport through this new ward?”

The Saint extended his hand toward the second ward, a growing unease on his face. “No. It’s like the one around the throne. Trying to leave here through any means would destroy you—body and soul.”

Alex cursed loudly.

“You would be wise to listen to your small friend,” Aenflynn said cheerily. “These wards are quite deadly to anyone attempting to pass through them, even using teleportation.”

Alex’s jaw clenched. He looked at the wine. “You planned this.”

“Not exactly this, no,” Aenflynn said. “But I did anticipate that someone would attempt to steal the throne from me. It made for the perfect trap, wouldn’t you say? I am a little disappointed that I only managed to capture two of your number, but I am not one to spit on gifts.”

Alex looked at Merzhin. “Can you get through the ward?”

“I am trying,” the Saint said, both hands rising toward the ward. He spoke softly, “The power’s intense… Quite intense.”

“And well it should be!” Aenflynn said cheerfully. “After all, what you are looking at is the result of months of work and experimentation. If it could be shattered so easily, then I would be forced to question my own competence.”

Alex snarled at the fae. “So… what is this, then?” He gestured toward the barriers. “What are you planning here? Obviously, this was meant to trap, not kill us. So what is it you want?”

“Ahhh, very astute,” Aenflynn said. “You have more value as hostages than you do as corpses. Much more value. A pair of corpses would only be good as extra fertiliser… but alive… you have value.”

“If you think Baelin or anyone else’s going to stand down because you caught us in your little trap, then you have another think coming,” Alex said.

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. But that is why I thought we could have a little chat.”

“Chat?” Alex scoffed. “I don’t know how you’re projecting your consciousness into that puppet, but you need to pay attention to your opponent outside.”

As he spoke, he directed two of his streams of consciousness to examining the divine wards and the chamber. If he could find something to help them get out of here…

“Oh, you mean the old goat-thing battling me in the sky?” Aenflynn chuckled. “I wouldn’t worry about me in that context. Your old friend is about to have his own problems. Insurmountable problems… right about… now.”
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“Alright, I think this has gone on long enough.” Aenflynn erected a barrier between himself and the ancient archwizard. “You are quite the warrior, my friend. I’d venture to say that if I did not have Uldar’s throne in my possession, you would likely have bested me by now. But I have the upper hand.”

The ancient archwizard paused, giving Aenflynn a stony glare through his metallic mask. “Is that so?” The goatman looked down at the castle. “Is that why I feel a thread of your magic reaching into your castle? Planning something for me, are you?”

“It is not you I have something planned for,” Aenflynn said lightly. “It is your young friends. You see, two of them have intruded into my home and are presently caught between two especially nasty divine wards.”

The ancient wizard remained silent.

“That get your attention, did it? I am so glad.” The fae lord smiled. Around them, fae still clashed with otherworldly monsters within the whirling clouds. “So let me remove any illusions that you might have about saving your little Fool and Saint. If you try to teleport to them, I will slay them.”

The old wizard let out a hard, vicious laugh. “Child, you underestimate how resourceful and powerful these young warriors are. They will slip out of your trap and flay you from crown to foot. That is, unless I do it first.”

Aenflynn wagged his finger at the beastman. “It seems you are underestimating me. I can tell you that they are quite trapped at the moment and are at my mercy. So, stand down. Let us teleport to one of my private groves where we can settle this in a civilised manner over a glass or two of honey-wine.”

“Oh dear… you truly do not understand your position, do you, Lord Aenflynn?” the archwizard said, his voice almost pitying. “You are going to die today, and likely in a painful manner. Either I will kill you, or my young, talented allies will when they free themselves from your trap. You have no bargaining power here.”

“Hah! You place much faith in your young companions.” Aenflynn flashed his sharp teeth.

“Of course. They have shown incredible talent, drive, and skill. I have watched them grow from mere whelps into powerful wizards, warriors… and even the young priest has come to impress me. Which—if you knew anything about me—truly says something. They are remarkable. They are like me: they have power and do not have to steal it from a corpse.

“Now, since we are talking, I will make you an offer instead: stand down, now. Give us back the throne, and perhaps I can see to it that you face exile instead of a painful death. Naturally, your ultimate fate will not be in my hands, but I could put in a good word for you. You will likely still need to be punished, though. In my time, the punishment for thievery was losing a hand. Face it, Aenflynn, it is taking all of your power—and Uldar’s—to hold me back. And my young friends are strong as well. You cannot prevail here, and you would be wise to give up.”

“Hmph!” Aenflynn shrugged. “Perhaps an example is necessary.” He glanced down at his castle. “Tell me, out of the Fool and the Saint, which is your favourite? Oh well, it doesn’t matter, I suppose. Whichever one remains alive after this will have to be your favourite by default.”
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“Ah, well, bad news, I’m afraid,” Aenflynn said. “Your archwizard friend has proven to be rather stubborn. Now I will need to make an example of one of you.”

On either side of Alex and Merzhin, the divine wards came alive with holy light.

“Whichever one of you lives through this encounter, make sure to chastise him.” Aenflynn’s eyes flared.

The divine wards shone brighter.

Heat began building, radiating from each one.

Alex’s eyes darted around the room. Deep down—beneath the powerful magics of Army of Heroes—he could feel a growing horror. Such power… and there was little he could do to stop it.

As their conversation with Aenflynn had continued, Alex came to realise just how complete this trap was.

Merzhin had said if they touched the wards, they would be destroyed. If they tried to teleport through them, they would be destroyed. The Saint had been working on breaking them but wasn’t making any progress.

‘No. There’s a way out of this. There has to be a way out of this,’ Alex thought.

The divine wards were growing brighter.

Power was building in them.

‘Think… adapt, come on!’ the young archwizard thought.

But it was Merzhin who acted first, “In the name of Uldar! In the name of the Traveller! I hereby call upon an interdiction: between these two divine wards, the being known as Aenflynn cannot use Uldar’s power to harm us! The power will wash away! And pass over us without harm!”

Aenflynn’s stony eyebrows rose.

A nimbus of light built around the Saint of Thameland as power pulsed from him. Divine energy met the divine wards, passing through them and reaching beyond.

Ripples spread through reality.

Light continued building in the wards.

“Uh… Merzhin…” Alex said.

The Saint was doubled over, his skin looking paler, and clammy.

Power continued growing in the divine wards.

“Merzhin!” Alex called.

Expressionless, the fae lord whistled.

“Merzhiiiin!” the young archwizard screamed.

Waves of light exploded from the wards, each emitting the type of heat hot enough to melt enchanted iron, and turn bone to ash.

…But the waves passed through Alex and Merzhin with little more than a tingling sensation. They then dissipated, vanishing as the wards returned to their original state.

“Oh… oh by the Traveller, we’re alive!” the young archwizard shouted.

“We are,” Merzhin panted.

“You are…” Aenflynn sounded disappointed. “Perhaps your old friend is right. You are resourceful.”

“Yeah, I’ll say!” Alex grinned, casting Mana to Life on Merzhin. “Well done with that interdiction.

Merzhin glared at Aenflynn. “This thief knows what he’s doing when it comes to Uldar’s power.”

“Thief, am I? That’s the second time I’ve been called that in the last little while,” Aenflynn muttered, displeased. Scowling, he looked into Merzhin’s eyes. “Uldar was a friend. I am no thief; I am simply using a friend’s tools in my time of need. And even if I were a thief, what would that make you? You call out to this ‘Traveller’ instead of Uldar. That makes you akin to a divine adulterer. Running to the skirts of another deity after all that Uldar did for you people. Bah! Ungrateful wretches.”

“Ungrateful?” Alex scoffed. “What in all hells do we have to be grateful for? This friend of yours created a terror-construct to kill us, generation after generation. How does that earn loyalty?”

He recalled a conversation he’d had with Khalik long ago. Alex repeated the prince’s words to the fae, “Any king who rode around murdering their own subjects at his whim and taking their possessions like a common bandit would likely have a dagger where his heart used to be, and a head separated from his neck. And I imagine the same goes for deities if their worshippers are strong enough; deities are just monarchs with a fancy name and unique powers when you really break it down.”

“How nasty of you,” Aenflynn said. “Ah, well, I am not here to convince you of your folly.”

“So what now?” Alex spat. “No hostages for you. Our friend’s going to rip you in two.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. You do not get to be as old as I without a few back up plans, little mortal. Like the one that’s been underway for hours now.”

“What th—” Merzhin gasped, his eyes wide. He was staring at Uldar’s throne. “The power around the throne… it’s growing, and fast!”

“Do not worry about that. That is not your concern. This is: guards! I have two mortals in need of company! It would seem that my hospitality is not being accepted!”


Chapter 69


Who Are They Praying to?



The archwizard’s eyes turned toward Aenflynn’s castle. “What have you done?”

The fae lord was beaming, pleasure filling his expression. He folded both hands behind his back like a naughty child hiding a stolen biscuit. “Not a thing. I did nothing.”

“Do not take me for a fool. I have spells that sense the rhythms of divinity; you are not the first entity with divine power I have battled, and you likely will be far from the last.”

“Oooo, scary!” Aenflynn shuddered mockingly.

“Divine power is rising around the throne. So I will ask you again… what have you done?” the goatman demanded.

The fae lord’s eyes twinkled. “Again, I did nothing. It is those you fight for and alongside who are responsible for whatever you’re sensing, not me.”

“Fascinating. It would seem you are trying to occupy me with some useless ridd—” The archwizard’s voice trailed off. “Oh. Oh, I see now.”

“Yes, you do, don’t you?” Aenflynn licked his lips and spread his arms as though he was basking in the sun. “Thameland is in deadly peril, wouldn’t you agree?”

“And that means the Thameish are desperately praying for help.” The archwizard grimaced.

“Very good! And who would most be praying to?” Aenflynn asked.

“Uldar,” the archwizard said simply. “So this was your plan. Stalling long enough for faith to start flowing because of the turmoil in Thameland.”

“Thaaaaat’s right!” Aenflynn laughed, his mirth rolling through the clouds. The heavens shuddered. “You are strong, wizard. One of the strongest opponents I have ever faced. But! Your arrogance will be your undoing.”

“As though you do not suffer from arrogance yourself,” the archwizard said.

“I do, but—while you were pressing me earlier—now…” Aenflynn’s eyes flashed. “I have power to burn.”

Both ancient beings moved at once.

The Chancellor of Generasi let fly a wave of hungry darkness at the fae lord.

Aenflynn whistled once: producing a short, dull note.

Reality buckled.

The archwizard’s spell shattered.

An invisible wave struck the beastman’s chest, sending him spinning through the sky. Aenflynn whistled again, creating a prison of divine light to form around the archwizard, sealing him in a cage of raw, reality-warping power.

Baelin froze, as though stopped in time.

“As I said, power to burn.” Aenflynn laughed. “Power to… oh.”

His eyebrows shot up.

Within the prison of divine light—where time itself should have been frozen—the archwizard was moving, steadily breaking free of the cage.

“You are all proving to be shockingly resourceful,” Aenflynn mused. “Ah well, I’d better move on to the next part.”
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Guards were flooding into the throne room, weapons raised and eyes alight with fury.

Aenflynn’s effigy was humming a merry tune while relaxing in his chair. “Hold,” he commanded. “Gather before the barrier, then kill the pair of them when I order it. Oh, and someone be a darling and blow your horn. We should invite more reinforcements to this fete of ours.”

A fae knight nodded, and blew his horn.

Already, the young archwizard could hear more guards charging up the stairs.

Alex glowered at Aenflynn’s effigy, where it kept humming contentedly.

The stone being was entirely too smug for the General’s liking.

“You know, I need someone to share my good news with and you two are what I would call a captive audience, and so you will do nicely. I just informed your old friend of it as well, mostly to agitate him.” He grinned. “It appears that a sea of faith has come from Thameland to replenish the throne, all thanks to the conflict in your homeland. While that is good news for me, it is not so great for you, and leads me to believe that you will not prevail for much longer. Do you two now understand why you felt the power of the throne rise?”

“Filth,” Merzhin hissed, turning toward the inner barrier.

He focused, raising his hands.

The barrier flexed, but remained strong.

“Don’t waste your time, little Saint. You couldn’t break through it before; you’ll certainly not break through now that the throne is further empowered. Wouldn’t you agree, Fool?” Aenflynn looked at Alex.

Alex remained silent, analysing him.

He wasn’t about to let the fae lord have the satisfaction of seeing him react to his baiting.

The young archwizard eyed the guards gathering outside the divine ward. Several of his streams of consciousness were preparing spells. The instant a single one of those guards attacked, he would make them wish they were never born.

“Your plan has some major flaws,” Alex pointed out.

“Oh?” The fae lord looked at the General closely.

“Sure, faith flooding from Thameland is powering your dead friend’s throne—from the fear and carnage you and Uldar’s watchdog are causing—but what happens after that?” Alex asked him.

The young archwizard’s mind was working quickly. “Are you really going to let the Ravener run amok?” He called on the Mark of the General, putting sincerity and stern concern in his voice. The fae lord’s attention was needle-focused on him. “If I was you, I would stop it. Now.”

“Truly? And whyever would I do that?”

“The Ravener’s talking about rampaging until everyone is dead. It’s talking about trials… about wiping out every Thameish soul, which will deny you your power, especially if it sends its Hunters out to kill every Uldarite who’s away from Thameland,” Alex pushed on.

“And?” Aenflynn cocked his head. “Do you know what we in Och Fir Nog call the times when the Ravener returns? We call them⁠—”

“The time of plenty.”

Aenflynn’s stone eyebrows shot up. He leaned forward, his interest over Alex renewed. “Ooooh my, well, aren’t you better informed than I expected? So, you should know that my people don’t much care if every living mortal from Thameland dies. We benefit. And since I don’t believe you are trying to appeal to my more altruistic traits… where are you going with this?”

“Simple math. With most or all of Uldar’s people dead, there’s going to be no more fear or faith to power that chair. The divinity will fade. In fact… If the Ravener manages to kill the Uldarites outside of Thameland, then the throne’s power will vanish, like smoke. You’ll lose your ultimate weapon. That’s the position you’re in. Either we kill you, and you lose. Or the Ravener kills every Uldarite, and your weapon loses all power. But there’s a third choice you can make. Stop the Ravener.”

Aenflynn’s brow furrowed.

The fae lord’s effigy looked confused.

“Otherwise, you cannot win,” Merzhin panted, straining against the inner barrier. “We will find a way to break through this. And break through you as well. We have done so to every opponent we have faced. There are too many lives relying on us and we cannot fail here, and so we will not fail here. You cannot win.”

Aenflynn raised an eyebrow as though more confused.

“Ooooooh…” He slapped his fist against his other palm in realisation. “I see the problem now; you are labouring under a misunderstanding. Do you truly think this is about winning? Young, mortal burglars, I assure you, I won before you even stepped into Och Fir Nog.”

Alex went silent, his expression a mask.

Merzhin’s face turned bright red.

“You know what, as a final favour to you, I will tell you what I mean, and I assure you, I’m not doing it because I enjoy the sound of my own voice, despite its natural beauty.” He chuckled, obviously enjoying himself. “In any case, do you know what I did the moment I learned you were likely on your way here? And my apologies, since you probably cannot ask me questions with your faces all contorted in confusion and dread. So, I’ll just tell you!”

Aenflynn tented his fingers together. “Och Fir Nog has faced attacks from every realm sharing her borders since long before I inherited the throne of my kingdom. Together, Uldar and I had fought my kingdom’s attackers when he was well. My enemies visited catastrophe after catastrophe upon this realm. They were the true cause of your god’s sickening, and eventual death. They were the cause of the Ravener! Were it not for their mortal lackeys using a demon lord and modifying it to kill my friend while they violated my realm—” his voice gained heat “—there would be no Ravener, and Uldar would be watching over your people and still fighting at my side to this day. It is their fault this entire situation occurred. So, I exacted rightful vengeance.”

“What are you talking about?” Merzhin demanded, still straining against the inner barrier.

Alex examined it. Perhaps if he joined Hannah’s power with Merzhin’s… but could he do that? What if⁠—

“Before you reached my realm, I used the throne to destroy every domain on Och Fir Nog’s borders. Their fae lords are dead, their armies are crushed, and their realms are ready for new settlements. My vengeance was already complete before you even confronted me. Hence why this—” he gestured at Merzhin’s efforts “—thing you’re doing is futile. I have already won.”

He looked at Alex. “Your ploy was a good one. You attempted to divide and conquer, and it might have worked had I still needed the throne… But I think you miscalculated my need, confusing it for greed. I have been satisfied ruling my realm for many thousands of years, and I will be satisfied ruling it for many thousands more. Och Fir Nog’s enemies have fallen and their legacies have been scattered to the wind. I would call that more than satisfactory.” The fae lord gestured to the throne. “So, if the Ravener eliminates the throne’s source of fuel and power, that is fine, it has served its purpose; I no longer need it. It will just remain here in my castle as a reminder of my old friend.”

Alex cursed the fae lord softly.

‘He’s smarter than I thought.’ The General’s eyes kept moving, seeking an advantage. But Aenflynn had him and Merzhin trapped between the divine wards with nothing Alex could use. There was no way spells would be passing through the two wards if Hannah’s power couldn’t…

Alex paused.

An idea crystallised in his mind.

‘It might work!’ he thought. ‘If I just… there. I’ll have three streams of consciousness focusing on that. A fourth will concentrate on Hannah’s power inside me, and on making it reach farther.’

He placed a hand on Merzhin’s shoulder as the young Saint prayed to the Traveller.

It would take time, but if this worked⁠—

“Oh, and one more thing,” Aenflynn raised his index finger. “I know about your little ploy to deny the Ravener fear. One of you wizards used magic to stop the Thameish army from fearing their enemies.”

Alex looked at Aenflynn sharply.

“Oh yes, I know all about that. The Ravener informed me that it was being denied its favourite source of energy. Oh, don’t look so surprised, Merzhin. I have been in communication with the Ravener for some time now. My communion with the throne lets me make connections with Uldar’s… ’watch dog,’ did you call it? Information is not the only thing I can pass through our connections. Don’t you feel it, young Saint?”

Alex looked at Merzhin.

The Saint shook his head, looking puzzled.

“I’m so glad I haven’t lost my touch for subtlety. I’ve been sending a small stream of divine energy to the Ravener, replacing what you stole from it. I kept the stream narrow, avoiding detection while preserving the throne’s strength. But… as I said, I have more than enough power to burn. The Ravener has told me it is presently under attack from your group. Which is not very sporting of you people, is it? Shame on you for ganging up and picking on a poor little construct that is without its full strength… So, why don’t I fix that?”

[image: ]


‘It is time,’ Aenflynn’s voice said through the link.

‘Time?’ the Ravener asked.

The fae lord giggled.

‘Let us just call it ‘a time of plenty’. Drink up, my friend. Drink up.’

The stream of divine power trickling into the Ravener suddenly exploded into a roaring ocean of energy, rapidly filling the stores that Uldar’s construct was draining.

Elation surged in it.

‘Thank you!’ A very pleased Ravener expressed its gratitude to the fae lord.

‘Thank me by maiming those mortals fighting you. Killing them will also work nicely,’ Aenflynn said.

‘Gladly.’


Chapter 70


A Surge of Power



Power poured through the Ravener’s inner pathways, replenishing its strength.

‘Yes. This is the way!’ it thought, drinking in the power needed for its trials. ‘These mortals will not rob me of what is mine, now they can learn that.’

The Ravener began channelling power.
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Claygon split an air blaster’s skull, his war-spear carving through the carapace like dried grass. The creature shuddered once, then fell.

Two Spawn Knights leapt from behind the massive corpse, back-legs twitching, blades aimed at the golem.

Claygon swung his war-spear again, air hissing around it, both Ravener-spawn dove low, spun and leapt at the golem’s face.

“No, you don’t,” he grunted, pulling his neck back and firing his forehead gem at close range.

Both Ravener-spawn shrieked, enveloped in a chaos-laced explosion of flame.

Claygon floated from the flames like an arbiter of death, his gaze passing over the battlefield.

Things were going well, even without the General and the Saint.

Khalik, Najyah, Thundar, and the summoned monsters defended the chamber’s entrances effectively. Elder earth elementals kept Ravener-spawn out—the sound of their enormous stone fists echoing through the thick rock walls—while the prince and minotaur cast spells on spawn trying to break the stone seals from inside…

…their number was plummeting.

“Tasty! Real tasty!” Grimloch sank his bloody jaws into a poison spirit’s flank, tearing a chunk from its gelatinous flesh while his gauntleted hands swung his lead maul and Uldar’s warhammer, flattening every spawn within reach.

Bjorgrund was at his side, carving a path of ruin through the Ravener’s servants.

“Hey, Grimloch, that’s gonna give you a belly ache!” the young giant cried.

Grimloch glanced at him, looking skeptical.

“He’s not going to forgive you for that one,” Theresa warned Bjorgrund, streaking past him. She disappeared and reappeared among the Ravener-spawn, six blades carving through Behemoths and Rampart-crushers. Brutus fired his sonic roars, cutting down monsters in three directions.

Together, Drestra and Isolde dropped raging winds, lightning, and flame on the hordes below, leaving a path of blackened corpses in their wake, further thinning the spawn army. Alex’s summoned monsters and the living dead he’d reanimated from the Ravener’s own slain spawn moved through the chamber, pouncing on any spawn the Sage and lightning mage missed.

The Ravener’s army continued to wither.

And the construct itself hadn’t been spared.

With Uldar’s weapons in hand, Cedric and Hart had the orb cornered, like a pair of hungry wolves harassing a stag. The divine battleaxe and enormous sword cleaved through the Ravener’s surface, getting through its defensive cage and leaving deep gashes.

Each time the Ravener tried focusing its full attention on one of its enthusiastic tormentors, the other one would go for Uldar’s corpse, baiting the construct, anticipating that it would turn its attention to defending its creator’s body and be vulnerable to more attacks.

Its ‘wounds’ were slower to close now.

It was growing desperate, threatening the Heroes, warning them to leave its creator alone.

Yes… things were going well for the companions.

‘So… why do I feel like this…?’ Claygon thought.

There was an unease stirring in the golem, despite Army of Heroes.

Something was wrong.

Very wrong.

The Ravener—which had been belittling Cedric and Hart—had suddenly fallen silent. Eerily silent. And there was more to the disquiet than simply that.

Claygon could feel something coming from the Ravener.

An energy both familiar yet unfamiliar at the same time.

‘Something… is wrong!’ he thought. “Cedric! Hart!” the golem’s voice exploded from his voice box. “Move… away! Now!”

“Wha—” Cedric turned.

Energy within the Ravener shifted.

Claygon raised his hands.

Power poured into his fire-gems.

“Get… away!”

The two young men fled.

Claygon’s beams fired.

A point of blinding light appeared on the black orb, a death beam erupted from its surface.

Three rays of fire crackled through the air.

A beam of darkness swallowed all in its path.

All four beams collided in the centre of the chamber.

The explosion that followed shook the cavern to its foundations. Cracks split the ceiling. The floor buckled. Spawn and mortals alike clutched their ears against the deafening boom.

Any creature within the blast radius was demolished.

Bjorgrund and Grimloch were thrown from their feet; Isolde, and even Drestra, were sent flying from the concussive wave.

And as the blinding light faded, a pillar of smoke and smouldering destruction revealed the Ravener floating through the smoke.

The cavern rumbled again, like beasts growling from the pit of their beings.

“Oi!” Cedric cried. “This ain’t good! Lotsa divinity’s comin’ in! Back up! Everyone, back up! Now!”

All around, the cavern was rumbling.

The construct’s surface rippled, spitting out a dozen Living Cores.

“What th—” Hart started.

Shrieks cut his words.

Like a chorus from the hells, the maddening screams united, releasing from all twelve dungeon cores at once.

The mortals flinched, clutching their ears, clenching their teeth, even shrieking themselves.

New monsters began pouring from the living cores and the Ravener itself. The first to appear were gibbering legions, behemoths, hives-as-one, and poison spirits.

They were followed by the more powerful Ravener-spawn: air blasters and Spawn Knights.

Fire clouds came next, heating the air in the cavern by degrees.

“What’s happened?” Isolde cried, righting herself in the air beside Drestra.

“Dunno,” Cedric flew beside them. “But I’s thinkin’ this jus’ got a whole bunch harder.” He raised his weapons, studying the Ravener. “It’s a lot bloody stronger suddenly, an’ I dunno where it’s gettin’ all that power from.”

Claygon watched the other construct closely.

The power coming from the Ravener… there was something about it that intrigued the golem. The energy that pulsed through his core felt similar to what was radiating from Uldar’s construct.

Watching the Ravener brought back a promise he’d made to himself long ago. He’d told himself he would take control of his own destiny, his own evolution.

That he would find a way to push himself beyond his iron body.

This energy… there was something about it that felt right, like it was a key ready to turn in a lock.

But what could he do with it?

‘I am not… smart… like my father… and I can’t manipulate… energy like he can… but there must be something…’ he thought. ‘Something I can⁠—’

His thought was cut short when the Ravener’s surface rippled.

“Shite!” Cedric cried. “Protect us, Traveller!”

Holy light shot from the Chosen.

“Why do you keep calling that name?” the Ravener said.

It did not wait for an answer.

Ethereal whips emerged from Ravener’s surface, growing by the moment.

Dozens appeared, each over a hundred feet long.

They snapped out, cracking in the air, striking at Alex’s summoned monsters, corpse puppets, and the mortals. Everywhere a whip touched flesh, skin split, blood changed from red to green, poison entered blood vessels.

“Agh!” Bjorgrund shouted as the whips snapped through gaps in his armour.

Theresa’s weapons blurred around her as she defended herself and Brutus.

The others grimaced, flinching back, pain and poison seeking to overwhelm them, as Cedric’s divine protection fought to free them from the venom.

“Oi! Cleanse us! Protect us from this poison!” Cedric shouted through clenched teeth as the whips lashed his body. “Protect my friends and protect me!”

His divine light flared brighter, drawing the poison from their bodies, eliminating it, and yet, the whips kept flailing.

Again, and again, they struck the fighters of Thameland.

And time after time, Cedric called on divinity, asking for protection.

But divinity didn’t stop the Ravener-spawn from attacking or tearing through Alex’s summoned monsters and corpse puppets.

“Fight!” Hart shouted, wincing as the Ravener’s whips struck him while Cedric’s divine light healed him. “We can’t let it build up momentum! Fight back, dammit!”

“Brutus!” Theresa cried. “The living cores!”

Growling against the shrieking cores, Brutus reacted, opening his mouths, aiming his sonic blasts at them. They overwhelmed the screams, drowning them out, robbing them of all power.

Claygon blasted the living cores and the Ravener with his fire-gems, setting them ablaze.

‘Father… things are getting bad!’ Claygon thought. ‘The Ravener is stronger now… we’re holding it off! But… it’s bad!’

As the golem called to his father, he didn’t notice Asmaldestre the Unmaker eyeing the Ravener.

Her hands tightened on her weapons.

A light grew in her eyes.
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Claygon’s worried thoughts came to Alex through their link.

“Shit!” Alex swore.

‘Just hold on, Claygon!’ Alex thought. ‘We’re trying to do something on our end!’

Alex looked at Merzhin. “Don’t focus on Aenflynn! Keep your focus on getting through that ward. We need to end this! I’ll worry about everything else!”

“Of course,” Merzhin paused his prayers. “May the Traveller guide us both.”

“Oh? Are your friends in trouble?” Aenflynn’s effigy asked. “Perhaps my hospitality wouldn’t have been so bad after all, hmmm?” He snapped his fingers. “Guards! You can pass through the ward now. Go, maim them. As a matter of fact, you can kill the small one in the white robes if you wish. As for the other? He’s a wizard, but he cannot pierce the ward on his own. He’s yours to toy with. Feel free to simply give him a good breaking. Snap his limbs, break his ribs or jaw, whatever suits you. Then it’ll be the dungeon for him.”

“Gladly, my lord,” a knight said, raising a halberd. “Arrows!”

Fae knights readied bows, drawing back the strings.

“Shit!” Alex swore again, raising his staff.

The world slowed.

He momentarily turned his streams of consciousness away from their tasks.

Just for a moment.

Then the world sped up.

He cast haste on himself, and greater force armour, force shield, and protective force weapon on Merzhin. Alex already had those protective spells active on himself.

His staff summoned a pair of earth elementals, each only slightly larger than he was.

‘These aren’t the most powerful elementals,’ he thought, ‘but I can’t summon anything much bigger than a human in here. And there’s not much room to manoeuvre, so these guys will have to do.’

“Protect us!” Alex directed.

Bowstrings twanged.

A volley of arrows arced through the air.

The elementals moved their bodies, covering the two humans as much as they could.

Only, the arrows passed through the ward then turned in midair, swerving around Alex and the elementals, aiming straight for Merzhin’s head and heart.

“What the—?” the young archwizard cried.

The world slowed.

His mind raced.

His eyes fixed on the arrows.

An idea formed.

‘I’ll need to get the timing exactly right,’ he thought.

The world sped up.

He cast Mass Shatter with a twitch.

All around them, the swarm of arrows exploded.

Splinters and metal shards rained down, peppering the floor like hailstones.

“Forward!” the fae knight leader commanded.

As one, the guards marched to the ward, their halberds blazing with magic.

Alex watched them closely.

‘When they go to step through the ward, I’ll cast Wall of Roiling Mana in front of us,’ he thought. ‘It’ll wreck them and buy us some time.’

The guards reached the outer divine ward, lowering their halberds. One group stopped in front of it and two others swept around and began coming through on either side of the General and Saint.

‘Planning on flanking us on three sides, eh?’ he thought. ‘Well, that’s not going to work out too well for you.’

As if on cue, the fae knights in front of the ward lowered their halberds and stabbed ahead.

At the same time, the other two groups stepped through the ward.

Alex twitched.

Wall of Roiling Mana sprang to life in front of him.

The fae warriors screamed as the spell ravaged their bodies, breaking them down.

A short whistle came from Aenflynn’s effigy.

The Wall of Roiling Mana shattered.

“What?” Alex grunted.

“Your friend’s interdiction stopped me from harming you with my divine power. It did not say that I couldn’t use it to interrupt your nasty spells,” Aenflynn said, well-pleased. “If you wish to complain to him while he’s still alive, I’d suggest voicing that complaint in the next five heartbeats.”

As the fae lord spoke those words, his knights redoubled their attack.


Chapter 71


Steel



The fae knights tensed. “Attack!”

Armour clinked, halberds were raised, and all eyes were fixed on the young archwizard.

The line of knights standing in front of the divine ward swung their weapons, blades and hafts passing through the curtain of divine energy as though it wasn’t there.

Other fae knights stepped through the divine ward on either side of Alex, Merzhin, and the elementals, flanking them in between the wards.

“Ye should not have come here,” a knight snarled.

She and her allies thrust their halberds into the earth elementals. The fae’s enchanted weapons split stone, banishing both spirits to their home plane.

Their attention immediately turned to the mortals.

Alex cursed.

The world slowed, giving him time to think.

His mind raced; most of his combat spells would kill both him and Merzhin if he cast them in this limited space. An explosion, a wave of lightning or a tidal wave would annihilate everything between the divine wards, including the two of them.

Spells like mass disintegrate would get rid of the fae knights between the wards, but wouldn’t touch the ones outside.

There wasn’t much room to teleport, and if he used Hannah’s power to dodge the oncoming assault, the fae knights would simply stab Merzhin.

‘And if I teleport with Merzhin, that could break his concentration,’ Alex thought quickly. ‘What does that leave?’

He looked at his staff. ‘Back to basics, I suppose. I can keep summoning small monsters, and use forceballs to throw our attackers off. Wizard’s Hands can keep them off-balance too; meanwhile, I can be fighting them with the sword-staff. But there’s a lot of enemies… and without a lot of room to manoeuvre, they’ll get me eventually.’

Alex glared at Aenflynn’s smirking face.

‘I’d give almost anything to punch that smug expression right off his stupid face, but his effigy’s made of stone. Even if I could get to him through the ward, I’d probably just break my own hand… against… wait! That’s it!’

His mind focused on a single spell as the halberds stabbed at him from the front.

The world sped up.

He swept some of the blows away with a wide swing of his sword-staff, but a blade got by, striking his forearm.

The fae smiled.

A heavy clang startled Aenflynn, sounding like a cell door slamming.

His smile dropped.

He was staring at the hulking young wizard…

At Alex’s broad shoulders, powerful arms, and towering height… all now formed of magical steel.

Steel Body had transformed the young archwizard’s body into a metal titan of retribution.

The other knights paused, shocked.

Alex grabbed the haft of his attacker’s weapon.

The warrior flinched. “Let go!”

The knight pulled hard, trying to take the weapon back, which was… well, it was like trying to get something out of a grip of steel. Neither Alex’s arm nor the weapon moved, both unwavering.

The fae paled.

“Come here,” the young archwizard said, his voice grinding.

His arm tensed as he yanked on the halberd’s haft.

With a yelp, the fae stumbled through the wall of divine light.

“Welcome,” Alex said, dropping the weapon and grabbing the fae by his helmeted skull, then lifting him off his feet.

The knight struggled like a mouse trying to escape a cat’s clamped jaws.

“Wait!” the fae shouted. “Wait, wait⁠—”

“You should not have come here,” Alex replied, choke-slamming the knight into the stone.

A crunching sound followed, and with a gurgle, the fae knight stiffened, convulsed, then stopped moving.

The archwizard rose to his full height again, glowering at the knights flanking him and Merzhin. He took a deep breath, filling his metal lungs with air.

“Maim us?” the wizard of steel asked. “I think I’ll be the one doing the maiming.”

Then he sprang.

Calling on the Mark of the General, his mind filled with images of himself using all the dances he’d ever learned, blending them into his own deadly fighting style. Images of reading his enemies’ body language in the past appeared.

All of that experience, now in a literal body of steel, made for a lethal combination.

Despite the weight of his metallic form, Alex attacked, blurring, spinning, casting spells, his form barely distinct.

“Get him!” Aenflynn commanded his guards.

They came at Alex from all sides, just as he came at them.

His sword-staff, his metal form, his magic. All were weapons.

Steel Body slowed the flow of mana within him, hindering the speed of his spellcasting… but… it didn’t stop him from activating the aeld staff.

He summoned more earth elementals around him and Merzhin, then cast forceballs and Wizard’s Hands. His forceballs shot out, blocking the fae knights’ strikes, tangling up their limbs and striking their arms mid-swing.

Wizard’s Hands swarmed the fae, pulling hair, scratching skin, shoving fingers into nostrils, ears, eyes, and mouths.

They fought dirty.

Alex channelled Hannah’s power through his sword-staff, blocking incoming halberds with its blade. The teleportation energy surged, splitting the hafts and heads of the fae knights’ weapons, teleporting them away or dropping them among the fae guards, disrupting attacks.

The guards fought against the magics, using defensive skills gained from the experience of centuries… but an impervious opponent of magic and steel was one they’d had no experience with before, and he possessed a steady stream of glowing forceballs and Wizard’s Hands to harry them with.

Fae knights began to fall.

Some were killed by the earth elementals.

Others died by the young archwizard’s blade or heavy steel fists.

Yet more kept coming.

“Aim for the priest!” a leader shouted. “And fire another volley!”

A second wave of twanging bowstrings announced a volley of arrows soaring toward the divine ward.

And as they passed through it⁠—

The world slowed.

Alex concentrated on a spell.

The world sped up again.

The young archwizard twitched.

Mass Shatter destroyed not only the volley, but the weapons of every fae that had entered the ward.

“What?” they cried in unison.

Then Alex and his elementals took up the offensive: cutting, smashing, ending them.

Alex took a quick glance around the throne room as the elementals kept fighting. ‘More are coming. The castle’s probably full of them, and this won’t end until Merzhin’s through that ward. And to help him, we’ll need⁠—’

He checked Hannah’s power within himself.

He could feel it pulsing… his plan might be working, but he couldn’t be certain.

Not yet.

‘Need to keep fighting,’ he thought.

“Enough of that,” Aenflynn said, then whistled.

Divine light emanated from the fae lord.

The light washed over his fae knights; their weapons and armour began to glow with divine energy.

“That should stop that little shattering trick of yours, and I will—What?” Aenflynn’s effigy fell silent.

Alex felt a huge surge of mana from outside the castle.
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The fae lord whistled, bending his concentration on the imprisoned archwizard.

The ancient being was moving faster, breaking the stasis within the cage, and though the fae lord was pouring all the power he could into reinforcing it…

There came a sound like glass breaking.

The cage exploded, instantly freeing the ancient goatman.

Clouds quaked as raw power burst from Baelin.

The archwizard fixed Aenflynn with a stony gaze. “An interesting plan of yours, but that was not the first time one such as you attempted to stop me by sealing me out of time’s flow. I have had the opportunity of travelling to realms where the temporal river’s flow is so different to that of any other plane that… well, I am not sure you would quite understand what I was telling you if I were to go further. Suffice it to say simply this, I have studied temporal tricks myself, young faeling.”

“You are full of resources.” The fae lord watched the archwizard peevishly. “I’ll give you that.”

“Thank you. And your tricks continue to amuse me.”

“Ah, but I think you overplayed your hand. You used a lot of mana to escape that, didn’t you? I’m sure your response drew down a lot, even from your seemingly endless mana pool.”

“Perhaps it did. Perhaps it did not.”

“It does not matter, because I have a brilliant idea.” Aenflynn whistled, pouring his concentration into his next divinity.

His power flexed, enveloping the battlefield.

The archwizard cocked his head. “Oh? What is this?”

“Find out.” Aenflynn smirked.

“Oooooh… oh, I see. A classic interdiction. You stopped me from using my magic to harm you,” the archwizard noted. “Not a bad ploy.”

The fae lord resisted the urge to flinch. “Oh, you got it too quickly. Your senses and spells for reading divinity are truly superb. I can’t claim credit for the idea, though. The young Saint used a similar interdiction in my castle a short time ago. By focusing the command, the interdiction grows stronger, and by focusing one on just your mana… I believe it might put a stop to even your powerful tricks.”

“So you mean to reduce me to a mere mortal beastman in this battle?” the ancient beastfolk asked.

“While I get to destroy you with Uldar’s power,” Aenflynn finished for him. “A nasty little trick, but you are all trying to divide my attention. So I thought I might fight a little unfairly as well. What now, archwizard?”

The fae lord gripped the air. A sword of pure divinity was created in his hand.

“I am a very skilled swordsman, one of the deadliest in all of Och Fir Nog, if I do say so myself.” Aenflynn smiled. “And with Uldar’s throne, I am afraid you are quite outmatched. Without your magic, what can you do?”

The ancient wizard paused for a moment, looking almost shocked.

Then he threw his head back and laughed.

“What is it, old one?” the fae lord asked.

“Oh, nothing, really!” The beastman was nearly doubled over with amusement. “It’s just that I have not had such a perfect setup in a long time! Oh my. Tell me, have you heard the term ‘Proper Wizard’?”

Aenflynn’s jaw clenched.

He didn’t like the sound of that. “No, why?”

“Ah, well, then I shall show you an example of one. A Proper Wizard does not ignore any form of power or advantage.” The ancient wizard reached down, retrieving a hammer from his belt. “I, my sly friend, am no exception. You have taken away my offensive magic in many ways. An excellent move, again. Except for one small problem.”

The archwizard disappeared.

Then reappeared directly in front of Aenflynn, the hammer raised.

The weapon blazed with a dizzying amount of glyphs.

It slammed into Aenflynn’s jaw, the magics around its starmetal head biting through the fae’s defensive magics and divinity like an auger.

Teeth flew, and with a pained scream, so did the fae lord.

“Unfortunately for you, I have maintained my body,” the archwizard said.

He teleported after his reeling opponent.
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The effigy winced.

Something—probably Baelin—must have been drawing the real Aenflynn’s attention.

‘Good,’ Alex thought. ‘Gives him less time and energy to interfere with us. Now, I just have to buy time and crush these guards.’

The young archwizard turned his attention to the knights.

His Wizard’s Hands opened his satchel, taking out a number of potion bottles. Merzhin’s head was already encased in Orb of Air, and under his Steel Body spell, so was his. Breathing the air wouldn’t be a problem for them or his earth elementals.

But for the fae knights between the wards, it certainly would be.

Wizard’s Hands whipped the potion bottles on the stone floor to shatter them.

And shatter they did. Sleeping potion-mist filled the space between the two divine wards. The fae in front of Alex gasped, surprised as the knights suddenly disappeared in a fog of potion-mist.

Those fae knights between the divine wards, grew panicked, sneezing, trying to shield their faces, as the magical gas crept into their nostrils.

They soon began fading, drifting off, dropping where they stood, fast asleep.

The earth elementals were quick to finish them off.

Soon, the fae knights outside were shouting in confusion.

Hesitating, some gingerly pushed their halberd blades through the divine ward, but soon gave up on the idea when, for the second time, Alex grabbed a haft, pulled its owner through the ward, and cracked his skull.

“What are you doing?” Aenflynn’s effigy demanded. “Get—Argh!”

His words were cut off by a yelp of pain.

Something must be happening outside.

‘Alright, thank the Traveller,’ Alex said. ‘We need to keep holding out, keep buying time. Claygon, how’s the battle going?’

‘We’re holding on… Father…’ the golem thought. ‘But the Ravener’s growing stronger!’

‘Shit!’ Alex thought. ‘I’ll try and get there soon!’

He glanced at the symbol of the Traveller hanging from his neck, as he listened to Merzhin’s prayers. ‘Just have to buy a little more time…’

Alex eyed the potion-mist, watching the light changing through it, looking for any signs of attack. The guards were holding back for now.

‘Just have to buy… wait. Wait!’

He watched the mist closely.

The light was changing, getting brighter.

‘Is it daybreak? How long have we been in Och Fir Nog? By the Traveller, no!’
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“What is this…?” King Athelstan muttered.

The glow around his divine sword faded.

Fatigue crawled through him.

And his heart—once beating so courageously—began to falter.

Fear, once again, began rising in his soul.

“Oh no…” he whispered.

Alex’s spell, Army of Heroes, had ended in Thameland.


Chapter 72


The Ravener’s Fuel



“Wh-what’s happening?” a soldier cried.

All across the City of Ussex, magical energy rose from the defenders of Thameland like steam escaping a boiling pot; the enchantment of Army of Heroes now dissipating.

As the city burned, warriors looked around in confusion, as though suddenly waking from a dream.

The magic in their bodies faded; muscles no longer gripped their weapons unflinchingly.

And—as their eyes fell on the monsters they’d just been slaying—the beginnings of fear returned to their hearts.

“Fight on!” the king commanded, raising Uldar’s sword. “We have them on the run! Fight on!”

The soldiers of Thameland and Alex’s mercenaries steeled their nerves and stepped forward to keep fighting the enemy. Most of the Ravener-spawn had already been driven from the capital.

All the fighters had to do now was⁠—

“Something’s coming!” a knight cried from atop the city wall. “An enormous monster! It’s all eyes and mouths… and has four burning wings! It’s not alone; there’s more of them! Uldar help us!”

King Athelstan tensed.

A new monster?

If they could⁠—

“More Ravener-spawn!” Another soldier rose from one of the city’s watchtowers. “A sea of them are coming from the north!”

“Ravener-spawn from the east!” came another cry. “They have dungeon cores!”

Fear grew in the soldiers’ eyes.

And the Ravener-spawn remaining in the city struck. They attacked the Thameish warriors with abandon, crushing bone and flesh like grapes.

Dying screams soon filled the air.

“Fight on!” the king commanded. “Give them everything we have! Send them to their deaths! We must hold out! We must hold out! Aaaaargh!”

Surrounded by his personal guard, the king charged the nearest knot of Ravener-spawn. Fear plagued him. He feared for his kingdom. He feared for his people. He feared for his life.

He knew fear would do nothing but feed their enemies.

But all he could do was fight through it.

Fight through it and trust they could hold on long enough for something to change.

‘Traveller,’ he thought, ‘if you can hear me… I know you can hear me. Please. Help us. This is our darkest hour.’

Setting his jaw, he drove his sword through a gibbering legion’s flesh.

All around him, the blood of mortals mixed with the blood of monsters.
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“Kyembe, behind you!” Ezerak shouted.

The Spirit Killer—his sword wrapped in white flame—spun around, driving the burning blade through a Spawn Knight’s head. His crimson eyes squinted as the insides of the creature boiled white-hot, exploding in a fountain of sizzling innards.

“Gratitude, Ezerak!” Kyembe kicked away another monster trying to climb the rooftop they were fighting on. “Shame that the spell has left us, but now we can show our own power!”

“Die, die, you rot-headed, babbling filth-licker!” Wurhi of Zabyalla repeatedly stabbed a chitterer, desperate to stay alive. “Kyembe, you madman! This is the worst job ever! We’re going to die!”

Kyembe let out a deep, rich laugh. “You were so brave a moment ago!”

“Because of that crazy wizard’s crazy spell!” she shrieked. “It was making me as mad as you are! But, there’s no more spell now, and I know we’re going to die!”

“Then we will die as legends!” The Spirit Killer split another Ravener-spawn.

“I’m not dying,” Ezerak muttered.

The fallen king ordered his army of tattoo monsters to leave his skin and attack the swarm of spawn scaling the building he, Kyembe, Wurhi, and a number of other mercenaries had climbed.

But his army was shrinking… and he’d caught sight of the endless tide of beasts coming toward the city.

An entire line of titans—at least a dozen—were charging in, ready to melt their hopes in an ocean of acid.

“Let all deities witness us,” Ezerak whispered. “And let me not witness another kingdom fall on this day.”
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“Pray,” Tobias Jay commanded, prostrating himself in front of an altar. “Pray with everything you have.”

Behind him, nearly a hundred priests had gathered, all prostrate on the floor of Uldar’s cathedral in Ussex, facing the grand altar. Rising above the altar was the statue of Uldar, looking down at the priests with stony eyes.

The very thought of his priests still worshipping that treacherous god’s image turned Tobias’ stomach… but he could do nothing about that now.

Right now, he needed their faith at its strongest.

…so he could guide it in the right direction.

“Give your faith and prayers to the Traveller, my children,” the high priest’s deep voice reverberated through the cathedral. “Let your prayers reach her. She has a plan for us all, and she needs our strength. Uldar needs our faith less than she does. Let your focus be on her, for that is the divine plan.”

“Yes, High Priest,” Tobias’ followers echoed one another.

He closed his eyes.

‘I did not lie,’ he thought. ‘I only left out parts of the truth to help us all. May you forgive me.’

He continued praying to the altar in Uldar’s cathedral…

…or rather, to the object upon the altar:

A simple lantern, symbolising the Traveller.

Within it burned a small flickering flame.

A tiny flame representing all of Tobias’ hopes.
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“Their number seems endless now! They just keep coming!” a priest outside the Cave of the Traveller shouted. “The General’s summoned monsters were mostly destroyed after the magic died!”

“We must hold on!” their commander shouted. “We cannot let the Cave fall and be overrun! We. Must. Hold.”

At the fortification’s walls, the pair of towering iron golems fired their weapons into the Coille, destroying everything standing before them. They were holding… for now, but the tide of Ravener-spawn was swelling by the heartbeat.

They’d be overwhelmed, and soon.
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“Daybreak, Peter.” Paul squinted at the sunrise through smoke rising around Alric. “We made it to daybreak.”

“Aye, but is this going to be our last?” Peter wondered, his back pressed against the parapet. Bags were heavy under the guard’s eyes. He was drenched in sweat. His crossbow lay loose between his hands. “The Roth boy’s spell’s finished now, and people are scared again. I suppose that means the Ravener’s still around.”

“Aye.” Paul winced as a golem fired its cannon into the hordes of spawn. “But at least we got to see the sun, and by the Traveller’s grace, we’ll see many more. Oh… you’d best get up. Another army of monsters is coming… This one looks a lot bigger than the last ones.”

Peter groaned. “Then back into the fight, it is. Let’s keep living, Paul. I swear, if I die right before the Ravener’s beaten, I’m gonna be in a steamin’ mood when I get to the after-world.”
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“Send them to the after-world!” Gemini commanded. “I don’t want them anywhere near this Castle!”

“We’re out of chaos bombs!” one of the ballista teams informed her.

“So are we!” another team cried.

“The same for us!”

“We’re also out!”

“Down to the last three!”

“Two more here!”

Professor Jules winced.

The ballistae teams looked exhausted, some were yawning, their movements sluggish. They’d been fighting all night long, determined to hold off the Ravener-spawn, launching chaos bombs that devastated the moors around the Research Castle. Much of the landscape was now flattened rock, a lot of the flora destroyed. Everything was dead… except for⁠—

“Ravener-spawn! Ravener-spawn coming from all sides!” Watchers flying above the battlefield warned. “New ones! And more titans than we’ve seen before!”

“We don’t have the chaos bombs to stop them,” Watcher Hill muttered.

“Then we’ll need to move on to the next phase.” Gemini rubbed her eyepatch, looking at Professor Jules. “Your orders?”

The alchemy professor stared at the coming tide of Ravener-spawn.

Enough to stretch across the horizon.

Enough to overwhelm the defences of the strongest of fortresses.

Enough to devastate entire civilizations.

The earth trembled at their foot-falls.

Professor Jules’ attention turned to the summoning circle in the courtyard below.

It was nearly time.

“Use the remaining chaos bombs!” Professor Jules shouted. “Then leave the walls! Your duties are complete!” She turned to her graduate students, who’d been busy loading chaos bombs all night. “I want you students to return to Generasi through the portal.”

Their reactions were mixed.

Some looked relieved.

Many others bristled.

“Professor!” one cried. “I can’t leave. There’s still⁠—”

“You’re all exhausted, and you’re alchemy students, not warriors.” Her voice cracked like a whip. “Don’t argue with me. You’ve done a hero’s part in this battle up to now. I want you all back where you can rest in safety. Go. Now! I swear if any of you refuse to listen to me, I’ll sign your expulsion papers myself. Go!”

The graduate students looked at her then at each other, but could say nothing.

Those that still had chaos bombs turned back to their teams. The others began leaving the Castle’s walls, making their way through the courtyard and to the teleportation circle in the Research Castle.

Over the next little while, the remaining teams launched the last of the chaos bombs. They exploded in clouds, lighting up the early morning horizon, obliterating spawn like dying embers. Though some of Professor Jules’ students grumbled, they left, making their way to the teleportation circle, their work finished.

Jules sighed with relief. Her graduate students would be safe. She hoped the same would be true for the younger students, like Mr. Roth and the others. She squinted at the oncoming sea of Ravener-spawn, then floated down to the courtyard and the summoning circle Baelin had put the finishing touches to.

“Everyone, stay back!” she called out. “It’s time, and this summoning will still be difficult.”

She raised her hands, the words of an ancient incantation pouring from her lips.

The summoning circle began glowing with power, and chaos-tinged magic seeped through the air. Tremors shook the cobblestones beneath Jules’ feet. Reality rippled like lake water from a smooth stone skipping across it. Her skin tingled, and mana poured from her pool as she spoke the words of the ancient ritual. Words of power, spoken with precise efficiency. Clear words. Sharp phrases. Guttural sounds. Awful to say.

A terrible note of longing saturated them.

A calling.

The air shifted.

Spell arrays formed.

Magic circuitry came to life.

In the growing light of dawn, a crackling sound and awful words slipped through the air.

Something unseen entered the circle.

The professor couldn’t see it, nor could she smell it. She could not hear it, though a long forgotten part of her brain—the part that knew well why mortals feared the dark—sensed it.

The air began to shimmer.

A massive presence permeated the space: a mind so vast and so old, Jules’ own mind felt miniscule in comparison, like a mayfly’s.

It was a mind that—if not for Baelin’s participation in the ritual—she could not have hoped to control; a mind capable of the sort of alien wonders and cruelties that would snap a mortal’s mind in two if they tried to comprehend it.

But it was a mind she intended to direct toward their enemies.

Once, long ago, when Mr. Roth was in his first year at Generasi, she’d summoned a lesser shoggoth with her graduate students while he watched. Back then, the experience had seemingly caused the young wizard some upset. She wondered how he would have reacted had she summoned this monstrosity then.

This was no lesser shoggoth.

This was a greater shoggoth, as far above their lesser kin as the sky was above the bowels of the earth.

And the ritual—even with Baelin’s mighty influence—barely contained it.

Professor Jules clenched her teeth. “Go,” she commanded. “Destroy our attackers. Eat them, savour them, do as you wish with them. Everything you take from them is yours.”

It spoke to her—a voice in her mind that scraped at her very sanity: but its reply was in the affirmative.

The terrible mind departed the summoning circle, shooting up and through the clouds.

Hovering there, it manifested fully in the material world.

Above the clouds, the shoggoth shifted between every colour that mortals had ever put a name to—and in shades that no mortal language could describe—cramming the sky with its excessive bulk.

Morning light instantly plunged into deep shadow as the greater shoggoth reached out with tentacles as thick around as massive sea serpents, stretching out over the miles.

Those tentacles crushed any Ravener-spawn approaching the Castle, their very touch reducing monstrous flesh into primordial ooze.

But… they would not be enough to completely end the attack.

The greater shoggoth was—on its own—an unstoppable force, but even its dozens of elongated, clawed tentacles could not touch every Ravener-spawn charging the Castle.

Thousands, tens of thousands of rushing monsters.

“It will buy us time,” Professor Jules said. “And hopefully, the rest of Thameland can hold out.”

“Leave the rest of Thameland to us,” a familiar voice said.

Professor Jules looked up at the keep’s gates.

There was Councillor Kartika, having teleported into the courtyard with a group of wizards. Seconds later, hundreds of Generasi mage-soldiers began appearing in the courtyard too, all armed and ready for war.

“We’re here to relieve you,” Kartika said. “And to fulfil our alliance with Thameland. We would have been here hours ago, but… bureaucracy.”

“Indeed, and while they are aiding Thameish mortals, I will ensure the university’s property is not overrun,” another familiar voice said.

Professor Jules jumped, spinning around, finding another familiar face watching her.

Registrar Hobb wiped his monocle. “Apologies for the lateness. There were affairs that had to be settled before I could leave, but I am here now, quite ready to help you hold the line, as it were.” He raised an eyebrow. “And not a moment too soon, it seems.”

“What do you mean?” Professor Jules asked, frowning.

“Your enemy’s mana is expanding; it’s getting thicker in the air. Much thicker,” Hobb said. “It won’t be long before it gives free rein to its true strength.”

“It hasn’t yet?” Professor Jules paled.

“No, I am afraid not, but I do believe it is about to.”


Chapter 73


The Unmaking



All across Thameland, dungeon cores drank the power of their enemies’ terror, swelling with new energies.

Green fields became hellscapes dotted with black orbs, each one spewing monsters by the score. Beasts hunted for Thameish flesh to devour, roaming through once quiet woodlands, springing on those unlucky enough to be caught there.

Clouds burned away as Skyfire Swarms rose up together with Living Cores.

Rivers and lakes choked with acid, Sky Striders emptying their bellies into the waterways.

Monsters poured from the wilderness, overrunning towns and army encampments. The creatures were unstoppable, crushing all resistance beneath slavering fangs and razor-like claws.

Going from army to army, spreading through the countryside, leaving both terror and death in their wakes.

Smaller groups of Ravener-spawn clustered together, forming great hordes that swept across the wilderness, killing every living soul in their path, creating chaos and ruin along their way to Thameland’s largest cities.

City upon city would fall. The ultimate goal was to wipe the land clean of Uldar’s children once and for all.

That scene of terror was what dawn brought to Thameland.

In Och Fir Nog, dawn looked somewhat different.

There, Ravener-spawn worked with fae, unearthing the buried and scattered fae gates, seeking to reopen fae roads back to the material world. Dungeon cores nearby were spitting out monsters endlessly, building another apocalyptic army to reinforce the monsters already in Thameland.

They, too, drank their enemies’ fear.

As did their master.
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“Stay near me!” Cedric shouted, glowing like starlight, shining with divine light. “I’ll keep clearin’ th’ poisons!”

The Chosen of Uldar floated high in the chamber, calling upon divine miracle after divine miracle, veins on his brow pulsing, sweat trickling down his form from the effort. Desperately, he fought the Ravener’s toxins with divinity.

But Uldar’s construct knew he would not last.

‘So much power,’ it thought, absorbing the terror of Thameland and expelling another cloud of venomous gas into the cavern. ‘So much power is filling me once more. I will win this trial.’

Within its cavern, the Heroes and their allies fought for their lives.

Some tried to prevent the chamber’s entrances from being opened, but—slowly and surely—the Ravener’s loyal spawn were tunnelling through the stone.

Wizards were casting spells against its hordes, but it was replacing the dead faster than they could kill them. The General of Thameland’s summoned monsters were being overwhelmed, and the corpse-puppets he’d made had been pulled down and ripped to shreds.

‘It will not be long now,’ the Ravener thought, pleased.

The stirring within it had lessened, almost completely faded now.

‘This is my time.’ It turned its attention to the body of Uldar.

Earlier, the Heroes had persisted in seeking to defile it.

No, though, they were too busy just trying to stay alive, that the god’s body was being left unharassed and in perfect peace.

‘I hope you are watching, creator,’ it thought. ‘Watch as I destroy those who spurned you, who went against your will. Watch from the after-world and be glad.’

Filled with its own satisfaction, the Ravener could easily believe that Uldar’s gaze was watching it from the after-world.

Something from far away certainly made it feel like it was being watched.

“Prepare to fall to your ultimate trial.” The Ravener’s voice filled the cavern as it sprayed another cloud of poisons into the air.

It would not be long now.
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“Do something!” Bjorgrund shouted, his axe chopping into Ravener-spawn around him. “Agh!”

The giant grunted as an air blast caught him in the side, sending him skidding across the cavern floor. Shaking away the lights dancing in front of his eyes, he squinted at Asmaldestre the Unmaker.

She had stopped shooting at the Ravener from the moment it became obvious that it’d grown in strength—the war-spirit was merely watching it—her entire body, from her head to the tip of her tail, was tensed.

“Hey!” he shouted, cleaving his axe through a pack of Hunters mid-leap. “We’re here fighting for our lives! Help us!”

Above, Isolde and Drestra were working to destroy fire clouds, while—below—Hart, Grimloch, Theresa, and Brutus were battling an oncoming horde of spawn.

Yet, Asmaldestre was simply watching the Ravener, her face a mask.

“Why are you not participating?” Bjorgrund demanded, looking at the floating platform beside her. “Is it because you’re defending that? Just leave it to Alex’s summoned monsters! Come on, you have to help us. We need⁠—”

“Quiet,” Asmaldestre’s voice stung his ears, her words in the common tongue. “You must be quiet.”

Bjorgrund instantly went silent.

“I am assessing this construct.” She scraped one of her weapons against the other. “Drinking its violence.”

“What?” the giant asked. “What does that even mean? And why do you have to assess it? It’s trying to kill us!”

“To understand the prize my summoner has provided,” she whispered. Her eyes flared with inner light. “This is what was promised to me. Battle, unlike any other. And I wish to see how worthy this battle truly is.”

Bjorgrund glanced from the Ravener—firing death beams at Cedric—to the war-spirit. “I think it’s worthy! Call me biased, but I think it’s pretty damn worthy!”

Her head snapped to the young giant. “Young rune-marked.”

“Y-yes?” he stammered, driving his axe through another line of Ravener-spawn.

She smiled then, revealing her sharp teeth. “I think you are right. I think this is an opponent that could last.”

The air rippled around the war-spirit then. Her hair—sharp blades woven through it—began to rise, as though a silent wind was blowing it. She growled, and the growl contained the screams of a thousand dying beings.

“What do you mean by last?” Bjorgrund shuddered. The rune on his chest burned. He could feel something stirring.

“To last against a greater measure of my strength,” she hissed. “I have battled across the universe. Across the planes. Too many times have I had to hold back, lest glorious violence end too quickly when my opponents fall.”

A chill ran down his spine.

“You’ve been holding back?” he snarled. “Some of us were wounded, and folk have been dying, and you’ve been holding back?”

“Your lives are not my affair. Violence is. Battle is,” she hissed. “My purpose here is to feast on a proper battle. To stretch out the meal provided for me and to not gorge myself on it so quickly that I cannot enjoy its flavour. But… this Ravener is impressive.”

The air sparked around her.

“It can take a greater measure of my strength. Young rune-marked, defend these machines. I have a battle to join.”

“What the…?” Bjorgrund cried as the war-spirit’s four draconic legs tensed.

Her blade-like scales bristled.

The ground cracked beneath her feet.

Then she was gone, shooting away in a blur of light and metal.

Her ranged weapon began cracking like an army of whips, firing volleys of deadly projectiles, tearing lines of death through the enemy ranks. She barreled through more of the horde, carving a path. Her weapons flashed around her; everything within reach of her arms, fell.

She sprang, straight at the Ravener.

“Stop!” the construct cried.

But she was on it before it could do more than cry out.

Poisons held no danger for her.

They couldn’t stop her.

Nor could its cage of death beams.

In a blink, the two were clashing.

Her every strike hit like thunder, and the Ravener’s surface cracked beneath the terrible blows. Its death beams ricocheted, bouncing off Uldar’s weapons as she held them, leaving her untouched.

“Where did you come from?” the Ravener demanded.

A fire cloud swarmed toward the war-spirit, but her weapons stopped them, striking individual Ravener-spawn with such precision, many of the flea-sized monsters were annihilated before they could reach her.

Her claws latched on to the Ravener—its death beams seeming not to hurt her scales—as she stabbed it repeatedly with her tail blade.

It responded, shooting her up-close with a blast from a death beam, launching her against a cavern wall.

Without hesitating, she sprang at it again.

“Yes. That is the way! Show me true combat or I will eat your god’s corpse!” she promised, her voice striking Bjorgrund’s ears and stinging his eardrums.

“You dare?” the construct asked.

“Yes,” was the war-spirit’s reply.

With a howl of rage, the Ravener launched a dozen death beams at her, doing little more than slowing her slightly. Some nicked her skin, but she made no notice of the droplets of blood. If anything, the wounds the construct dealt her only made her snarl-smile widen.

Magic radiated from the Ravener in an array; swarms of ethereal worms, poisons, blasts of force, fire, conjured blades of chitin, all shot at Asmaldestre the Unmaker.

She simply unmade them.

Shimmering red energy encased the war-spirit’s weapons—so when she struck or shot the magic coming at her—the weapons caused the Ravener’s magical attacks to explode into fountains of ethereal blood.

She reached the construct again, carving a long cut into its side—cracking its surface—and it responded, conjuring a fountain of burning acid, spraying her with such force that she was driven to the ground.

She sprang back up, weapons held high, blades twitching in her hair.

“Not nearly enough,” she hissed at the construct.

“Begone, interloper!”

“Make me. By trial of combat.”

The Ravener hesitated for no longer than a heartbeat, before saying:

“As you wish.”

The two deadly beings of war clashed. Blade met magic. The ranged weapon shot projectiles, splitting beams of death.

For the time, the Ravener was occupied.

And Alex’s companions were not about to let the opportunity pass.

“All o’ yous!” Cedric shouted. “I want y’focusin’ on killin’ Ravener-spawn. But, not you, Hart. Go help Asmaldestre! She’s buyin’ us time! So, let’s get our bloody advantage back!”

The mortals and summoned monsters dug deep to continue their attack on the Ravener’s spawn, cutting them down while the construct was engaged with Hart and the war-spirit.

Bjorgrund rose up to his full height and settled in beside the machines. “Well… I take credit for giving her a push,” he muttered to himself.
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This was not anticipated.

‘Where did this being come from?’ the Ravener thought. ‘Why was she hiding such strength?’

The strange, otherworldly creature was putting up a terrible fight.

Her speed was shocking.

Her strength, titanic.

This was entirely beyond its calculations.

Thankfully, more and more power was rushing to it. She was strong, but not impossible to stop… One new problem was that the Champion was coming to join her, and the others were using the time to try and regain an advantage.

‘Perhaps it is time to be more thorough about this,’ it thought, reaching into the stone around them.

Now that it had gained more power… it could overcome the enemies’ magic with enough time.

And so, it threw its will into the rock.

The cavern began to shake.

[image: ]


‘Father… Asmaldestre is fighting the Ravener… but… this place is shaking… badly,’ Claygon reported.

‘It’s alright, Claygon!’ Alex thought. ‘I’m working on something!’

He looked at Aenflynn’s effigy; the fae lord remained distracted.

The area between the two wards was still thick with potion-mist: Alex could hear the guards outside talking to each other in confusion. They were trying to decide what to do.

And so was he.

He and Merzhin needed to get out of this trap… but he couldn’t teleport out, and they couldn’t leave the throne for Aenflynn to use as he pleased.

‘I need more power,’ the young archwizard thought.

He placed a hand on the Saint’s shoulder, focusing on the power flowing through the small priest.

On the faith.

He checked his streams of consciousness, the ones focused on a very important task.

He could feel it working.

He could feel something building.

But it wasn’t fast enough.

They were so close… so very close… but they needed more.

‘Am I going to have to ask Merzhin to do what Hart was going to do?’ he thought. ‘Am I going to have to nearly die to make this work?’

His mind raced.

Had they played all their cards?

Was he doing everything he could?

‘Think… Alex! Adapt!’ he thought. ‘What else is there to do? You’re so close.’

He checked his streams of consciousness again.

‘If you can get everything done before Aenflynn turns his attention back on you—’ outside, the sounds of Baelin and the fae lord battling was like a fierce thunderstorm raging against another one, ‘—then you can win this. Come on… you just need a little more. Just a little more.’

[image: ]



Selina Roth stared at the morning sunlight through the villa’s bedroom window.

Outside, she could hear the Lu family talking to the queen of Thameland… So much had happened since she’d been awakened by Theresa’s brothers in the early hours of the morning and brought to the villa in the countryside.

She’d learned everything… about what was happening in Thameland.

About what was happening to her people.

Of what Alex and the others were trying to do.

She was so tired of feeling helpless.

But there was nothing she could do.

…or was there?

There must be something.

Even if⁠—

She paused.

“Wait… maybe it might only help a little, but…”

The fire mage balled her hands into fists.

“…But I’ll do it.”


Chapter 74


Reunion



Selina Roth ran past towering windows streaming early morning sunlight through the villa.

Her bare feet echoing through the halls cut through the conversation the Lus were having with the queen of Thameland and a few of her guards, as they gathered in the dining hall, discussing the situation in the kingdom.

Mr. and Mrs. Lu—and their sons—sounded uncomfortable around the queen, and worried when they spoke of their daughter and Alex. The queen spoke in soft tones, distressed at times when recounting what they’d been through.

Her infant son was quiet, finally sleeping, likely all cried out from a night of fear and tears.

But Selina wasn’t focusing on the queen, her son, her guards, or their worries.

She had her own to think about: her brother, Claygon, Theresa, Brutus, and all their friends fighting for their lives and the future of everyone in Thameland. Once again, she’d been left behind.

It was always the same. She had to stay back—protected—while others fought, died, and suffered.

Just like at the first Games of Roal she’d attended.

Just like when Alex went to the Empire by himself to make sure she wasn’t targeted by the hidden church.

Just like in the Cave of the Traveller… and even before that.

From the time her parents died, her brother and their loved ones were always concerned with making sure she was safe, warm, and protected. While she understood that, it didn’t stop her from feeling more and more frustrated because she could never help. She was too young, they said, she wasn’t strong enough to stand beside them, they said. She wanted to help, she wanted to protect them.

Last night—after the Lus’ sons had woken her—she’d spent the rest of the night lying in bed, wishing she was four or five years older, four or five years more experienced with her magic. Her fire could be protecting her loved ones, burning their enemies, snuffing out the monsters plaguing Thameland.

But, since she was only twelve now, and had only just started exploring her connection to flame, she had to stay in Generasi.

Even so… she’d do what she could with her connection, no matter how new it was. She wouldn’t be using it to burn their enemies to cinders, but…

She’d use it in another way.

Without speaking to anyone in the villa, she opened the front doors and ran outside into the courtyard.

She searched for a particular object, something she remembered from when she lived there when Alex was gone.

Selina Roth sprinted to a tall iron pole with a hook at the top. On that hook hung the object she was looking for. Climbing onto the bench positioned beside the pole, she reached up and took the object down:

A lantern with glass sides…

Holding the lantern carefully, she carried it inside, quickly passing the dining room.

“Selina?” Mrs. Lu called.

Selina didn’t answer; her eyes remained fixed on what was in her hands, taking it upstairs to the villa’s meditation chamber.

It was a bright, quiet space, fifteen feet across and lined with windows, like a small solarium. The floor was covered with soft rugs, woven in calming colours and patterns.

On one end of the room—opposite the door—a small, stone altar stood.

One would normally place a small bowl with burning incense on it when meditating.

But, today, Selina had a different idea.

She put the lantern in the centre of the altar, then ran to her room.

Footsteps creaked on the staircase. “Selina?” Mrs. Lu called. “I thought you’d gone back to bed. Come on downstairs. There’s breakfa⁠—”

“No, thanks, Mrs. Lu, there’s something I need to do!” Selina called back.

An idea burned in the young girl’s mind, and the more she thought about it, the more she was convinced it was something she had to do. Reaching her room, she threw the door open and looked around.

When they’d moved back to their apartment above the bakery, she hadn’t taken all of her belongings with her, just in case they decided to spend some time here with the Lus.

She only hoped she’d left a certain item behind.

Something specific she was convinced she’d need.

She opened the chest at the foot of her bed, looking through everything she’d left there.

…and found the box of building clay tucked inside.

Exactly what she was looking for.

Scooping it up in both hands, she ran back to the meditation chamber, pushing past a stunned Mrs. Lu.

“What are you doing?” Theresa’s mother asked.

“Trying to help Alex and the others!” the young girl said. “I… I can’t really explain it!”

She stepped back into the room and dropped the box of clay on the floor then opened it, taking out two handfuls of building clay; it was a little dry, but it would do.

Selina’s clever fingers began shaping the clay into two female shapes as Mrs. Lu watched from the doorway, staring at her in bewilderment.

The young fire mage soon finished her task and placed the two clay figures on the altar on either side of the lantern: rough, miniature replicas of the goddess statues in the Cave of the Traveller.

“There,” she said, falling to her knees in front of the lantern and statues. “I made something kinda like… something that symbolises the Traveller. We want her back… and I think this might be a good way to get my faith to her.”

She pointed at the lantern. “The lantern is her holy symbol and the statues represent the ones that were in her temple inside the Cave. And there was something else in her temple too.”

Selina remembered how scared she was when her brother was shielding her from the goddess statues’ fury.

“Fire. And, I can provide that.”

She turned to the lantern. “Holy Traveller, I know you are trying to come back to the material world. You want to help all of us and save us from the Ravener… well, I pray to you now… with all the faith I have. I pray with my connection to fire and I offer anything I can to help you. Thank you for helping us as much as you have so far, and… please help us save our kingdom. Help us save our family.”

Selina looked at Mrs. Lu. “This is how we can help the Traveller, and if we can help her, then she can help Alex… and the rest of us.”

Mrs. Lu’s face softened.

She stepped closer, falling to her knees beside her. “You’re right, Selina. I’ll help you.” Mrs. Lu looked up at the glass ceiling. “Oh, Traveller, please help us. Whatever you need from me to give you strength, I offer it.”

“And whatever you need from me, I offer that too.”

Selina and Mrs. Lu turned, finding Mr. Lu standing in the doorway.

He was not alone.

Their sons were behind him, along with the queen of Thameland—the prince cradled in her arms—surrounded by their guards. She looked pale and drawn, her eyes were wet with tears.

“We heard you mention helping those in Thameland,” the queen said, her eyes on the lantern on the altar. “You have made a shrine to the Traveller… but not to Uldar.”

Her eyes flashed.

It seemed her husband had told her much about the god’s treachery.

“We will join you in this ritual, child,” she said. “I have heard of the Traveller—she was a Saint of good works and of a good heart—and if what we do here can aid her and aid Thameland in turn, then that is what we will do. I cannot allow a child to act on behalf of the realm while I stand back.”

She, Mr. Lu, the boys, and guards crowded into the cramped meditation room, falling to their knees behind Selina and Mrs. Lu.

The young girl smiled.

“Thank you.” She turned back to the makeshift shrine and opened the lantern’s glass door, examining the oil-soaked wick inside.

Selina took a deep breath. “Traveller, we give to you, so that you can give to all of our people. Please. Aid us.”

She looked at the lantern… and spoke the incantation to a spell.

Flame surged inside her.

Flame…

Something she was so connected to… and could use as a focus for her faith. She concentrated on her memory of the fire-gems in the Cave of the Traveller.

When she finished the last word of her spell, an intense flame sprang to life in the lantern, crackling in the morning light.

“Traveller,” she said. “I want this lantern and my fire to symbolise you. I give you my faith and my power, oh Traveller.” She clasped her hands, lowering her head. “Traveller… Hannah… I gladly give you whatever you need. I believe in you and know that you can help us. And… please. Save our home. Save our family. Please come back to us… We know that you are good. We know that you’re not like what we worshipped before. So please…”

She squeezed her eyes tight.

“…travel to us.”

Her words disappeared into silence as her family, the queen, and her guards, prayed silently. The only sound heard in the room was the crackle of Selina’s flame burning inside the Traveller’s symbol.

A peacefulness settled over the chamber.

Then, suddenly, it grew warmer.

The flame crackled louder.

Selina felt a warm touch against her cheek.
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Something transformed deep within Alex.

His streams of consciousness—all focused on channelling his complete belief through the Traveller’s power in his soul—felt a tingling, reaching deep within his very soul.

Hannah’s power altered inside him.

Surging, the Traveller’s energy flooded his soul.

“This is it!” he shouted, feeling giddy. “It’s enough!”

Alex concentrated on his power, focusing on the feeling of his summoning spells reaching across the planes… and he reached out. Calling on the Mark of the General, he set it to the task of calling something from a faraway place.

He reached deep into his power, feeling a connection form.

The Traveller’s sword—fused with his staff—began singing, blazing with power.

“What?” Aenflynn’s effigy suddenly cried. “What are you doing?”

“By the Traveller…” Merzhin whispered. “I feel it. I feel all of it.”

Alex reached deeper into his power, using his connection to its source.

He followed the connection beyond the fae wild.

Beyond the material world.

Beyond the planes.

Beyond the very veil of life and death.

And for a brief instant—a fraction of a heartbeat—he glimpsed the after-world.

Eternal light and the deepest dark joined together, packed with untold numbers of havens and voids—the final resting places of every soul in the universe.

And among them…

His breath caught.

He saw a man.

And a woman.

The man was lean and tall, corded muscle hardened from years of splitting wood and hauling kegs gave definition to his arms. His light brown eyes shone with mischief, and he wore his chestnut-brown hair cropped close to his scalp.

The woman’s auburn hair was caught up in a loose braid that swayed in a warm wind. Her green eyes shone with pride.

“Well, someone finally woke up,” the man’s deep voice said, as real as it was when it had woken Alex so many years ago.

“Alex had a busy day today, Sean. Of course he’s tired,” the woman said. “I’m sure it’s even more thrilling than the stories he used to read.”

Alex choked up.

Beside him, he heard a gasp.

He spun around, finding Selina there.

The young girl’s soul was bared to him, wrapped in the most beautiful flames he’d ever seen.

“A-Alex?” she stammered. “What is—is that…”

“You’ve grown so much, my girl.” Mrs. Roth smiled. “As have you, our son.”

“We couldn’t be more proud,” her husband said.

He and his wife walked to their stunned children, wrapping them both in wide flung arms.

“We hear your prayers, especially during the Festival of Ghosts.” Mrs. Roth held her daughter and son. “And we love you both.”

“We couldn’t be more proud of you.” Mr. Roth squeezed both children.

“I… Moooom… Daaad…” Selina sniffled.

“Mother, Father, I—There’s so much I want to say,” Alex could barely get the words out.

“And there will be time for that,” Mr. Roth promised. “When next you see us, there will be an eternity for us to catch up.”

“But you don’t have time now,” Mrs. Roth said, her voice sad. “Your friend took a long time to find us so we could speak to you when this moment came. She’s so strong now, son. You, Selina, and the people of Thameland fed her well, but from what I understand, even she can’t hold the door open for very long.”

“You mean—” Alex gasped.

“Yes,” a powerful, yet familiar voice said. “I am here.”

“And so am I,” another one said.

Selina and Alex gasped as their parents released them from the tight hug.

Floating above them were two faces Alex knew well.

Carey London’s.

Though she had changed.

She was taller.

A halo of power floated above her head, and wings of chaos fire—the very thing that had consumed her—blazed on her back.

Beside her was another figure.

A young woman who Alex could never forget. A young woman whose face had been chubby at one time, but who’d been hardened by tough battles over a period of years. Her features were striking in the way a painting of a goddess might be.

Long, dark hair framed her face, hanging down over familiar robes.

Robes that had shrouded a transparent spirit in Cretalikon.

In the blossom of youth, yet with the wisdom of divinity blazing in her eyes… was Hannah Kim, the Traveller.

She was neither spirit nor mortal woman.

Gone was the Saint of Uldar.

And Alex knew, without a doubt, he was now looking upon the personification of a goddess.


Chapter 75


Piercing the Veil



Hannah’s power sang throughout Alex’s being.

She smiled at the Roth family, and it was like the sun coming out after the darkest storm.

“I’m strong now… strong enough to bridge the gap through you, Alex,” she said. “Because you gave me the last bit of energy I needed, Selina. And because you have been channelling your faith through your power, Alex. You and your companions rolled back the grey rain-curtain of the after-world. And now, Carey and I can return.”

She focused on Alex. “Prepare for a power unlike what you have felt before. Prepare to use it to end this war.”

Mr. and Mrs. Roth looked up at Hannah.

“Thank you,” Mr. Roth said.

“For finding us. For helping us to have this moment together,” Mrs. Roth said.

They turned to their children, speaking in tandem.

“We love you and we will be with you, always.”

The light of the after-world blazed around them.

“But it is time for you to go,” they said in unison.

“But… there’s more—” Selina started to say, then stopped. She looked like she would cry. “You’re right… we can say more later.”

“Much later,” Mrs. Roth insisted.

For one final time, she hugged her children.

“As much as I want to see you, I don’t want to see you for a very long, long, long, long time. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Mother,” Alex said, hugging her back.

“Now go.” Mr. Roth clapped his children on their shoulders. “You have our kingdom to save.”

The light of the after-world blazed brighter.

Hannah’s power began pulling at Alex’s soul.

He was the bridge.

And it was time for that bridge to be crossed… and for the door between life and death to be closed.

“Leave Thameland to me,” Hannah said. “I will protect our people.”

She extended her hand. Alex took it.

The light of the after-world flared blindingly bright.

“Farewell, our children,” Mr. Roth said, his image fading.

“We love you,” Mrs. Roth said, her image retreating into the light.

Carey took his other hand.

Selina took her brother’s arm.

Then, they were gone.

Across the planes they flew, the images of the havens and voids within the after-world fading from both Alex’s eyes and his memories at the same time.

They passed through space.

They passed through time.

And for a moment, he… felt as though he was everywhere.

He saw shifting sights.

Forests filled with great wolves.

Vast expanses of space.

Burning stars in the night sky.

A young bald man, travelling with his… two tattooed identical brothers? And their companions.

Without warning, the images abruptly faded.

Alex felt Selina’s spirit—linked to him through blood and their faith in the Traveller—separate from him.
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Everything had happened in the space of a single blink for Selina.

One moment, she’d felt a warm touch on her cheek.

She’d looked up and blinked, and as her eyes closed, she’d seen… her parents, her brother, Carey, and the Traveller.

Vague memories of her mother and father from when she was a toddler suddenly grew clear as crystal; the image of her parents in the after-world was as real in her mind as the sun beaming through the windows of the meditation chamber.

The encounter had all taken place in a single blink.

But now, she was back in the meditation chamber.

Back with the Lus.

Back with the queen, the prince, and the royal guard.

Back with… another…

A woman with long black hair was floating in front of her, her white robes radiant in the firelight from the altar. She smiled down at Selina, and the young girl’s hastily shaped clay goddess shuddered, transforming, becoming the perfect miniature replicas of the goddess statues they’d found in the Cave of the Traveller.

“What in th—” Mrs. Lu cried. “Who are you?”

“How did you get in here?” Mr. Lu shouted.

Light radiated from the woman.

The lantern’s flame swelled, growing brighter.

“Mrs. Lu, this is the Traveller.” Selina sounded awestruck.

The Lus, the queen, and everyone else gathered in the chamber gaped, at a loss for words.

“Thank you all for your faith.” The goddess tilted her head in a bow. “Yours was the last bit of strength I needed to return. You have my blessings: now and always.”

She looked down at Selina’s lantern. “Can I take that?”

Selina silently and vigorously nodded.

“Thank you,” the Traveller said. The lantern teleported to her hand and she looked at the others, her gaze lingering on the sleeping prince. “I will focus my strength on Thameland while the Heroes finish this fight. Thameland gave much to me. And I shall give back to her. All will be well.”

The goddess shone with a dazzling light.

Then vanished.
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“Oh mighty Traveller… bless us,” Tobias prayed, his eyes closed. “Bless us. Save us. Help us.” His voice echoed through the cathedral.

“Bless us. Save us. Guide us. Let our faith reach you,” the other priests prayed as he did.

Outside, fires raged through the city.

“Bless us,” Tobias continued praying. “Save us. Help us⁠—”

Something warm touched his brow.

Tobias flinched, his eyes looking up.

The high priest gasped, followed by every priest who’d also seen what he had.

Floating before them was a goddess in all her glory, radiant with divine power so pure, it made the high priest weep.

“I am here now.” Her smile was gentle. “Your faith has given me the strength to return to you. And now… that strength is yours.”

The Traveller extended a hand.

Divine power blazed around her palm, issuing from it. Dazzling light spread through the cathedral, touching every priest, wrapping them in warm nimbuses of divinity.

“You are my priests, and also priests of Uldar,” she said.

“The Saint of Alric!” a priest cried.

“The Traveller—the Traveller has returned to us!” another shouted.

“I have joined you,” she said. “And now, it is time for you to join the battle of Ussex. Fight alongside your kin, children of Thameland. I will be with you, in all ways.”

Tobias smiled, his eyes wet with tears.

He remembered his youth; images of a young man entering the clergy, learning his letters and the wonders of faith appeared. That was before the politics, the manoeuvring, the scheming to gain position… It was well before the war and long before he’d learned of Uldar’s betrayal.

Back in those early days, he’d only known the ecstasy and love he’d felt in embracing what he’d thought was a loving and kind deity.

And now…

…now that feeling was back. He could feel kindness embracing them, and he did not feel afraid.

The old man rose to his feet, standing straighter than he had in years.

He turned to his priests, eyes flashing.

“Priests of Uldar! Priests of the Traveller! Go forth with me and smite the creatures plaguing our home! Send them to the after-world! Save this land!” he roared.

The priesthood raised their voices, joining with him, every nimbus of light surrounding them growing brighter.

Above the altar, the Traveller waved a hand. “Go forth.”

Tobias and the other priests flashed with blinding light, then vanished.
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“Your majesty! Watch out!” a knight cried.

He threw himself between King Athelstan and a Spawn Knight, screaming as its back legs skewered him.

“Damn you, filthy spawn!” The king drove Uldar’s blade through the Spawn Knight’s head.

The creature shuddered and died.

Panting, King Athelstan looked at a street filled with bodies, blood flowing down the cobblestones in a stream.

Fires raged in the distance.

And all the while, titans and more Ravener-spawn approached Ussex.

In the distance… were those clouds of fire?

Coming so fast, against the wind?

He knew at that moment he was going to die here, and his city would die with him.

Taking a deep breath as war raged around him, and preparing for death… a blazing light caught his eye.

“What?” Athelstan spun around.

Far in the distance—mounted high on a hill—the cathedral of Ussex shone as if burning, like a miniature sun had been born within the building and was casting its glow through the stained-glass windows.

A bell started tolling.

“What is that—?” King Athelstan murmured.

A column of light rose from the stones beside him, and in a blink, the high priest of Thameland stepped from it. The old man looked ten years younger. His shoulders were squared, his eyes burned with life, faith, and hope.

Throughout the street, Ravener-spawn stopped dead, staring at the luminescent mortals who’d appeared beside the king. Soldiers of the Thameish army paused, their eyes caught by the beautiful light surrounding the white-robed priests.

Tobias raised his hands. “And so she appeared before us, burning lantern in hand.”

His voice rang through the city.

“And she did say: go forth.”

A wave of divine light erupted from his body, washing over the street.

Every mortal it touched began to glow with holy light, wounds closing, fatigue leaving them. Divine energy clung to their weapons and armour, granting them renewed strength.

The Ravener-spawn did not fare as well when the light touched them.

Shrieking as flesh ruptured, divine flame danced along their skin, marrow turned to ash, drifting from cracking bones. They fell by the dozens, collapsing on the bloody road, turning to mere husks.

“It’s a miracle,” the king murmured. “What is happening?”

“Look up!” Tobias pointed to the sky, his voice booming over the city. “Your faith has been rewarded, children of Thameland. Look and see the Saint of Alric, she has returned!”

The king craned his neck, looking up at the sky.

He dropped to his knees.

Floating above Ussex—at least a hundred feet tall—was the image of a goddess, a lantern clasped in her hand. Within the lantern holy fire roared, while her eyes blazed with divine wrath.

She lifted the lantern, it burned brighter.

Beyond the city walls, oncoming hordes of Ravener-spawn flinched at the light.

The image of the goddess fixed her burning eyes on them.

She spoke four words:

“You shall not pass.”

The light in the lantern flared.

Ravener-spawn vanished.

In an instant, thousands of Ravener-spawn were gone. The black balls with burning wings, air blasters, titans and more… were all just gone.

“It’s… it’s a miracle!” the king shouted. “A miracle for Thameland!”

He raised his voice, and the entire city answered.

Part-roar and part-cheer, the soldiers’ voices thundered beneath the blinding light of the Traveller and the morning sun. Their cries echoed through the sky, and spawn within the city’s walls shrank back.

“I must bring aid to other parts of Thameland,” the Traveller said. “You have my blessing. Use it. Go forth. Destroy the Ravener’s spawn. All will be well.”

The goddess blazed brighter and vanished.

“You heard the Traveller!” the king shouted. “We have been given aid and reprieve! Let us retake our city!”
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Ezerak smiled, looking down at the divine light playing across his curved sword. Around him, his horde of tattoo-monsters were filled with renewed vigour.

The fallen king let out a giddy laugh. “Looks like I won’t be seeing another kingdom fall today!”

“Indeed!” Kyembe raised his blazing sword. “Come, then. Glory is to be had, and we have more of our people to find in the city.” He gave Ezerak a sly look. “I would wager that I shall slay more monsters than you and your army by the end of this.”

Ezerak grinned at him. “You’re on.”

Together, the two men jumped from the roof, landing on hapless Ravener-spawn below; they began swinging their weapons, cutting a path of bloody ruin through the monsters.

Wurhi of Zabyalla shook her head, completely bewildered.

“What in every hell happened to those monsters outside the city,” she wondered, climbing down the building to rejoin her two companions.
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Far from the battlefield, far from Thameland and the planet on which that kingdom existed…

…there abided a star.

It burned blue in the inky sea of stars, bringing a heat to the cold emptiness of space around it.

One might have thought the star lonely, as there were no planets nearby to keep it company.

Nothing had approached—not even a comet—in hundreds of years.

Until now.

For the briefest of heartbeats, an apocalyptic army of monsters appeared a few hundred feet from the star’s surface. A moment before, they’d been a horde of fierce creatures capable of rending cities apart and striking terror into enemies.

But now?

Now they did not have the time or breath to even let out a short scream before the star burned them to nothingness.

And so the star was alone again.

But that would not be the case for long.


Chapter 76


Blessings on Thameland



“W-what is this?” a soldier cried.

Holy light radiated from the Cave of the Traveller, illuminating the army’s fort and the Coille Forest.

Ravener-spawn cringed away from that light, fangs clenched as if in pain.

A gentle wind caressed the forest, contrasting the sharp cries coming from the Cave.

“Something’s happening in here!” a soldier shouted from inside. “It’s the portals!” Throughout the inner temple and portal chamber below, holy light blazed, surrounding the soldiers in its comforting embrace.

A woman clad in white robes took shape. Soldiers shielded their eyes from her radiance.

“Who is that?” a priest cried.

“She looks like a deity!” another answered.

“By all the heavens…” another gasped. “Is… that the Traveller?”

Hannah looked upon the Thameish defenders.

“Yes, I am the Traveller, and I thank you for protecting my home,” she said, her voice as gentle as the dawn, yet as powerful as thunder. “In return, I shall protect you all.”

Raising her hands, she fixed the Ravener-spawn filling the Coille with a disapproving glare. The fire in her lantern flared.

And the spawn were gone.

Elsewhere, far away in the universe, a blue sun gained more company for an instant.

Only for an instant, as the monsters burned.

“All will be well,” the Traveller promised. “I’m here now, and I will aid you while the Heroes end this fight. I have to go, but my blessing will be with you.”

She extended her hand, reaching toward those defending the Cave of the Traveller. Power sheathed the soldiers, both inside and out, leaving them aglow with her holy light. “All will be well.”

Hannah vanished and cheers rose into the sky.
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“Keep the pressure on that wound, Paul! Keep it on there!” Peter shouted.

The two guardsmen stumbled through the streets of Alric. Paul was draped across Peter’s shoulder. The injured man was supposed to be pressing on a deep wound he’d taken from a venom-walker, and the pair were struggling to reach a medical tent in the centre of town.

The wound had been partly tended to, considering the priests on the wall were all but totally spent. They had been healing soldiers for the entire battle, drawing upon more and more of their divinity.

Now that morning was here, they were trying to preserve their strength by only healing injuries to the extent of keeping the wounded alive. After that, it was left to the injured to make their way to the medical tent in the centre of town where fresher priests were waiting in reserve.

Except Paul’s wound was teeming with venom… Peter wondered if he would survive for much longer.

The injured soldier’s eyes were glassy, he was muttering endlessly, spewing mostly incoherent whispers.

His eyes were moist with tears.

“I’m cold, Peter,” the wounded guard gasped. “So cold.”

“I didn’t hear that!” Peter snapped. “You just hold on. Look, we’re at the fountain! It’s not much further to the medical tent! You can make it! Just hold on!”

The guard, doing his best to bear his comrade, passed beside the fountain in the town square.

The statues of Thameland’s five Heroes stood in silent vigil, stony eyes seeming to watch the two guards struggling for survival. Coins long tossed into the fountain’s basin were obscured; the murky water choked with blood and ash.

High above, monsters screeched and roared, perhaps mocking the struggling pair.

Blood-draks and spear-flies swooped above, swarming the outer walls even as non-flyers gripped stone, trying to scale it. The golems that Alex Roth had left behind to defend the town fired their strange weapons repeatedly… but there were too few of them.

Peter feared, deep in his heart, that the town would fall.

And soon.

“Come on,” he pleaded with Paul. The wounded man was trembling now. “Listen. I’m sure the Heroes are going to beat the Ravener soon. We just have to stay alive long enough to see it. So just stay alive, okay?”

Paul groaned, tumbling from Peter’s shoulder, his body landing against the fountain.

“Damn it, Paul!” Peter snapped, trying to pull his friend up. “Stop it! We’re almost at the tent! Don’t fall! Don’t give up now!”

“I…” Paul’s eyelids flickered; he tried forcing his glassy eyes to look up. “Peter… I see…”

“You’d better see yourself getting up!” Peter tried dragging Paul to his feet, but his friend was dead weight, and he was too tired.

So tired.

So very tired.

“Look…” Paul raised his chin to the sky. “That lantern… the Traveller.”

“The Traveller’s dead, and don’t you go joining her yet, mate!” Peter tried lifting his friend again. His muscles trembled with strain.

“Turn around, look,” Paul muttered.

“You’re getting delirious!” Peter shouted. “Just wake… up!”

The guard jumped back as the murky water in the fountain began to clear; ash and blood were washing away, leaving it crystal clear. What was once cloudy and foul now shimmered in the morning sunlight… and the light of something else.

“What in the…” Peter murmured, squinting at his reflection in the water. In the fountain’s basin—coins glimmered beneath the surface—the image of an ageless woman with dark hair, wearing white robes, shimmered. She was holding a lantern.

Peter whirled, looking up.

“Are you a ghost…?”

Hovering high above them, floating peacefully, was the same image. She looked tranquil, just like how he imagined a deity, a goddess, would look.

A Saint.

Peter fell to his knees.

“It’s…” was all he could say.

“I am the Traveller.” The woman’s voice—gentle, yet thunderous—echoed over earth and sky. “All will be well.” She looked down at the horde of Ravener-spawn scornfully, as though she was seeing filth by the side of the road. “They have no business being here. This is your home, this is my home, not theirs!”

Her eyes flashed.

She waved her hand.

Scores of Ravener-spawn vanished, disappearing as though they’d never been.

She turned, waving her hand over the town.

Divine light drifted from her, flowing over Alric, wrapping it in her power.

Strength flooded Peter’s limbs.

Fatigue fled.

His back straightened.

Against the fountain, Paul shuddered as greying, clammy flesh returned to normal. Poison boiled from his festering wound, closing in an instant, leaving only healthy skin behind.

Clarity returned to the guard’s eyes as he sprang to his feet.

“Oh, by the Traveller,” he whispered. “I’m alive! I’m going to live!”

“You have my blessing, now and always,” the Traveller whispered. “Now I must go, much of Thameland still needs my help. Have faith in the Heroes, children of Thameland. All will be well.”

As she vanished, an elated cry rose in Alric, one filled with newfound hope.

Peter and Paul looked at each other, relieved.

Both were speechless.
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Birger whipped a stone into the tunnel, watching it strike a bone-charger, cracking its skull.

But there were dozens more spawn where that one came from.

The tunnel ahead was overrun with the beasts, and the warriors of Greymoor were desperately fighting them.

“Well, Kelda,” Birger muttered. “If your soul was still whole, I think I’d be meeting you in the after-world soon enough. Traveller, just make sure my son stays safe.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” a woman whispered beside him.

Light blazed through the tunnel and the horde of monsters disappeared.

Birger slowly turned, holy light washing over him.

But the woman—if there had been a woman beside him—was gone, leaving holy radiance where she’d just been.

“What in all the hells?” he wondered aloud. “What was that?”

He turned to two of his companions.

Svenia looked as though she’d seen a ghost.

Hogarth’s mouth was opening and closing like a dying fish. “Think… think maybe we just saw a miracle?”
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Kybas glared at the empty tunnel in front of him, hands on his hips.

Nearby, Harmless growled, snapping at the air with reptilian eyes rolling in annoyance.

“I know, that was rude! Some lady just came and took away your dinner!” the little goblin complained.

Ripp stared at him. “Y’know, I think I’m fine with this development. They can all disappear for all I care. After this, I might disappear; maybe I’ll retire.”

[image: ]


“Well, that’s remarkable,” Hobb muttered, watching the blasted wasteland beyond the Castle walls.

The dusty plain was piled high with Ravener-spawn bodies.

Many had been reduced to primordial ooze at the greater shoggoth’s touch.

Others had been destroyed by the Watchers’ powerful spells.

And, among them, were hordes of monsters that Hobb had done… unspeakable things to.

Professor Jules was quite sure she’d have nightmares for years after witnessing his work.

“What’s remarkable?” she asked, gladly looking away from the devastated Ravener-spawn.

“That divine energy. It’s unmistakably palpable in the air all around here,” Hobb said, looking around in curiosity. His nostrils flared as he took a deep breath. “It’s fresh and pure too… Like that of a newborn godling, untainted by the endless passing of time, or the selfish paranoia of older deities.”

“What are you talking about?” Gemini asked.

Professor Jules frowned. “I wonder⁠—”

“The Ravener-spawn!” someone shouted from the courtyard. “Many just vanished from the tunnels below the Castle! It’s… there was a woman and… I’ve never seen anything like—Look, she’s over there!”

“Ah, and the newborn appears.” Hobb’s eyes flared with interest.

Professor Jules followed his gaze.

She gasped.

Floating above the aeld tree in the middle of the courtyard was a woman in white robes with long black hair.

A woman similar to an image she’d seen in old Thameish books.

“The Traveller…” the professor whispered. “I… Alex did it. He really bloody-well did it. All of Thameland did.”

Hobb looked sharply at Jules. “Did what?”

Professor Jules’ eyes fixed on the silent goddess. “They helped bring a goddess from the after-world.”

“They did what?” Hobb demanded, his red eyes growing wide as he looked down at the goddess.

His expression changed, watching her as though he was looking through her… as though he was trying to see something else.

“The after-world? But… the veil between this world and the after-world…” He trailed off. “This changes things. It changes many, many things.”

As he said those words, the ‘newborn’ goddess opened her eyes; they blazed like miniature suns. “Like me, you’ve all come from far away to defend Thameland. I can never thank you enough for this.”

She waved her hand, divine light emanating from her. Radiance washed over the Castle, touching every living soul, wrapping them in nimbuses of divine power.

“You all have my blessing,” she said, her voice cutting through the din of battle. “And my protection.”

She looked down at the glowing aeld tree below her. She smiled.

“If that is what you want,” she said.

Raising a hand, she grasped the air.

Several aeld leaves shuddered on the tree’s branches, before detaching and flying in a swarm to the goddess’ hand. They whirled around it, forming a circle like a miniature tornado, weaving together…

…taking the shape of a lantern.

The Traveller touched the new lantern to the other one she was holding, and fire leapt from one lantern to the other.

With new life, the second flame blazed in the leaf lantern—not burning the leaves in the least—as the Traveller reached down, fixing the light to a tree branch.

“You will carry my blessing, little one,” she whispered. “And it will strengthen your own power.” Her attention turned to the residents of Greymoor. “You are now under this aeld tree’s protection and mine as well. You will enjoy increased fortune… while your enemies suffer great misfortune. Your kindness has made the aeld grateful to you, and I have given it the power to protect you as you have protected it.”

She took a deep breath. “I must go now. I am needed elsewhere. May you all be safe until this is done.”

With that, the goddess vanished.

Councillor Kartika’s jaw hung open. “What did we just see?”

“The birth of a young goddess,” Hobb mused. “One who should be careful.”

“Why is that?” Professor Jules asked.

“Because she is young,” the devil said. “And I sense that she has already used much of her power. If she is not careful, she will exhaust herself in ways that only deities truly can be exhausted. But still, she is providing much to these lands. The mana of your enemy is not deepening as quickly now.”

“Good,” Professor Jules said. “Then there’s more time. More time for our young friends to finish this… and a greater chance for all of them to come back alive.”


Chapter 77


New Frontiers of the Traveller’s Power



Alexander Roth’s soul abruptly returned to his body like a comet plunging into the sea.

His soul swelled with Hannah’s power, great amounts of her energy flowing in by the instant. It flooded in, radiating through every fibre, pore, and cell, sparking his mind, his thoughts. When he opened his eyes, it wasn’t just to the confinement of the area between the two divine wards in the fae lord’s throne room… it was to the universe itself.

For a moment, he was nowhere, yet everywhere.

Witnessing endless vistas.

Hearing endless sounds.

Smelling endless scents.

Feeling and tasting everything.

And as he finally awoke, truly awoke, the power settled in, deep within the centre of his soul.

“Alex! Can you hear me? Are you alright?” Merzhin was standing over him. “You just dropped like a puppet with cut strings. I thought something awful had happened to you!”

The priest looked panicked. “The potion-mist, it’s fading. Aenflynn’s distracted by Baelin again, but who knows for how long! And… and I’m sorry, but I’m still having trouble getting through this damnable barrier! The ward is too strong.”

Alex smiled. “I wouldn’t worry about that.”

The General of Thameland teleported from flat on his back to being up on his feet without having to think about it.

“Yessssss,” he whispered as Merzhin kept watching him.

That act of teleporting had been as easy as breathing for Alex, as easy as instinct.

What he’d done when he was near death had been unusual, but now that Hannah was back in the material world with her full power… there were new limits to what he’d be able to do.

Limits he was eager to test.

But there were more pressing things to do first.

“Merzhin,” Alex looked at the Saint slyly. “You might want to look through the potion-mist. That area looks clear enough. I think she’s going to be pretty annoyed if you don’t greet her.”

The young priest looked at Alex as if he’d lost his mind. “What are you talking about? Who’s she? I don’t⁠—”

His words fell away as a holy light grew outside the outer divine ward.

“What?” Aenflynn’s voice cried. “Who are you?”

The potion mist continued dissipating.

Merzhin gasped.

“I-is that?” the Saint stammered. “I-it can’t be!”

White robes were revealed slowly, followed by wings burning with chaos-tinged flame. A glowing halo appeared soon after, shining above a head of dirty blonde hair.

And finally, that face.

That kind face.

That familiar face.

“Hello, Merzhin,” Carey said. “Been ever so long, hasn’t it?”

“Ca-carey!” Tears immediately sprang to Merzhin’s eyes. “It’s you! You’re here!”

“What in the name of Och-Fir-Nog is a Carey?” Aenflynn’s effigy snarled. “And why does it smell of divine energy? Get out! Guards, destroy her!”

Fae guards beyond the divine barrier turned, lunging for Carey.

She fixed them with a chilly glare. “Away with you.”

Flame shimmered in her wings, flaring up.

Guards flinched from the radiance… but too late.

Like ice on a frozen pond, cracks appeared along the fae knights’ flesh, running through it as though they were being split apart, and within each crack, was neither flesh nor bone.

Replaced instead by the blazing light of chaos explosions.

“N-no!” a fae knight screamed. “Mercy, m-make it stop! Make it⁠—”

Her body exploded in a perfect cylinder of chaos-tinged flame, leaving a black stain marring the castle floor.

The rest followed in a chain, exploding into nothingness, not leaving even a trace of dust behind.

In heartbeats, the chamber was empty of Aenflynn’s guards.

Silence followed.

Aenflynn’s effigy quickly turned away from where his mighty knights once stood, and faced the transformed young woman.

“Never mind, I’ll do it myself!” he snarled. “You’re gone! This situatio—Oooarrfg!”

The effigy spun around, holding its side as though protecting it from a heavy blow.

Outside, thunder shook the sky.
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“You know, I do believe this was a very poor tactical decision on your part,” the archwizard said from behind his mask.

Aenflynn spun through the sky, desperately healing his broken rib with a pained whistle.

“Away, you old goat!” the fae lord snapped. “Something has happened, and I have no more time for you!”

“Hah! You are immortal, and so am I!” The archwizard laughed darkly. “We have all the time in the universe!”

He teleported, appearing in front of the fae lord, who was hissing at him, whistling harshly.

Divine power blasted from his body, striking the ancient beastman in a wave. He raised his sword, driving the divinity washed blade straight…

…only for both sword and wave of power to be blocked by the wizard’s armour.

The goatman’s hammer struck first, directly into the fae’s gut.

Aenflynn doubled over.

“Pay attention, child,” the archwizard warned. “You are acting as though you haven’t held a sword in a thousand years. Stop being distracted, or I will kill you.”

“Begone!” Aenflynn shouted, his voice bordering on hysteria.

“That’s the way,” the ancient beastman replied. “Fight me with everything you have.”

The heavens shook at their clashing.
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Inside Aenflynn’s castle, the fae lord’s effigy fell silent once again.

Alex smiled. “That’s right, Baelin, mess him up.”

Carey looked at Merzhin closely. “Merzhin, we don’t have much time: these barriers must be shattered. You are the only one who can do it; your divinity and connection to Uldar makes you uniquely suited to this.”

“I…” The Saint looked completely overwhelmed. He shook himself, standing to his full height. “I don’t know if I can.”

“We can.” Carey’s voice was like steel. “I am going to channel the Traveller’s divine energy into you, and together, with our divine might combined, I know you can do it.”

“No, I don’t know if I can—” Merzhin repeated.

Carey fixed him with a stern look. “It is not about can or cannot. We simply must.”

Alex placed a hand on Merzhin’s shoulder. “This is it. The Traveller’s back, and you have access to her divinity. Just like I have access to her power.”

The young archwizard looked at the outer barrier. “There’s new limits to what we can do. And I want to test those limits. Like so.”

Alex closed his eyes, channelling the Traveller’s power.

It flowed through him with full force, filling him in body and soul.

Power sparked through every fibre of his being… and he felt his very being spreading out over space.

He called on the Mark of the General, focusing on the task of breaking through the barrier.

Every stream of consciousness focused, calling up memories of every act of teleportation he’d ever done.

Memories unfolded in a stream, flowing through his mind, streams of consciousness examining everything he’d done right and wrong. The world slowed, and his mind sorted through each mistake he made teleporting in the past.

Hannah’s power soared inside him as he reached greater understanding.

The Mark of the General focused attention on two specific memories.

The first was when he’d teleported to Merzhin when he was near death.

The second was when he and the Traveller reached each other across the veil of life and death. Images of his parents rose in his thoughts, crystal clear among the hazy memories of the after-world.

He’d seen them.

He had seen them in the after-world.

And if he could travel—in that moment—across the veil of life and death⁠—

‘Then how can the stolen power of a dead god trap me?’ he thought.

Hannah’s power surged.

Every fibre of his being reverberated.

His soul felt as though the universe was calling to him.

Then he was gone, teleporting away, travelling through time and space, and appearing outside the divine ward.

“How?” Aenflynn’s effigy barked. Another roll of thunder crashed outside, stunning the stone statue into silence.

Through the window, Alex could hear Baelin’s voice echoing through the skies: “Focus!” the archwizard said to his opponent.

Merzhin looked at Alex, stunned.

“See? It’s like I said, new limits, and if I could get past the outer barrier, you can break through the inner one,” Alex told him.

“I—but, the inner barrier is much stronger than the outer one and…” The Saint stopped. “Never mind. You are both right. It is not a matter of can.”

The Saint turned toward the inner barrier, raising both hands.

“It is a matter of must.”

He began praying, his voice echoing through the chamber.

Power gathered around him like a coming storm.

Carey glanced at Alex. “You look rather… steely…”

“Huh?” He looked down at himself, realising he was still under Steel Body’s effects. “Oh yeah. It’s a new spell,” he explained, looking up at her.

There were so many things he wanted to say… but there wasn’t time now.

“Carey… I’m glad you’re with us, and what about Hannah, how’s she doing?” Alex asked.

“She is defending Thameland right now, and fighting with all of her might,” Carey said. “However, she just broke through the veil between life and death. Or, rather, she travelled between it, which took a lot of strength, and I don’t know how long she can defend all of Thameland because of that.”

“What are you babbling about?” Aenflynn’s effigy glared at them. “You⁠—”

Alex turned to the effigy, fixing it with a glare. “Focus,” was all he said.

“Wha—” Aenflynn’s effigy started to say.

The young archwizard called on the Traveller’s power and the Mark of the General.

Streams of consciousness brought images to him of when he’d used teleportation for the purpose of attacking:

Of when he teleported Kaz-Mowang into the path of Claygon and Kyembe’s fire beams. Of when he’d teleported Gabrian’s arm off his body. Of when he teleported the First Apostle’s head off.

Back then, he needed to touch an object to teleport it.

But now… now there was no veil of life and death between him and the source of his teleportation power.

Hannah’s power surged within him.

He didn’t move.

He didn’t have to touch Aenflynn’s effigy.

“What is this—” The effigy’s movements went rigid, and even its power of speech failed.

Alex felt an ancient will push back on his mind.

The General of Thameland called on both the Traveller’s power and his Mark, flowing through different images of past teleportations. Gabrian and Yantrahpretaye… they’d resisted him too.

Aenflynn was stronger than they were, but this was only an effigy.

And Alex wasn’t about to let a stone puppet stand against him.

The power flowed from his soul, finding the shard of the fae lord’s will and power within the effigy, strangling it, seizing control of the stone likeness and teleporting the figure across Och Fir Nog in ten thousand pieces, spreading them throughout the realm.

From outside, Alex could hear Aenflynn’s scream.

Carey looked shocked. “My goodness. You’ve… gotten quite good with that, and so quickly.”

“It felt good too.” Alex smiled at that, then looked at Merzhin. “But if Aenflynn gets a chance, he’ll make another effigy.”

“I can stay with Merzhin,” Carey said. “You should go. This won’t end unless the Ravener’s destroyed.”

“I know you’re right,” Alex said, clenching his metal fists. “But… there’s so much to do. I don’t want to leave you two alone, Hannah could use some help in Thameland, and the Ravener needs to be stopped. That’s a lot.”

“I know, but you cannot be in more than one place at a time,” Carey said regretfully. “Even Hannah cannot do that.”

Being in more than one place at a time.

This wasn’t the first time that thought had occurred to him.

But it was silly.

Nothing could be in more than one place at once.

If Hannah couldn’t and Kelda couldn’t, then how could⁠—

That thought cut off.

His mind returned to when he was in the Irtyshenan Empire searching for Kelda’s sanctum with Bjorgrund and Birger:

“Kelda’s sanctum is supposed to be in one of four places, right?” he’d asked. “Yet we—and who knows how many other people over the centuries have been looking for it—have never found it.”

“So, are you thinking it’s not in any of those four places?” Bjorgrund had asked him.

“No! Quite the opposite, I think it’s in all of those places!” Alex had told him excitedly. “What if the sanctum moves? What if it moves like we move? What if it moves by teleporting from place to place? One time it’s in the forest—” he’d pointed to the first indentation, then his finger shifted to another “—the next, it’s in the mountains, then on the tundra, and then it’s on the island! It could move to another place every time someone’s getting too close to it, or maybe it just moves constantly!“…Maybe it’s moving so constantly, that I just couldn’t feel it… It’s harder to see something that’s moving really fast, right? And with the Traveller’s power, you can be gone in an instant. In a heartbeat, it could be in a different place in any one of those locations.”

And what had happened next?

He’d found Kelda’s sanctum, and it had felt like it was in four places at once… while being in none at the same time.

He remembered something Baelin once told him:

“Distance is a manacle, my young friend, just as much as time or mortality. But—thankfully—wizardry has had far more successes when it comes to defeating distance.”

And what was the Traveller’s power if it wasn’t a mastery of distance? Of space itself.

Kelda had shown him that through what she’d done with her sanctum.

‘But can I do it?’ he wondered.

He suddenly began to laugh.

“Carey, you know what, you were right,” he said.

“About what?” she asked.

“It’s not about can.” He nodded, as if confirming his thought. “It’s about must.”


Chapter 78


A Mastery of Space



What was the Traveller’s power?

On the surface, it was teleportation: transporting oneself instantly from one place to another.

But was that truly the core of Hannah’s power?

Alex doubted that it was; the Traveller’s power wasn’t just about teleportation. Before he’d even used her strength to teleport himself, it had enhanced any teleportation spell that was cast on him, and it improved the strength of his summoning spells, allowing him to call creatures across the boundaries between planes with ease, even from the beginnings of him using summoning.

Hannah and Kelda used it to create permanent portals, and the Saint of Alric had even made her energies hostile to Ravener-spawn, letting it melt them if they so much as touched one of the portals in her Cave.

Those things went beyond teleportation.

‘Hannah was able to use her power to cross between the boundary of life and death,’ Alex thought. ‘And from what Baelin said, that’s supposed to be impossible, even for gods. Yet, Hannah could transport herself and Carey back to the material world by using my soul as a beacon. She could travel between the boundaries of life and death.’

Even as one stream of consciousness worked through his understanding of Hannah’s power, the others were absorbing the guidance that the Mark of the General was providing.

The Mark pointed out subtle ways that the Traveller’s power helped him when he cast summoning spells, and he thought about how Kelda’s sanctum moved so quickly that it appeared to be in four locations at once…

…and yet simultaneously none of them.

‘Kelda’s sanctum was moving so fast, it could be in multiple places at once,’ he thought. ‘It existed in four locations and yet it wasn’t truly in any one of them. That’s not just teleportation. That’s more like mastery of space and distance.’

Alex focused on that thought, the Mark guiding him, pointing out even the most subtle pulse of energy each time he’d channelled Hannah’s power; concentrating on when he’d connected that power to Kelda’s sanctum, something that was in multiple places at once.

‘What does a mastery of space mean?’ he thought, the power effortlessly flowing through him. ‘It means I can be anywhere, and go to any place. Barriers mean nothing. I can escape any prison and beat any trap by willing myself to be somewhere else. I can be nowhere in space. I can be everywhere in space. But I don’t have to be everywhere.’

Alex focused on the things he had to do and where he was needed most.

Merzhin needed him to be by his side to help and protect him from Aenflynn.

He was needed in Thameland, to help Hannah fight the tides of monsters that were destroying their home.

He was needed in the Ravener’s cavern, there with his friends, battling the construct, keeping it tied up.

And… he also needed to be inside the Ravener, shutting it down permanently. ‘Four places,’ he thought. ‘Just like Kelda’s sanctum: four places at once. I bet I can do that. I have to do it.’

Hannah’s power was like a song singing in his soul.

And it was time for that song to reach a crescendo.

Concentrating with every stream of consciousness, Alex teleported across the room.

Then teleported again, this time back to the Ravener’s cavern.

Battle raged through the gloomy cave, Alex’s companions were struggling against the unyielding construct and its hordes of monsters. Hart and Asmaldestre were attacking the floating orb, while their other companions were taking on its seemingly endless armies.

Suddenly, he felt its attention shift to him.

“What are…?” it started.

He was gone before it could say another word.

His being hurtled through space, passing between planes, bypassing the barrier between the material world and the fae wild as easily as crossing a room.

He manifested above the City of Ussex.

Below, the capital burned as the Thameish army and Alex’s mercenaries—all blazing with divine blessings—fought a horde of Ravener-spawn.

Far away, Alex could feel Hannah teleporting from place to place across Thameland. Through their connection, images of her flashed through his mind; she was using her power to hurl hordes of Ravener-spawn across the stars, sending them burning up in the light of a distant sun.

But Carey was right.

Hannah was using oceans of divinity to bless and heal any mortal she came across, while destroying spawn.

She needed help.

And he would provide it.

Concentrating, the General teleported back to the throne room in Aenflynn’s castle.

In the heartbeat Alex had been gone, Carey had teleported through the outer divine ward to the Saint’s side and was pressing her hands to his back, helping him, channelling Hannah’s divinity directly into him.

An aura of awesome power was building up around the Saint.

But Alex couldn’t focus on that now.

The Mark of the General showed him what he could use from teleporting to the Ravener’s cavern, then the capital of Thameland.

And he learned.

And he thought.

And he adapted.

He cast invisibility magic on himself, then teleported again.

First, to the Ravener’s cavern.

An instant later, to the skies above Ussex.

Then back to Aenflynn’s castle.

Another moment was spent considering the guidance of the Mark of the General. Then, he was gone again.

Teleporting to the Ravener’s cavern.

Then the skies over Ussex.

Then Aenflynn’s castle.

Another pause to consider information from the Mark.

He started again.

Away to the Ravener’s cavern.

Then the skies of Ussex.

Then Aenflynn’s castle.

And again.

Ravener’s cavern.

Skies of Ussex.

Aenflynn’s castle.

Faster.

Ravener’s cavern.

Skies of Ussex.

Aenflynn’s castle.

Ravener’s cavern.

Skies of Ussex.

Aenflynn’s castle.

Cavern.

Ussex.

Castle.

The sights changed in rapid succession around him, shifting from the dark cavern, to a morning sky, to a divinity-lit chamber. Everything began blending together as he teleported from place to place, moving faster and faster.

Light, sound, and colour became indistinct; blending motion, distance, and space. The Mark of the General guided him. Hannah’s power sang to him. Kelda’s sanctum served as his example. Then there was the Whetstone Tavern, vanishing and appearing across the cosmos.

He reached into his satchel, gripping Kelda’s coin.

He quickly teleported between spaces.

Faster.

His surroundings became an incomprehensible blur of one space bleeding into another. He was teleporting so quickly that—in each passing instant—he was in a different place.

His brain began aching; he was teleporting faster, feeling like his vision was seeing from three sets of eyes, instantly feeding him different information. Three sets of ears. Three senses of smell. Skin feeling the stifling, smoke-filled wind above Ussex, the stone-dust choked air in the Ravener’s cavern, or the coolness of Aenflynn’s castle.

Alex’s mind fought to define the bombardment of sensory information coming at him, but he couldn’t, it was all blending, turning to nonsense in his brain; human eyes weren’t meant to take in multiple places at once, not with clarity… and not like this.

But there was a solution for it.

Taking control of three individual streams of consciousness, he focused each one on perceiving even the slightest nuance of a particular location.

Abruptly, the blurring stopped.

His mind throbbed from the strain, feeling as if it had nearly fragmented, but the distortion cleared; the blur of light, sound, and motion righted itself, and suddenly, his awareness was defined. He could see, hear, smell, feel, and taste from three sets of senses at once.

He called on the Mark of the General, focusing it on organising the information, on smoothing communication between his streams of consciousness. Sensation from three different places filtered through the individual streams, organising themselves separately in his mind.

In a way, it was the same as receiving images from the Mark, and he had always experienced them while being aware of the world around him.

‘Close,’ he thought. ‘I’m so close.’

His teleportation sped up.

Increasing.

When all at once… something dawned on him, he was going about trying to achieve his goal in the wrong way.

‘It’s not about teleporting faster… it’s not about teleportation. I think it’s about the mastery of space,’ he thought. ‘Instead of teleporting multiple times in a heartbeat, the power should be in a constant flow. And if it’s constant, then…’

The thought was like a key turning in a lock.

Hannah’s power released, flooding through the young archwizard’s soul.

And the General of Thameland achieved what he’d witnessed Kelda’s sanctum do.

Smoky skies over Ussex.

The darkness of the Ravener’s cavern.

The stone in Aenflynn’s castle.

All three places faced him at the same time.

It wasn’t that he’d split himself in three. No. He was one body. One soul. Yet, in three places at once.

He floated above the ground in all three locations, in awe of what he’d done.

‘You did it,’ he thought. ‘You actually did it.’

He took a deep breath, concentrating. ‘Now for the next part.’

A stream of consciousness focused on his left arm.

He raised it.

And—in all three locations—his left arm rose. It was still the same body, after all.

‘But that doesn’t have to be the case,’ he thought. ‘If Kelda’s sanctum could be in four places at once. And if I’m in three places at once. Then… there’s no reason why my arm can’t be in one position in one place and in another position in another. I can raise my left arm in one place, and lower it in another. I have one body, but in three places. One person in three different points in space. Why not one person in three different positions? Try it. Move your left arm. Raise it in Thameland, and lower it in Och Fir Nog.’

Alex concentrated, pushing his thoughts to the limit. One stream of consciousness focused on raising his left arm in Thameland.

Another focused on lowering it in Aenflynn’s castle.

‘One body. Multiple places,’ he thought. ‘One body, multiple positions. Adapt to that. Think about it. Adapt to it. It’s not that hard to do. The hard part is already done. You can do this. You can do it.’

His streams of consciousness were focused on his body.

On raising his left arm in one location.

And lowering it in another.

The sensation… was the strangest one Alex had ever felt.

He could feel his muscles contracting in opposite directions; in one place his shoulder was rising, and in the other, the same shoulder was dropping toward his side.

‘You can be in more than one place at once,’ he thought, ‘and that can mean more than one position at once. It’s possible. You’re doing it right now. Kelda did something similar with her sanctum; when you were in there, you were in four different places at once. This isn’t that different. Think about all the movements you’ve mastered… how you’ve mastered every muscle in your body. You have multiple streams of consciousness, each controlling your body in a different location. Each one changing your position at will. At the same time.’

He called on the Mark of the General, and as he concentrated, it guided him.

His arm slowly rose in Thameland, even as it lowered in Och Fir Nog.

‘More,’ he thought.

He began floating forward through the sky in Thameland.

In Och Fir Nog, he moved upward.

In the Ravener’s cavern, he floated downward.

Alex was invisible in all three locations—the magic from the spell affected his body in all three places—and he remained quiet. As heartbeats passed, he called on the Mark of the General. It focused on his previous successes, pointing out what he’d done wrong.

He learned quickly, mastering his own body in new ways within seconds.

With every heartbeat, he improved.

His movements grew quicker.

Smoother.

More coordinated.

He was adapting to the sensory input from three different locations at once, and his streams of consciousness were quickly becoming adept at simultaneously moving his body in different ways, in each place.

It was almost as if he’d become three different people… and yet they were all Alex. One body. One soul. Taking up three different positions.

‘Three different battles,’ he thought.

Hannah’s power flowed between each place in perfect harmony.

Soon…

‘I’m ready,’ he realised.

In the skies over Ussex, in the castle in Och Fir Nog, and in the Ravener’s lair deep below ground, the General of Thameland could be found.

If three people viewed him with True Seeing, piercing his invisibility spell, they would find him moving in different ways.

But in each location, his face would be wearing the same expression:

A mixture of towering determination… and unshakable confidence.

‘Now, there’s still a lot to do,’ he thought.

One pair of eyes took in the Ravener.

‘Places I need to be. People I need to help.’

One pair of ears heard the crackle of fire below him in Ussex. Fires that burned all across Thameland.

‘And there’s something I have to help get rid of.’

Cool wind blew across his skin in Aenflynn’s sanctum as divine power built around Merzhin.

‘Time to turn this around. It’s time to finish this.’


Chapter 79


Breach



Alex Roth, General of Thameland looked over three different scenes.

In one, Merzhin was struggling with the divine ward around Uldar’s throne.

In another, the Ravener was battling his friends in its lair.

And in the third, monsters were spreading across Thameland, bringing chaos and death to the kingdom.

So, he got to work.

Channelling the power of the Traveller, the Mark of the General, his streams of consciousness, and all he’d learned since the auspicious day he’d left Alric with his family, he set about making things right.

Simultaneously, though in three different places, Alex got to work.

In Aenflynn’s castle, he teleported to Merzhin, examining the divine ward closely. The Saint’s head was bowed in concentration, while Carey poured power into his soul.

“I’m back,” Alex said.

Carey startled. “Where are you? What have you done?”

“It’s better if I’m invisible for now,” he said.

“No, not that part.” She shook her head. “Though you did startle me. No, it’s more than that. You… what did—Hannah’s power, I can feel it in you, but in a way, it feels different… in her name, what ever have you done, Alex?”

“Adapted,” he said. “In short, I’m in three different places right now.”

Within the Ravener’s cavern, he studied the construct. “And soon, I’ll be in four.”

“I am not sure I quite understand what you mean,” Carey said. “But… I do feel the energy within you… though, it’s as if you are both here and far away. It’s quite remarkable.”

“And I’m going to use it to do as much as I can in as many places as I can.” Alex looked at the divine ward. Merzhin was so deep in prayer; he was oblivious to their conversation.

The General of Thameland didn’t want to interrupt him; instead, he continued his conversation with Carey. “Listen, I’m going to focus on the ward. I want to see if I can use Hannah’s power to try and teleport some of Uldar’s energy away. I’m not sure it’ll work, but it’s worth a try. If it does, it could weaken the ward enough for Merzhin to get through it.”

“It might work, I think,” Carey said. “And I’ll keep empowering Merzhin, and maybe together, we’ll get through.”

“Yeah, but we’d better hurry.” Alex listened for explosions outside. “Sounds like Baelin’s still got Aenflynn’s attention, but the bastard’s still dangerous. I’ll focus on trying to teleport away the divine energy as fast as I can.”

“Are you sure you can give this problem with the ward your full attention?” Carey asked. “We do have a lot to do.”

“I know.” Alex focused on the divine ward, a stream of consciousness channelling Hannah’s power. “I’ll give it all I can,” Alex said, dispelling Steel Body.

He needed to have his mana flowing freely for what he was about to do.

“I can also help us by starving the Ravener.”

At the same time that he was channelling power, looking to break through the resistance from the divine ward, the General of Thameland was also floating above a sea of devastation in Thameland. A single stream of consciousness was guiding him in the material world, engaging with a spell.

He cast Army of Heroes over Ussex again, joining it with Hannah’s blessing.

Alex teleported across the land then, searching for settlements and soldiers. Over every group he found, he would cast Army of Heroes.

Courage returned to the defenders of Thameland… while at the same time, the Ravener was facing new problems within its lair.
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‘Something is wrong!’ the Ravener thought. ‘Very wrong!’

Channelling its inner energies, it threw magic, monsters, death beams, poisons… everything it had at the mortals battling it.

And yet… they fought on… refusing to… die!

The Champion of Thameland and the strange interloper with her many arms, stalked and attacked it like a pair of starving wolves.

Both teamed up, their aggressiveness high, not giving it even a heartbeat to gather its thoughts. If it had lungs, it wouldn’t have had a single chance to breathe under their onslaught.

The Champion swung Uldar’s sword, cutting through its deadly, protective cage. His every slash grew more precise. The powerful warrior was learning how Uldar’s construct fought, exploiting any weaknesses, distracting it, doing terrible damage each time its focus left him.

The culmination of thousands of years of combat experience had been brought back to its full potential in Hart, by the General of Thameland.

The Ravener’s other opponent could never be called a minor threat either.

The six-armed, four-legged entity was quick, strong, and bristled with divine weapons and commanded an inner destructive energy that would punch deep into the construct each time she struck. It could not ignore the way she fought.

As the battle played out, a distinct… rhythm appeared in her combat style; it was like she was drawing it into a cadence of violence and carnage that was her ultimate goal, leaving it increasingly vulnerable to her attacks.

She’d been struck many times by the searing death beams, but—even though open wounds and burns accumulated on her body—she simply laughed and threw herself at it with greater enthusiasm, speed, and violence.

And yet, as terrible as the two warriors were, they couldn’t hold the Ravener’s full attention.

Nor could the other mortals; as devastating as they were.

The Sage and Chosen destroyed Ravener-spawn by the horde, all while he channelled divinity, healing his ally’s wounds and fighting off the worst of the Ravener’s magics.

Wizards were using magic, supporting their allies, while warriors cut through its servants.

That golem could not be forgotten—its energy was so similar to the Ravener’s own, yet so different—wielding its fists, war-spear, and fire beams. Apart from a few scratches on its metal surface, none of the spawn had damaged it.

But neither the golem nor the mortals were the true source of its growing distress.

‘I can sense the former Fool,’ it thought, trying to find him with its senses. ‘That Usurper is here… yet… it feels like he is not here. And I sense him elsewhere too! How can this be? Are they using some foul magic to confound my senses?’

It desperately wanted to find him—especially if he was here in its lair—but the thrice-damned mortals were not letting up, not giving it a moment to truly concentrate.

And making things worse…

‘Why does it feel like the flow of fear from Thameland is dropping again?’ it thought. ‘Something is truly wrong. The General must be doing something…’

“Show yourself, apostate of Uldar!” The construct’s voice filled the cavern. “Show yourself!”
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At the edge of the battle—at the same time Alex was flying across Thameland, and helping Merzhin in Aenflynn’s castle—the young archwizard was watching the Ravener battle his companions as it screamed for him to show himself.

He simply remained quiet, studying it, using the Mark of the General to analyse its movements, calculating… searching for the perfect moment, while hiding under the cover of his invisibility spell.

Slowly, he began to predict how the flying orb moved… how it responded to Hart and Asmaldestre, how it tried to respond to the rest of his companions… and in his mind, a plan formed.

Teleporting to the platform with the equipment on it—he quietly alerted Bjorgrund that he was there and warned him not to react—then stealthily slid a device off the disk, one they’d made to syphon away the Ravener’s mana, and turned it invisible.

‘Alright,’ he thought. ‘Let’s ruin your day.’

Alex turned his mind to the Ravener, calling on the Mark of the General, focusing it on the task of teleporting into the construct.

The Mark brought up images of his previous teleportations as well as images of his brief glimpse into the Ravener when he’d touched it before.

The Traveller’s power welled up.

‘I couldn’t teleport inside you before,’ the young archwizard thought. ‘But with access to Hannah’s full power, let’s see you keep me out now.’

Memories of Kelda’s sanctum came to him.

The Fool of Hannah’s time had made it appear in four places at once; Alex was, at the moment, in three places at once.

It was time to be in four.

Calling on Hannah’s energy, he focused.

One body. One mind. One soul.

Three places.

Three different positions.

Multiple streams of consciousness controlling himself in different places.

But he would go beyond that.

‘One body,’ he thought. ‘One mind. One soul. Four places. Think. Adapt to the idea. You must.’

Hannah’s power churned inside him as he clenched his jaw, steadying himself, his mind and soul shaking from strain. Getting to the point where he could appear in three places at once had been tough.

This?

This was going to be tougher, considering that the fourth place he needed to be in was inside Uldar’s construct.

It would be tough, but he knew it was possible.

Kelda had proven that an object could be in four places at once.

Alex’s thoughts fixed on a single truth. ‘When I was in the sanctum… I must have also been in four places at once because it was in four places at once. Which means I’ve experienced something similar before. Come on. Use that experience to guide yourself in how to do it. Focus. Focus. Focus.’

He bent his other streams of consciousness to the task, even as two of those streams continued to help Merzhin in Aenflynn’s castle, and move across Thameland, empowering the armies of his kingdom with his magics.

‘A mastery of space,’ Alex thought, ‘a mastery of space. Remember: you got through a divine ward that channelled the power of a dead god. You can teleport into the Ravener in the same way. Concentrate… just concentrate… ’

The Mark of the General continued focusing his mind on every experience that had brought him here, and that could get him over the next threshold. Hannah’s power reverberated through him, body and soul, threatening to wrench it apart in some sort of foundational split.

But he wasn’t splitting himself.

He was still one body.

One mind.

One soul.

In four places.

Hannah’s power surged.

He opened his eyes as the energy raged within him, granting him more power.

Alex felt the Ravener’s consciousness shift its attention to him.

“Where are you?” it said.

‘Where aren’t I?’ the General of Thameland thought, channelling his power, sending a stream of consciousness hurtling through the space between planes.

Merzhin was bent in dedication in one place, sweat trickling down his face.

While in another, he was above the countryside in his burning kingdom, channelling his magic into a Thameish battalion.

In a third, he saw the Ravener struggling against his allies, shouting for him to show himself.

But now… there was a fourth place.

A fourth set of eyes watching images from dozens of planes and thousands of locations. And ahead? He felt his destination approaching. The energy of the Ravener built around him, the images of the planes fell away.

Suddenly, a towering wall of endless deadly white energy loomed.

He considered it, his eyes narrowing.

‘Looks like a divine ward,’ he thought. ‘A defence inside the Ravener; damn, even in death, you’re defending your abomination, Uldar. Well, it’s going to take more than a corpse to stop me.’

Concentrating on Hannah’s power, Alex warped the space around him… then teleported.

The wall of deadly white energy was suddenly past him.

But death beams were waiting.

Scores of hungry streams of energy shot at him from all directions, trying to fry his soul before he could breach the Ravener’s core.

‘That’s not going to stop me either,’ the young archwizard thought.

Again, he channelled Hannah’s power, teleporting between beams, letting them pass by him like he was only mist.

More white walls sprang up, looking to block his way, but he teleported through them.

Suddenly, in the Ravener’s cavern, the dark orb stopped midair.

“What? What is this? This… what are you doing?” it shouted, its flat voice sounding frantic.

“It’s pretty obvious what we’re doing !” Hart growled, carving another deep channel into its ebon surface.

“Not you!” it howled. “General! Fool! Apostate! Usurper! How are you doing this? It is not possible! Begone! Begone! Begone! You are not to defile the creator’s work! It is not for your inferior eyes!”

‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ Alex thought, teleporting through the last of the death beams.

The archwizard reached out then, feeling a deep darkness rise before him… accompanied by a towering hatred.

But he was not afraid.

‘Here I come,’ he thought.

Hannah’s power bloomed.

And he was through.

One body.

One mind.

One soul.

Four places.

One inside Aenflynn’s castle.

One in Thameland’s skies.

One in the Ravener’s lair.

And the final one?

Alex opened his eyes… confirming he was the first mortal ever to look upon the world inside the Ravener.

His eyes widened. “Oh, by the Traveller.”


Chapter 80


Within the Darkness



Alex Roth couldn’t count how many hours he’d spent poring over the Ravener’s schematics. There were times when he would go to the laboratory in the Research Castle when the sun was ready to set and not leave his chair—reading and memorising reams of papers mapping the constructs internal specifications—until the sun was coming back up.

He doubted there was anyone—except for maybe the ghost of Uldar himself—who knew those schematics quite as thoroughly as he did. Even taking into account that the Ravener was much bigger on the inside than on the exterior, the young archwizard figured he had a solid image of what its inner workings would look like.

After catching a quick glimpse of its insides—when he’d touched it earlier—he was even more certain that he knew exactly what to expect.

…but he couldn’t have been more wrong.

He’d expected to find a web-like network of tunnels and chambers, each serving a particular purpose in the construct’s function.

Instead, what he found… appeared like an entire world.

He floated in a place of utter darkness, his feet hovering inches above a floor made of a black, crystalline substance. The light from the aeld staff provided some dim illumination, revealing a floor spreading farther and farther ahead, being swallowed up by the dark.

On his left was a wall of the same crystal substance, rising into the dark, stretching both ahead and behind him. Then, there were the crystalline cords.

Resembling ropes of black crystal—or maybe spider webs—they hung above him, draped between the nearby wall, stretching into the darkness then connecting with something unseen.

There was an odd… pulsing sound coming from those cords.

A deep, rhythmic thrumming; tiny lights passed through the crystal cords and mana rushing through them like blood being pumped by some massive, unseen heart hidden somewhere in the dark.

“By the Traveller,” Alex said. “What in all the hells am I looking at?”

He began muttering words of power, channelling the aeld staff’s energies, conjuring a mass of forceballs, sending them into the dark. The crimson glowing spells spread around him, lighting up the black world inside the Ravener.

And the more he saw… the more he hesitated.

The crimson light revealed that he was floating just above a massive, endless plane of darkness. A perfectly flat glassy surface stretched out in all directions, only broken by hulking towers of ebony crystal, reaching up to a pitch-black sky.

One tower, to Alex’s immediate left, rose high in the air, honeycombed with a massive labyrinthian-hive of tunnels. Untold numbers of crystalline cords hung down, attaching to other distant towers, looking like the canopy of a titanic jungle from beyond the furthest reaches of the planes.

It reminded him of Tenabrama within the hells… only this place was more desolate, and probably just as vast.

“I can’t believe this is what was waiting in here,” Alex muttered. “It’s not what I imagined at all. Then again, I was picturing what it would look like if the Ravener had been made by a wizard. … but it was made by⁠—”

“—a god.”

The Ravener’s voice shook the entire space, driving into Alex’s skull like a hammer. Clenching his teeth, he leaned against the nearest wall.

“I congratulate you, Fool, albeit grudgingly,” the construct continued. “You are fortunate enough to see what was not meant for mortal eyes. You are witnessing the majesty of your god’s creation. Is it not magnificent?”

Alex grimaced against the Ravener’s voice—it was a full-blown assault—emanating from every speck of matter around him.

“I have to admit, albeit grudgingly, it kinda is,” Alex answered. “It’s too bad for you that I’m going to break everything that Uldar built. By the time I’m finished, all of these magnificent towers will be rubble.”

“A two-pronged attack. I see,” the Ravener said. “Your companions attack from outside while you attack from within. I do not know how you managed to breach my defences, but know that it will not work. My inner workings are well-protected. Even now, I could crush you like an insect.”

“So why haven’t you?” Alex said.

He was analysing the towers and terrain around him, looking for patterns or commonalities between the schematics and what he was physically seeing in front of him. There must be some way to figure out where he was and where the nodes he was looking for were.

“Curiosity,” the Ravener answered. “I allowed my outrage to overwhelm my thought processes earlier and did not stop to consider the uniqueness of the situation: you pierced my creator’s defences. How?”

“You’re trying to get me to start boasting,” Alex said. “And end up telling you exactly how I got in here so you can be ready if anyone tries this again in the next cycle.”

There was a tense silence for a time.

The young archwizard’s gaze followed the web of cords hanging from above… there was a familiarity to the way they hung.

“You truly are a troublesome General,” the construct said. “Know that you have given me more trouble than any of your predecessors, Fool.”

“Thanks, I guess.” Alex’s eyes narrowed.

Those cords… they looked similar to the mana pathways he’d seen in the schematics.

If he could figure out what was inside the towers, he could likely understand how to navigate his way through this killing machine.

“Also, do you not wonder?” the construct asked.

“Wonder what?” Alex began floating upward, approaching a tunnel in the nearby tower.

“Why I remain so calm?” the construct asked.

“Honestly, I don’t really care,” the young archwizard said.

“Very well, Fool. You would have infuriated the creator had he lived long enough to know you, though he would have seen you swiftly eliminated. In either case, I will tell you the reason,” the Ravener informed him, anyway. “It is because I can destroy you at any time. Since you have intruded here, you are my captive, and you have made it far easier for me to kill you. I control the realm within me. Every fibre of the world within me is mine to command. You cannot survive this environment. It is more hostile to you than the outside, and you will soon fear me, and when you do, I will drink that fear for as long as I let you live. Then, when I am through with you, I will release your shrivelled corpse to your companions… if any still live.”

Alex glanced at the cords. “You arrogant types always talk too much. But, meh, I can understand that. I run my mouth a lot too.”

He gestured to the cords, channelling the Traveller’s power.

In an instant, a dozen disappeared—ripped from where they’d been hanging—landing in a heap on the ground.

“As I have told you, Fool. Every fibre of this realm is mine to command,” the Ravener repeated.

An instant later, new cords appeared, replacing those that Alex had teleported away, re-establishing the connections.

“You cannot harm me in any way that cannot be undone,” the Ravener informed him. “You cannot break anything that cannot be rebuilt. You cannot damage me in any way that cannot be repaired, but killing you will be permanent.”

“I’ve heard that befo⁠—”

There was a crack, like ice splitting.

The sound was quiet, nearly inaudible.

Yet it was what saved Alex’s life.

The wall beside him warped, forming a blade broad enough to split him in two. It shot toward him in a blur promising death.

Around him, the world slowed.

The blade was still travelling toward him, but it had slowed, giving him enough time to react. He called on the Traveller’s power, teleporting a hundred feet away from where the blade would have split him in half.

Its glinting edge cut the air as Alex watched it from a distance. He suddenly felt a building mass of mana coming from above and looked up, glimpsing a beam shooting from the endless sky.

…though it was not one of the Ravener’s death beams. It was much too broad. Far too wide.

It moved in a wave, releasing deadly energy, perhaps a hundred feet across.

Alex teleported again as the wave hit the ground, the energy roaring like a blast furnace.

The next attack came from all sides.

Hundreds of death beams.

Waves of destructive force.

Warping terrain forming spikes, shards, and blades, chasing him down, looking to tear him to pieces.

He teleported again and again, dodging the Ravener’s attacks from all directions.

‘Shit,’ Alex thought. ‘Its attacks are fast. And it doesn’t let up!’

“Intruding here was your last act in life, former Fool,” the Ravener said.

The air around him began shimmering.

…and monsters burst into being.

Ravener-spawn materialised from thin air by the score.

Most were spear-flies and blood-draks, but on the ground below, Alex counted half a dozen petrifiers, and a few air blasting-spawn.

They attacked, trying to swarm him from all sides as he dodged away, teleporting around the hostile terrain, slipping past more death beams and waves of magic.

All around was chaos, storms of monsters, magic, and death.

The world—this inner world within the Ravener—was alive, fighting him from every angle and direction.

But haste magic, combining with the Mark of the General, let his thoughts and reactions speed up, and with Hannah’s power, he kept ahead of the Ravener’s onslaught. In his hand, the aeld staff gave off waves of panic as though screaming.

He couldn’t spare the time to console it; most of his mind was occupied with survival, while the rest of it?

Looked for an opening.

‘I have to get inside one of those towers, but… ’ He used the Mark of the General, analysing the Ravener’s attacks. ‘It’s trying to keep me away from those damn towers. What are you hiding in there? I need to find out, which means… I need you more distracted, and I think I have a good way to do that.’
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Within the Ravener’s lair, Alex pointed his staff at the construct, calling upon Hannah’s power at the same time, while casting a powerful spell. The Traveller’s energy poured along the blade of her sword, running to where it was attached to his staff.

Even as Alex dodged, analysed, and measured the Ravener’s attack patterns inside the construct, he prepared a devastating attack outside.

‘Try focusing on me after this,’ he thought.

With a few final syllables, he cast a Wall of Roiling Magic spell.

It appeared over the lake, several hundred feet away from the Ravener.

Alex felt the construct’s attention shift from him on the inside.

Just briefly.

That was all he needed.

“Hey!” he shouted from outside the Ravener, removing his invisibility magic.

The construct’s attention turned to him.

“How are you there?” it shouted.

Alex teleported beside it, stabbing the Traveller’s sword straight into the construct. Channelling her power into the Ravener through the blade, he teleported the shocked construct…

…right into the middle of the Wall of Roiling Mana spell.

The Ravener’s bellow tore through the cavern.
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Inside, the world quaked.

Light bled from the once black sky.

Crystalline cords shattered.

The ground cracked.

Surfaces warped as the Ravener’s own mana was turned against it, the molten power ripping through the construct to devastating effect.

…and causing its attacks to stop.

Death beams fell away.

Waves of deadly magic bled off.

Its terrain—which had been warping, forming weapons against Alex: deadly blades, shards and spikes—now melted, turning to useless tendrils.

Only the Ravener’s spawn remained unharmed… but they couldn’t catch Alex on their own.

“Why is this happening?” the Ravener’s scream shook its inner world. “How… But you are—is this an illusion? How are you here and outside at the same time? I sense you elsewhere as well. What are you do⁠—”

Alex didn’t respond, teleporting away, going to one of the tunnels inside the nearby tower.

Working as fast as he could and using his haste magic, he teleported through the maze of tunnels, using the Mark of the General to analyse his surroundings and comparing them to the Ravener’s schematics.

‘Yessss… ’ he thought. ‘This is it! This is one of the nodes!’

Alex continued teleporting, moving through the tunnels as light flashed around him. The Ravener tried to warp the tunnel walls again, turning them into deadly maws, looking to sever his body into bits, but it still had little control of its own mana.

It could not stop the General of Thameland as he found the centre of the tower.

‘Yeeeees!’ he thought. ‘A node of power, from where it generates mana!’

He gripped the device designed to infect the construct.

‘You’re about to taste a little of the pain you’ve been inflicting on my people. Let’s see if you enjoy it.’


Chapter 81


Poison



“Why is this happening?” The Ravener’s scream shook its inner world, its words drawing the attentions of each fighter. “I sense you elsewhere as well. What are you do⁠—”

“What did… it just say?” Claygon froze in surprise.

As did his companions within the Ravener’s cavern.

Too much had happened too quickly.

Claygon’s father had appeared out of nowhere, stabbed the Ravener then teleported it to a Wall of Roiling Magic.

It all happened so fast that even the Ravener-spawn froze, caught completely off guard.

“Everyone!” the General of Thameland’s voice echoed through the cavern. His cloak billowed behind him as he pointed at the Ravener. A disintegration beam lanced into the construct, destroying a chunk of its surface. “I’m back, everyone! Keep focused on the Ravener! Keep crushing its armies!”

“What’re ya sayin’, Alex?” Cedric cried. “What about Merzhin⁠—”

“I’m taking care of that!” Alex flew down, launching a fireball into the Ravener as he did, slashing through dozens of Ravener-spawn near him. “I can’t explain things right now, but I’ve got this! Just stay focused! We’ve nearly got this thing dead! We’re nearly through with it! And listen… Hannah’s back and so is Carey! We’re nearly there!”

“Carey and Hannah…” Isolde sounded awed.

“Both of them?” Bjorgrund cried. “Yeeees!” His axe split a massive spawn down the middle.

“What are you on about?” the Ravener demanded. “Tell me how you are here and yet… Is this an illusion? A trick? Which of you is real?”

“You ain’t got time for chatting right now,” Hart growled.

He and Asmaldestre pounced on the construct from two sides.

“Welcome back, Alex!” Prince Khalik shouted. “I do not understand what is going on, but I am glad to see you with us and happy to hear Carey has returned! Let us give it our all, my friends!”

The Tekish wizard cast earth magic over Ravener-spawn nearby, burying them in spikes and shards of stone. The other wizards attacked with their own spells, blasting apart, smashing, and electrocuting spawn.

Ravener-spawn kept springing from the construct’s surface, tasked with stopping the Heroes, but Alex cast mass disintegration on the monsters, keeping them in check.

“We’ve got your back, Alex!” Theresa shouted. “Just do what you have to!”

“Yes… Father… we will fight off these… enemies!” Claygon called.

As he spoke, he felt his father touch his mind, ‘Claygon, I’m about to bring you into the Ravener. Not right away, but soon, so just be ready.’

The golem considered the words.

There was something… off about the way his father sounded, speaking in his mind. Their connection felt different. Instead of a single stream of magic connecting them, it came across frayed, splitting into different streams.

It was like his father’s voice was coming from more than one connection at the same time.

Claygon thought about what the Ravener had just said.

‘Father… are you… it feels like you are… in different places…’ the golem thought.

‘We don’t have time for a full explanation,’ Alex answered, casting a Wall of Roiling Magic in front of himself. Ravener-spawn charging at him collapsed in great heaps, stopped dead. ‘But when I got access to more of Hannah’s power, I figured out a way to be in multiple places at once.’

‘So… you are also inside the Ravener now?’ the golem thought.

‘I sure am,’ Alex said. ‘As a matter of fact, I’m about to install the first device into one of its nodes. It should start interfering with its mana.’

‘Father… you didn’t bring me in with you…’ the golem pointed out.

‘I wanted to install the device first,’ Alex thought. ‘Not going to lie, it was hectic in here for a bit. I wanted to disrupt some of this thing’s abilities to defend itself before I brought you in. So just give me a second. It’s a jungle in here.’
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The central core of the tower was a wondrous place. A crystal cave revealing a sea of stalactites, stalagmites, and crystal cords in every colour of the rainbow, each glowing from the inner power rushing through it.

A low-pitched hum emanated from the walls of the massive vertical chamber, and bolts of power crackled between the tips of the glowing crystals.

Alex actually stopped for a second, taking it all in, his jaw hanging open.

Over his time at Shale’s, he’d seen hundreds of golem cores… but none could even begin to approach the complexity of this place. The power generated in here electrified his mana senses, and tingled across his skin.

He whistled.

It was actually more powerful than he and the others estimated from Uldar’s schematics.

‘There’s always differences between a schematic and the final product,’ he thought. ‘But… wow, I hope our devices are enough to drain this thing dry. I suppose there’s only one way to find out, so while the Ravener’s still distracted, let’s find the right point.’

Alex floated up through the forest of crystalline spikes, avoiding the power sparking between them.

He examined his surroundings closely, the Mark of the General feeding him images of himself examining the schematics. He analysed the crystalline structure, searching carefully, noting the flow of power through the node…

…and finally discovering what he was looking for.

A crystal, slightly larger than the others—with multiple energies of different shades coursing through it—served as a central point of mana production in the complex.

‘This is it. And when I stab this device into the Ravener, I’m going to have to work fast; it’ll only be a matter of time before it figures out what we’re trying to do to it. And the last thing we need is for it to destroy itself before we can shut down its ability to reconstitute.’

He steadied himself, activating the device.

It hummed ominously, sounding like an immense angry hornet, preparing to sting to death anything that invaded its hive. For an instant, he remembered how he, Theresa, Claygon, and Brutus had gone out to the Generasi countryside for her birthday, to hunt the wasp-like vespara. That memory sparked another: where the Ravener’s Hunters rampaged through the Patrizia de Paolo’s—Isolde’s cousin’s—masquerade ball, destroying and killing anything standing in the way of him and them.

That memory turned to thoughts of the amount of destruction he’d witnessed all over Thameland, because of the Ravener and its monsters.

Even now, he was flying through the skies of his kingdom, ridding the land of hordes of monsters wherever he found them.

So much destruction.

‘And it has to end,’ Alex thought.

He raised the device…

…stabbing it deep into the Ravener’s crystalline substance.

A hiss escaped into the air as the device injected the venom he, Professor Jules, and Isolde had concocted. A mix of toxins deadly to mana-infused creatures; shards of bane, and Elder Blodeuwedd’s mana-draining potion ran into the Ravener through the machine’s bane-needle.

It spread through the crystal—turning rainbow colours to a mad, chaotic array of lights and broken colour. The crystal vibrated as bane shards swept through the Ravener’s mana-producing centre, shredding everything they touched.

And the Ravener screamed.

The sound drilled into Alex, shaking the entire terrain.

“What… what have you done?” the construct shouted. “What are you doing?”

As it sought an answer, the device began humming louder, pumping away the Ravener’s mana as the toxic brew swept through its inner pathways, flowing to the other crystal shards within the vast node.

More crystals began shaking, rainbow colours fell into chaos, their vibrancy fading, colour dulling to sickly greys, browns, pus-yellows, and greens.

The poison continued spreading, and Alex felt the mana in the air begin to… lessen.

His device kept pumping out the Ravener’s mana while the venom kept spreading.

“What is this?” the construct cried. “What have you done?”

The venom was spreading faster.

Much of the mana node’s vibrant colours were fading. Crystal was cracking, its sheen dulling as bits of its surface crumbled to lifeless grey dust.

The air shimmered.

Monsters began appearing around the young wizard.

“No,” was all he said.

With a twitch or two, he cast Wall of Roiling Magic around the device several times, enclosing it, shielding it in a barrier of lethal magic.

His attention next turned to Spawn Knights dropping toward him.

He blasted them with Cone of Ice.

The creatures froze mid-leap, dropping onto the dying crystal spikes and cords.

The hum grew fainter, the node’s essence shredding, mana draining.

The Ravener shuddered, trying to warp the node’s crystals, seeking to attack Alex or eject the device.

But, its control over its form in this area was failing

The poison had already spread too deeply, withering its essence, destroying its ability to control its own form in this node.
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Outside, Alex and his companions continued hitting the Ravener and its minions with their most powerful strikes and spells, cutting deep gashes into the construct’s surface.

Alex watched it closely, observing it as its damaged sections healed.

He focused the Mark of the General on the task of comparing how fast it healed now, to how fast it healed before.

He smiled at what he found.

‘It’s healing slower,’ he thought. ‘By only a bit, but it is healing slower. We’re doing damage, slowly but surely… and things are about to get worse for Uldar’s pet.’
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An explosion tore through the countryside in Thameland.

Ravener-spawn exploded as a colossal meteor dropped down on them, wiping out an entire horde of monsters in heartbeats. Below the Ravener-spawn army, a dungeon vanished as the meteor crushed it.

Focusing his mana senses, Alex scanned the wreckage of the collapsing dungeon below him.

His gaze stopped.

“There you are.”

His arm reached out, making a grasping gesture with his fingers.

Hannah’s power surged within him.

And—suddenly—the dungeon core was in his hand.

Alex smiled, remembering when long ago, Baelin had destroyed a dungeon with a single cataclysmic spell, then brought the core to his hand from the wreckage.

At the time, the chancellor had said that one benefit of overwhelming power was⁠—

“Convenience,” Alex said, gripping the dungeon core.

He poured his mana into it, overwhelming the core’s defences with his full might. He focused on its inner mana pathways, feeling out its inner controls, taking command of them.

“I’d bet, normally, the Ravener would be trying to stop me right about now,” the young wizard said. “But it has bigger problems than this right now… aaaaand here we go. There you are.”

Alex found what he was looking for inside the dungeon core and took control of it, forcing the core to begin making Ravener-spawn.

Ravener-spawn under his command.

The core quaked in his hand.

And the exact monster he was looking for emerged.

Tiny, flea-sized Ravener-spawn—each one ablaze—flew from the dungeon core in a stream, filling the air with scalding heat and blinding light.

A new fire cloud had been born: one that would follow the General’s commands, attack any foe he directed it to, and give aid to anyone he commanded it to.

He addressed the Ravener-spawn. “You’re fast. What I want you to do is to fly across Thameland and burn every Ravener-spawn you come across, unless they’re also under my command. If you confront Ravener-spawn and don’t hear these words, ‘I am following the commands of Alexander, Son of Alric,’ you are to eliminate them immediately. If you encounter Ravener-spawn attacking mortals? Kill them. Do you understand?”

“We understand,” the creatures responded.

“Good, now go, kill all offending Ravener-spawn… and make sure you defend any mortal you encounter. Is that clear?”

“As you command.”

The fire clouds flew away, ready to rampage through hordes of their former allies.

Alex smiled, placed the dungeon core in a pair of Wizard’s hands, and with it, began teleporting across the countryside. He would seek out other dungeons, relieve them of their cores and make them spawn their most powerful monsters to use against the Ravener’s own spawn.

That would help Thameland; the number of hostile monsters would be reduced, and the number of dungeon cores that the Ravener could control would decrease.

While he was rounding up cores and spawn across Thameland, he’d be continuing to cast Army of Heroes on anyone he found.

The Ravener would starve.

With its source of fear being turned off, and its internal mana production being crippled… things would start to look bleak… for Uldar’s creation.
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Alex teleported out of the poisoned node, watching as cracks ran along the entire tower complex and pieces chipped away.

With a screech, the Ravener reacted.

The cords connecting to the tower fell away, splitting apart and collapsing to the ground as useless shards of crystal.

In moments, the tower was cut off from the rest.

‘It’s like amputating a gangrenous limb,’ Alex thought. ‘Well, you’re going to have a lot of amputating to do.’

Alex turned, looking for the next tower.

Only to find the world warping around him.

The realm inside the Ravener was turning chaotic.

Towers were shifting away from him; the flat crystal plane below rising and boiling like waves in a storm-racked sea. Darkness above him broke, flashes of light peppering it. Web-like, crystalline cores writhed like tentacles.

Then came the monsters.

Scores appeared from thin air, filling the space around the towers with armies of flesh-hungry Ravener-spawn.

All eyes were on Alex.

“Alright,” he said, raising a hand. “Things are too off-balance. You’re up, buddy.”

And with that, he cast Summon Construct.


Chapter 82


His Own Path



‘Alright, it’s off-balance.’ Alex’s thoughts came through his link with Claygon. ‘You’re up, buddy.’

“Everyone!” he shouted. “Claygon’s gonna be with me! Get ready!”

“Here’s to success!” Theresa shouted, leaping over a cluster of Spawn Knights to slash a living core. “You can do it!”

“We got this, big guy!” Cedric called to Claygon. “Do your thing!’

“Thank… you!” the golem said, raising his spear.

This was it.

He would be leaving their friends to go help his father. All the suffering and killing the Ravener was causing had to end for his father’s sake, for Selena’s, Theresa’s, the Lus’ and… everyone from Thameland. This would be the most important battle of Claygon’s short life so far.

And he hoped he was ready for it.

‘I… have to be… ’ he thought.

His father cast Summon Construct, and all of a sudden, Claygon was gone, flying through space, heading toward… an energy that kept drawing his attention.

The energy within the Ravener… so different, yet so similar to his own, was coming closer by the instant, seeming to be calling to him as he travelled toward it.

‘There is an element to… that power that feels… connected to me…’ Claygon thought. ‘It feels like…’

The golem thought back to past battles.

His first evolution, which had happened unexpectedly.

He hadn’t been sapient then, and so he couldn’t be certain if his memories of that time were actually genuine or the result of a strong imagination, fed by his father and others telling of the events.

But he thought he had a recollection of the petrifier’s energy pouring over him, hardening his clay, turning it to stone. He did remember his first feelings, his first thoughts and actions. He remembered his body was healed, he’d grown stronger… and he’d gained his own mind.

And with it, he could think, he could plan, could defend his father and those close to them; family and friends.

He could remember the second time he’d evolved, and he remembered that vividly. He’d been beaten, broken, and tossed aside like trash by the First Apostle. His stone body was crumbling, and everyone was struggling against monsters who wore the form of people, taking lives as easily as breathing.

He’d been close to helpless in the face of the First Apostle.

But the chaos energy saved him, washing over and empowering him, forging stone to iron, tempering him into the force that he was today.

Yet, for all his power, it still wasn’t enough.

He couldn’t protect his family and friends as much as he wanted to; his father had nearly died in the snow because he hadn’t been fast enough to stop the First Apostle. Even now, Cedric’s divinity was responsible for keeping his friends from dying at the claws, poisons, and deadly magics of the Ravener and its monsters.

Long ago, he’d promised himself that he’d find a way to evolve on his own terms. To find an energy that would take him to a strength beyond that of an iron golem. An energy that would bring him to a new peak of power, where he could defend his friends and family from the greatest of threats.

A peak he would reach by his own doing… and… maybe that opportunity was here.

Each evolution he’d gone through had something to do with the Ravener. Even his very life was tied to it.

His golem core was forged from dungeon core essence.

He had been turned to stone by a Ravener-spawn’s magical beam.

He’d been tempered into iron by an explosion that was caused by chaos essence and the remains of a dungeon core.

All of those events had something to do with the Ravener.

And now?

Now he was on his way to the source of the Ravener’s power; the inner core of Uldar’s construct. That power was drawing closer as his father used the Traveller’s energies to guide him through the Ravener’s multitude of defences.

‘There is… an opportunity… here,’ Claygon thought, passing between the death beams, while being teleported past the walls of lethal energy. ‘If I can grasp it… on my terms… then I can protect Father… my family, and friends. Then I can go beyond where people like Shale think I can go… Then I can be… me. Not just an iron golem… but… me.’

With this thought, he gripped the war-spear he’d torn from the claws of a greater demon, and charged his fire-gems.

Claygon suddenly appeared on a battlefield that was in chaos.

All around, death and destruction reigned.

Ravener-spawn flew, leapt, crawled, and sprang at Alex as he teleported through a world of darkness punctuated by strange lights, crackling crystal, and the light of crimson forceballs.

Death beams rained from the sky.

Towers of black crystal warped and twisted in the distance, as waves of hungry energy ripped through the air.

Alex was summoning monsters to defend him, but they were instantly wiped away in the chaos and destruction.

Within heartbeats, two death beams struck Claygon in the side, heating the iron.

The golem didn’t hesitate.

Raising two hands, he fired his own beams, chaos-tinged flame burning through hordes of Ravener-spawn, painting the dark world with scorching flame, exploding crystal in shockwaves.

“Claygon!” Alex called, glancing at the golem. In his hand, waves of anxiety radiated from the aeld staff. “Glad you’re here, buddy!”

“Another interloper!” The Ravener’s voice reverberated from every fibre of the world around them. If Claygon had mortal ears, his eardrums might have ruptured from the sheer volume of the Ravener’s wrathful cry. “Is this another of your tricks, Fool? What are you doing?”

The construct released more of its wrath on its enemies… and in its attack, Claygon noticed something interesting. Some of the attacks seemed poorly aimed.

The golem shot more beams at the Ravener-spawn, aiming some at the ground below and the sky above, where beams and waves of deadly energy were launching from. All the while, he felt the Ravener’s energy all around him… but not the energy he’d felt calling him.

Not quite; that energy was a distance from where they now were, concentrated in various places across this…

‘Father…’ Claygon said, stabbing a Spawn Knight with his war-spear. ‘Where… are we?’

‘Buddy,’ Alex thought, ‘we’re actually inside the Ravener. This… plane, world, whatever it is, is the Ravener. It’s got control over every bit of matter in here, or so it claims.’

‘What…?’

‘I know, it’s crazy to think about, but I guess this is what happens when a god makes a construct,’ Alex said, disintegrating a group of Hunters.

‘You… make better golems… than Uldar did…’ Claygon said through their link.

‘Nice thought, but this place is crazy,’ Alex replied as he fought. ‘So far, I’ve been able to figure out where the nodes are to shut it down, and I’ve already destroyed one. That’s why the Ravener’s aim is off. See all those beams and magic? It’s shooting more at us than it was when I was alone earlier, but its aim isn’t as accurate. I think it’s losing some of its control over itself, which’ll get worse the more nodes we shut down.’

‘Gooood!’ Claygon incinerated another group of Ravener-spawn, immediately shooting a fiery beam at the ground below. The beam raked across the crystal floor, tearing it up… yet, didn’t seem to hurt the Ravener. The golem noted that and asked Alex, ‘So, how do we do that? What do these nodes look like?’

‘There, you see that tower over there? The crumbling one?’

Claygon looked to where Alex was pointing with his sword-staff as he teleported-dodged another beam.

He watched a crystalline tower turning to grey dust before his eyes. It looked diseased, withered and crumbling, like it was ageing hundreds of centuries in mere heartbeats.

The energy it expelled also felt sickly, like it was fading, hollowing out; like a tree being eaten away from the inside by insects and disease.

This definitely was not the energy that Claygon had been looking for.

If it had been at one time, it certainly wasn’t any longer.

‘That’s what our poison did to the node, and our device is still in there, just sucking its mana away. We need to get to the other nodes and do the same to them, but I have no doubt that the Ravener’s guard is up even more than before… Claygon, you see those towers in the distance? The ones that keep moving?’

‘Where… Father?’

‘Over there!’ Alex pointed again as he ducked the snapping jaws of a blood-hydra. In one smooth motion, the archwizard teleported the creature’s heads off, took control of it with a gesture, and turned it into a corpse puppet, sending the body against its former allies. ‘There!’

Claygon followed the direction Alex’s sword-staff was pointing to.

…and found what he was looking for.

In the distance, a group of towers were writhing, moving across the landscape, crawling away from the archwizard and his golem. They moved like enormous, humanoid fingers travelling across the land… or earthworms emerging from the soil.

But Claygon wasn’t interested in their appearance.

What he was interested in was what he felt coming from those towers.

They held an energy he sensed was close to his own; they were the vessels filled with the Ravener’s very lifeblood. Claygon’s life had come to be—in part—from the Ravener. His transformations had occurred because of the Ravener’s minions.

And those towers were the source of what had given him life and transcendence.

He believed they could be the source of transcendence once again.

‘Claygon,’ Alex thought, ‘I’m going to teleport us to one of those towers. I need you to stay outside and distract the Ravener. Do as much damage as you can. Blast its armies, shoot your fire-beams into the towers’ tunnels, stop anything that gets near. The more you distract it from the outside, the easier time I’ll have getting through and installing the next devi⁠—’

‘Father… I need you to take me into one of those towers…’ Claygon thought.

Claygon sensed surprise coming through their link; it was rare for him to go against his father’s decisions.

But this was important.

Too important.

‘I’m not sure if both of us being in one of those towers at the same time is a good idea,’ Alex thought. ‘The Ravener could use it as a chance to kill both of us at once, if we’re unlucky.’

‘Father… I think… if I get in there… I can evolve again.’

‘But you’re already iron⁠—’

‘Beyond iron. I feel something… coming from the energy in those towers… Father, please. I think I can do this… The energy… it can help me be better… at protecting all of us. I am not asking this lightly… It’s important.’

Silence hung heavy in their link.

‘Do you really think doing this can take you to another level? And is that what you really want?’ Alex thought.

‘Yes… Father… I truly do…’

‘Well, I’d be a pretty bad father if I denied you when you’re asking so earnestly.’ His voice held a nervous smile. ‘Alright, but we’re going to have to move real carefully. You go ahead and shoot as many fire beams as you can in as many directions as you can. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be able to dodge them.’

‘Yes… Father…’

The golem turned, channelling power into his fire-gems then releasing beam after beam of the deadly fire magic.

Rays struck true, hitting everything the fire-gems pointed at, streaming from his forehead and two palms, directly into Ravener-spawn, the ground, sky, empty air, and everything between. He didn’t have to aim; he simply spun in place, firing freely.

The Ravener retaliated, releasing a wall of lethal energy that burned stark white. “Begone, interlopers!”

That energy struck Claygon first, heating metal, steam rising.

But the attack had little effect and he just kept firing as the Ravener shot a dozen death beams at him.

Alex joined in, casting his own magic, further distracting Uldar’s creation.

Annihilation.

The spell sent a column of flame leaping into the sky, then raining down, annihilating monsters, cracking the crystalline ground, lighting up the darkness.

A scream ruptured the Ravener’s inner world.

‘Now!’ Alex thought.

Claygon was suddenly teleported to a distant tower just outside one of the many tunnels. An instant later, the tunnel snapped shut, as did every other one.

“That’s not going to stop us,” Alex told the construct, putting his hand against the crystalline surface and closing his eyes for a moment. “Got it, buddy! Used my mana to find the node!”

He and Claygon abruptly teleported, and the golem found himself no longer in a world of darkness, but in a world of colour, both shade and hue; a vertical crystalline cave of cords, stalactites, and stalagmites, glowing with inner power. Energy crackled between them, spreading.

The crystals began buzzing like swarming wasps, inner lights gleaming bright.

‘Don’t like that,’ Alex thought. ‘Don’t like that one bit.’

Claygon thought fast, his gaze now drawn to the vast source of energy he’d been feeling.

There it was. A massive crystal glowing with all the colours of the rainbow.

Alex followed his gaze. ‘That’s the central point where most of the energy is made,’ he thought.

The golem flew to it.

The buzzing grew louder.

‘Father… do not interfere…’ he thought.

There came a pause that felt like an eternity.

And then…

‘I trust you,’ Alex’s thought sounded apprehensive.

‘Thank… you.’ Claygon sounded relieved through their link.

His attention turned to the Ravener’s crystal.

‘This is… for my friends… my family…’ Claygon thought, floating in front of the crystal’s sharp edges. ‘And for me.’

He reached for the crystal, and smashed it against his chest with his full strength.

Alex teleported away.

The energy within the crystal exploded, filling the space with a rainbow of light, bathing the golem in multihued radiance.

Claygon wrapped his limbs around the broken crystal, letting the energy flow into him.

New power awakened, rushing through the golem, his mana pathways blazing.

Fire-gems gleamed and flashed, light washed over his entire form.

…and… Claygon began transforming.


Chapter 83


Like His Father



In the moments before Claygon smashed the crystal against his chest, Alex had to fight his every instinct in order to keep himself from interfering. Every instinct screamed at him, telling him his golem would get hurt, or worse.

Nor would it be the first time that he’d come close to dying.

Twice before, in battles with Ravener-spawn and the hidden church, Claygon had been so badly damaged that Alex thought he’d been destroyed. His clay form had come close to being completely shattered by a petrifier, and the First Apostle had crushed his stone body at Uldar’s Rise, leaving Alex thinking he was gone.

Alex teleported back.

And now, here he was, bathing in the strange energies within the Ravener itself. What would happen to him? Would the energy blast him to nothingness? Would it overwhelm his golem core, turning it to cinders?

Would he crumble like the node had when the poison was injected? Or would something worse happen? Would the Ravener be able to reach into Claygon and take control of him through the dungeon core substance in his golem core?

Those questions flooded Alex’s mind, telling him to teleport Claygon away to stop him from risking his very existence.

But he fought that urge, remembering everything Claygon had said about him having free will, about him making his own choices. Seeing Claygon bathed in the multi-hued magic… left Alex worried and confused, but also understanding he had to trust his buddy.

Trust the golem that called him father, even as the energy of Uldar’s construct washed over him and his body began blazing with its own inner light.

Alex felt a shifting in the flow of energy within the node.

“Get out! What are you doing?” the voice of Uldar’s construct, seething with menace, echoed through the crystal structure. “What new treachery is this?”

Claygon blazed with a binding light, as if in challenge.

Alex’s mana senses practically caught fire; energies emanating from the node flowed into Claygon’s body… and he could feel the Ravener’s power mixing with his golem’s energy. Transforming it. Changing it to something new.

“Stop!” the Ravener commanded, horror joining the anger in its tone.

Whatever Claygon was doing, the Ravener obviously wanted it to end.

But the golem didn’t stop, and his light burned brighter with every heartbeat. Soon, the node’s multi-hued light was eclipsed by the blazing radiance coming from his transforming body.

Alex shielded his eyes against it, as all around them, the crackling noise from the crystals lessened. Their light was also dimming; Claygon’s golem core was taking in every bit of energy it could, absorbing it…

…making it his own.

‘Are you alright, Claygon?’ Alex thought through their link.

No answer came. At least, not in specific words.

Instead, Claygon’s emotions poured through their link, reaching Alex’s mind, coming to him as excitement, shock, wonder, curiosity, pain, desperation, confusion… all of it. But there was no fear.

Not even for the fleetest of moments did Alex feel the slightest trickle of fear coming from his golem.

And he relaxed, deciding to keep trusting him, letting him captain his own ship down his own path. He would support Claygon, no matter where it led.

The air shimmered in the node.

Ravener-spawn appeared.

Alex gripped his sword-staff.

He would support Claygon no matter where his path led… and defend him from anything wanting to take him from his path. The young archwizard channelled Hannah’s power, teleporting monsters away in pieces, teleporting heads, limbs, or even getting rid of the creatures in halves. Claygon remained unbothered, yet more monsters were forming around him by the second.

And Alex raised his staff, channelling its power, summoning his own monsters to hold back the Ravener’s. To stop them, or break them.

“Leave him alone, you bastards,” he snarled. “You’re not worthy even to touch the dirt on his feet!”

As if in agreement, air elementals swarmed over Ravener-spawn, striking them with lightning, or sucking the breath from them. Any Ravener-spawn slipping by or defeating an elemental didn’t live long; Alex teleported them away in pieces, or cast Cone of Ice, freezing them, then dropping them from high, shattering the monstrous ice statues on the ground.

Soon, every monster trying to get to Claygon was dead and…

…no more were appearing, no more were forming in the air around them.

It was almost as if the Ravener had given up, but Alex didn’t believe that. After all, it was a construct that had performed the same task for its dead creator for endless cycles over thousands of years.

It was many things: murderous, slavish, even foolish, to name a few… but an entity that just ‘gave up’ in the face of resistance?

It definitely was not that.

‘What are you planning?’ the young archwizard asked himself.

The node began to shake.

Crystals hummed as tremors climbed through the tower, the node started to shrink.

‘Oh hells, it’s going to destroy the tower,’ Alex thought, turning to Claygon.

“Buddy, we might have to—” His words halted.

The light was fading from the iron… no…

…not iron any longer.

The glaring light faded from his body, allowing Alex to make out what was beneath the radiance… to clearly see what Claygon had transformed to.

His general shape was unchanged: a thick-bodied golem with four arms, one of which was still holding his war-spear. The fire-gems still blazed in his forehead and palms, the same crimson colour as they had always been.

The armour-like design covering his body remained true, as did his snarling face.

The material he was made of, though, was different.

His metallic surface had been transformed; certain areas of the formerly dark iron were gone, replaced by gleaming steel, while other parts were of an inky black substance.

“Father… I feel it… I have transformed…” he said. “And now… I can help us… properly.”

The golem’s voice was confident. More sure. More assertive. The voice of one who walked his own path, and had gotten to where he wanted to go.

“Father, don’t teleport us out…” He raised his head toward the ceiling; the node was constricting, the tower collapsing inward. “Not yet… I want to show the Ravener something.”

The golem spun his war-spear, abruptly stabbing its blade deep into a wall nearby. Claygon flexed his fingers, slowly raising his arms toward the ceiling. Power gathered in the fire-gem in his forehead, blazing brighter than ever before. Power gathered in the fire-gems in his upper palms, burning with renewed light.

Alex had seen this before. He was ready for Claygon to display his new power… when something caught his eye.

In the palms of the golem’s lower hands, a different sort of energy was growing, gathering strength with every heartbeat, the light increasing. Along his chest, a massive torrent of power throbbed, and the deep black substance of his form began burning with its own inner radiance.

Alex frowned. The light and power were familiar; the young archwizard had seen it before.

But where? Where had he seen this exact display of power before? It’d been recently too, he just knew i⁠—

Then his mind made the connection.

He remembered the Ravener charging its death beams in the cavern; its black surface would shine with a near blinding radiance in the spot that the beam was about to fire from.

And that same internal radiance was now burning along the substance that formed much of Claygon’s new form… a substance that Alex was very familiar with.

Dungeon core substance.

Claygon had evolved beyond iron, taking on the Ravener’s most valuable energies as well. Now, his body was steel, along with the very same substance that his and his father’s most dangerous enemy was made of.

Alex’s eyes went wide. ‘Dungeon core substance’s mana conductivity is impossibly high!’ he thought. ‘If Claygon’s body now consists of that⁠—’

His thoughts were cut off by a series of earth-shaking blasts.

Claygon’s fire-gems released chaos-tinged beams, thicker and blazing with more power than ever before. The depth of the heat coming from them felt as hot as being beside a cremation chamber.

Three more beams ripped from his lower palms and chest.

But these were not fire rays.

They were like the Ravener’s death beams. Smaller in diameter but with the same type of energy.

All six blasts hit the ceiling at once. Death beams combined with the chaos-laced fire, building even more energy until⁠—

“Father… teleport out!” Claygon cried, tearing his war-spear out of the wall. “Far from here!”

Alex didn’t hesitate, teleporting both him and his golem from the tower.

They appeared far from the node, and just in time⁠—

For a sky-breaking boom to rip the darkness.

In an instant, most of the tower was gone; the explosion tore through the crystal as though it was a dinner plate, annihilating all Ravener-spawn nearby, turning the tower into a crater within the flat plane.

“What in all hells?” Alex shouted.

A mushroom-shaped cloud formed above the landscape, one even bigger than the one left by the chaos bomb Carey had exploded at Uldar’s Rise.

“Claygon… that’s incredible!” the young archwizard cried, stunned.

“You took what is mine,” the Ravener’s voice came through the darkness. “You will give it back.”

“No…” Claygon said. “I will not give anything back… you helped give me life, Ravener. You helped… give me strength. You helped me… transform and transcend, finding new versions of me. You have helped me grow… but I will be better than you…”

“What is this nonsense?” the Ravener asked. “I do not even know what you are.”

As it spoke those words, more Ravener-spawn manifested from thin air.

Claygon lifted his head toward the dark skies. “Good. I will… show you.”

The golem spread his arms wide.

And parts of his body began to shimmer.

“I think… I can do this…” he said. “And if I do… it will make me happy… because I will be more like my father… And just as you admire your creator, I admire… my father… who fights… with an army of monsters…”

“What?” Alex cried. “What are you saying, buddy? No way. No way!”

“And now… so can I.”

And without another word, the first spawn burst from Claygon’s body.

Emerging from his chest was an eye-stalk, followed by another, then another. The spawn was invisible; if Alex hadn’t been under a True Seeing spell, he would not have seen the creature as it grew, its mass swelling as it surfaced, long legs spreading out, writhing in the air…

Then dropping from Claygon’s body, landing on the ground below.

A petrifier.

“How?” The Ravener sounded shocked.

“You… you can make spawn?” Alex whispered.

“That energy… it let me take more from the Ravener than it knew… My evolution is to be this… Father. To be… better than what Uldar made,” Claygon said.

Spawn of all kinds took form, created by the golem: chitterers, gibbering legions, blood-hydras, and spear-flies emerged from his form.

“Go, Father…” the golem said. “I might not be able to make… spawn as fast as the Ravener… but now… I have what I need to help you… and protect… all of us. I will take care of it… do what you have to do…”

Alex looked at Claygon, pride surging through him. “I’m more proud of you than I can ever express with mere words, Claygon.”

“Thank you… now… go.”

With that, the construct unleashed hell.

Fire-beams exploded from his gems.

Death beams launched from his body.

And spawn emerged from his four-armed form, forging a growing army around him.

“You will die here. You are the ultimate of Usurpers!” the Ravener’s voice hissed out in a sinister whisper.

It shot its death beams at Claygon… but the golem’s own beams struck the Ravener’s, turning darkness to an inferno of explosions and thunder.

His spawn leapt on Ravener-spawn that Uldar’s creation released, clashing with them.

Alex watched in awe, unable to leave as Claygon floated forward like a god of war, raining destruction down on Thameland’s ancient enemy. Death beams and waves of deadly magic struck the golem, but—where before they would have heated his iron form until it was steaming and glowing—now, not even the force of those beams could make him flinch.

“Go… Father!” Claygon shouted, raising his war-spear. “Do what… you must!”

For a moment, Alex considered staying by his golem’s side and trying to exist in five places instead of four.

…but four had been taxing enough.

He couldn’t push himself any further now, not at such a crucial time, with so much chaos all around them.

Alex took a deep breath, watching his golem clash with Uldar’s creation… proud to see the closest being he had to a son standing up to an abomination made by a god.

And not even flinching.

“I’ll be back soon, buddy. I swear it.”

With that, he teleported away.

It was time to find the other nodes, now that Claygon was holding the Ravener’s attention.

And it was also time… for something else.

[image: ]


Within Aenflynn’s castle, inside the room that held Uldar’s throne, Merzhin opened his eyes.

“I think… I think I’m close,” he whispered. “Carey, Alex. Help me. I think I can tear this barrier down.”


Chapter 84


Merzhin’s Faith



When he was a young child, Saint Merzhin of Thameland sincerely believed he’d been born for one purpose.

To serve Uldar.

He grew up in the church, raised by priests and priestesses, and lived among other children. The young boy had slept on a thin cot, ate simple meals, and spent most of his waking hours learning scripture, telling Uldar’s stories, labouring for the church in the kitchens and fields, and worshipping Thameland’s silent god.

Uldar was his life, his soul, and his future.

And he had never rebelled against that life.

He grew up feeling loved—though he was often quite lonely—and loving his god in return.

When he had been blessed with the Mark of the Saint, it truly felt like his life’s purpose and its promise were all coming to fruition. The Mark of the Saint appearing on his belly was the ultimate gift, like Uldar’s acknowledgement of his faith and his confirmation of Merzhin’s life purpose.

He had believed—beyond a doubt—that his every breath was taken solely to bring him to the moment he was Marked, so that he might serve Uldar in the most profound way he could.

Over time, though, his joy faded in the face of growing loneliness when the other Heroes abandoned him. In the face of resentment at being left out of their discussions. In the face of his anger when Carey would not embrace Uldar in the way he thought she should.

Everything he felt had turned to sheer horror when the events at Uldar’s Rise had happened.

…and because of his actions, his only friend died, villains had escaped, and he’d been forced to face the reality that his sacrifices, since childhood, had been for a long dead corpse.

He’d been devastated; beyond grieving his friend, beyond accepting his guilt in her death, and he came to terms with one simple truth—that his entire purpose had largely been for nothing.

All the faith he’d been clinging to in every moment of his life had done nothing but empower the silent throne of a poisoned corpse.

And—when he thought things could get no worse—he’d come to know that Uldar had created the Ravener. Not only was the object of his worship a corpse, but when he was still the Thameish people’s living god, he engineered the very thing responsible for uncountable deaths over generations in Thameland.

And adding insult to injury, he’d learned that Uldar’s motivations for creating the Ravener were the desperate attempt of a dying, angry deity, only to prolong his own life. A dying, angry deity that—in his last moments of lucidity—decided that culling his people, using the horror of his construct, was what was best… for him.

That had been the focus of Merzhin’s faith.

That had been what he’d let his friend die for.

That had been the supposed purpose of his life.

Life had gotten much darker after that, and he’d sought a way to make his pain end; a way that might somehow undo his own sins and those of his god.

But Alex and his companions pulled him from despair, and given him direction… and he was very glad that they had.

Because now?

Now he was here to see what his life’s purpose truly was.

The Saint of Thameland was on his knees before the divine ward blocking him from Uldar’s throne. To his left stood Alex, protecting him from attacks, and helping him in any way he could.

Behind him—with both warm hands pressed to his back, the Traveller’s divinity pouring through her touch—was the transcendent soul of his closest friend, Carey.

Together, both were supporting him, pushing him, granting him the strength to fulfil what he had concluded was his life’s real purpose.

To tear down this divine wall.

To shatter the throne of a cruel and long departed god.

And Merzhin would do whatever it took to fulfil his purpose.

And so, he prayed: “Traveller… and even the departed soul of Uldar, hear me. Hear now my testament. Hear now my prayer. For these are the words of the last Saint of Uldar. There will be none after me.”

His words held power.

He could feel their certainty and strength as they resonated from his throat. The air shuddered at their weight, and the faith flowing through his soul focused like sunlight passing through a glass lens.

The power of two divinities—that of the dead god, Uldar, and that of the newborn goddess, the Traveller—channelled through his soul with every syllable, building in power with his prayer.

The might of the divine strength passing through his soul-gate was staggering; his Mark’s evolution and the meditation techniques he’d learned from the General were keeping his soul from shattering like glass.

But, despite his Mark’s evolution and the meditation techniques, his soul still ached from strain. Aenflynn had saturated his ward with divine power, and it would not be broken easily.

But Merzhin would break it.

He believed that each step of his life had been building to this moment.

And he would not falter now.

Not like he had at Uldar’s Rise.

It was as Carey had said: it was not about can, it was about must.

“The last Saint of Thameland declares this,” Merzhin continued. “Let it be known that I speak the following words with both the authority and divinity granted by the Traveller and the memory of Uldar’s early days wherein—despite his motives—he did help Thameland. It is in that lost legacy and in the new dawn brought by a new deity that I say…”

His soul trembled.

Divinity sparked in it, shaking the very foundations of his being.

“I hereby declare that this wall be ripped down. That the ward brought about by this thief of the divine is blasphemy to the good deeds that Uldar did and to the good deeds that the Traveller has done, and will do. I abjure this ward!”

His voice rose through the air, shaking the room they were in.

Before him, he felt the divinity in the ward fluctuate… shifting, slowly but surely. He risked a glance to his left and spotted Alex, their eyes met and Merzhin’s face contorted with effort and concentration.

He risked a quick glance behind him.

Carey was there, with her wings of chaos flame and a halo above her head. Her eyes were closed and her face serene.

The Saint nodded once and glared at the divine ward before him, his anger plain.

He made a grasping gesture toward it.

“By the word of the last Saint of Uldar, by the power of the Traveller and the good deeds once done by a selfish god, I hereby smite this barrier!”

Divine power shot from his soul like a thunderbolt, filling the chamber with blinding light. That radiance gathered in his hand, forming a hammer wrought from pure divinity.

It blazed with boundless power, and his skin was scalded at its touch.

But the Saint did not care.

He rose to his feet, firmly holding the hammer of divinity.

Carey and Alex moved back.

Saint Merzhin, the last Saint of Uldar, took the hammer in both hands, lifting it above his head…

…and swung hard, right into the divine ward with great force.

The sound that followed was like one world colliding with another.

All of Och Fir Nog shook with it.

Merzhin’s soul throbbed.

His teeth clenched.

And the barrier remained firm.

“Again!” he shouted. “I cast you down!”

He swung the hammer of divinity, crashing it against the divine ward, shaking the fae realm once more.

But now… a thin crack rippled across the divine ward.

“That’s it!” Alex cried.

“We are getting through!” Carey shouted.

Merzhin lifted the hammer again, his thin arms shaking from the effort as shockwaves from the terrible forces he commanded took a toll on his body and soul.

But it was not about if he could do it.

“I must,” he whispered, then raised his voice again. “Begone!” he commanded, swinging the hammer again.

Another crack webbed through the ward.

He was panting now.

Sweating.

And his soul, in pain.

Frustration surged. He could not exhaust all of his strength just trying to get through this infernal wall. He still needed reserves to break the throne and put an interdiction on the Ravener, to help keep it from returning.

If he exhausted himself just getting through this filthy barrier, then what good would that do?

“I have to break it…” he whispered. “I must…” He considered the crack carefully; it was an opening, one that led through the ward. A tiny, insignificant crack, that would hardly admit the wind, let alone even the smallest, most humble insect.

But then again, it was a crack, wasn’t it?

A gap.

He pointed at the tiny fissure, then looked at Carey and Alex.

“Can you get us through that crack with the Traveller’s power?”

They looked at each other.

The spirit smiled serenely.

The young archwizard gave a triumphant grin.

Both took the Saint by his shoulders.

And teleported him through the crack in the divine ward.

Merzhin appeared on the other side with his two companions supporting him.

“By the Traveller… we are through! We are through!” he cried.

“Yes, we are!” Alex shouted.

“At last,” Carey said, her eyes watching Uldar’s throne. “And now we can do what must be done.”

“Indeed,” Merzhin said. “It is time.”

He looked upon the throne of Uldar.

The white chair rose before him, immense, majestic.

From it, the god of Thameland had ruled his mortal kingdom both in health and in his days of sickness. It now was the focus for all the faith conferred on him, and for the divinity he once wielded.

A symbol of Thameland.

A symbol of Uldar.

A symbol of the pain that the god’s self-serving decisions caused.

Merzhin slowly walked toward the chair, taking in every curve, every line, his eyes drawn to where the black ichor once stained its white surface. At one time, this chair would have symbolised the purpose of his life.

But now?

The purpose was to unmake it, the very thing that once defined him.

And unsurprisingly… that thought put a smile on his face.

Saint Merzhin spoke to his best friend, “Might I have your help in this, Carey?”

She, too, looked at the throne, her expression a mixture of regret, conviction, and serenity. “There was a time when I would have done everything in my power to stop what we are now about to do. If only my faith had been well-placed and put into something that was worthy of it.” She sighed, then smiled. “Such things are terribly sad, but they are in the past. We must move forward. Of course I shall help you, Merzhin.”

“And if that filthy fae shows up,” Alex offered, “I’ll make sure to keep him off your backs.”

“Thank you, Alex,” Merzhin said calmly. He exhaled, his eyes on Carey. “Please place your hand on the throne.”

Merzhin moved to the left side of Uldar’s chair.

And Carey moved to the right.

They rested their hands on the throne, and the Saint spoke:

“I am the last Saint of Uldar, and the highest authority in the church of Thameland. Uldar’s reign has ended and his symbols should end too. As the highest divine authority in the kingdom, it is my duty to declare the direction of the god’s faith and to command his artefacts. As such, I declare this seat to be no longer needed. Uldar’s reign has ended and his symbols should end with him. No longer shall this throne be the focus of Thameish faith in him. No longer shall it channel his divinity. With the authority of Uldar and the power of the Traveller, I declare this symbol undone!”

Divinity surged from his soul, joining Carey’s power and channelling into the throne.

The entirety of Aenflynn’s castle began shaking and rumbling around them like the voice of an angry god.

There came a sound like thunder.

“With the authority of Uldar and the power of the Traveller, I declare this symbol undone!” Merzhin cried again.

The divinity within the throne recoiled, roiling and fraying.

“With the authority of Uldar and the power of the Traveller, I declare this symbol undone!”

The castle bucked.

There came a sound like a glacier splitting.

A crack began forming along the throne, the light of inner divinity blazing through it.
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Aenflynn, Lord of Och Fir Nog, felt the chill of death crawl up his spine.

He whirled on his castle, watching it shake down to its very foundations.


Chapter 85


Heart of Stone



Lord Aenflynn was long-lived. His life had been one of triumphs and frustrations, some small, and some great indeed.

In his youth, he’d been a carefree sort; a fae who often slipped into the material world to have some sport, tricking mortals and watching their comical reactions. It amused him, and often satisfied his curiosities.

One day while in the material world, he met Uldar, a living god who was truly coming into his own at the time.

From that meeting, one of the greatest partnerships between any two beings ever known in all of Och Fir Nog and Thameland was born. Together, they experienced both triumphs and frustrations.

Together, they had grown.

And matured.

Aenflynn was transformed from a young trickster, to a master manipulator, diplomat, general, and ruler. For the longest time, he thought himself truly great; a master among even the mighty lords of the fae, the one who would bring his realm to the highest peaks of prosperity.

His frustrations at that time had been varied, from minor to significant; his struggles against rival fae lords, the rampages of the Stalker, and some friendly competitions against Uldar.

But those had given way to the greatest frustration of his life.

A realm on fire.

Armies of fae marching across his green fields.

The destruction of his palace then, and the wounding of his close friend.

The other fae lords had conspired together, desiring to bring both he and Uldar low.

There had been no moment in his life more frustrating than that day…

…until this one.

The day had begun so well. He had avenged himself and his people, and at long last, thrown down his rivals and the realms that plagued Och Fir Nog for millennia. All that should have stood in the way of his final victory was the wrath of a few mortals; a wrath that his mighty magics, the deal he’d tricked three of the Heroes into, and the power of his old friend’s throne should have easily countered and crushed.

Yet, instead of gloating over his enemy’s corpses, he found himself in the skies above his own palace, being beaten on by a stubborn, ancient goatman with more power than Aenflynn could have possibly imagined.

Then there was the former Fool. This General.

He should have had no more significance than a speck next to the other Heroes. But, instead, he’d destroyed a host of his fae guard, and done the same to his effigy, using a strange power that Aenflynn did not even begin to understand.

Now with his effigy destroyed, he could not defend or even watch over Uldar’s throne.

And he’d had no opportunity to craft another one, not with this filthy, flea-ridden beastman bashing him about like some sort of witless barbarian.

He’d used his divine energies, his own fae magics, illusions, swordsmanship, and more against the old wizard… Though try as he might, he could not be rid of the pest!

Not even when he felt the divine ward around the throne—a ward he had spent weeks perfecting—begin to crack.

Not even now, as he felt something terrible happening to the throne.

‘I must stop it!’ he thought, his mind racing. His heart thundered in his ears, beating as fast as a mouse’s in a blind panic. ‘I have to kill all of them before they do something that cannot be undone!’

“Ooooh my,” the old beastman murmured.

Aenflynn’s horned and armoured foe floated before him, bearing his shield and that terrible, vicious hammer of his. His eyes seemed to spark with pure, ancient malice.

A few scratches marred his armour, but otherwise, he was unharmed, floating within the eye of the storm they now shared. The battle raged on between their armies, blood and fire spreading through the clouds.

“Do you feel that?’ the goatman continued. “It does feel like this battle is coming to a rather… unfortunate conclusion. For you, that is. Yes, the symbol of Uldar does not seem to be in the best of states at the moment. And when your stolen divine power is gone, what will you do? You have hardly been able to hold me off thus far.”

The wizard laughed as Aenflynn’s mind whirled.

“You are like a child playing dress up with a corpse’s regalia. But I am afraid it is time for you to grow up, little fae, and I, for one, am very much looking forward to what is coming next!”

“Silence!” Aenflynn’s voice thundered across the land. “This condescension… I will tolerate it no more!”

His tone was strong, filled with his wrath.

While inside, he was panicking.

If the throne shattered, he would not be alive for much longer. The mortals had brought powers against him that he had not anticipated, and he doubted he could stand against all of them without Uldar’s throne.

He needed that chair if he hoped to have any chance of turning this disaster around.

And he also needed help.

‘Ravener!’ he thought. ‘Our enemies are closing on us! You must help me! I am granting you a flood of power! Use it to quickly destroy your foes and then help me!’

Aenflynn opened the river of power he was providing the Ravener, letting a monsoon loose.

The archwizard teleported, appearing in front of the fae lord.

“What did I tell you about focusing?” the goatman chastised him.

Another blow shattered Aenflynn’s jaw, sending him spinning.

But unlike the last time, the fae lord had a plan.

‘Trickery helped me before,’ he thought, ‘and trickery will get me out of this.’

With a quick whistle, he healed his destroyed jaw, then dodged out of the way as the ancient wizard teleported again, striking at him with another blow.

He whistled again.

A low, dull sound.

A discordant note.

An ugly note.

The divine power he was channelling flowed through him, syphoning away some of his own precious life force, combining to create an unstable joining of life and divinity.

And with a scream like a cornered beast, he released it at his opponent.

The fae lord’s skin burned, flesh curdling.

The strength of the power exploding from his body burned his flesh away.

Doing exactly what Aenflynn wanted it to.

For an instant, force and light from the blast gave his opponent pause, enough to make him raise his shield, looking to protect himself.

In that instant, Aenflynn acted.

He whistled again—a sweeter note—using Uldar’s power to heal his wounds, making his body whole as he called upon his fae magic, forging another effigy from the air behind his foe.

With a single thought, he set the effigy on the beastman, drawing his attention for another heartbeat.

The archwizard struck his attacker with his hammer—shattering the creature of air—and sending a painful backlash through Aenflynn’s soul…

Also giving the fae lord exactly what he was hoping for.

He launched his body forward, veiled by the light of the explosion, his divine sword poised, aiming at the distracted beastman.

The fae lord whistled again, infusing more power into his blade.

If he could just kill this goatman—even if he had to burn more of his life energy away to do so—then he’d be free to protect Uldar’s throne.

He whistled once more. Sharp and short.

The sound sharpened his blade.

A lower whistle came next, creating a sheathe of divinity, veiling him further, shielding him from attack.

Before him, the goatman turned.

Another sharp whistle, and an offer of his own life force.

Aenflynn’s speed doubled.

The point of his blade aimed perfectly.

Divine energy plunged through the goatman’s starmetal breastplate.

Sliding through the flesh below—finding the spot where his heart lay—then exiting from the back.

The goatman paused.

Aenflynn smiled, revealing sharp teeth.

“You fool,” he whispered to the dying beastman, his eyes sparking in triumph. “The difference between you and me is that I was willing to burn away my own life to achieve victory. You simply were not committed enough.”

The hammer slipped from the goatman’s fingers as light and the shockwave from the divine explosion faded.

Now, Aenflynn could watch as life left his accursed foe’s eyes.

His grin growing, the fae lord reached out, ready to reclaim his blade.

The goatman’s gauntleted hand shot up.

Starmetal clad fingers seized the fae’s arm, digging into his flesh.

Aenflynn grunted. “A last gasp of life? Bah… Just lie down and die, beast-thing! Just…”

The fae lord’s words trailed off.

“What… why are you not bleeding?” he whispered.

His sword was jammed deep into the ancient wizard’s chest—through his armour and protruding from his back—but there was not a drop of blood from the wound. He was not bleeding. At all.

A low laugh came from behind the goatman’s mask, like the growl of a predatory beast. “What were your exact words: the difference between you and me was that I was willing to burn away my own life to achieve victory. You simply were not committed enough. That is what you said to me. But you could not have been more wrong.”

Baelin’s grip tightened.

Aenflynn started to whistle.

The goatman headbutted him.

Hard.

The fae shrieked, as the starmetal mask met his jaw.

Teeth shot from Aenflynn’s mouth, some protruding from his now mangled lips.

The archwizard cast his shield away and seized the fae’s ruined mouth in another crushing grip.

“I finally have you,” he said, his voice and eyes like stone, like a gargoyle’s staring down from atop a cathedral. “No more whistling. No more tricks. Now, you are about to die, so recognise that. You might have harmed me. If I had not taken measures long ago, this wound could have proven fatal.”

Aenflynn’s mind was panicked, yet confused.

He knew he had split the wizard’s heart.

He knew it!

“Ah, you are likely thinking that you skewered my heart, judging from that foolish look on your face,” the archwizard said. “But here is the problem with your logic… I am going to let you in on a secret that only four others in the universe know.”

He leaned forward.

“My heart has not been in my chest for over five thousand years.”

The fae lord let out a confused whimper.

“Look. Look at this,” the wizard continued, then spoke a single syllable of power.

His chest opened.

Not just armour, but his flesh easily parted, as smoothly as a greased door hinge, revealing the viscera within.

Revealing his hear⁠—

Aenflynn’s thoughts faltered.

No heart lay in the wizard’s chest… only something carved in the shape of a heart, something looking like a smooth piece of stone. Blood ran through it, passing along stony vessels, pumping through the wizard’s body; flowing around the fae’s divine sword, like a river around a rock.

‘What abomination is this?’ he wondered.

“Since, at one time, a long time ago, I came close to losing a battle to some nasty individuals who wielded the power of the sun in all sorts of vicious ways. In other battles, I came close to losing my life. So I decided then that I did not like the idea of losing very much, especially when it could result in my death. So, I removed my heart from my body, poured most of my life force into it and spirited it away to a location that would be meaningless to you.”

Aenflynn choked on blood running into his ruined mouth.

“I left just enough life force in my body for it to remain operational… but rest assured, even were you to attempt to disintegrate me down to my last component atom, I would live on. My heart beats, Aenflynn of Och Fir Nog, just not within my chest. As for the enchanted stone here, it provides me with some lovely impediments against several forms of magic, diseases, and poisonings to my physical form.”

Without another word, the archwizard secured his armour-covered chest like new, then fixed the fae lord with a stony gaze, resembling a being chiselled from rock and time.

“The difference between you and me was that I was willing to burn away my own life to achieve victory. You simply were not committed enough,” the archwizard repeated Aenflynn’s words to him. “I say again: you are wrong. The difference between you and me is that I did not have to burn my life force away to achieve victory. The difference between you and me is that you bet everything to go against me and those I am aiding… whereas I had to bet nothing. You quite literally could have never killed me; if you thought that simply stabbing me in the chest would be enough, then the task—quite simply—was far beyond you. And now, I believe I owe a young friend a present.”

The monster that pretended to be a mere wizard then flew toward Aenflynn’s castle with terrible speed, holding the screaming fae lord in a death-grip.

Without pause, he flew through the window, entering Aenflynn’s throne room in a hail of exploding glass.

Three figures turned in surprise.

“My young friends!” the ancient archwizard said cheerily. “It seems you are having a celebration. And such festivities call for… gifts.”

He held up the fae lord, still screaming, into the archwizard’s hand.

“Here you go. Here is mine.”


Chapter 86


The Last Seat



Being in four places at once meant keeping track of a lot.

In his homeland, Alex had been crushing dungeons, taking control of dungeon cores, casting Army of Heroes on everyone he met, and turning his controlled Ravener-spawn loose on their kin.

Inside the Ravener’s lair, he was fighting alongside his companions, countering the magic of Uldar’s creation as it grew increasingly agitated and desperate. While Claygon was inside the Ravener, Alex was blunting the hole the golem left by summoning monsters in rapid succession, sending them against the Ravener’s hordes of spawn, and supporting his allies. He was using Mana to Blood repeatedly on Cedric, giving the Chosen more stamina; the red-haired young man needed to continually draw on his divinity to heal his companions.

Meanwhile, Alex was fighting a different battle inside the Ravener. While Claygon drew the construct’s attention, the young archwizard teleported from node to node, attaching the venomous devices to the Ravener’s crystals, syphoning away mana and poisoning the very essence of Uldar’s creation.

The more nodes he poisoned, the more frantic the Ravener’s counter-attacks became, and the more desperate its actions to stop him. Where before it used waves of energy and death beams against Alex and Claygon, trying to overwhelm them with endless armies of Ravener-spawn, now the construct had switched to more drastic tactics.

Howling with rage, the Ravener filled the air inside its form with gases so poisonous and caustic, that they melted flesh with the lightest touch, destroying even its own Ravener-spawn in the process.

Alex had countered with control weather and tempest spells, blowing the acidic air away while teleporting from place to place, keeping ahead of the toxins.

Everything he’d done was affecting the construct. A good number of nodes were destroyed and the damage was showing; its accuracy was off and the amount of mana it could channel was falling.

But, these three places weren’t where the greatest changes were taking place.

That was in Aenflynn’s Castle.

While it wasn’t the area that was taxing him most, it was absolutely the one that needed his full focus. Things were changing fast.

One moment, he was standing beside Merzhin, trying to think of a way to teleport and purge some of the divinity from the ward; the next, the Saint of Thameland conjured a hammer of pure divine force, cracked the ward, and was asking him and Carey if they could teleport him through it.

They not only could, but happily did, and without hesitation, the trio was through the barrier that had been so resilient to their magic and prayers. Merzhin and Carey then touched the throne, channelling the divinity of both Uldar and the Traveller, and within seconds, their combined power was shearing the white stone of Uldar’s chair, revealing the blazing light of divinity shining like a star within it.

Alex watched cracks spreading through the throne with held breath, while the castle quaked around them.

A massive explosion resounded outside, bringing blinding light and a terrible shockwave with it, shaking the palace further, nearly throwing Alex off his feet.

He whirled, peering outside, unable to make anything out through the bright light.

“It’s Aenflynn!” Merzhin shouted. “He’s channelling a massive amount of divinity, more than a mortal should safely wield! Alex, can you see if Baelin’s alright?”

“It’s too bright for me to see anything clearly,” Alex said. “But I know he’ll be alright. He’s Baelin; it’ll take more than that shark-toothed bastard’s tricks to stop him. You just keep focusing on the throne; I’ll stay here and protect you in case he tries something to prevent you from destroying the throne.”

The young archwizard waited as Carey and Merzhin went back to their task. Cracks continued spreading through the chair; the castle’s shaking intensified, stone dust raining down from the ceiling and walls.

Alex reached out with his mana senses. He could still feel Baelin’s spells outside in the sky.

He brought his attention back to the throne, white stone heaving like a labouring heart.

‘Please be alright,’ he thought. ‘Please be alright, Baelin.’

No sooner had those words crossed his mind, than an armoured figure streaked toward the window at breathtaking speed, shattering the glass pane.

Alex, Carey, and Merzhin whirled around in shock.

Baelin broke through the window, holding the struggling fae lord in a death grip.

“My young friends!” the ancient archwizard said cheerily. “It seems you are having a celebration. And such festivities call for… gifts.”

He held up the fae lord, still screaming into the archwizard’s hand.

“Here you go. Here is mine.”

The young archwizard’s jaw dropped.

“You got him… But, look at your chest!” He gasped at the damage to Baelin’s starmetal armour. “How are you alright?”

The chancellor laughed heartily. “Your concern warms my heart, Alex, but trust me. He is not up to the task of killing me.”

Alex looked at him closely; remembering how in the old stories, mentor characters often claimed to be alright when—in reality—they had taken a fatal wound but were hiding it.

Alex doubted Baelin would lie about something like that.

Especially since he could simply ask Merzhin to heal him.

He shook his head. ‘You’re distracted.’ His mind was working from four sets of sensory stimuli, even as different streams of consciousness were controlling his body in each of four locations. ‘The most important thing to focus on is…’

Alex grinned at the struggling fae lord. “Well, well, well… we finally meet in the flesh.”

“We should break him,” Merzhin snarled. “After what he’s done, I want to see him undone.”

“Yes,” Carey said firmly. “He must be punished.”

“Indeed,” Baelin said. “He is yours; after all, he is your enemy… he barely qualifies as mine. So I leave him to the three of you.”

With a single word of power, the chancellor conjured a chain of utter darkness between the fae’s teeth.

“No more whistling for you,” Baelin said. “You three should be careful with him. I am not sure of what other tricks he might have up his sleeve.”

“What should we do with him?” the Saint asked.

A sound like shattering glass drew their attention to the throne. The power Merzhin and Carey had wrought against it had succeeded nicely… It was clear that the chair was past the point of no return.

The white stone groaned like a dying beast as the light within grew brighter. Cracks consumed its entire surface, and pieces of stone were exploding from it. Beams of divinity streaked out, shooting into the air as the divine ward crumbled, falling away into nothingness.

“We have to leave!” Merzhin cried. “It’s going to explode, and the devastation will be enormous! We can deal with him later!”

An idea struck Alex.

A wonderful and vicious idea.

An idea that would offer the highest degree of vengeance.

The young archwizard turned to Aenflynn, winking at the chancellor.

“You wanted that throne so much?” Alex said. “Then sit on it.”

Channelling the Traveller’s power, the General of Thameland reached out.

The fae lord resisted the energy, and his mighty will might have held up, but he was in so much pain, he could not resist Hannah’s energies.

Aelx teleported Aenflynn into the chair, focusing the power on keeping him there. The fae lord grew frantic, screaming into the chain as divine energy burned him, but each time he tried to escape he was instantly teleported back into the seat by Hannah’s power and the General’s will.

“Let’s go!” Alex shouted, touching Merzhin’s shoulder. “Back to where we first entered the fae wild!”

Together he, Carey, Merzhin, and Baelin teleported out of the chamber.
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Aenflynn sat panicking, struggling with the chain of darkness between his teeth, desperate to rid himself of his bonds. But he could not get free. The ruins of his jaws could not spit the chain out, he was not strong enough to break its magical links, and all the fae magics he’d tried on it simply slid from it like water off an oil-slicked surface.

The fae lord gave up on those things, while frantically trying to escape from the distending, cracking seat beneath him.

Divine energy burned into him as the symbol of Uldar’s reign crumbled, releasing its concentrated divinity into the air. Beams of pure deific essence escaped from widening holes in the throne’s surface; piercing castle walls like spears of cosmic fire, the fae’s body, and all else around him.

He tried to fly away from the throne, only to be teleported back into it.

He tried to rise from the chair, only to find himself sitting back into it.

He tried willing the magics of his realm to free him, but an even mightier power kept him in the seat of his departed friend.

‘No, no, no,’ Aenflynn thought. ‘Not now! Not like this! My realm is at last free of its enemies! My reign cannot be halted like this! I will not be cast aside while others celebrate the victory I won them! I will not! I will—Agh!’

Beams of divinity pierced the fae lord’s body, destroying most of his organs, but—unlike that monster he’d fought in the skies—his were neither made of stone, nor locked away in far distant places.

When Aenflynn’s stomach and lungs were pierced, he bled.

The fae lord choked on rusty liquid filling his mouth, his mind still scheming, still trying to find some trick to let him get away from here alive.

But as his mind worked… it unearthed an old memory.

One that gave him pause.

He’d been in one of his most private chambers with the Stalker, and had been convincing the small fae to take on a job as his personal hunter and assassin.

To hunt down the Saint and the Fool… the very two people who had likely killed him.

And from that conversation with the old hunter, a certain exchange came back.

“It was as though we were seeing far distant shapes through a milky fog; but, with what we suspected was likely to occur, we sensed that we would get our chance,” Aenflynn had explained.

“A chance at what, m’lord?” the Stalker had asked.

“I will answer you this way; let us say you walked into this chamber,” Aenflynn had said, “and you were handed a glass of wine. But better wine was being served only to those seated at this table. 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 had 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 had clapped. “And am I invited to the table?”

“No.” Aenflynn’s eyes had 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!”

Now Lord Aenflynn’s smile had turned 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.”

A sick irony rose in Aenflynn’s heart.

He did not know whether or not the Stalker had ever solved his riddle… but he did know one thing.

There was an empty chair left in Thameland; the most important empty chair.

One of the thrones of godhood.

Aenflynn had thought himself so clever; finding ways to manipulate the energies of that chair, bending them to his will and taking the seat for his own weapon. An opportunity to drink of a ‘wine’—a power—that only deities were able to ‘taste.’

And he’d succeeded.

He had taken the opportunity.

Taken the chair.

And now?

That chair—the one that belonged to his friend—would put an end to a life that had spanned thousands of years.

A shudder went through Aenflynn’s heart.

The stone was bursting now, the divinity unmaking his body and stripping away his soul.

His last thought was:

‘Uldar died on this throne. My friend… died on this throne. And now, so shall I. I will have words with him in the after-world. This bloody chair is cursed.’

The throne ruptured.

Then burst.

Aenflynn, Lord of Och Fir Nog, was no more.


Chapter 87


From Throne to Throne



Atop the forest-covered mountain in the distance loomed Aenflynn’s castle. It towered above all else, a symbol of the fae lord’s power, protected by his magics and rising high above the devastated terrain.

It stood proudly, a symbol of the sovereignty and grace of Och Fir Nog.

A symbol that, in short order, would be no more.

From the peak of one of the castle’s many towers, a radiance brighter than a second sun and more terrible than a thousand chaos bombs shone. This was no ordinary light; it was the dying blaze of a god’s final symbol.

And when Uldar’s throne finally followed him into oblivion…

…it did not go quietly.

The radiance grew, and the tower shuddered, crumbling, mortar turning to dust. The light faded for a heartbeat and the shaking quieted.

And for that instant, all returned to peace.

Until the explosion.

A blast of divine light ripped from the high tower, consuming everything around it like a tidal wave. Air burned away. Stone vaporised. The river—flowing up the side of the mountain to feed the clouds—boiled away.

Once standing so tall and proud, the mountain on which the castle was built deformed, turning to a smouldering stump of boiling rock and drifting ash.

Even the clouds were not spared; dispersed by a wind powerful enough to strip bark from trees and flesh from bone. Baelin’s summoned creatures were all blasted back to their home planes.

But Aenflynn’s forces were not so lucky.

Every living thing within the blast radius was reduced to a memory. Lush gardens and mead fountains, sturdy soldiers and cultivated trees were gone, leaving nothing but dark outlines staining the stones they once stood upon.

But even those stones were soon obliterated.

Tremendous heat and light had come first, instantly followed by the sound; a noise so loud that any fae, Ravener-spawn, or beast far enough away to not be incinerated, fell screaming, clutching their ears, deafened.

Blood ran from their ears and trickled from their eyes; the throne’s destruction was the last light they ever saw, and the last sound they ever heard.

The explosion sent ash and boiling rock spewing into the air, trading the vaporised clouds for a dark canopy of soot and a deluge of stone. From many miles away, Alex, Baelin, Carey, and Merzhin watched the devastation unfolding in Aenflynn’s realm.

Squinting against the light—and thankful to be far enough away to not be blinded by it—they watched the shockwave spread, consuming miles of terrain, forging it into glass. The land bucked and protested against the weight of the destruction, a terrible quake consuming it. The earth split apart, yawning open in hungry chasms.

Sinkholes swallowed forests.

Lakes spilled over the land, and rivers changed course forever.

When the full breadth of the detonation was over, a vast and ugly scar mangled the face of Och Fir Nog, serving as a reminder of what had happened there.

Alex wordlessly took in the destruction. His spirit was quiet.

There was a sense of finality to this.

“What have we done?” Merzhin whispered. “So many dead… so many…”

“Do not fret,” Baelin’s deep voice came from beneath his mask. “It was Aenflynn who made his decisions; it was his hubris that brought war unto his realm, and many of his soldiers gladly joined him. In war, you can weep for the dead—be they friend or foe—but understand one thing, if that explosion had occurred in Ussex instead, and it was Aenflynn and his court watching the destruction while you, I, Alex, and Carey burned… they likely would not weep a single tear for any of us.”

“Which makes them lesser beings than you are, Merzhin,” Carey said, patting Merzhin’s back. “I am ever so bothered if any innocent were caught in this conflict, but we did what had to be done.”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “And if Aenflynn hadn’t done any of what he did, a lot more people would be alive right now; both mortal and fae.”

“You’re right, I suppose,” Merzhin whispered. “I know that you are. And if Uldar had not done what he did, how many would have lived throughout our history? Well, now his symbol is broken. The priests’ faith will still call down miracles for a time⁠—”

“And perhaps forever,” Baelin interrupted. “A deity is not necessary for faith. The priests still believe in Uldar and in the throne of the god of Thameland; even though both physical symbols are gone, the faith remains and is focused. Not to mention that Uldar’s body still exists. Your priesthood will likely still enjoy their powers… as long as their faith is not broken.”

“The question is what comes next? We know of Uldar’s treachery… so what do we do with that knowledge now that the throne is unmade?” Carey shook her head. “But I suppose that’s a question for later.”

She looked at the others. “There is still the Ravener to deal with. We should go to its lair immediately and help our friends, shouldn’t we? Alex?”

But the young General of Thameland was frowning, deep in thought, his mind elsewhere.

In the Ravener’s lair, he fought alongside his companions.

Within the Ravener’s structure, he was busy poisoning node after node.

And in both of those battlefields, a similar pattern was emerging.

“I don’t think we should all go to the Ravener’s lair,” Alex finally said. “Carey, I think you, Baelin, and the me that’s here—by the Traveller, that’s hard to get my mind around—should go to Thameland and help protect it.”

The young archwizard spoke to Baelin. “You can cast Army of Heroes, right?”

“I am a Proper Wizard, Alex.”

“There was never a doubt.” Alex smiled. “Meanwhile, Merzhin, I’ll take you to the Ravener’s lair. You think your soul’s well enough to do the interdiction with Hannah’s help, that’ll stop it from channelling divinity? I’ll tell her about our plan in Thameland.”

“I believe so,” Merzhin said. “But why would Carey and Baelin… and the ‘you that’s here?’” There was a question in Merzhin’s voice. “Why would the three of you go to Thameland? It would make sense to put every resource we have into making sure we annihilate the Ravener for good.”

Alex shook his head. “It’s weakening. The plan’s working; it got a boost of power from Aenflynn, but… things are going wrong for it. Honestly, I don’t think it’s going to take much more to bring it down. That’s why I think Thameland needs the help more than we do in its lair. We want to keep as many people alive as we can, while Claygon, me, and the others are finishing things in the cavern.”

“A sound suggestion.” Baelin nodded.

“Yes, I would ever so much prefer to go and protect Thameland if the Ravener is truly beginning to fail,” Carey agreed.

“Alright,” Merzhin said. “Let’s do it that way, then.”

“Good,” Alex said. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do: I’ll teleport you to the Ravener’s cavern, then once you’re there, Carey, Baelin, and I will teleport to Thameland. So when you get to its lair, just focus on the interdiction. The others will protect you; Cedric and I’ve been healing everyone.”

“Alright, then,” Merzhin said. “And you are sure we are doing well?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “I don’t think this’ll last much longer. The only thing we have to worry about is if the Ravener does something desperate.”

“Indeed,” Baelin said. “The wounded stag—cornered by its predators—is not when it is at its strongest… but it is when it’s most dangerous.”
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Theresa Lu thanked her great-grandfather’s swords for the thousandth time that battle.

In the chaos of the Ravener’s lair raging around her, death beams flew, poison air drifted, and waves of destructive energy swept through the cavern. Ravener-spawn churned around the mortals like a stormy sea.

All through that storm of violence, what had kept her alive—and still fighting—were her companions: Brutus, her own life-enforced body, and the Twinblade.

The six swords—two in her hands, and four blades of energy floating around her—were cutting down monsters bent on ending their lives. The blades she held struck out, raining razor-edged steel on any monster they found. The ethereal blades surrounding her protected her and Brutus’ flanks, carving up creatures like a bird at a Sigmus feast. Her massive, bone-armoured blood-familiar spread his jaws, releasing cones of sonic destruction, pulping flesh, cracking stone, and grinding bone to dust. His spiked armour was another weapon, ramming anything that came too close. With jaws spread, he clamped down on any monsters that had escaped his mace-like form.

Earlier, Theresa’s, Brutus,’ and the others’ power had been straining against the Ravener’s assault.

And now, things were turning around.

It was plain that Uldar’s construct was weakening.

Its death beams fired less, and missed their targets more often than they hit. Its spawn were being birthed less, and its powerful magics were weaker.

The companions were handily pushing its waning forces back, turning things in their favour. “We almos’ got it beat!” Cedric shouted, sweat pouring down the Chosen of Thameland’s tiring form. He had been healing the group continuously, drawing divinity through his soul, taxing himself.

But now, his companions were being hurt less often.

He had room to breathe.

And he used that breath to encourage the others.

“Don’ none o’ ya even think about holdin’ back!” Cedric lifted his morphic weapon, shaped like a bow, and launched divine arrows into the Ravener’s form, where they exploded as they struck home. “We’re gonna make it!”

“No! You will not!” the Ravener rebutted him.

Its form shuddered, struck by Cedric’s arrows, and a bombardment of blows from Hart, Asmaldestre, and Alex.

But it wasn’t giving up.

A point of blinding light grew on its surface, firing another death beam, aiming straight for Cedric. Theresa snarled, flying toward the Chosen.

“I’ve got you!” she shouted, throwing her blade.

With full force, it spun through the air, flying in front of Cedric.

Theresa made a grasping motion, vanishing and materialising, holding the sword she’d just thrown.

The huntress spotted the oncoming beam and raised the Twinblade, the four ethereal swords floated in front of her, crisscrossing in midair. Theresa followed the beam closely.

When it struck her swords, she was driven back by inches, teeth clenching, the deadly energy burning against her great-grandfather’s blades. The energy roared, her muscles flexed… but the Twinblade held firm against the Ravener’s beam, as she knew it would.

She switched the angle of her blades, and the energy was deflected by the magical steel, rebounding toward the Ravener, crackling through the air and striking the construct dead on.

The explosion blew part of its surface away.

It shrieked in frustration.

Cedric laughed, looking at Theresa.

“I wanted to do that at least once,” she said.

The Chosen blew out a breath. “Y’shoulda been Marked. If y’had the Champion or Chosen Mark, we’da busted that thing up at least a’year ago!”

“Maybe,” she said. “But it doesn’t matter. This is where we finish it off. Look.”

She pointed her sword at the section damaged by the Ravener’s own beam. It was repairing itself, but the crater of an injury was regenerating far slower than previously.

“It’s bleeding out, so to speak,” she said. “The hunt’s almost over.”

She looked at Alex, teleporting around, slinging spells at Thameland’s ancient enemy.

He truly looked like a hero.

They all did.

And she knew that he and Claygon were also—somehow—inside the Ravener, executing their plan.

“Finish it,” she whispered, then raised her sword, going back to the battle.

As she did, a new figure materialised in the cavern.

The Saint of Thameland floated in midair.

Without a word, he clasped his hands together before him.

And began calling upon his divinity.
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The Ravener was struggling, and there was no place where that was more obvious than inside its massive structure.

Alexander Roth, General of Thameland, stabbed another syphoning device into a crystal in another of the Ravener’s mana nodes.

Fluid, designed to poison its essence, flowed through the bane-needle, withering the construct’s being as it ran through the crystals, stealing their inner light, dulling their lustre.

With a wave of his hand, Alex sealed the device in Walls of Roiling Magic, then teleported out of the node before it collapsed on him. Very few Ravener-spawn fought to stop him from poisoning the node, and that small number was lethargic and clumsy.

The spawns’ condition looked no better outside the node.

When Alex reappeared in the dark realm outside another black tower, signs that the plan was working were plain.

In the distance, Claygon and his army of monsters—Alex still could not believe the power of his buddy’s new evolution—were ripping through the Ravener’s hordes while Uldar’s construct desperately fought back, using its insidious magics.

These were feeble now, compared to what they had been.

It was no longer able to channel its own mana with the precision and force it could before. It was failing in every way and its mana production was falling.

Alex took in the towers.

“Just one thing left to do,” he whispered, picturing the Ravener’s schematics.

There was a specific place he needed to go to; a central point for channelling the construct’s energies, much like inside a golem core. If he rewired it to cause what would effectively be a mana reversal, the Ravener would lose even more control.

Its inner energies would unravel, and—when Merzhin placed his interdiction on it with Hannah’s help—there would be no chance of it reforming.

He took a deep breath.

“Finally,” he whispered.

The General of Thameland teleported to the last intact tower, and placed his hand against its surface. It was different from the others, with no tunnels on the sides, but that wouldn’t stop him.

He followed the mana flow through the last node and teleported to its centre.

He materialised, ready to call another device to his hand and apply it to the central crystal… but he stopped dead.

There was no crystalline cavern in this node.

What stretched out before him, in this central control centre for the Ravener…

…was an exact replica of Uldar’s throne room.


Chapter 88


Cornered



Alexander Roth, General of Thameland, floated within the final node inside the Ravener, stunned at what he was seeing. This place not only produced massive amounts of mana, serving as a sort of control centre for the Ravener’s energies, but it looked exactly like Uldar’s throne room. From here, mana was sent through all of its internal mechanisms. Divinity and mortal fear was channelled throughout its form, powering its weapons and monsters.

This precise copy of Uldar’s throne room was the core from where the Ravener’s energies flowed, powering every part of his creation. It was a critical space, so it was fitting that Uldar had designed it to mimic his sanctum: his personal place of power and control.

There were minor differences between the two, though. Where the throne room in the sanctum of the god of Thameland had been crafted of snow-white stone, and had featured a throne of the same colour rising from the centre of the room, this room was draped with a canopy of crystalline cords, all suspended, interlocking from the ceiling and walls.

Crystals grew from the floor on the sides of the room, resembling pillars alive with beams of mana shooting between their crystalline surfaces.

In the centre of the room was the replica of Uldar’s throne, surrounded by a forest of crystalline growths, extending to the ceiling, forming dizzying patterns with their many connections between them.

They thrummed with an array of energies.

But, at the moment, Alex’s eyes were fixed on the throne.

It was uncanny seeing the faithful replica sitting there, knowing they had destroyed what they’d thought was the only one in existence. He’d watched the palace and its contents blow up, taking much of Och Fir Nog’s countryside with it. Not even the dust of Uldar’s throne could have survived that blast.

And yet here it was, so similar, that it felt eerie.

“So you have reached even here,” the Ravener said, its voice deadly calm. The words emanated from every stone and crystal in the chamber. “After all the pain you have caused and the destruction you have brought, you find yourself in another place where you do not belong, in this central place of Uldar’s making. Look upon it. Do you not see the glory of the creator’s sanctum reflected within this node? Now you have even brought your filth into this hallowed place.”

“Wait, what?” Alex glowered at the throne. “After all the pain I’ve caused?”

“The Generals of Thameland did not know their place. They did not see the full image of Thameland or the cycle. Were it not for your predecessors’ futile inquisitiveness and rebelliousness, the cycles could have gone on without cullings, or any need to weaken the Heroes.”

“What the hells does that have to do with me?” Alex snapped, scanning the chamber. At the same time, he was calling on the Mark of the General, searching the room, learning the mana pathways running through the tangle of crystal weaving around the throne and the canopy of crystalline cords suspended from the ceiling.

Images of the Ravener’s schematics and the other nodes he’d poisoned flowed through his mind.

“You can’t help but repeat the same sins: you only know how to destroy for your own ends. You destroyed the hidden church that was dedicated to Uldar. You murdered Aenflynn, the creator’s friend and ally, and now you are here, defiling this place, wreaking more havoc.”

“Oh, no, no, no, no, you don’t!” the General of Thameland growled. “You’re reversing the roles of victim and offender. It was Uldar who pushed the bloody cycle on the realm. It was Uldar who created you to torture his own people. It was Uldar who decided to suck the lives and faith of his own followers just so he could live a few heartbeats longer. Go straight to all the hells with that nonsense, and tell it to a demon when you get there. They’ll probably care a lot more than I do.”

“Such insolence. Such insolence.”

“Insolence? You’re the bloody insolent one. Both you and your fallen god. Look at this place? A perfect replica of an empty throne room… except this isn’t really a throne room, is it? It never was.”

Alex’s eyes hardened further. “Uldar retreated to his sanctum and never ruled from there; he just schemed and plotted and hurt people. He was no king, and that was no throne! He never ruled from it. No, that’s not what this chair is. It’s nothing more than a copy of his deathbed and this room’s nothing more than a copy of his hospice and morgue. This place isn’t special. It’s you who’s insolent; we’re the ones who give you power. You and your weak creator would have been nothing without us. You’re no better than mad dogs biting the hands that feed you. One of you is dead, and it’s time for the other one to join him. Go quietly. You’re weakening, you can’t stop us anymore.”

“Do you ignore the situation you are in?” the Ravener demanded. “You are merely delaying the inevitable. You had to go through a great deal to weaken me. Do you think I don’t feel you poisoning my mana and my essence? Destroying my nodes? And, it will all be for nothing.”

While the Ravener was taunting him, Alex had gotten a good read on the flow of mana in the chamber.

Once he started altering it, the construct might figure out the full breadth of what they were actually trying to do to it, so he’d have to act fast.

“In a hundred years’ time, I will return when most of you are skeletons. I will have my spawn trample on your bones and grind your descendants into the dirt.”

The General sighed.

“Sure you will,” was all he whispered, teleporting to the ceiling canopy.

Quickly calling one of the last poisoning devices to him, he stabbed it into a hanging cord with one fluid motion. The cord sparked, and began to blanche as the venom spread through it.

Alex kept moving, teleporting to another cord, touching it, forcing his mana into it.

With a growl, the Ravener retaliated, flooding the air with poison, spawning monsters.

Bolts of power—lean and deadly like needles—fired from the crystals lining the sides of the room, all seeking to skewer the General.

Alex remained calm.

The monsters were materialising slowly.

The beams firing sluggishly.

The poison was blown away by the air elementals he was summoning.

By now, the device that Alex had injected it with was taking its toll; weakening it further.

“Look at the measures you must take to weaken me before finally slaying me this cycle.” The construct’s tone was mocking. “Your people will benefit for a time as per the parameters of my challenge—savour that small victory while it lasts and while you can⁠—”

Alex continued teleporting from cord to cord, altering their inner workings with his mana.

“—in the future, this trial will… this trial will…”

The Ravener paused for a long moment.

“…When I return, I will…”

It paused again.

Alex could feel its attention wavering.

“…What exactly are you doing?”

Alex ignored the question, continuing the sabotage.

“What are you doing?” it demanded.
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Something was wrong.

Very wrong.

The Ravener felt itself weakening; many of its nodes and pathways were filled with a poison that the Usurper was using to rob it of its power and faculties. It was harder to direct its thoughts, harder to control its power, harder to defend itself. The poison was working too well.

But why was this disloyal Hero poisoning it?

Why was he draining its mana?

In the past, the Heroes of Thameland destroyed it by wielding terrible magics, martial might, and deadly divinity. Why were they bothering with such a complex process this time? What purpose did it serve? Were they planning to capture it, to imprison it? The Saint had said before that it should pay for all it had done. Was this their plan?

Or was there something else…

The Ravener began analysing the specific inner functions the Fool had targeted; all of his efforts had focused on ruining its ability to generate and channel mana…

…No.

There was more to his actions!

The systems he was targeting, they governed its ability to regenerate and… and…

Suspicion clicked in the Ravener’s mind.

A terrible possibility that it had not considered.

A possibility that was very quickly confirmed.

Outside of its inner depths, within its lair, it watched the Saint of Thameland raise his hands.

“Alex!” the Saint called. “I’m ready! Call her!”

“Right!” the General, outside the Ravener, answered, his voice filling the construct’s lair.

The archwizard concentrated.

Another being appeared inside the cavern.

The Ravener flinched at this new presence; a woman holding a lantern⁠—

No!

No, she was unlike any mortal woman it had ever seen. She was not mortal!

She exuded divinity.

A goddess; yet she looked vaguely familiar.

She had once been another troublesome Saint, only from centuries past. She was supposed to be long dead! How was she here?

Before the Ravener’s sluggish thoughts could go further, the goddess locked eyes with the Saint of Thameland.

They nodded, extending their hands toward the Ravener.

And spoke as one.

“From this moment, Thameland shall forevermore sever its connection with the Ravener. This is our interdiction in the name of Uldar and the Traveller!” Their voices rose, shaking the cavern to its foundations.

It felt more like the entire realm was shaking under the weight of their words.

Something severed within the construct.

All the fear trickling into it from the material world vanished.

Its connection to the land died as though it had never been.

‘What is this? Without the connection to Thameland, I will not—’ it began thinking ‘—this is confirmation. They want to stop me from reconstituting! This is not only a battle to end me, it is a battle to end the cycle and spit on the creator’s will!’

That stirring within the Ravener peaked, consuming the construct.

The stirring had been brewing inside it since its mightiest spawn had been destroyed.

And—at last—Uldar’s construct fully comprehended what that unfamiliar feeling had been.

For the first time in its millennia of existence… it was feeling fear.

Pure, utter, existential terror.

What would happen to it? It had no soul to pass into the after-world. No chance to join its creator in death. Even worse than its own permanent destruction was its ultimate failure. The unmaking of its very purpose.

If it was annihilated now, it would have failed to save its creator, failed to punish those that had turned their backs on their god, and failed to even continue the cycle its creator designed and intended for Thameland.

‘No! This cannot be allowed to happen!’ the Ravener screamed inside.

But what could it do?

Its weapons were failing.

Its defences were falling apart.

Its own faculties were being turned against it.

The Ravener had received a great surge of divinity from Aenflynn before the fae’s death, but its internal pathways were so corrupted, it could not even use that power properly.

All that raw energy waiting there would be wasted, useless!

If anything, it would be better if it were dead. At least if it were killed before the Fool completed his sly tasks, there would be a chance for it to reconstitute.

If only it were…

Then an idea struck.

A wonderful, terrible idea.

It knew exactly what it would do with the divine power that Uldar’s friend had so graciously provided.

‘I will detonate my form and reform in a hundred years, destroying everything in here before they can ruin my ability to reconstitute,’ it thought. ‘And I will cause every dungeon core in Thameland to explode, wiping out mortal life across the wretched realm. They have cornered me, but in doing this, I will make their actions futile. Their petty kingdom will be as silent as Uldar’s body. Yes. This will be how it ends. In a hundred years, I will gloat over their bones.’

With that, the Ravener called on its divine energies.

It called on its remaining mana.

It called on the last dregs of fear it had absorbed.

And it would use it for its ultimate reckoning.

A final act in this cycle.

One that mortals would speak of in frightened whispers for a thousand years to come.


Chapter 89


I Am Not Meant to Die



Within the Ravener’s dark world, Claygon rampaged like an ancient god of war.

As his opponent weakened, the golem became more accustomed to his new powers.

The Ravener’s armies fled before the golem’s might.

Its beams and magic were useless against him, while his destructive rays carved trenches through its insides.

But as Claygon used his new powers inside the construct, he detected power suddenly building in the air around him.

The darkness was lighting up.

The Ravener’s inner world rocked back and forth.

The ground was splitting.

‘Father… something is wrong… all is falling apart… Everything here is cracking and power is growing in the air…’ Claygon thought to Alex. ‘What is happening…?’
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Alex stiffened at Claygon’s words.

“Oh shit!”

He had been busy disrupting the Ravener’s nodes, attacking the final one, but at Claygon’s warning, he poured his mana into the construct’s pathways, searching them.

Alex froze.

“You’re planning on blowing everything up, you piece of crap!” he shouted.

“You will not unmake the creator’s will,” the Ravener said. “I will end all of you first.”

The world slowed around the General of Thameland.

Thoughts passed through his brain at lightning speed.

He could already feel the Ravener’s energies growing unstable within it.

Power was moving rapidly. Alex understood this would not be a slow, gradual buildup to a devastating explosion.

It would happen quickly. Had it not been for the damage Alex already inflicted on its nodes and pathways, the construct might have already detonated its lair.

There wasn’t much time.

Seconds, maybe.

Perhaps a few minutes if he was really lucky.

Seeing through the eyes of himself outside the Ravener’s inner workings, he pinpointed his companions. Could he teleport all of them away in time?

Could he and Hannah teleport the Ravener away?

But if they did, then what?

If the Ravener detonated—even if they all survived—they would lose their chance at ending it for good. It would be back in a hundred years in another cycle.

‘No,’ Alex thought. ‘No more delays. No more. This has to end, and it has to end now.’

Activating the Mark of the General, he thought of possibilities and considered every angle.

‘Think, adapt. Think, adapt…’ he thought.

He needed to work faster… and there was only one way to do that.

‘That’s it!’

He called on Hannah’s power.

Outside the Ravener, Alex spoke to the others.

“Hannah! Get everyone out of here! Including Claygon; he’s inside the Ravener with me!” he shouted, then disappeared.

In Thameland—in two different places—Alex vanished, then materialised, joining the duplicates of himself already inside the Ravener.

All four got to work on its last node.

Teleporting and flickering through the Ravener’s node, they poured mana into it. Two of him set about slowing down its explosion.

The other two altered its mana pathways, triggering minute-mana reversals.

Cords sparked.

Some exploded.

All around him, the node cracked and wavered, but if that was because of his efforts, or from the Ravener’s buildup of energy, Alex couldn’t know.

He simply kept going.

Outside, Hannah raised her hands.

“Wai—” Theresa started to say.

“Hold—” Cedric began.

But too quickly, Hannah teleported them from the lair.

Claygon vanished from inside the Ravener.

And Alex was alone, working to disrupt its mana pathways.

Small explosions erupted in the node.

The General worked faster, calling on the Mark, pouring mana into all of the Ravener’s pathways, trying to stop it from blowing the entire lair up.

Heat rose inside the replica of Uldar’s throne room.

Alex felt like he was sweltering. His eyes were watering.

He could feel the energies running away within the Ravener, scorching the air.

For an instant, he flashed back to the alehouse fire that had claimed his parents.

But this was one fire that he would stop.

‘Almost there!’ he thought, completing the last adjustment to the canopy, then inserting the last device.

‘Father…!’ Claygon shouted in Alex’s mind. ‘What are you doing…?’

‘Finishing this!’ he thought. ‘Stay back!’

‘No, Father… you are not doing it alone…!’
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In the lair, the air shimmered.

And together, Alex’s companions reappeared—touching Drestra as she teleported them back.

Bjorgrund with his beard bristling.

Grimloch with his teeth gnashing.

Drestra, Hart, Merzhin, and Cedric with their Marks blazing.

Isolde with lightning dancing around her hands.

Thundar, wrapped by illusions and force magic.

Khalik with Najyah screaming on his shoulder.

Asmaldestre, her blood-curdling battle cries filling the lair.

Claygon, his body radiating power.

And finally… Theresa and Brutus, Alex’s oldest companions.

Hannah returned soon after. “I couldn’t stop them,” she whispered. “But I really didn’t want to. Not when they were so dedicated to helping you. They said they weren’t about to abandon you!”

She called upon her divinity, wrapping the companions in her protective aura. “Do what you must!”

And they did.

Theresa acted first, shooting toward the Ravener’s outer surface.

The construct was breaking, cracks webbing through its form. Light shone through those cracks, and all around, the lair shook. Its defensive cage of death beams flickered and vanished as its power grew unstable.

She didn’t pause, flying straight toward the construct.

“There is nothing you can do now,” the Ravener said, its voice deathly quiet. “It is done. I am beyond you now.”

“I’m not aiming for you,” she snarled.

Theresa shot through the air, sailing past the Ravener…

…and grabbed Uldar’s corpse.

“No!” the construct howled. “Do not touch him! Get back! Stop!”

It tried channelling power to one of its death beams, but was overwhelmed by the group.

Claygon charged, grabbing on to its form, taking the death beam with his body and remaining unharmed.

Isolde’s lightning raked across it, disrupting its concentration.

Khalik fired sandstorms from Najyah’s body, the force throwing it against a cavern wall.

Thundar surrounded it with illusions of Uldar’s body, blocking its view.

Brutus lashed it with his sonic cones, pressing it against the cavern.

Grimloch and Bjorgrund threw their full weight against it, trying to keep it in place.

Asmaldestre launched through the air to land on it, blasting it repeatedly with her weapon.

Hart followed, weakening it further with his divine blade.

Drestra’s wind spells stifled its movements, adding to its confinement.

Merzhin called on a miracle, battering it with waves of divine force.

Hannah called upon her divine energies, slowing its preparations for the explosion it was building to.

Every companion focused on holding the Ravener down, keeping it in place, stopping it from detonating its energies.

The Chosen of Uldar flew at the Ravener as Theresa soared past him with the dead god’s body.

“You will die for this!” the Ravener threatened. “Return him!”

“Come on…” Cedric muttered, rushing to join his companions. “Finish it, Alex.”
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Within the Ravener, the node was disintegrating.

Uldar’s construct was building up divinity, preparing to destroy everything, including its dungeon cores in Thameland. Meanwhile, the poisoned mana raged through it, reversing within its form, breaking down its innate abilities.

Alex—in four locations within the node—was pouring sweat. His skin burned from the intense heat building within the Ravener. The air was poisoned, the air elementals barely able to keep the deadly gases away from him.

Crystals burst into fountains of molten power and surged through the node, and the geysers of disintegrating energy gave Alex his greatest hurdle to conquer.

Ahead of him was the throne—or what was supposed to be the throne—representing so much of what was wrong with the cycle, so much of what was wrong with Uldar. It was key, the central control point for the Ravener’s many energies.

It was the final area that Alex needed to alter.

It was also the deadliest place among the nodes.

The forest of crystalline growths around the throne were exploding in white-hot plumes of mana, while the Ravener defended them with death beams and waves of magic, there to shred anything coming within even a foot of the throne. Living cores were materialising around it, each releasing their own Ravener-spawn, shrieking their disrupting cries.

Their voices grated against the General’s mind, fighting to get through his will and dismantle the resistance he was putting up against them.

Snarling with determination, he—in all four places in the node—teleported to the throne, flickering around it at dizzying speeds.

In one instant, four Generals were there, pouring their mana into the throne or using a combination of strength, Wizard’s Hands and teleportation to rip the crystalline structures apart, weaving them into new shapes meant to shift mana as he willed.

In the next, the four vanished as death beams struck the air where they had been a moment earlier.

The room was boiling hot now. Alex had to call on Mana to Life to keep his body from roasting. Even then, he didn’t have much time; the Ravener’s attention had shifted to something outside itself, though he didn’t know what that was.

He was thankful for anything that would buy him another few heartbeats, though.

Alex summoned monsters with his staff and cast spells, using whatever he could to face the Living Cores and their hordes. He conjured forceballs and Wizard’s Hands to distract his opponents and help him place more of the crystals into the configuration he needed.

Hannah’s power helped him teleport through the deadly energies rampaging through the collapsing chamber. They allowed him to use mana manipulation techniques to force the Ravener’s mana into the pathways he needed them to be in.

It was nearly done.

‘I’m so close,’ Alex thought. ‘So damn close!’

He teleported up to the canopy, wrenching one of the crystal cords free, bringing it down toward the throne.

‘This bypass will complete the new pathways,’ he thought. ‘Just need to connect⁠—’

He pulled on the cord and…

…came up short.

“No!” he cried.

The cord was too short.

Just a little bit too short.

Less than a finger-width longer and he would have completed the circuit.

“I just need a little more⁠—”

The floor erupted in a geyser of divine power, the deadly energies spraying everywhere.

“Shit!” Alex cursed, teleporting backward.

In four places in the node, the young archwizard weathered the waves of power battering everything within. The room was steadily disintegrating: walls, the ceiling, and floor all exploding into raging fountains of deadly power.

There was hardly any part of the room that was left whole; the rest had collapsed into boiling waves of energy.

Alex’s eyes went wide.

The geyser that erupted near the throne was expanding, threatening to consume his work. If the connections he’d made were destroyed, it would all have been for nothing.

He focused Hannah’s power on the energies boiling beside the throne, teleporting them away from his work.

It was one of the hardest things he’d ever done. Even Hannah’s power struggled to move so much power with ease. Concentrating, he stopped being in four places at once, freeing more of her power to focus on moving that much divine force.

Four pairs of eyes became a single pair.

Four sets of senses paired down to one.

And a single Alex was left, taking in the geyser of power, the throne, and the cord hanging above it… less than an inch from making contact and completing the flow of energy he’d been trying to establish.

The room quaked.

The temperature spiked, scalding his skin.

His mind sped up, the world slowed around him.

‘It’s going to blow at any moment now,’ he realised.

He briefly considered teleporting out, but just as quickly, dismissed the idea.

This had to end here, and end in the Ravener’s permanent destruction.

He would not allow any other outcome.

His eyes and mind focused on the small gap that needed to be bridged; a bit of mana conductive material would do the trick. He thought of teleporting a small piece of crystal to bridge the gap, but he needed all of Hannah’s power to syphon away the energy threatening to destroy what he’d already done.

‘Come on!’ Alex thought. ‘You can do this! Just fly in there and grab a piece of crystal and… no, no, that won’t work.’ He eyed the energy boiling around the throne. ‘There’s no space for me to fit through that deadly power… Bloody hells, I couldn’t even fit a Wizard’s Hand through there!’

There was only a tiny space through the roiling power.

Even a single elemental beetle would have trouble fitting through there.

Clenching his teeth, the General of Thameland’s mind raced.

‘Think!’ he thought. ‘You didn’t get this close just to fail now! You’re not going to fail your friends and family! You’re not going to fail your realm! You’re not going to fail yourself! You can solve this!’

In his imagination, an image of Uldar flashed before him, mocking him… then the face shifted.

Replaced by the face of a jester, complete with belled cap, grinning at him derisively. He could almost hear it laughing, saying: you got all the way here just to be a useless fool.

Alex rejected the image with four words: ‘I. Am. No. Fool!

‘I just need to get a bit of mana conductive material in there! What do I have? What are my resources?’

His mind returned to earlier days, before he mastered ninth-tier spells. Before he’d made a deal with a powerful war-spirit. Before he forged his staff. Before he’d crafted Claygon with Selina.

Before all of his accumulated power.

All of that power had gotten him here.

But now, he had to think like he used to, when all he had were his wits and his will to succeed.

He needed to⁠—

‘Think! Adapt!’ he told himself. ‘Think! Adapt! Think! Adapt! Come on! You were able to adapt to the Mark of the Fool, and to everything else that came after! You can adapt to this! Think! Adapt!’

His mind continued dwelling on his early days with the Fool’s Mark.

‘Think! Just like how you overcame the goddess statues, tricking them into shooting each other! Adapt! Just like when you used your forceball on the inside of that silence-spider in the Coille! Think! Adapt! Just like when you were leaving Alric with…’

His mind paused on a single memory.

He had been standing with Theresa, Selina, and Brutus, trying to escape Alric without the priests and guards noticing him. A magistrate had been causing a ruckus ahead of him, complaining about a stolen coin purse.

And he’d come up with a plan. He would toss coins into the crowd to create his own distraction.

Coins.

A coin.

His mind went to his pouch: to Kelda’s Coin of Silent Friends.

What had Birger said about it?

“The coin is very mana conductive; it’s a copper and zinc alloy.”

He knew what he had to do.

The world sped up.

Alex called on the Mark of the General, his hand shooting into his satchel.

It emerged with a coin the size of one of his fingernails, inlaid with the image of a red mouse in the centre.

Kelda’s symbol.

A final laugh at the Ravener’s expense on her behalf.

The General of Thameland focused his mind on how he’d made coin tosses in the past, on the best ones he’d ever made.

Memories flooded to him. Images of himself flicking coins at the crowd on the way out of Alric, the feeling of rolling them back and forth across his fingers, other coin tosses he’d made; flipping and catching coins in the air when he was younger.

And then one final memory: tossing his last pay from McHarris into the fountain in the centre of Alric. At the stone feet of the Heroes’ statues.

The young archwizard raised his hand, the Mark of the General guiding him.

Alex Roth flicked Kelda’s coin with his thumb.

The Coin of Silent Friends spun through the air.

It passed between the waves of deadly energy.

Flipped end over end…

…and slotted into the gap between the throne and the end of the crystalline cord.

The circuit completed.

Energy poured from the throne and through the crystalline wire, passing through the pathways Alex had altered. A mana reversal rushed through the Ravener, causing the construct to shriek. Poison gushed through its entire form—carried by the runaway reaction—passing from the room and forcibly reconnecting to the poisoned nodes throughout the body of Uldar’s creation.

Poison flooded it, and its regeneration fried. Its inner functions burnt out in increments.

The Ravener groaned, sounding like a dying beast.

The node shook around Alex… and abruptly, the quaking began subsiding.

Uldar’s creation was dying—the young archwizard could feel it—but it was not dying in a violent, devastating explosion that would be whispered about for centuries to come.

Much like its creator, it was going quietly.

The energy faded from the air around Alex.

Geysers of power sputtered, ebbing to nothingness.

Death beams shrank to guttering, flickering embers.

Very few Ravener-spawn survived Alex’s summons and the room’s scorching air, but even these few began choking, gasping for air, their flesh rapidly desiccating, and like dried out husks, they toppled over.

Living cores swelled, bursting open, turning to ash.

Poison dissipated from the air.

Every crystal in the chamber began to dull.

The roar and radiance from the Ravener’s violent plan to obliterate its lair and everyone in it subsided, replaced by growing silence and darkness. Light faded in the replica of Uldar’s throne room, the stone flaking like ash in a fireplace.

Around Alex, the flow of mana sputtered to a trickle.

There was no healing. No regeneration. No explosion.

Just a growing stillness.

And then, the General of Thameland felt the ancient enemy of his people turn to the throne.

There was no more hatred coming from it.

No more rage.

Only a growing terror.

“Creator! Look what they have done to me! Save your creation! They have beaten me, and like you, I cannot come back from what they have done!” the Ravener’s voice was weak. Afraid. “Do not leave me alone! I am not meant to die.”

Light continued fading.

The dark continued to grow.

The chamber suddenly turned cold.

Alex waited for another attack. For a curse, or for more words from the construct.

But none came.

The flow of mana stilled around the General of Thameland.

The Ravener, Uldar’s creation that had terrorised Thameland through thousands of years, was dead.

Gone.

All that was left in its wake was the silence of a tomb.


Chapter 90


Finally Free



“Be ready,” the king of Thameland whispered.

He stood on the walls of the capital city, looking out.

His muscles ached.

His breathing was heavy, but the power of both the General’s magic and the Traveller’s blessing flowed through him. On the wall around him, his knights remained watchful, scanning the fields ahead. The General’s powerful mercenaries flanked them, and without them, many more lives would have been lost. The city was quiet now, delivered from Ravener-spawn.

Yet the same could not be said for the fields surrounding it.

Another horde of spawn was rushing for the city gates, gnashing their teeth and flexing their claws, snarling, howling, and crying out for Thameish blood.

The king gripped his sword. “Steady. Steady! We only need to hold out as long as… as…”

His words trailed off.

“Sire!” a court wizard cried. “Look! Something’s happening to the spawn!”

Tobias Jay pushed through the crowd of knights to stand behind his king and watch the horde approaching the city.

Or rather, that had been approaching the city.

Across the fields and forests, thousands of Ravener-spawn suddenly… stopped.

One moment, they were rampaging toward Ussex’s high walls, and the next, they were as still as statues, staring ahead, looking through what seemed to be unseeing eyes.

As one, they dropped.

Ravener-spawn collapsed on themselves like puppets with their strings cut. They sprawled on the ground, unmoving, as silent as the grave. Flyers plummeted from the sky, landing in heaps. On fields that a moment earlier were churning with life, dead bodies now lay, silent in death.

In less than a breath, thousands of Ravener-spawn were corpses.

The king, the high priest, and the other defenders of Ussex stared down at the sight in bewilderment.
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They were falling.

Dozens of Ravener-spawn fell in the tunnel ahead of them, right in front of Ripp’s shocked eyes. One moment, they were fighting for their lives, and the next, every Ravener-spawn had simply toppled over, dead.

“What… what happened?” Kybas asked as Harmless cracked the bone of a dead behemoth, eager to feast on the contents. “I wonder what’s wrong with them?”

“I don’t know,” Ripp said. “But, whatever it is, I think it means we won. If they’re dropping dead, I think that’s good news.”
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“Svenia, are you seeing this?” Hogarth asked.

“I was about to ask you the same thing,” Svenia murmured, pulling her halberd out of a gibbering legion’s corpse.

The two guards and other defenders peered down the tunnel at Ravener-spawn corpses lying on the ground ahead of them. All was quiet.

“What’s happened?” a Watcher asked.

“I’ll tell you what’s happened.” Birger smiled, tears in his eyes. “My boy did good, is what happened. All of those young folks did good.”

He looked up at the ceiling.

“We got ’em, Kelda.”
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Vernia Jules fell silent, watching Ravener-spawn falling across the moors.

They collapsed like stalks of wheat cut down by a farmer’s scythe.

“Well,” Gemini said. “This bodes well.”

“It does, indeed,” added Councillor Kartika.

“My word,” Professor Jules muttered. “I think this might mean⁠—”

As she spoke, there came a shimmering in the sky.

The image of the Traveller formed above them, her white robe contrasting with the blue of the sky behind her. She beamed, waves of joy radiating from her smile.

“Thameland,” she said, “it’s done. The great battle of our time is finished. The Ravener is gone, and not just for this cycle, but forever. The kingdom and its people are at last free, thanks to the Heroes of Thameland, their companions, and your endless efforts and sacrifices! We! Have! Won!”

There was a moment of silence.

Then the wizards of Greymoor shouted in victory. Fists pumped. Watchers hugged mercenaries, some even bowed their heads in reverence to the image of the newborn goddess.

“Well, that looks to be check,” Hobb said calmly. “And mate, if I am not mistaken.”

Professor Jules didn’t cheer quite yet.

She wouldn’t.

Not until her students came home.
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“Look! Look above!” a soldier cried, pointing to the sky above Coille Forest.

There in the sky was the image of the goddess, the Saint of Alric, transformed and transcended.

“It’s the Traveller!” a priest shouted.

“She heralds victory!” cried another voice.

“We have won!”

“The Traveller bless us!”

“We are delivered from the darkness!”

“Blessings upon the Heroes! Upon Thameland!”

In front of the Cave of the Traveller, the Thameish army chanted, cheered, and threw themselves on the ground in supplication. The news of victory spread to those within the cave itself, and they joined in celebrating and praising the newborn goddess.

The only members of the teams of defenders who did not join in were Toraka Shale’s golems; they had fallen silent and were completely still. There was no more fighting for them to do.

Ravener-spawn corpses filled the forest of Coille.

Never to stir again.
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A cheer erupted from thousands of voices, all rising over Ussex as the Traveller made her announcement. Her image had appeared across the sky, visible from every part of Thameland.

As one, the entire kingdom cried out in victory, in relief, and astonishment.

The Thameish king was no exception.

“Victory!” King Athelstan declared. “We have victory! We have truly won! Rejoice, Thameland! Rejoice!”
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“I told you we would live.” Kyembe of Sengezi sheathed his sword at his waist. “And live well. We drink from the cup of victory along with these brave folk. Ah, but we should go and find—Hm? Wurhi?”

The tiny Zabyallan had collapsed across the parapet, panting heavily, her sword limp in her fingers. “Feels like my arms are about to fall off. Damn these monsters ten times! Twenty times! I hope they eat hot coals in the hells. Hot coals dipped in dung and soaked in a fisherman’s waste basket!”

Kyembe responded with a deep, rich laugh.

A little distance away, Ezerak Kai smiled wistfully. “I did not have to witness another kingdom fall. This is a good day. This is a very good day.”
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The golems stood silent near Alric’s walls as the town’s defenders cheered, clapped each other on the shoulders, and caught each other up in the deepest hugs.

Standing in front of the medical tent, Peter and Paul gazed up at the sky, their jaws agape.

“Did… did we just live through this, Peter?” Paul asked.

“Aye, Paul,” Peter replied. “I think we did. I think we did, at that. Traveller be praised, and I’m going to buy the Roth boy an entire keg of ale when I see him next time.”

“The biggest keg in the town’s history.”
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Baelin and Carey floated in the sky, watching the Thameish countryside.

Carey looked up at the Traveller’s image, her face beaming. “It’s done. We’ve won at long last. Thameland is safe!”

“Indeed.” Baelin looked at the fallen Ravener-spawn on the plains below. Already, he was eyeing the bodies, looking for any choice samples that met his eye. “It would seem that our friends and allies have brought down the cornered beast. Very good. Well done, my young friends. Well done.”
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“I… I think it’s dead! I think it’s dead!” Cedric’s joyful cry filled the cavern.

The Ravener, pressed to the wall by Alex’s companions, was completely silent. No mana stirred from it. No angry cries demanding the return of Uldar’s body. No spark of divinity. No attempt to attack or defend itself.

Nothing.

What once was a terrible construct of horrifying power now seemed to be a damaged orb of dead, black material.

“It is done,” the Traveller said. “I feel no signs of life from it, no connection between it and Thameland, or any other energies. It is dead, and I have told Thameland.”

“You mean we won?” Thundar blinked, catching Khalik’s eye.

“I think we did!” The prince grinned.

“Wait,” Theresa said, cutting in before they could start celebrating. She was carrying Uldar’s body over her shoulder like a sack of trash. “Where’s Alex?”

The others fell silent, looking at each other.

Then all eyes fell on the black orb.
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Alexander Roth, archwizard, General of Thameland and former Fool of Uldar, stood within the corpse of the Ravener.

All was quiet in the wake of its death.

The node was calm, yet Alex’s mind reeled.

The Ravener was dead.

The monstrous creation of a monstrous god. Something that had plagued his people for millennia.

Was actually dead.

It had changed the very direction of his life.

And now it was gone forever.

With the aeld staff giving off waves of relief in his hand, he stepped forward—using the light of the aeld’s crystalline blooms to light his way—and placed a hand against the throne.

It was ash grey, flaking like cold embers.

He closed his eyes and poured his mana into the Ravener’s pathways.

Nothing.

No spark of energy or life; the mana pathways were completely burnt out.

“It’s over,” he whispered, hardly believing it. “It’s actually over.”

‘Father?’ Claygon’s voice reached through the link with his father. ‘Father, are you alright?’

‘I’m fine, buddy,’ Alex’s thoughts reached back through their link. ‘I’m… I’m more than alright.’

‘Father… the Ravener… has gone silent. It’s not moving at all,’ Claygon thought. ‘It seems to be… dead.’

‘Yeah,’ Alex thought. ‘It really does.’

The young wizard teleported out of the node and into the dark world within the Ravener. There was no movement, the air was cool and free of energy, a deep silence filling it, only broken by Alex’s steady breathing.

Suddenly, the world began to shake.

Dark skies began falling.

The ground cracked further.

In the distance, node towers crumbled.

‘Father…!’ Claygon called through their link. ‘The Ravener… it’s breaking apart!’

Alex took a quick look around, then teleported out.

There were no barriers, no traps, no death beams, nor magics to stop him from leaving the Ravener’s internal spaces unopposed. He could leave with no problem, and he did, reappearing in the Ravener’s lair.

Everywhere he looked in the dark cavern, he found blood and bodies.

Thousands of Ravener-spawn were heaped atop each other in great piles. Ahead of him, his companions had pushed the Ravener against a stone wall.

Or rather, what was left of the Ravener.

Cracks spread through the construct’s lifeless form as it crumbled. The sphere dissolved, its form running like black rain spilling onto the stone floor.

It ran until it poured.

Increasing in volume.

“It’s bigger on the inside, that’s why there’s so much of that stuff,” Alex whispered.

“Alex!” an excited voice cried.

The young archwizard turned in time to see Theresa flying toward him at speed. She tossed the burden on her shoulder aside—Uldar’s body, Alex realised—discarding it to land on a pile of Ravener-spawn bodies like so much trash.

“Maybe we should be more carefu—Oof!” he groaned as Theresa barreled into his chest at full force, nearly knocking the wind out of him, and wrapping him in a crushing hug.

“Alex!” she cried, pulling back and cupping his chin in her hand. She turned his head this way and that, examining it closely. “Are you hurt anywhere? Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’m alright.” He smiled.

Her eyes met his. “And is it done?”

He nodded. “It’s done.”

The huntress’ eyes sparked, and she froze, then began trembling and laughing. She let out a whoop of joy that echoed through the Ravener’s lair. “By the Traveller⁠—”

“Yes?” Hannah said.

“—we won!” Theresa finished. “We actually won! It’s true, we did it!”

“Faaaatheeeeer!”

Alex looked up just in time to be hugged by an evolved golem of steel and dungeon core substance. Claygon wrapped his family in his four arms in a tight embrace. “Faaaather, you are… alright! We did it! We are… alright! We won!”

“We sure did, buddy,” Alex squeezed out his words as his body was being crushed. “We actually did it! Is everybody alright?”

“Of course not!” Prince Khalik shouted, flying up to Alex, Claygon, and Theresa. “How can we be just ‘alright’? We are better than that, so much better, my friend! We have gained a great victory today!”

“Hells yeah!” Thundar flew over as well. “I can’t believe it! I can’t believe it!”

“Truly well done!” Isolde joined them.

“A glorious expression of violence,” Asmaldestre’s voice stung the ear.

“We did it,” Drestra’s voice crackled as she stared at the remains of the Ravener still pouring onto the cavern floor. “We actually won.”

“And without any of us dying,” Hart said. “It was some battle, but we lasted. Glad we did all that training. It was worth it.”

“Traveller be praised,” Merzhin added.

“Why, thank you.” Hannah smiled.

The Saint looked at her sharply, a startled expression crossing his face.

Grimloch looked at the Ravener’s remains, letting out a long sigh. “Looks inedible.”

Bjorgrund patted him on the back. “I’m sorry, friend.”

“I’ll get over it. Lots of meat around.” Grimloch eyed the Ravener-spawn bodies, licking his chops.

“Ooooiiiii! Good job, everyone!” Cedric shouted.

Brutus barked, flying up, three tongues licking Alex and Theresa’s faces.

The young archwizard of Alric smiled. “None of us would be here if it weren’t for our dedication, our wits, strength, and teamwork.”

He looked down at Uldar’s body.

“But now, we have a lot of decisions to make. A lot of people to talk to and a lot of rebuilding to do,” he said quietly. “A new age in Thameland’s history starts today. One where we’re finally free from terror and death. Finally permanently free.”
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“Well, looks like it’s stopped.” Thundar pointed. “See?”

At long last, the Ravener’s remains ceased flooding the floor of the chamber. Most of the enormous cavern was filled with black dust; the remains of the terror that had reigned over Thameland for millennia. Even the lake was saturated.

“All that stuff’s got to be worth a fortune!” Thundar rubbed his hands together.

“We’ll split it among the lot of us.” Alex grinned. “We might as well get some good from it.”

“Wait, are you sure?” Bjorgrund asked, looking at Alex sharply. “I wouldn’t know what to do with any of it.”

“Don’t worry, if any of you don’t want Ravener-remains, I can buy your portion from you, or use it to make magic items or golems that I could sell, then give you some of the profit… after a small fee for my labour, of course.”

“That sounds good to me, and you sound like a real merchant,” Bjorgrund said.

“No, no, no, my young friend, he’s trying to rip you off!” Thundar said quickly, waving his hands at the giant. “Ask him how ‘small’ this fee would be! Next thing you know, this bastard’ll be grinning at you as he hands you three silver coins for your trouble while he’s saying, Oh, sorry friend, after my fee, this is all that’s left, terribly sorry! I could just hear him now, saying how sorry he was without a hint of apology showing in his eyes! None!”

Alex started laughing, his whole body shaking. He was in a good mood, a very good mood. “Come on, Thundar, I wouldn’t rip Bjorgrund off… he’s not you.”

“Thanks,” the minotaur said dryly.

“Actually, speaking of doing things with remains…” Drestra’s voice crackled. She had returned to human form and was pointing at the deific body lying on a pile of Ravener-spawn corpses. “What do we do with him?”

The group fell silent.

After their initial celebration, they’d turned to cleaning up, picking up arrows and going through Ravener-spawn corpses, searching for any pieces of equipment they’d dropped during the battle. Hannah had gone, leaving them behind while she went to Thameland where scores of wounded fighters needed healing, but she’d promised she would see them later.

Now, with the group scattered across the lair, they all looked upon the god’s body.

Uldar’s form lay splayed across a pile of Ravener-spawn corpses, thrown aside and almost forgotten.

No one had considered it or even thought to pick it up after Theresa dumped it there earlier.

“I’d eat it,” Grimloch rumbled. “But that poison in it wouldn’t be tasty at all.”

“Aye, that’s real helpful insight, Grimloch,” Cedric said.

“Thanks.”

“I didn’ mean—Ach, never mind.” Cedric looked at Drestra. “What’s there t’ talk about? We could jus’ take ’im back t’ his sanctum, aye? Then seal th’ whole thing up an’ forget about ’im.”

“Or we could give his body to the king,” Merzhin said. “To King Athelstan. He rules the country, so he should have a say in what is done with Uldar’s body, I would think.”

“Or Hannah. Maybe we should give it to Hannah,” Theresa suggested.

“Meh, I dunno about that,” Hart said. “That body’s probably worth a lot, right? Why don’t we take it to some rich alchemist and walk away from there with some extra coin in our pockets?”

Some looked away.

Their expressions ranged.

Some were disgusted.

Others thoughtful.

Few looked outright accepting, but none vigorously protested Hart’s suggestion either.

“Honestly,” Alex cut in, “I’m with Merzhin. I think we should bring it to the king, maybe not give it to him right away, but he and Tobias Jay should know that we’re discussing what to do with it. But, that said… there’s a little project I have in mind⁠—”

He looked at the body, “—something I’ve been thinking about for a while now, and a bit of Uldar’s divine essence would really help me with it.”

“Oh, aye?” Cedric made a face. “Usin’ a bit o’ his body feels kinda ghoulish t’me, but I don’t think there’s a single soul here who would argue against you usin’ some o’his essence fer whatever y’ gots in mind. There’s not a person here who wouldn’t trust you wit’ their lives. An’ after all that Uldar put Thameland through, at leas’ ‘is bloody corpse can do some good. So, whatever ya’ gots in mind, all I can say is, why not?”

“Oh yeah, it’ll help out all of us in a major way,” Alex promised.

“But hold on, what about the poison in his body?” Prince Khalik asked. “Unless you are using it to make more poison, how can you use any essence from it? That poison killed a god. Why wouldn’t it destroy everything else?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Alex said. “One second.”

With a thought, the young archwizard teleported back to his laboratory in Generasi. He conjured a swarm of forcedisks with his staff, then teleported a few good-sized sample containers onto them.

He returned to the lair with the disks and sample containers.

“Like I said, I wouldn’t worry about that.” He smiled. “Check this out.”

He focused on Uldar’s body, his attention on the god’s physical form and the divine essence that still remained inside it.

Concentrating, he formed a clear image in his mind of that essence and—most importantly—pictured it separating from the poison that had suffused the body. Once he was satisfied with the image, he channelled the Traveller’s power.

In an instant, the specimen containers filled with a glowing, silvery substance.

Not a single drop of the dark poison was visible in the samples.

Drestra and Isolde looked awestruck as they rushed over to get a closer look at the samples.

“No poison?” Isolde asked. “How did you do that?”

“Hannah’s power,” Alex explained lightly. “I just focused on teleporting some divine essence out of his corpse, while leaving the poison behind. Honestly, it was easier than I thought. Having Hannah here, back in the material world, really elevates her power inside me.”

“What a wonderful power,” Drestra’s voice crackled as she scrutinised the samples. “And you are sure there’s no poison in them?”

“I’m sure, but I’m definitely going to be analysing and purifying them before I use it for anything,” Alex said. “Even a trace of that poison could mean catastrophe.”

“It makes sense,” Isolde said. “I cannot wait to see what you plan for this.”

Alex was about to answer when a bitter laugh interrupted the conversation.

Merzhin was scowling at the god’s body, laughing without a hint of humour in his voice. The small Saint of Thameland was shaking his head. “Do you all not see the ridiculousness of the situation? It’s like some great cosmic joke!”

“What… what is it?” Claygon asked.

“Think about this,” Merzhin said. “Alex, if you could teleport Uldar’s essence out of him with the Traveller’s power, then it stands to reason you could teleport the poison out of him if he was alive.”

Alex considered that. “Yeah… I think you’re right.”

Merzhin laughed even harder. “Imagine then if Uldar had turned to his people for help. If he created the Heroes not to war with the Ravener, but to preserve his life and help cure him of his poisoning. Even if a previous Saint or a General could not find a cure, all he would have had to do is endure and keep trying to find one with his Heroes. Eventually, Hannah would have been born with her unique power, arrived in Thameland, and she could have taken the poison out of him!”

Alex and his companions were stunned.

The General of Thameland then imagined a completely different path from the one Uldar had taken.

The god of Thameland wouldn’t have retreated to a sanctum to hide, but rather stayed among his people, revealing his ailment to them. Some might have challenged him, but others might have grown more faithful to him, desperate to help the deity who had built their kingdom.

He would have lived his life as a benevolent Lord: sick, but beloved by those who aided him, who cared for him. The god had once said that fear was a powerful motivator for faith, but wouldn’t people have more feared their god’s passing? Wouldn’t the benevolent, more natural fear—the fear of losing a mentor, a loved one, or a friend—have fuelled faith as much as the Ravener had?

And Uldar would only have needed enough faith to survive.

Until…

Another image rose in Alex’s mind.

There was Uldar, white-bearded and frail, surrounded by his Heroes—if he had chosen to create them—and his loving worshippers. He would be sitting on a throne in the material world, and Aenflynn would have been by his side, helping his friend.

And these people would be visited by a Traveller… a Traveller from a faraway world, wielding magnificent powers and abilities that even Uldar could have hardly imagined.

Even if she couldn’t have cured Uldar when they first met, with some practice, in time, she surely could have. Then the frail old being would be gone, replaced by a mighty and kind ruler that would steer Thameland toward a bright future.

Uldar wouldn’t be just a destructive relic of the past now… a soon-to-be forgotten corpse.

“I can see the bitter humour in that, Merzhin,” Alex said.

“When one is immortal, one sees that an endless life’s greatest gift is being able to live long enough to see new opportunities arrive at one’s feet, when mortals have long since passed away, never able to see them,” Asmaldestre’s voice stung the ear. “Just as I have lived long enough to have the opportunity to drink of this glorious, violent battle against a god’s creation of war.”

The war-spirit’s wounds were deep—and likely would have been fatal, had she been mortal—but she was not, and they didn’t seem to bother her in the least, though Alex could see her insides exposed from some of the injuries. They certainly weren’t superficial, but she handled them gently, lovingly, like she was glad to have them.

“Are you… alright?” Alex asked, looking at the wounds. “Do you need healing?”

“The marks of violence do not harm a spirit of war in the same way they might harm one of your kind,” she explained. “Our existence is violence. It is fundamentally different. While we can enjoy the honour of dying in battle, it would take far greater wounds to bring me any true harm. These will heal soon, and I will carry the scars as medals of honour won on the battlefield.”

She looked at her summoner closely.

“Our contract has ended.”

“That it has, Asmaldestre,” Alex said. “You have received your weapons and helped me in these final battles. You took part in the violence you wanted. Was it satisfactory?”

“Yes.” The war-spirit sounded pleased. “The song of violence was loud and clear on this day. And I enjoyed dancing to it. Now, it is time for me to depart. This summoning was pleasurable, and I would not be opposed to further association as time marches on.”

“Nor would I,” Alex said. “I’m sure this won’t be the last battle I find myself in. There will be future wars and future conflicts to fight. I would be glad to fight alongside you at that time.”

“Good, then until we meet on that battlefield again, Archwizard,” she said. “Until we shed blood together. Until the song of violence sings once more.”

With those words, her form began shifting, growing hazy.

Then, she vanished, leaving only the tang of blood tingeing the air.

“And so our first companion departs,” Khalik said. “It is sad but… not that sad. I must admit, she sent chills up my spine. And speaking of chills up the spine, let us leave this gloomy place. Alex, you can teleport the Ravener’s remains whenever you want, right? I think we have finished gathering our equipment, so let us go. There is much to be done.”

“Right.” Bjorgrund picked up Uldar’s body and threw it on their floating disk with the rest of their equipment. “Let’s go.”

With that, the companions gathered around the General of Thameland.

He reached out with the Traveller’s power, and teleported them away from the Ravener’s lair. They passed through the barrier between the fae wild and the material world, and—at last—appeared in Thameland, in the countryside.

Nearby stood the burnt-out remains of the windmill where Alex and Claygon had fought the Ravener’s Hunters and the blue annis hags.

From this day onward, there would be no more fights against Ravener-spawn, not here or anywhere.

There would be no more dungeon cores either.

The Ravener’s substance would provide a supply for a long time, and there were likely plenty of dungeon core remains to be found across Thameland from the cores that had collapsed when the Ravener died.

But after that? No more Ravener-spawn would be created. And no more⁠—

A thought struck him.

He turned to Claygon.

“Hey, buddy, can you do me a favour?” he asked. “I want you to try something.”
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“What… is it… that you want me to try… Father?”

Alex looked over the land, taking in everything around him. “You see all this? I mean, do you see how devastated it is?”

Claygon followed his gaze. “Yes… of course…”

The group looked over the landscape in silence.

All around were signs of destruction, of unmistakable war. The land had been ravaged by spawn.

It had been drenched in acid by titans.

Forests were burnt to ash, fire clouds having left their mark.

Once fertile soil was now poisoned, contaminants bubbling through it, decaying bodies covering it.

“It is… sad…” Claygon said. “The land is hurt… it will… take a long time… for things to get better… even with magic… even with divinity…”

“Yes,” Theresa said. “Thameland will have deep scars for whoever knows how long. And how much farmland was destroyed? This… there’s going to be grim times ahead for a long time.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Alex said, looking at Claygon hopefully.

The General remembered the vision he’d had when he looked into the dungeon core in Greymoor and saw the culling of Thameland. In that horrific vision, the destruction seemed endless.

All-encompassing. Yet, it hadn’t been.

Behind the armies of destroyers that culled all mortal life throughout the land, other creatures followed them, healing.

First, a thick mist had come, like fog hanging above the earth on a spring morning. The mist cleansed everything it touched, evaporating acid, snuffing out fire, liquefying corpses into nothing more than dew.

When the mist had moved by, only the scars of the decimation remained: signs of scorching from flame.

Other creatures, resembling massive earthworms—loam-coloured and colossal in size—followed behind the mist, creeping along, bringing up the tail-end of the army. As they moved by, expelling fresh earth in their wake, their bodies wriggled through the soil, stirring it into the landscape. Before Alex’s eyes, saplings and sprouts had sprung from the earth, seeding the land with new life.

The young archwizard had told the others about his vision, and now he reminded them of what he’d seen.

“Claygon, do you think you could make those same spawn?” Alex asked. “Or any spawn for that matter, since the Ravener’s now dead?”

“Wait, what, make spawn?” Theresa said. “What are you talking about?”

“I evolved… as you can see…” Claygon said.

“Yes, you certainly have.” Khalik patted the golem on the back. “Congratulations, by the way!”

“Thank you…” the golem said. “But… yes… I was able to make… spawn. Not as fast as the Ravener could… I needed to use… my own power… and not steal energy… from people’s fear. But… I do not know… if I can make them anymore… after the Ravener died…”

Claygon touched his chest.

“Let me… try something…”

He focused, and Alex felt a massive wave of mana gathering in the golem’s chest.

“I am… looking through myself…” the golem said. “I took… some of the Ravener’s processes and… powers… but I don’t know how to use… all of them… Not yet… so it might take me a bit… to…”

He paused.

“There!” he cried.

Mist came flowing from Claygon’s chest.

The others jumped back as vapour billowed from him, forming a tremendous mist cloud floating a few feet above the scorched earth.

“Is… this it… Father?”

“Yes!” Alex cried. “Yes, that was one of them!”

The golem nodded, then directed the mist. “Go… I would like you to… eliminate the dead bodies, the acid and poison, and the fire and ash… all around here…”

The cloud hovered in stillness, then floated down until it touched the ground, slowly sweeping across the war-ravaged earth.

Alex smiled, his heart soaring as the mist washed away the signs of destruction.

Acid steamed into nothingness.

Embers snuffed out.

Poisoned earth was purified as Ravener-spawn corpses disintegrated, leaving behind only crystal-clear water.

“Wait… I think…” Claygon said.

Power gathered in his chest again, preceding something new: an enormous earthworm-like creature spilled out, dropping to the ground in front of his feet.

The placid-looking creature turned, tilting its head up toward Claygon.

“I want you… to make fresh earth and new plant life for the land,” Claygon said.

The creature made a deep, rumbling sound, then dove through the earth, trailing the mist cloud. It took in mounds of soil from one end and expelled it from the other.

In its wake, newly tilled healthy earth remained, dotted with saplings and sprouts that sprung up as Alex and his companions watched.

“By the Traveller,” Merzhin said. “This is wonderful! With this, the land will be quickly healed! When the people return from the Rhinean Empire, they’ll return to a kingdom that is cleansed, free of the Ravener and the destruction it caused. They’ll come back to a Thameland that offers them a new, fresh life! How wonderful!”

“It is wonderful!” Theresa agreed. “This could even heal the forests!”

“It could make all the wilderness in Thameland healthier,” Drestra’s voice crackled.

“It could do more than that…” Alex said. “By doing this, we can make Thameland more fertile than it’s ever been. Imagine if we use these spawn to refresh the earth after every harvest, or clean the forests after wildfires…? Jeez, Uldar had the keys to paradise and only used them to sweep up after his cullings. What a… Claygon? Are you alright?”

The golem was still staring at his chest.

“There… is something else… that I thought of… Father… I want to try it… to see…”

Concentrating, the golem again gathered power in chest.

Light began flowing through the dark material making up a part of his body.

“I… want to see if…” Claygon paused. “Father… I don’t think I can make… dungeon cores like… the Ravener could… but…”

He extended his hand.

His chest shimmered.

A chunk of black substance—roughly the size of a child’s fist—emerged, falling into his outstretched hand.

“Yessss…” Claygon said, his voice filled with excitement. “Father… look! I can’t make dungeon cores… but I can make… the substance… that they’re made of!”

Alex’s eyes bulged as he stared at the chunk in Claygon’s palm.

It was pure dungeon core essence, in solid form.

The archwizard swallowed. “This… this changes everything.”

“I can… make dungeon core substance…” Claygon said. “Which means… Father… we will have… an unlimited supply… I can only make a little bit… at a time… slower than the Ravener could. But I fuel it… with my mana. I could… make it forever.”

“Then the next age of magic is on the horizon,” Isolde said. “Dungeon core substance will continue to change the world.”

“And you’ll have complete control over all of it once everyone’s finished harvesting the remains scattered across Thameland,” Thundar said. “Lucky you, Claygon.”

“Lucky us…” Claygon said. “I… am not Uldar. I am going to… share the wonders… I have… and not hoard them… or use them to terrorise. I was made to protect… and I am also good… at destroying. But now… I will show that I am even better… at creating. My spawn and substance… won’t make terror. They will make… all of our lives better. They will make… Thameland and Generasi… better. They will make this… whole world better.”

Alex beamed, tears glistening in his eyes.

“I’m proud of you, buddy,” he said, touching the golem’s arm.

“I am happy… to hear that… Father…” Claygon said. “Now… we should go… and leave these spawn to cleanse the land. I will make more… to join them… and then we should… go to the Research Castle and other places. There is… much to be done…”

“Yeah,” Alex said, casting invisibility magic on Uldar’s body. “I’m sure Professor Jules is worried about us. So, let’s get going.”
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“They’ve come!” an excited cry rose from the Research Castle. “They’re back, they’ve all come back!”

Alex and his companions had appeared above the Castle. In every direction, the land had been devastated, flattened by explosions and turned to dust by terrible heat.

Ravener-spawn bodies and ash littered the blackened moors beyond where the earth was blasted flat. Alex winced at the sight; how many times had he looked at the grassy hills from the Castle’s ramparts? Now those grassy hills were gone.

‘But they’ll be back,’ he assured himself.

Below, the Castle looked no worse for wear, though.

He breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Thank the Traveller they didn’t break through the defences. I hope everyone’s okay.’

As the group floated down to the courtyard, the area was a hive of activity. People were pointing at the returning victors, and cheers were rising. Folk were pumping their fists, clapping, calling their names, stomping their feet, looking at the returning victors with awe.

It felt good, but in some ways, it made Alex feel a little naked.

Even his fame in Generasi hadn’t come close to this.

He couldn’t imagine what their reception would be like in Ussex.

As they landed in the courtyard, folk fell silent, watching them expectantly.

The young archwizard took a deep breath, then his voice boomed across the courtyard:

“We won! The Ravener’s dead, and it’s dead forever. Its accomplice, the fae lord Aenflynn, is also dead. We’ve really and truly won. Thank you all!”

The cry and applause that followed was deafening. Alex looked over the face of every Generasian there… and realised something. Those who lived and worked in the Research Castle for the past roughly two years, had become attached to this land and its fate.

They celebrated as though it was their homeland that had finally found true freedom.

It warmed Alex’s heart in ways he couldn’t put into words.

As a crowd gathered around the triumphant group, Alex felt a finger poke his side.

He looked up at a young giant, his eyes darting around the courtyard and his lips tight with worry.

“Um, if you don’t mind, I’m going to go find my father. I want to see if he’s okay,” Bjorgrund said almost apologetically.

“Oh, go on. You don’t have to ask,” Alex said. “Just tell your dad ‘hi’ for me.”

“Okay! We’ll talk later! And, Alex… I’m glad I followed you into battle. I’d do it again, in a heartbeat.” The young giant gave him a shy smile, his rune flashing. Then he was off, the crowd parting before him as he moved quickly, calling out for his father.

Soon, another voice drew Alex’s attention.

“Mr. Roth! Mr. Behr-Medr! Ms. von Anmut! Mr. Thundar! You’re back and thankfully, you’re all in one piece!”

Alex turned to the Castle’s keep and saw a diminutive figure rushing from the doorway.

Professor Jules hurried through the crowd, her expression a mix of concern, joy, and tremendous relief. “You’re all alright!”

The professor pushed her way to the group, then shocked Alex and Isolde by crashing into them and wrapping her arms around their waists. The small woman hugged them as though they might vanish if she let go for even a moment.

“I am so glad you’re all safe.” She pulled back, glancing over the entire group. She did not let them go. Her eyes narrowed and her lips moved as she silently counted everyone present. “Wait… where’s that young giant?”

“He went to go find his father,” Alex said.

“Oh.” She let out a deep sigh. “Thank goodness. Then all of you have made it back safely. And—” she looked at Claygon closely “—some of you have changed as well. Toraka is going to lose her mind when she sees you, Claygon.”

“I… look forward to that…” There was a grin in Claygon’s voice.

“Oh, Professor, have you seen Svenia and Hogarth?” Isolde asked, looking around. “I would like to talk to them.”

“I believe they’re still in the tunnels, helping clean up down there,” the professor said.

Isolde bowed her head. “Then if you will excuse me, I shall go and check on them. Professor… thank you for looking for us. But, er, sorry, you are still crushing me.”

“Oh! Oh dear!” Professor Jules quickly let go, her face flushing red. “How embarrassing and unprofessional of me, laying hands on my students.”

Isolde smiled. “Professor, we have both graduated. And, honestly, I am very touched by the show of affection.”

Professor Jules’ face turned even redder. “Well, then… I suppose it’s alright. Erm, welcome back. Er, uh, I am sure Ms. Svenia and Mr. Hogarth will be relieved to see you.”

Isolde smiled. “Thank you for looking out for us, Professor.”

The young noblewoman broke away from the group to go look for her lifelong bodyguards.

The companions soon started to break into groups of two and three, mingling with the crowd. Smiling faces greeted old friends. Hands clapped tired shoulders.

Someone had brought a keg of wine from the Castle and had already broached it.

Hart, Khalik, Theresa, and Thundar were already being toasted by several Watchers, swilling from brimming flagons. Even Drestra was joining in. Claygon was greeting the aeld tree, while Grimloch and Brutus were chomping on a Ravener-spawn body they’d dragged from the moors.

Cedric had excused himself, going with Isolde, leaving Alex alone with his alchemy professor.

He looked down at her, remembering when he first arrived at Generasi and chased her down to ask about her course.

That had led him on a journey that led to today: to victory and celebration in the courtyard of the Research Castle.

“Well, you did it, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules said. “After all this time, after all that effort. You’ve done it. Congratulations!”

“Thanks, Professor, for everything. We really did do it,” Alex said. “And it wouldn’t have been possible without everyone’s efforts and talents. I’m just glad that we all came together for this moment.”

“Indeed,” she said. “It’s a beautiful day, and a promise of brighter days ahead.” She sighed. “It’s a shame Miss London could not see this.”

“Well, she was pretty excited the last time I saw her.”

“Oh? Yes, I… What in the world are you talking about?” Professor Jules asked sharply.

As the words left her mouth, there was a flash of light nearby, drawing several eyes.

Before them, two figures appeared.

Baelin, triumphant in his armour, standing tall.

And, complete with glowing halo and burning wings was…

“Miss London,” Professor Jules whispered. Tears welling in her eyes. “How is this possible?”

Carey smiled. “Hello, Professor Jules. I’m so glad to see you. Many things have happened today that some would deem impossible, I must say.”

“I…” Professor Jules choked. “The wings… what does this mean?”

Carey puffed out her chest, smiling. “It means that you are now speaking to Carey London, the first Divine Herald of the Traveller.”


Chapter 93


Jules and Carey



“The Herald of the Traveller?” Alex asked. “Are you serious?”

“Yes.” Carey smiled, looking quite pleased.

Every eye in the courtyard was focused on the young woman who was both familiar yet unfamiliar. To the research team, Carey was a fallen colleague, one who’d been mourned. To the Watchers, she was not only a colleague, but the symbol of a great failure, one where they had failed to protect a student under their charge.

Many here had attended her funeral in Generasi.

Many here had said their goodbyes.

And yet, here she was, looking as healthy and alive as she had before her death.

No, not as healthy and alive.

Healthier. Stronger. More assured.

Divine.

She smiled, her eyes sparkling. “When I passed into the after-world, I touched the Traveller. Her power flowed through me, and I reached her side in grace. My act of faith for my friends, against evil, and in her name, was enough to forge a bond between her and me. A deep bond. And over time, her energies continued transforming my soul, elevating me and letting me ascend to a new existence. I haven’t returned from death as I once was. Carey, the mortal, will never be again. I am Carey London, Herald of the Traveller. And in my new form, I am very happy to see all of you again.”

Before anyone could say a word, Professor Jules let out a choked cry.

She staggered toward the Herald of the Traveller, and Baelin stepped away from the two women, giving them space.

“I failed you.” Professor Jules bowed her head before the spirit in front of her. “You were my student, and I taught you every safety protocol I ever learned just to keep you safe. You were my responsibility, and I let those animals kill you. I don’t know if you can ever forgive me, but I’m just, so, deeply sorry, Miss London⁠—”

“Shhhh,” Carey said, smiling gently at the little woman. “Professor, might I ask you for a favour?”

Professor Jules looked at her. Tears continued welling up in her eyes, and she quickly wiped them away. “Whatever you ask, it’s yours.”

“Forgive yourself.”

Shocked silence.

“Pardon?” Professor Jules finally said.

“I have been watching all of you from the after-world,” she said. “And although I wasn’t able to see everything I wished to, I saw that you have been torturing yourself, Professor. Please stop. It’s not you who killed me, and you were not responsible for what happened. Villains took me, and I gave my life to save my friends. I did so ever so willingly, and I was rewarded for that sacrifice. You did what you could to protect me, and I was not a child, Professor. I was a grown woman who made her own decisions. I chose to stay in Thameland, and others chose to rob me of my freedom. They have been punished.”

Carey looked at her former professor earnestly, meeting her gaze. “You do not have to punish yourself. Please, stop. At this point, you have suffered longer than I did. And, pshah! I’m the one who died!”

She laughed at her own little joke, which startled the alchemist.

Professor Jules looked at Carey for a long, silent moment before she finally spoke again, “I don’t know if I can ever forgive myself, Miss London. But… I will try.”

“I will be most glad if you did,” Carey said. “Professor, after this day, I’m not sure how often we will see each other. As the Traveller’s Herald, I already have much to do. Much to do in both Thameland, and beyond. Far beyond. So, I will need to go soon. But I shall endeavour to look in on you when I can. I shall endeavour to look in on all of you.”

“I, I think I would like that very much.” Professor Jules smiled. “It feels so strange to see you, here. You had your whole life ahead of you, and now… you’re talking about all of these divine duties. You were a young woman with so much potential. That’s all been stolen, and I regret that.”

Carey smiled gently. “Now, now, Professor. My time as Carey the mortal might be over, but my time as the Herald will be eternal. I do believe I quite like the idea of eternity!”

She beamed, radiating a joy that was infectious.

‘Carey’s truly found her place in the universe,’ Alex thought, smiling to himself. ‘Maybe that’s better than most people can ever say for themselves.’

“Now if you’ll excuse me, Professor,” Carey said, her eyes searching the crowd. “There is one other person I must speak to before I go.”

Her eyes fell on Merzhin.

The Saint of Thameland froze mid-step, as though he was a child caught sneaking away from something he was avoiding.

Carey called out to him firmly, “We need to have a little chat, you and I, Merzhin. I don’t want to see you torturing yourself either.”

Merzhin flinched as though struck, then squeezed his eyes shut like someone building up courage to dive from a great height into the sea.

When he opened them, his expression radiated a mix of longing and dread. “Of course, Carey. If you’ll walk with me; a lot of people were gravely injured in the battle, and I must go to them at once.”

“Of course,” the Herald of the Traveller said. “I’ll walk with you. We can chat as we go.”

The Saint waited for the Herald, then together, they walked away from the gathered crowd.

They were quiet for a time.

There were plenty of words that needed to pass between them, but for those few moments, the friends seemed quite content to just be in each other’s company.

“My, my,” Baelin said, walking over to Professor Jules and Alex. He had removed his starmetal mask, and was watching the two depart with something akin to wonder. “Do you know what one of the best parts of eternal life is? The surprises. Some long-lived folk complain about experience and life growing mundane as the centuries and millennia pile up behind them. They speak as though the universe can no longer surprise them.”

He shook his head. “Fools, the lot of them. No matter how long one might live, and no matter how much one might experience… the universe will still find ways to surprise you. Those surprises only grow more noteworthy as they increase in rarity. The truth of living a long time is that you do learn to anticipate more of what is possible and how life will unfold—seeing patterns—but at the same time, you become more firm in your belief that you can predict every trick that life and the universe have to offer.”

He chuckled, looking at Carey’s fiery wings. “And then, without warning, the universe takes great pleasure in showing you how little it is that you actually know. Its surprises are sometimes beneficial, and sometimes not, but yet—to me—they are always welcome. That is something you will learn one day yourself, my young friend, when you complete your quest for immortality.”

“Actually,” Alex’s voice dropped low, “I wanted to talk to you about that. In private, if you don’t mind.”

Baelin smiled. “Of course.” He gestured to the sky. “Why don’t we chat for a bit, then? After that, we both will have work to do and friends to celebrate with. Let us savour this conversation while we can.”

Alex nodded, then turned to see Professor Jules still watching Carey and Merzhin as they disappeared into the keep.

“Professor,” Alex said, startling her. “I just want to say thank you for everything you’ve done for me, and every one of your other students. Once, a long time ago, you told me about how professors help those they see potential in.”

She paused for a moment, then her eyes lit up with recollection. “Oh yes, I remember that. We were in the Cells… goodness, that feels like a lifetime ago.”

“It really does,” Alex said. “Well, I just wanted to thank you for seeing that potential in me. Here, in Thameland, the church and Uldar said the Fool had no potential or value. You didn’t know I was the Fool when we talked, but I still really needed someone to see that potential in me. And I’d bet that you would have seen it even if you did know I was the Fool. You only treated me kindly, even after you found out.”

Alex bowed deeply to his alchemy professor. “Seriously, I wouldn’t be here… none of this—” he gestured to the Research Castle “—would be here without you, Professor. I want you to know that.”

The professor sighed, grabbing him by the shirt collar and pulling him up from his bow. “Oh, come on, Mr. Roth, you know I don’t go for all that. But… still, thank you for saying it.” She glanced after Carey one last time, though the Herald had long gone into the keep. “I believe I really needed to hear it. I believe I really did.”

She smiled up at him and put her hands on her hips. “Now, get going, you two! I know you’re off to plot some horrifying scheme and—quite frankly—I think I’ve had enough horrifying schemes for a lifetime! If you’ll excuse me, I think I might just go and get very, very drunk.”

Professor Jules looked up at Alex. “Mr. Roth, it’s been a pride and pleasure to help train you to be the exceptional alchemist, wizard, and fine adult you have become. Come find me after you’ve finished with your schemes. We’ll drink to victory, to forgiveness, and to life.”

“Are you sure, Professor?” Alex gave her a mocking smile. “That much drinking might not be safe!”

“Oh, bah! Keep antagonising me and you’ll really see what unsafe is! I’m sure I can find one more chaos bomb lying around in our storage area! Now, away with you!” She waved the two archwizards off with a frown before marching toward the nearest keg.

She glanced back once, and Alex caught the relieved smile lighting up her face as she departed.

“What a remarkable teacher,” Baelin said admiringly. “Your words were well-spoken, Alex.”

“She deserved to hear them.”

“Indeed, she did, and indeed, she does. Now shall we go off and hatch that ‘horrifying scheme’ she was frightened of?”

“Hah, sounds like a wonderful idea,” Alex chuckled.

The General and the chancellor excused themselves, beginning to float above the courtyard.

As they ascended into the sky, several voices called out.

“Alex!”

The young archwizard looked down and waved at a couple of familiar faces: Kybas and Ripp had come into the courtyard. Harmless crawled along beside his master, looking very fat and satisfied.

“We did it!” Kybas cried. “Well, you did it! But Harmless and I also did many good things down in the tunnels!”

“No you didn’t,” Ripp scoffed. “I’d reckon there’d be a lot of words to describe what you two did down there: terrible, horrifying, mind-scarring, traumatic, but ‘good’ ain’t one of them!”

Kybas grinned, showing many, many teeth. He said nothing in reply, but his expression seemed all too reminiscent of Harmless’ perpetual toothy ‘grin.’

Alex laughed. “I’m glad you three are alright! Go get some drinks; I’ll come find you later!”

“Good, I can’t wait!” Kybas chuckled.

Ripp shook his head. “Life took a strange turn at some point. Strange turn, indeed.”

The swiftling, goblin, and crocodile went off toward where the kegs were waiting. Professor Jules was already there, guzzling from a tankard of wine, as a delighted Khalik cheered her on.

Leaving the crowd to their merry-making down below, Alex and Baelin ascended into the skies as the Castle shrank in the distance, while they climbed high enough to be well out of earshot.

For a moment, Alex took in the late morning air.

It was surprisingly warm.

Comforting.

Full of the promise of better days.

“So,” Baelin said. “Shall we begin scheming, then?”

“Oh yes, absolutely.” Alex rubbed his hands together with a grin. “I was thinking, now that the Ravener’s gone, you and I could take a run at taking over Thameland ourselves.”

“Splendid idea,” Baelin said without missing a beat. “And I take it that—after we usher in a new age of darkness over your kingdom—we will both become overly greedy and betray each other, oh, in a thousand years time?”

Alex shrugged. “Meh, I’m still young and antsy. Why don’t we schedule all backstabbing for five hundred years from now?”

“Oh, daring are we? Let us say seven hundred and fifty years, then. That’s my final offer.”

“Deal.”

The two archwizards grinned at each other.

Then, Alex’s smile slowly faded as his expression turned serious.

“Listen, Baelin⁠—”

“You’re about to tell me you have found a key ingredient for a tincture of immortality, haven’t you?” Baelin’s eyes twinkled. “Uldar’s essence, no doubt?”

Alex smiled sheepishly. “No doubt. How’d you figure me out?”

“When I was waxing poetic about everlasting life, you brought up needing to speak with me. You are a Proper Wizard, and a Proper Wizard would never let something so valuable as divine essence slip through their grasp. How did you harvest it without leaving a mark on the body? I cannot imagine you began sawing Uldar up after teleporting him to a lab.”

“Hannah’s teleportation.”

“Ah, of course,” Baelin said. “I might have known… So then, what is it that you wanted to discuss with me?”

Alex took a deep breath. “Well, I was wondering⁠—”

“—if I would help you craft an elixir of immortality out of Uldar’s essence? Of course. I have plenty of experience with that exact task.”

“Am I really getting that predictable?” Alex sighed.

“No, but call my insight a benefit of my advanced age,” Baelin said.

Now it was his turn for his smile to fade, and he slowly looked away from Alex.

For an instant, the chancellor seemed caught up in indecision.

Then he nodded.

“Alexander.”

Alex flinched. Baelin had hardly—if ever—called him by his full name. “What is it?”

The chancellor looked back at him. “I have my own proposal for you. One that I will ask you to think on for a millennia or two.”

“…Oh?” Alex asked. “What is it?”

Baelin looked at him directly. “What would you say to—in a thousand years or so—joining my cabal?”
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Planning for the Next Thousand Years



What would you say to—in a thousand years or so—joining my cabal?

Baelin’s words echoed through Alex’s mind.

It took him a long moment to remember to breathe.

“Are you serious?” Alex asked, taking a deep breath.

“I would not joke about something so important.” The ancient archwizard looked at Alex closely. “In my cabal, each of us is allowed to extend offers to potential new members, and—if the candidate is interested—then the cabal will convene, discuss the candidate’s history and deeds, then enter a period of time where we watch what they do for a span of five hundred years or more. If we are all satisfied with the candidate’s performance, competence, power, ethics, and their ability to be social, then we meet with them. If the meeting goes well, we might welcome them into our ranks. It’s simple, really.”

“Five… five hundred years?” Alex gasped.

“Or more. Five hundred is the minimum. I do not mean to boast, but we are a very exclusive club and do not take the entry of new members into it lightly. We have been together for a very, very long time and have maintained our cohesion despite having our own schemes, egos, and agendas to manage, as well as by being incredibly choosy about who we give invitations to.

“I do believe that—within you—lies the seed of one who would suit our ranks. At the very least, even if you are not interested in joining, then at least an association of sorts should be arranged. Our cabal is small, but we have a great many contacts throughout the universe. I think we could help each other.”

Alex’s jaw had dropped. “But… why me?”

“Aside from the fact that you achieved the rank of archwizard well before you even turned twenty-five? Let me count the ways: you exemplify an incredible level of ingenuity, willpower, and drive. Yet, you can be trusted; you do not blabber secrets mindlessly but you understand when to share them when necessary. You put great effort into ensuring positive outcomes in any situation for yourself, your kin, and those who call you ‘ally.’ You are very powerful, yet you are not some single-minded bore. You actually have a bloody personality!”

“That’s important?” Alex said.

“As important as having great power.” Baelin’s voice was heavy. “A cabal is a group of companions you expect to walk beside for your entire lifetime, which has obvious implications for one who need not worry about the ravages of ageing. You must choose your company carefully, especially if they are gifted with long lives; that company will be with you throughout time. You would not want to establish a long-term association with someone terribly boring or with the personality of the most caustic of materials. Trust me, you do not want to experience that.”

“I see,” Alex said, imagining having to spend eternity being around someone from the hidden church. He shuddered. “But, this offer… I’m flattered, and it’s a big deal. Are you sure?”

“Very sure. I do not make such offers lightly, Alex, but I feel quite sure that you would be an excellent member once you gain a great deal more experience. I also have an eye on your fellow cabal members,” he continued. “I am not quite as sure about them. They are, like you, Proper Wizards. However, I do not know them quite as well as I do you. Thus, I will need to observe them for a longer period of time.”

“The whole cabal?’ Alex sputtered. “Holy shit.”

“Indeed?” Baelin’s goat-like eyes narrowed. “What do you say?”

“Honestly?” Alex shrugged. “I can’t answer right now. I won’t be able to answer for a long time, and I also have to talk with my cabal members. Honestly, I might have to think about it over the next century.”

The young archwizard had only caught glimpses of the chancellor’s cabal as they devastated Cretalikon. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to be among their number; so just as they would have to assess him, he would also have to assess them.

“To be honest, Baelin, I’d need to know more about your cabal-mates to even begin to think about this properly,” Alex said.

“Hah! Some of them are maniacs, like me. Especially Anaxadar. Or perhaps Cra. Sanii and Magun-Obu are far more reasonable. In any case, you answer like a Proper Wizard. It makes sense for you to learn more about us as we learn more about you.” Baelin smiled.

“Yeah, it’s a big commitment. And I’m really happy with my own cabal,” Alex said. “They’re who I imagine being in the company of over the next thousand years. But I’ll definitely think about your offer.”

“Of course,” Baelin said. “And even if you decide not to join us, an association between our cabals would be most useful. Soon, I will help you with a potion of immortality. What will we accomplish later when we both have another thousand years of experience?”

“Hah, you mean when I have another thousand years of experience?” Alex asked. “You’re already at a pinnacle.”

Baelin snorted. “Nonsense. There is no pinnacle, Alex. Do you think you are the only one focused on growing your power? Ah, the young always seem to think that their elders rest on their laurels. I have been growing in knowledge and power this entire time, my friend. I am more powerful now than I was when I first met you. I will be even more powerful next year, and the following year, and the one after that.”

“Heh,” Alex said. “I’ll catch up to you one day.”

Baelin chuckled. “This old goat knows a few tricks you don’t know yet. Although, you have inspired me. What you did… being in multiple places at once. Even I cannot accomplish such a feat.”

“See? I’ll catch up to you in no time!”

“Hah, I am not Uldar, simply waiting for you to catch me in stagnation. You can try to catch me, Alex. You can try…” Baelin’s eyes twinkled.

“…and I must say, an eternal race with you sounds delightful. En garde, my young friend.”

“En garde.” Alex smiled back.
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The young archwizard had parted ways with Baelin, and the chancellor had gone off to celebrate, and see to his many duties.

Meanwhile, Alex had his own tasks waiting.

He would have to get Uldar’s body, take Toraka’s golems back to her—and show off Claygon at the same time—then return the queen of Thameland to the capital. After that, there would be a difficult conversation to be had between himself, the other Heroes, the high priest, and the king.

A discussion that would decide certain aspects of the kingdom’s fate going forward.

He was thinking about that future conversation—using one of his streams of thought to plan what he would say—as he greeted some of the revellers in the courtyard and searched for Claygon, Theresa, and Brutus.

But before he could find them, someone else found him first.

“General! General!” a voice called out.

He turned and found someone he’d last seen under some very puzzling circumstances a while back: Sir Sean Swift of Luthering, approached, wrapped in bandages, looking pale, but otherwise whole. The man pushed through the crowd, his attention fixed on the General of Thameland with an air of desperation bleeding off him.

“Sir Sean?” Alex said. “Are you alright?” He looked at the bandages. “Were you badly injured?”

“I was, but I’m not hurting much anymore.” The knight shook his head, stopping in front of Alex, and looking the General up and down. “Saint Merzhin healed me…” His eyes filled with wonder. “I was cut up like a butchered fish, but he put me back together as good as new… there was a spirit with him… a young one… her face looked familiar, like I’d seen her before. But she vanished after saying something about stopping in on her parents? It was all a bit too much for me.”

He shook his head. The man looked tired and more than a little overwhelmed. “Anyway, enough of all that. I didn’t come over here to talk about that. I came here to…”

The knight bowed.

“…apologise. I’d written you off at one time. I saw you as a Fool and a deserter. But I was wrong. Fewer men have ever drawn breath that have been more wrong about someone than me. The Saint told me of what happened and, if it weren’t for you, General, I would be long dead and Thameland would be doomed. Again, I apologise… and thank you. Thank you for freeing us. I’ll make sure that—for as long as I am in command in Luthering—you’ll be honoured. I’m not one for gushing, so… I’ll leave it at that. You’re a good man, and again, my apologies for writing you off the way I did.”

The knight’s bow dipped even lower, then he turned on his heel and walked away.

Alex didn’t even get a chance to reply before he was gone, leaving him to watch his back as it disappeared among the crowd.

‘Would be nice if more people could be like that,’ Alex thought. ‘Swallow their pride and admit fault. Imagine if the hidden church had people in it like that? We probably would have avoided a lot of violence.’

The General of Thameland looked up, studying the clear sky.

“Well, we don’t have to worry about them anymore,” he whispered. “It’s a new day. A brand-new day.”
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“Toraka, I just want to thank you for your gole—Oof!” Alex grunted as the rabid crafter pushed past him, nearly sending him crashing into one of her golems. The towering constructs stood silently in her courtyard under the morning sun.

None had even the slightest scratch on their surfaces, despite doing their duty and saving many lives.

Alex had teleported with them and Claygon, and was about to talk to Shale to thank her for her contribution to the battle, when she’d bolted by, nearly foaming at the mouth, and shoved him aside to spring at Claygon.

“Another evolution?” Her voice cracked. “You went beyond iron?”

“Yes…” Claygon said. “Yes… I did…”

“Wha…” she stammered, gesticulating wildly. “This is… how can this be? I’ve never heard of such an evolution. This is steel… and what is this? Dungeon core substance? Are you basically a living golem core now? What new powers did you get? How do you feel?”

Alex marvelled as his business partner peppered Claygon with questions.

“I… evolved into this unique form… because I was capable of it…” Claygon leaned forward. “Golems might… surprise you… so maybe do not write them off… so easily as… simple mindless things… in the future.”

Shale froze, then let out a nervous, high-pitched laugh.

“I s-suppose golems are full of surprises… but enough of that! I have so many questions for you, first of all, your mana output⁠—”

‘Father… get me out of here… ’ Claygon spoke in his mind.

Alex laughed through their link. ‘What’s wrong? You just beat the hells out of the Ravener. You can’t save yourself here?’

‘Father!’

‘Okay, fine!’

Alex cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Toraka, I’m afraid we’re going to have to get going.”

“Really?” Her eyes filled with crushing disappointment. “Just a few more questions! No, wait, just let me get one of my measuring instruments⁠—”

“Maybe later,” Alex said. “We have to go get the queen of Thameland and take her back home, then there’s a lot more stuff we have to do. You and I can chat about what happened later.”

“We’d better!” Toraka said, her eyes bloodshot. “This is an incredible discovery. Claygon, I can’t wait to get a better look at you! It’ll make our future designs… ah… Alex, there’s going to be a limited supply of dungeon core essence going forward, so we should hurry and claim as much as we can.”

Alex looked at Claygon, who was giving off waves of amusement through their link.

“I wouldn’t worry about that.” Alex winked at Shale.

“…Why not?”

“Like I said, don’t worry about it.” He winked again.

“Would you… care to be more specific, partner?”

“Don’t worry about specifics for now.” Alex winked a third time.

“…Gods, you can be weird.”

“Huh… you sound like Selina.”
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The doors burst open to the villa before they could even knock.

Standing in the courtyard were Alex, Claygon, Theresa, and Brutus, there to fetch the queen and prince and take them back home… but not only that.

There were reunions to be had.

“Aleeex! Theresa! Claygon! Brutus!” Joy and tears filled Selina’s eyes. The young girl shook with excitement; she was not one to cry often anymore, yet tears of happiness ran freely down her face.

“You’re all alive!” She rushed to Alex, wrapping him in a tight hug. “You’re all alive! You’re all alive!” She repeated the phrase like a chant.

Alex laughed, hugging his little sister as Theresa and Claygon moved in to hug her too.

Brutus nuzzled her side.

“We’re more than alive,” Theresa said happily. “We won. Forever. The Ravener will never hurt our kingdom again!”

“Thank the Traveller!” Selina cried. “It’s done, it’s finally done!”

“It sure is,” Alex said.

“I can’t believe it… It feels like such a long time ago that we were leaving Alric together, just the four of us. You weren’t even born yet, Claygon. We got through the Cave of the Traveller and made it to the Rhinean Empire… then we found our home here. Now, the reason we left Thameland is over. No more running. No more fighting the Ravener. No more of our friends getting hurt or dying. You finally did it! You stopped all of it!”

She hugged him even tighter and just sobbed.

Alex found tears welling up in his eyes.

She was right. They really had done it.

After all this time, it was all finished.

It was the end to the darkest chapters in Thameland’s history… but it was also a new beginning. Not only for Thameland, but for him as well, and for the first time since he had gotten the Mark, he was well and truly free.

No more responsibility to any wars. No more Ravener-spawn hunting him and his family. He listened to the sounds of the Lus and the queen of Thameland rushing to the villa door.

There would be more reunions.

More tears.

The discussion with the king.

After that?

Well, he was looking forward to what was to come.

The potion of immortality. Living their lives in Generasi. Rebuilding the kingdom.

His and Theresa’s wedding.

Good times were coming.

And he was going to enjoy the hells out of them.


Chapter 95


A Funeral and a Person of Means



Alexander Roth, General of Thameland, floated through the skies over Greymoor sipping a glass of cool apple-lemon cider as he watched the sunrise.

The warmth of a summer wind tousled his hair, and the scent of his drink filled his nostrils.

He listened to the sounds of birds chirping nearby.

He listened to the rustle of the trees below him.

And he mostly listened to the sounds of Ravener-spawn below.

Alex looked down.

“I guess I should be calling them Claygon-spawn now, not Ravener-spawn anymore, or something like that,” he whispered.

Below, a horde of Earth Tillers—that was what he and Claygon had dubbed the enormous earthworm-like monsters—crawled over the moors and forests, consuming great swaths of blasted earth, and spitting out fresh soil laced with sprouting flora.

It had taken Claygon a long time to create enough Earth Tillers to form a horde this size… but fortunately, they could afford the time now.

They had all the time in the world.

Three months had passed since Alex and his companions destroyed the Ravener, and in that quarter of a year, many changes had occurred across the kingdom.

Significant and wonderful changes.

Alex’s attention returned to the moors.

In the last three months, Claygon had worked with the wizards of Greymoor and the Thameish army to rebuild the land. His misty Ravener-spawn—Fog Cleansers, he’d named them—had washed over Thameland, cleansing it of mounds of ash, acid, and rotting bodies that tainted the wilderness and waterways. The Thameish army had roamed the land as well, gathering putrefying corpses.

They’d buried their dead and burned fallen spawn on great pyres; smoke had filled the Thameish skies for weeks.

With their allies’ bodies cleared away, the great rebuilding had begun.

Claygon’s growing army of Earth Tillers spread across the lands, enriching and healing the earth. They would sweep over lands covered in fire-blasted rock, soot, and collapsed dungeons and—as they moved on—flourishing fields, forests, and waterways sprang up.

Members of the Thameish army followed behind, always on the lookout for Ravener-spawn that might have survived their master. Thankfully, none were ever found. But just as the Ravener’s spawn had been decimated, so had many of the towns and villages dotting the countryside. The soldiers had gotten to work, rebuilding more of their homeland.

As the land healed, King Athelstan allowed the Thameish people to return, and they’d returned in droves, eagerly rebuilding and reclaiming their homes.

Alex shook his head, remembering those chaotic days after the final battle.

There had been so much to do.

First, there had been the Ravener’s remains to safeguard. He’d soon returned to the lair and quickly teleported the black sand-like essence to a secure spot, dividing it up and storing it in individual vaults. There it would remain, ready for the Ravener’s slayers to claim it at their leisure.

After that, Alex compensated the mercenaries from the Whetstone Tavern as agreed, then offered them his deep and abiding gratitude. The mighty warriors were also thanked profusely by the Thameish army, and had stayed on, feasting and sharing a few kegs with the soldiers for a full three days before departing.

When it came time for Alex and Baelin to return them to the tavern, the mercenaries had gladly collected their gems and glory, and bid the soldiers goodbye with laughter, hugs, and claps on the shoulder. The mercenaries of Whetstone shared no common languages with the Thameish army, but friendships had been forged through the trial of battle.

Those friendships needed no tongues in common.

When Alex and Baelin dropped them off on the tavern’s stoop, Kyembe had gone inside with a wave and a smile, Ezerak stepped in with a nostalgic and relieved air, and the small Wurhi of Zabyalla—who’d seemed like she’d aged twenty years—had scurried in as though her life depended on it. The other mercenaries followed right behind.

“Too bad she lived through the battle,” the chancellor had grumbled as soon as the tavern door closed.

Within heartbeats, the entire building vanished.

Meanwhile, the soldiers of Thameland still talked about the mysterious mercenaries to this day.

But only in the fondest of terms.

The mercenaries’ departure had been relatively minor compared to the second event that had taken place shortly after the final battle.

Alex, the Heroes, the king, and the high priest had spent days discussing what they would do with Uldar’s body, and what they would and would not tell the people.

Things had gotten heated at points, but—eventually, they came to a consensus:

“We, unfortunately, cannot rid ourselves of Uldar’s legacy at this time. The people will need the church in the coming months and years as we rebuild and move forward, and to reveal Uldar’s treachery now would mean inviting chaos when we need union and order. Further, I do not want him to even be remembered as a villain to be cursed, or as a bogeyman to frighten children. I want him forgotten,” the king had emphasised. “But let us have our cake and eat it too. We will tell one part of the truth: we will say that Uldar is dead. I propose we say that he perished in the final battle against the Ravener, and that the Traveller will inherit his mantle as the goddess of Thameland. To prove this, we will have a funeral for the bastard.”

He’d frowned then. “The only trouble is what we will do with the body afterward. From my understanding, it is hard to destroy, but we do not want his final resting place to become a location of pilgrimage. My hope is that Uldar will be slowly forgotten as the generations move forward, with the Traveller replacing him in people’s minds, thoughts, and souls. But what do we do with the wretched body?”

Alex had thought about that. “I might have an idea.”

And so the king’s messengers carried his words all across every garrison in Thameland, and to every Thameish citizen in the Rhinean Empire.

Those words were simple:

“Uldar has died. We will mourn him, and then we will give our faith to his heir.”

When the people returned to Thameland by ship and by the Cave of the Traveller, the kingdom had held the funeral for the fallen god.

The city had been filled to bursting, and Uldar’s body was displayed—cleaned and dressed in white—in a casket of perfectly clear crystal.

High Priest Tobias Jay made a declaration that carried across the city, speaking of Uldar’s sacrifice and how his heir would carry the kingdom forward.

Alex had spoken for the Heroes—who’d joined him in the skies above Ussex for all to see—telling the tale of the final battle against the Ravener, and how Uldar’s Heroes and their companions had carried the day.

The king then made a speech about new tomorrows and solidarity, and about how the Traveller wrested some of the Ravener-spawn away from their master. He told the people not to fear them and that they would be aiding Thameland going forward, never harming it.

And finally, the Traveller and Carey had been formally introduced to Thameland, with Hannah speaking about her dedication to the kingdom as well as her love for the people.

After that, the funeral’s attendees were allowed to approach and view the body: mostly to ensure that folk confirmed with their own eyes that Uldar was dead.

Then, once the last Thameish child touched the coffin of the dead god, a blinding light had enveloped the casket. It had then shot into the sky, burning with the radiance of a second sun, before disappearing.

Tobias had quickly stepped in, calling it a miracle, and saying that Uldar’s spirit had reclaimed his body, and taken it to the after-world.

…It was the biggest lie he’d told that day.

In reality, Alex and Carey had caused the light to surround Uldar’s coffin, then teleported it to his throne room.

A waiting Baelin immediately cast a powerful spell, sealing the sanctum and making it next to impossible for anyone to rip open a portal to it.

Uldar would be left to sleep in eternal darkness.

In silence.

Unvisited.

To be forgotten in time.

Even now, his corpse remained there, hidden away while Carey and the Traveller moved across Thameland, helping the people rebuild their kingdom. Already, churches were being recommissioned in her name, her statues joining Uldar’s within the church walls until, due to purposeful neglect, his statues would crumble and be discarded.

As people prayed to her, she grew stronger and was a far more active deity than Uldar had been. Between her and the gold pouring into Thameland as Generasians sought to buy any scrap of dungeon core essence left in the wilds, the rebuilding was going well.

Though that was not why Alex had come to Greymoor today.

For months now, he’d been collaborating with Baelin, brewing the elixir of immortality, and all was going well.

Today, he’d come to the Research Castle to fetch some equipment he’d stored there; items taken from Kelda’s sanctum to build the devices they’d used to poison and drain the Ravener.

That equipment would be very useful for the next part of the potion brewing process. Finishing his drink, Alex teleported the cup back to his dining table in Generasi, then took a final look over the moors before going to collect the equipment.

As he did, he noticed something below.

A small figure was waving at him.

“Who’s that?” Alex wondered.

He prepared to teleport to the waving figure’s side, wondering if it might have been Kybas.

But, when he reached the individual, the young archwizard jumped in surprise.

“What th—Gwyllain?” he said. “Is that really you?”

“It is. Greetings, Alexander.” The little asrai smiled up at him. “I was hoping I’d run into you. I wanted to express my gratitude if I ever did see you again. You’re a hard man to find. Glad you popped up while I was here visiting my bluecap friends.”

Alex gaped down at the fae. “Yeah, I’ve been pretty busy, all things considered… but no, seriously, what happened?”

The asrai’s green-scaled body was clad in a rich, well-tailored robe that looked to be woven of fine forest leaves, emerald vines, flowers, and pure moonlight. Rings of silver, gold, and prickle-free holly leaves were wrapped around each finger, and a truly enormous hat was sitting on his head.

Gemstones and golden laurels were stitched into the overstuffed hat, complete with enormous butterfly wings for a brim, and wrapped with a silk band that had a silver feather poking from it.

“Where did you get those clothes?” Alex asked, unable to hide his surprise.

Gwyllain chuckled. “From here and there. You’re speaking to an asrai of means now! You know, there was a time when I preferred to make sure I never saw you again. Too dangerous, you are. But now, I am glad to give you thanks.”

“Thanks for what?” Alex asked. “How’d you become an asrai of means?”

Gwyllain grinned. “Do you happen to know what’s going on in Och Fir Nog?”

Alex grew grim. “No, I don’t.”

During the final battle for Thameland, some fae—that weren’t killed—who were part of Aenflynn’s army, retreated back home. After that—apart from the occasional pixie in the woods—very few mortals had seen a single sign of the fae.

Alex hadn’t even caught a glimpse of one when he’d teleported back to the Ravener’s cavern to collect its remains, and although he and his companions discussed possible attacks from Och Fir Nog—from warriors looking for vengeance after the death of their lord and the devastation of their realm—they hadn’t heard a whisper.

The General had been considering looking in on them at some point.

“So tell me, what’s happened? Are they preparing for revenge against Thameland?” Alex asked.

Gwyllain snorted, then threw his head back and laughed. “No! Are you mad? Do you truly not realise what you did?”

“Depends on what you mean,” Alex said.

“Well, I’ll tell you. You upended the whole realm! Buried the fae gates, killed a lot of the army, and then there was the whole ‘blowing up Aenflynn’s castle’ thing. His entire court went with him when the palace blew up, and most of his knights and soldiers too. All wiped out in a heartbeat.”

“Oh,” Alex said. “And your people aren’t looking for revenge for that?”

“Are you mad? What’d I just say! You blew up our lord and his castle! Nobody wants a fight with any of you!” Gwyllain shook his head. “All the little kinglings and queenlings forbade anyone from seeking revenge for fear of angering you mortals enough for you to come back and finish what you started.”

“Kinglings and queenlings?”

“Such as they are.” Gwyllain scoffed. He blinked. “Wow, you really don’t know what you did to Och Fir Nog, do you? Well, prepare yourself. It’s quite a story.”


Chapter 96


Chaos in the Wild and Order in the Material



“All of Och Fir Nog’s leadership collapsed. By the time the smoke cleared and the last Ravener-spawn gasped its final breath, folk realised there weren’t anyone around to tell them what to do. And that’s about when everything went to shite and the whole realm collapsed within a fortnight, turning into tiny, squabbling kingdoms. Everybody that had two followers just declared themselves kings and queens even if they ruled over a single village.”

“Smokin’ hells,” Alex swore. “There must have been someone from Aenflynn’s family or court or army that could have taken power. There must have been somebody!”

“Well, there were a few, but they started gutting each other like there was no tomorrow!” Gwyllain chuckled. “Pompous bastards, it served them right! And anyone who even whispered a kind word about Aenflynn got poisoned the moment they gained even a sliver of power. Everyone blames our dearly departed lord for what happened. He’s the one that invited the Ravener to our realm, and if it weren’t for him, well… we’d still have a bloody realm! So don’t worry, Alexander, everyone’s too busy picking fights with one another, and they’re also too afraid of all of you to pick a fight with you. I reckon the realm won’t see anything close to ‘order’ for a good few centuries at the least!”

Alex’s jaw was hanging open. “Wow… uh, I guess that’s good for us, then. But why are you so happy about what happened? And how did you become an asrai of means?”

Gwyllain grinned evilly. “Like I said, a lot of asses died when you all came through Och Fir Nog like some destroyers of realms. A lot of very rich asses. When I got back after the dust was settling, I had this thought: ‘Gwyllain,’ I said to myself, ‘you keep letting everyone run you about. You should get something of your own.’” So, myself and a few other fine folk raided every empty mansion, palace, and castle in what remained of Och Fir Nog. We carried off a nice fortune while everyone else was hiding in the deepest holes, shaking and praying you wouldn’t come back.”

The asrai tapped the side of his head, grinning. “But, you see, I figured things out a bit better than they did. I figured that once you avenged yourself on the Ravener, and since you didn’t seem like the type to go about slaughtering folk for the sake of slaughtering folk. Even though you did drag me through some scary shite, you still treated me kindly. So, that’s how I knew to scurry into all the mansions and get first pick of all the wealth that was left behind. Just so you know, I don’t go advertising my fortune; I just live a very fine, quiet life. I’m thinking that when someone with a good head on their shoulders turns up, someone who looks like they might make a good leader, I’ll fund them and get myself a nice cushy position in the new society.”

Alex laughed. “Sounds like you made out like a bandit!”

“I did, I did! And I’ve got you to thank!” Gwyllain chuckled. “Anyway, there’s some fine bottles of honey-wine I stumbled across in my search. Had Aenflynn’s seal on the cases, so I think they were meant for his private stock. Now they’re in my private stock, and I’ll share them with you, gladly! It’s the least I can do in return for my good fortune… and…” He looked sly. “Mayhaps I could call on you in the future. I’m sure you’d like some eyes and ears in the fae wild, since you are the terror that brought Aenflynn low! I bet you could keep me safe from any fool who might think to muscle me out of my fortune!”

Alex returned Gwyllain’s sly grin. “Well, that sounds like a wonderful idea.”

“Good.” The asrai rubbed his hands together. “You know, for the first time, I’m glad I was tied to you at that windmill. To think when I first met you, I was about to be a blue annis hag’s supper. Now look at me!”

He twirled in his new clothes.

“I did once tell you that the Ravener time here in Thameland was called the Time of Plenty among us fae.”

Gwyllain leaned in, giving Alex a delighted giggle, then stuck his tiny hand out for a handshake.

Alex chuckled, shaking the little asrai’s hand.

“Well, Alexander—for me, at least—you brought the Time of Plenty to Och Fir Nog! Glad I met you, friend.”
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“Representing King Athelstan, High Priest Tobias Jay, the Traveller, and myself, I—Saint Merzhin, do declare this Church of the Traveller open for worship!” the Saint of Thameland’s voice rang out over Luthering.

The small man lifted a bottle of sanctified water and smashed it against the stone. The building had been rebuilt, crafted atop the old foundation of the church of Uldar.

Cheers and excited applause erupted from the gathered crowd as Merzhin raised his hands.

“May the Traveller bless us, and may Thameland continue onward through a new age of wonder!”

The cheers grew even more enthusiastic, and Merzhin allowed himself a small, genuine smile as he looked over the village. In the nine months since the Ravener’s destruction, Thameland had developed and changed in ways that warmed the Saint’s heart.

And there were few places that demonstrated this more than the small Village of Luthering.

Being… that it was not such a small village anymore.

Winter had come, and snow lay upon the rooftops of stout buildings of stone, standing around the rebuilt church, replacing many of the wood and thatch structures that once filled the village square. The battle against the Ravener left Luthering devastated, little more than a burnt-out husk. After many months of labour, a sprinkle of divinity, and a touch of magic, it was rebuilt better than it ever was.

Like many towns and villages that were destroyed across the kingdom, when people rebuilt them, they rebuilt stronger. The realm, thanks to the dungeon core essence scattered across its wilderness, was awash with gold.

Lords, ladies, and landed knights—Sir Sean being one—had gone out as soon as they could to gather up any dungeon core remains they could find on their own lands. Greymoor happily bought every speck, helping to fund the kingdom’s massive rebuilding plans.

The wizards even traded services for dungeon core essence, using their magic to help with the reconstruction.

With Claygon and his ‘Claygon-spawn’ helping as well, it hadn’t taken long for Thameland to surpass its former charming character from the time before the final cycle had begun. With Claygon’s Earth Tillers renewing the soil, the fall harvest had been record breaking; the soil left by the Ravener-spawn seemed almost magical.

Thameland had changed, and was continuing to change.

More foreigners travelled the realm; adventurers and prospectors looking for leftover dungeon core essence. Wizards were common in the country, going from Greymoor and the Cave of the Traveller, to great markets in Ussex where they could buy dungeon core essence.

“The land will prosper. In spite of what you did, Uldar. The land will prosper,” Merzhin whispered, stepping away from the church as people flooded through the doors. The First Worship would be led by the Traveller herself, and Merzhin would have given a lot to be part of it.

Except, he had a prior engagement to attend.

Alex had called for him and the other Heroes to come to the port in Generasi for something urgent. It wasn’t like the young archwizard to send them a message; usually, when he wanted to talk, he would just teleport to them. After all, he could be in multiple places at once.

Something was different about today.

And Merzhin was dying to know what it was.
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“Everyone, welcome!” Alex called, waving at the Heroes.

The four of them had just teleported to the port, and found their friend waiting there. The young archwizard waved them over with a smile as he stood beside Claygon, who was flanked by a number of human-sized brass golems.

“Welcome back. It’s been a while since you’ve all been to the city, right, since you’ve been so busy?” Alex asked.

“It has.” Merzhin approached the archwizard with the other Heroes.

The port was bustling with folk of all different races and species, and Merzhin remembered the shock he’d had when he first visited the city for Carey’s funeral.

“What are those?” Drestra asked, pointing at the sky.

Alex grinned, following her gaze. “Progress.”

The Saint looked up and gasped.

Slowly descending toward the docks were three immense flying ships… and three more were flying over the bay.

“Oi, Isolde was tellin’ me that flyin’ boats aren’t usually as big as those, an’ that flyin’ ships gotta stay in the city ’cos o’ all t’mana they use.” Cedric squinted into the distance. “But I swear I’m seein’ flyin’ boats out over t’sea right now.”

“Yep, I see them clear as day.” Hart narrowed his large eyes. “Those are ships flying out there.”

“Yes, they are!” Alex chuckled. “Shale and I decided to get into shipbuilding after talking to Lucia. With all the dungeon core essence we have, it seemed like a good idea to build a fleet of flying ships that can go anywhere, not just in places with ambient mana. That’s why I wanted you to wait with me here; I’m expecting a shipment, and after that, we can head to my lab. The others should be getting there soon.”

“Others?” Merzhin glanced at a nearby shrine.

It was a small effigy of the Traveller, wrapped in seaweed and pearls. Her hands were raised, as though blessing travellers heading out to sea.

He couldn’t remember seeing any shrines in Generasi the last time he was here. He’d been struck by the absence of them.

“Yeah, I’m calling everybody together that fought in the Ravener’s lair.” Alex’s voice dropped low. “It’s about… well, you’ll see when we get there. It’s not exactly something we can talk about out here.”

“No… we’ll want to… keep it quiet… for now…” Claygon said, his voice just as low as Alex’s.

“Of course,” Merzhin said.

As they finished talking, a ship landed in the water beside the pier, sending up an immense splash of seawater.

“Whoooooa!” the selachar captain shouted, holding on to a mast near him as the crew braced themselves. “I hope I never get used to that! I love it!”

“You won’t be satisfied until Ek-U-Dari swipes us out of the sky and back into the water where we belong!” an identical-looking selachar shouted at the captain. “This is madness!”

“Fan-Dor! Gel-Dor!” Alex waved, grinning. “I guess you’re still disagreeing about the modifications I made to the Red Siren, eh?”

“We’re not disagreeing about anything!” the captain shouted. “Gel-Dor’s complaining and I’m ignoring him! A tale as old as time!”

The first mate shook his head. “Alex, the goods are ready for you to inspect! You want to get up here?”

“Right away!” Alex nodded to the others. “This should only take a few minutes.”

With that, Alex teleported onto the deck of the Red Siren, leaving Merzhin wondering why they were there.
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“I bet you’re all wondering why I called you here,” Alex said.

He was standing at the head of a long table in his lab, and gathered around it were some familiar faces.

On the young archwizard’s left was Khalik, with Najyah perched on his shoulder, and beside them Isolde, Thundar, Grimloch, and Bjorgrund. On his right was Theresa and Brutus, and the four Heroes of Thameland.

Behind him stood Claygon.

Everyone who’d fought the Ravener in its lair, aside from Asmaldestre the Unmaker, had gathered in his laboratory.

“You are acting very mysteriously,” Isolde said. “Is it for a reason besides needlessly dramatic antics?”

“Hey, they might be dramatic, but these antics aren’t needless,” Alex said. “Granted, I did always want to say something like, ‘I bet you’re all wondering why I called you here,’ but I’m in a good mood and just finished pulling off the impossible. So I think I deserve a little amusement.”

“What do you mean?” Theresa asked.

Thundar looked at her sharply. “You mean, you don’t even know what’s going on?”

She shook her head as Alex pointed at the table.

Suddenly, several cases appeared; they looked like the type of cases that would hold wine bottles, except these were covered in protective glyphs.

“Careful,” Alex said. “If anyone even touches those cases without me or Baelin deactivating the protections… well, you wouldn’t even want to know what would happen.”

He spoke a word of power, and each case opened with a hiss.

The others gasped.

Within them were clear bottles of pure crystal, each containing a liquid that shone with a startling radiance.

Alex’s smiles and high spirits disappeared. He looked at his friends soberly.

“Alex…” Khalik whispered. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Yeah, probably,” Alex said. “What you’re all looking at are actual, genuine elixirs of immortality. Baelin and I finally finished them last night.”

He watched them intently.

“My friends, you all have some decisions to make.”


Chapter 97


An Eternal Opportunity



“Death’s not gonna take me until I’m damn good and ready for it,” Alexander Roth declared. “As a matter of fact, it won’t ever have me. I’ll have it when I decide it’s time. There’s too much I want to do, too many people I want to spend an eternity with—” he looked at Theresa “—and too much I want to explore to just let my journey end, not until I decide it’s time to go to the after-world.”

He reached out, picking up a bottle. “So, full disclosure, I’ll be drinking mine.”

“So will I,” Theresa said, reaching for a bottle. “And Alex says that the elixir’s effects will be shared with Brutus.”

“But, the rest of you should think carefully,” Alex said. “Baelin said that immortality comes with its own challenges. It’s not a decision to be made lightly, but it’s one I’ve been thinking about for a long time. So I’m⁠—”

“What in all the hells?” Cedric shouted. “What, y’just made a potion that let’s y’live forever? Back th’ hells up, that was th’ little project y’was talkin’ about?”

“Oh yeah,” Alex said. “I kept it under wraps for the most part. Baelin said that when a Proper Wizard is doing something like brewing an immortality serum, they tell as few people as possible. So yeah, I kinda kept it quiet.”

Drestra’s jaw was hanging open. “And you mean to just… give us an immortality elixir?”

Alex looked at her in surprise. “Yeah, why not? We all fought Uldar together. We earned this; I knew what I was going to do with Uldar’s divine essence, and I’d be a real piece of shit if I didn’t offer to share the spoils with everyone who fought the Ravener. I even have some extra essence left, in case any of you have loved ones you want to share immortality with. Understand, though, the supply is limited. After the divine essence is gone, if you want any immortality elixir for others you care about, you’re going to have to get your hands on more divine essence, or some golden apples, or the flames of a phoenix. I’ll happily brew it for you, though.”

“Wait, back up, how did you manage to make an elixir so easily?” Drestra’s voice crackled. “This just seems so… sudden.”

Alex smiled. “Not bragging, but I am a very good alchemist, but seriously, I couldn’t have done it without Baelin. He’s the one with the experience.” He thought back to the long hours he’d spent with the chancellor in the lab while he was also in Thameland helping with the clean up, and running his businesses in Generasi. Being in multiple places at once really had its benefits.

“Baelin said the method we used was one he learned from one of his cabal members. Apparently, if you absorb divine essence—or divine breath, as it’s called in some places—you grow closer to immortality and even gain unique powers based on the deific essence you take in.”

He tapped the side of the bottle of elixir he was holding. “We modified that method, though, making sure we removed all traces of the poison inside Uldar’s body, and at the same time, we distilled his deific energy down to its most basic state. Long story short: this potion will make it so that you’ll never die of old age—but there’s a warning that I’ll have to give you—you’ll also have better senses, you’ll be a lot tougher, heal quicker from non-fatal wounds, and your body will just be stronger all-around. Expect to catch colds a lot less.”

Alex laughed, raising a finger. “Back to the ageing thing: from the moment you drink the elixir, you stop ageing. Which means anyone who’s not fully grown when they drink it will never grow up. I have some essence set aside for Selina, for her to choose whether she wants to use it or not when she’s older, since there’s no way she’s touching it until she’s finished growing. Baelin told me stories about immortals being trapped in the bodies of children; things never ended well in those stories.”

An eerie silence filled the room.

Finally, Hart blew out a breath. “So… we choose whether or not we wanna become immortal and who we’d want to be immortal with? That’s heavy. Real heavy.”

“Which is why you don’t have to make a choice right this second. Your elixirs will always be waiting for you until you either drink them or die. There’ll always be time to make a firm decision,” Alex said soberly. “I want to give everyone a chance to think, to change their mind, to mull it over, and never feel pressured. Baelin warned me that eternal life has its downsides. You’ll watch people you know and love grow old and die, over and over again. Others will target you, looking to steal the secrets of your eternal life. It’s not for everybody, so even if you need decades to think about it…”

He raised his own elixir. “This stuff will reverse your ageing and regenerate your body to its peak of youth and health. You could sip it on your deathbed at the age of a hundred and be back in your twenties in a matter of seconds. Seriously, there’s no downside to waiting. Only choose to take it now if you’re one hundred percent sure.”

Silence lay heavy in the room.

“This is… a lot,” Merzhin said. “I might have something in mind, but I am sure most of us will need time to think⁠—”

“Oh, I’m drinking mine right now!” Thundar snatched up his elixir and wrapped an arm around Drestra’s waist. “My partner’s going to live for thousands of years, I’d be pretty shit if I left her behind. Besides, there are so many planes I want to see. So much travelling and adventure ahead of me. Lots of fights in front of me, and they’ll be a lot easier if I’ve got a stronger, tougher body that’ll never slow down. Yeah, an eternity sounds pretty nice. And besides, you’re part of my cabal, Alex. Couldn’t exactly let you go on while your fearless cabal-leader withers, could I?”

Alex grinned at the smiling minotaur. “You’re the best, my man.”

“I know,” Thundar replied.

Drestra was looking up at her partner, her reptilian eyes very large indeed. She stood on her tiptoes, lifted her veil and pulled him down for a kiss.

“You’re sweet, Thundar.” She smiled, showing her rows of sharp teeth. “Very sweet. I knew I picked a good one in you.”

She looked at Alex.

“As for me, I think I will take the elixir. What you said about choosing death and not having death choose you… I really liked that and I think I want that for myself, especially if I’m not alone. But I won’t be drinking it today.”

The Sage of Thameland lifted a hand, flexing her fingers like a claw. “My true form still has more than a thousand years to go before I’m fully grown. I don’t want to stunt myself. When I am at the peak of my power, that’s when I’ll drink my elixir. The Crymlyn’s been flourishing since the war ended. Claygon’s Earth Tillers have made the swamps even more fertile, and there’s less tension between the witches and the rest of the kingdom. Mother says we’re going to have a new age of prosperity, and I want to witness it for generations.”

“Yes!” Thundar cried, lifting the Sage off the ground enthusiastically. “Thundar and Drestra! One thousand years and going! What a life I live!”

She laughed, kissing him again.

Alex smiled warmly.

Prince Khalik cleared his throat.

“I also intend to drink the elixir,” he said. “I have told you what my plans are for the future, and I would very much like all the time in the world to see them come to fruition and beyond. I would also like to spend an eternity with Sinope. Dryads live as long as their trees do. And so, I, too, will be drinking mine. Will Najyah share the effects as well?”

Alex nodded. “She’s your familiar. Now, she won’t get as much power from it: blood familiars have a deeper connection to their masters, which is why Brutus will get so much more benefit. But Najyah should live as long as you do and be tougher than she was before you took the elixir.”

“Glorious!” Prince Khalik’s eyes lit up as he stroked the eagle’s feathers. She nuzzled into his hand. “As for Sinope…” the prince continued, “I will have to discuss this with her.”

“Of course,” Alex said. “Like I said, she’s your loved one. The potion will be available for her.”

“Wonderful!” Prince Khalik went over to Alex and clapped him on the shoulder. “You are an emperor among men!”

“Keep those compliments coming.” Alex laughed.

“Do not!” Isolde jumped in. “If I am going to spend eternity in this cabal, I would not have any of you any more smug than you already are. It would make eternal life feel like an endless march through the hells while I am wearing shoes made of broken glass!”

“Oh, thanks, Isolde.” Alex rolled his eyes. “So, I take it you’re planning on taking the elixir too?”

“Of course,” Isolde said. “One day, I might seek to see the after-world… but I want many lifetimes in this one to learn as much as I can. The mysteries of the world and the planes call to me, and I shall need time to learn their secrets.”

“Aye, such a thing suits y’well.” Cedric grinned at her, showing his gold tooth. “I could sees y’becomin’ some livin’ legend for millennia! As for me, though…” He looked at the elixir carefully. “I dunno, I need time t’think about all o’ this. It’s a lot, an’ I dunno. I was a warrior just a few years ago, then I was a Hero, fightin’ t’kill the Ravener, an’ now there’s statues goin’ up all over Thameland honourin’ us, an’ now you’re tellin’ me I could live forever, if I wanted.”

He sighed. “Part o’ me jus’ wants t’say yes, t’be wit’ Isolde forever an’ t’watch m’ clan prosper. They been doin’ real good after all t’ rebuildin’. They’re gonna b’ stronger than ever, I’m thinkin’, an’ I wanna see where they’ll b’ when th’ wee ones in th’ clan are all grey an’ hav’ their own grandkids… but do I wanna see it while still walkin’ the world, while I’m never changin’? I’m thinkin’ I needs t’be doin’ some long thinkin’ before I accept.”

Isolde kissed Cedric on the cheek. “That is one reason why I love you. You know when to think and when to act.”

He blushed. “Aye, thanks.” He looked at Hart. “How ’bout you, big guy?”

Hart looked down at the elixir. “I’m going to think about it. All my life has been one big fight. First with the Ash Ravens, then as a Hero; fighting Ravener-spawn, demons, the hidden church, then the blasted Ravener. Now those fights are over, and I don’t know what I wanna do with myself. It’s been, uh, an adjustment. I think I want to live for a bit before I decide if I want to live forever. I’ll also want to see how things go with Tyris.”

“How are things with you two?” Khalik asked.

Hart grinned. “She’s passionate. Very passionate.”

Thundar shuddered.

The minotaur had told a story about what he’d seen when Tyris came back to the Research Castle after the final battle. Apparently, she’d leapt on Hart like a serpent, shoved her tongue down his throat and dragged him off for what she called a ‘Hero’s welcome.’

“So not much has changed there,” Thundar muttered.

“I’ll make sure some divine essence is put aside, then,” Alex said. “In case things keep going well between you two, or if you just decide to do it.”

Alex turned to Bjorgrund, Merzhin, and Grimloch.

“What about you three?” he asked.

“Yes,” Grimloch rumbled.

Silence stretched on.

“That’s it?”

“Does there need to be anything else?”

“Well,” Alex said. “It’s a big decision.”

To that, Grimloch grinned. “You told me that I could hunt, fight, grow stronger, and kill forever. Decision made.”

Alex wondered if maybe making the terrifying sharkman immortal was doing the world a disservice…

Before he could think about it further, Bjorgrund cleared his throat.

“I’m not quite fully grown yet, so I need time to think,” the young giant said. “And I’ll need to talk about it with my father. Life could change a lot. I think I need to learn more about my runes, about life, and… how to live.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Alex said.

He turned to Merzhin.

“And you?”

The Saint paused before answering. “And here I thought I was the one who would be most sure, only to find myself the last one to answer.” His eyes were fixed on a bottle for a long time. “Truthfully, I… do not think I want to live forever. I doubt I’ll change my mind either.”

He smiled thinly. “I am the last Saint of Uldar… his symbol glows on my stomach. And my life was Uldar. I grew up praying to him, learning how to serve him and serving him with every fibre of my being. Now I serve Thameland, but… I feel like something of a relic from the past.”

“We might be able to find a way to alter your Mark,” Alex said. “It’d take time, but I have Kelda’s equipment… it’s possible.”

Merzhin shook his head. “Unlike you, I have done things that I regret. Things in Uldar’s name. I do not think I want to forget them, for to do so would be to erase the mistakes of my past. Without those mistakes guiding me, I could end up being a worse man in the future.”

“I think you’re being too harsh on yourself,” Alex said softly.

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. But I will need time to learn. Once Thameland has been rebuilt, I think I shall go on a journey of my own. I wish to learn how to live and what life is before I decide whether to live forever. Though, likely not. I think I would like to live out my natural time—experience it for what it is—and then move on to what comes next. I do not fear it.”

Alex was about to say something, but the sheer amount of conviction in the Saint’s voice stopped him.

In the end, it was Merzhin’s decision.

And he would respect that, while keeping the door open if he changed his mind.

“Then that’s it, then,” Alex said. “Looks like it’ll be me, Theresa, Khalik, Thundar, Isolde, and Grimloch taking it now. Drestra’s gonna wait, and the rest of you… well, your elixir will be there for you, if you want it, like I said.”

He turned to his fiancée, his cabal-mates, and Grimloch.

Then unstoppered his bottle.

The others took one and did the same.

Alex raised his elixir. “A toast. To life. Simply, to life.”

“To life!” the others said.

They all paused for a moment.

Alex considered the future ahead of him; all the people he would meet, all the journeys he would take, and the wonders he would see and experience. He looked at Theresa, and she smiled at him.

And he would experience all of it with his best friend.

His best friend who, by the end of next summer, would be his wife.

“By the Traveller, I’m lucky,” he whispered.

And together, they drank the elixir.


Chapter 98


Where We Are, Where We’re Going



More than a year and half had passed since the destruction of the Ravener in Thameland, and life in the City at the Centre of Creation—the city of wizards—had changed in certain ways.

Shrines to the Traveller were spread throughout Generasi and its countryside. While the city maintained much of its separation from the divine, no one could deny that faith in the Traveller had taken hold there. She was an active goddess, and kind, and it was well-known that her followers were cared for, whether in Thameland, Generasi, or elsewhere.

Folk who traveled by sea, or went into battle, or ventured into the Barrens of Kravernus had begun wearing small charms around their necks. Charms carved in the shape of tiny lanterns.

But faith in her was not the only thing that had spread.

At this point, the Roth Family Bakery had five locations across Generasi, with its first location outside the city planned for later in the year. No matter the location, though, the legendary baked goods drew Generasians and even travellers from across the Prinean, lining up each morning for a chance to taste the warm freshly baked buns, creamy custards, fine cakes, and more.

Those lucky enough to get their food before the bakeries inevitably sold out would enjoy their meal either in the establishments or while walking along the street, where they might pass one of several Roth Magic Item Workshops.

When Alex opened his second magic item shop—supplied with items from his own skill and Claygon’s help with dungeon core essence—it proved to be a huge success. Now, he’d become the proud proprietor of three such fine shops across the city, and the wait for custom orders was often a year.

That level of success, of course, was also true of his and Shale’s partnership.

Shale’s Golemworks had added three new floors to the original building, turning into a gargantuan workshop that produced golems and other magical items around the clock. Whether day or night, its windows would be lit up as crafters laboured inside.

Around the world, the rich and powerful sought the opportunity to pay whatever they had to for the chance to own at least one of the Shale-Roth dungeon core essence-powered golems. When one travelled to the courts of monarchs both far and wide, they would often find a golem standing near the throne, there to eliminate any would-be assassin who drew steel in the throne room.

Every day, Lucia’s growing fleet of ships—flying and seafaring—travelled the oceans of the world, battling the sea and its monsters, delivering precious cargo to realms from the frozen ice cap in the north, to the frozen ice cap in the south.

Even in the countryside of Generasi, one couldn’t miss the ways the General of Thameland and his many companions had changed the realm.

Claygon’s spawn patrolled the countryside under his command. Venom-walkers, chitterers, bone-chargers, spear-flies, and other Ravener-spawn that had once terrorised Thameland.

Now, they protected the citizens of Thameland and Generasi in the countryside of both realms, helping mortals and wizards, hunting down dangerous monsters in the wilderness. Claygon’s Earth Tillers improved the harvest in Generasi as well.

Both Generasi and Thameland had grown more powerful.

And Generasi’s people had grown more hardy.

Over the months, Alex’s method of blood magic enhancement that he’d pioneered on himself and Hart Redfletcher had been refined. Blood mages had taken the young archwizard’s theory and worked to make it applicable to a host of medical applications.

New versions of the process were developed, and while these new versions didn’t transform folk into superhumans like Alex’s original process, they were safer and designed to purify and build up the constitution of ailing bodies, as well as quickly fight off illnesses plaguing them.

The Council of Wizards had granted Alex—and the hard-working blood mages who’d built on his theory—awards from the city, some of which were now displayed in the university.

Throughout campus—even after Khalik and Thundar graduated—Alex and his cabal’s names grew to legendary status among new students. Their names were used by recruiters from the university when they travelled across the world, and also in university classrooms by professors like Jules, Val’Rok, Mangal, Hak, and Salinger, presenting them as role models for future generations of wizards.

In the year and a half since the Ravener’s fall, life had changed significantly in many ways.

Yet, for most, it was their new normal, and today—near the end of summer—it was just a regular day…

For most.

But not for Selina Roth.

The rising sun found the young woman standing in the courtyard of the villa—the same villa she and the Lus had stayed in, then was bought by Alex soon after the Ravener’s death—sunlight playing through her chestnut brown hair.

At fourteen years of age, she’d hit quite a growth spurt and was already confirming, in height, that her family’s tendency toward such great height hadn’t skipped her. Most of her baby fat was long gone, and although she was still in that gangly stage that many early teenage bodies fell into, she was already showing signs of growing into a commanding young woman.

Her green eyes were narrowed in concentration as she carefully wiggled her fingers through a complex series of motions.

“Watch this, Brutus,” she said. “I think I’ll be even faster this time.”

Stretched out on the ground about twenty feet away, the cerberus peered at her from one of his heads. The other yawned. The last was fast asleep.

Concentrating, Selina finished moving her fingers through the incantation.

The second-tier spell array formed within her mana pool with ease, an orb of flame taking shape above her outstretched hand. It blazed heartily in the morning sun as she concentrated, using mana manipulation to control it.

Orb of Fire was a simple spell, meant to conjure a ball of flame that could be controlled with a mere thought. For Selina, though—with her powerful fire affinity and instruction from her brother—it could be taken much further.

Manipulating the mana of the spell, the fire grew from an orb the size of her head, to one the size of her entire body. It blazed above her, giving off waves of heat, rising higher as she controlled the spell.

With a flick of her finger, the flaming orb changed shape, now a column of fire, then a line of flame, and finally, something like a blazing cube.

“I can’t make it any more refined than that,” she said, glancing at Brutus, making sure he was still watching. “But I can do this.”

Closing her hand and manipulating the spell’s mana, she shrank the orb down to a speck of flame, hovering quietly in the air, no bigger than a snowflake.

It burned with intense heat.

Selina frowned, deep in concentration

That ember grew brighter and the heat began fading.

The air cooled all around it as the spell greedily sucked in the surrounding heat to feed itself.

Selina pushed a hand through the air in front of her.

It felt cool enough to be noticeable. Carefully, the young fire mage pulled an alchemical air temperature gauge from her belt pouch and held it before her.

“One… two… three degrees cooler than the surrounding air.” Her eyes lit up. “A new record!”

Gleefully, she picked up a notebook, recording her progress.

“I can’t wait to tell Alex and the others,” she whispered, looking at the villa. “But I guess that’ll have to wait, since today’s such a busy day.”

Sighing, the young woman looked at the blue sky. There were far more sky-ships flying up there now, many built by her brother.

“Can you believe it, Brutus?” she said, dismissing the flame then gathering up her notes and supplies and taking a seat beside the cerberus on a bench nearby. He grumbled, laying one of his enormous heads in her lap.

She stroked that head while he watched her.

“On a day like this, it really makes you think, doesn’t it?” she said to him. “Do you remember when we first left Alric together? Everything was so scary back then…” She shook her head. “How old was I? Maybe ten.”

Selina chuckled. “Do you remember when we smeared stinkweed on ourselves to try to repel the silence-spiders? Remember the fight in the Cave of the Traveller, the journey to Port Mausarr, and meeting Fan-Dor and Gel-Dor… then coming here? Our new home.”

She thought about all the friends she’d made, the wonderful sights she’d seen, and the dangers she’d faced in the city of wizards. Here was where she’d discovered her fire affinity, learned to accept her connection to flame, and started learning magic.

Here was where she’d helped Alex craft Claygon.

Here was where she’d done a lot of growing up.

“You know something, Brutus, I think I’d like to have my own adventures one day,” she said. “Go somewhere far away, help people with my magic, fight monsters, put out fires…” The young woman daydreamed fantastical images, then blushed. “Maybe meet a handsome prince. That would be nice, wouldn’t it, boy?”

She looked down, noticing that the cerberus’ eyes were shut tight as he snored in her lap.

“Hmph, I guess I’ve been talking to myself all this time! Coming up with wild ideas, like⁠—”

Her breath caught.

There was another person she knew who talked to himself a lot, usually when he was coming up with wild ideas. She slowly looked down at her notebook, which was being filled with her progress and notes on magic circuits.

“Oh no,” she groaned in horror. “I’m becoming Alex. Oh, by the Traveller, no⁠—”

“Selinaaaa!” Mrs. Lu called from inside the villa. “Selina, where are you? It’s time to get ready.”

With a grunt, Brutus woke up, licked Selina’s face, and bounded toward the villa’s front doors.

Selina made a sour face, pulling out a handkerchief and wiping her cheek. “Ugh, now you wake up. You probably think it’s mealtime.” Sighing, she got to her feet. “Anyway, we’ve got to get ready, and it’s a big day for Theresa and Alex.”

She looked at the villa’s windows, shaking her head.

“Ugh, talking to myself again. I’ve got to de-Alex myself before I lose the ability to think of good names for anything ever again.”

With a shake of her head, she headed for the villa.
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“O-oh, you look so beautiful.” Mr. Lu sniffled, wiping his eyes with a handkerchief. “Have I told you that, my daughter?”

“Dad… you’ve told me that about a thousand times already.” Theresa ran a cherrywood comb through the back of her hair, sweeping it into an updo.

“And I’ll tell you a thousand times more!” He puffed up his chest. “And you listen here! Alex had better tell you that a thousand times a day for the rest of your lives! I-if he doesn’t, you come to your father! I-I’ll tell him off for you!”

Theresa smiled at her father. “I think that’d be a little much.”

“Nonsense, it should be two thousand times a day!” Mr. Lu sputtered. “At least!”

“…Thanks, Dad,” she said, looking at herself in the mirror and putting her comb on the dresser.

Her dress was forest green, with a pattern of golden filigree shaped like hundreds of leaves trimming it. She pinned a laurel wreath of magically-preserved wildflowers to her hair.

Their colourful blooms contrasted with her jet-black hair, and the green of the dress suited the brown of her scabbards; the Twinblade was belted at her waist.

Her eyes drifted to the swords.

Her great-grandfather’s swords.

“Twinblade Lu’s smiling down on you,” Mr. Lu said. “He’s seen what you’ve done with his swords, I have no doubt, and I know he’ll be watching you with the biggest smile on his face. I’m glad you took one of those swords with you when you left with Alex, Selina, and Brutus.”

He leaned over, touching the blades.

“That sword… and the other half of the Twinblade got you through so much, my daughter.” He choked. “One served you through your journey to Generasi, then together, through all the fights you’ve had, and even through the battle with the Ravener. And now… they’ve gotten you here. To this day.”

Mr. Lu shook his head as if in disbelief, his voice breaking. “To your wedding day.”


Chapter 99


A Wonderful Life



Theresa Lu looked up at her father in silent wonder.

His words kept echoing through her head.

To your wedding day.

To your wedding day.

To your wedding day.

Those words were true.

After all this time, more than two years since Alex proposed to her on the beach, she was going to marry him, her partner, her best friend, and lover. The thought sent butterflies fluttering through her stomach and made her face flush.

For as long as she could remember, they’d been with each other, and she’d loved him her whole life. Today was the day they’d be joined as husband and wife.

‘It’s so strange,’ she thought. ‘I drank an elixir of immortality last year. My senses are even sharper. My heart beats stronger. And I’m never going to die… but I didn’t feel anywhere near as happy as I do today. What a life I’ve lived so far.’

Her father approached her. “What are you thinking about?”

She smiled up at him, touching the Twinblade. “Oh, just about… how we all got here.”

The huntress remembered that moment all those years ago when she’d walked into Alex’s room and seen that glowing Mark on his shoulder. After he’d told her what happened, it had taken her less than a heartbeat to know what she wanted to do: to go with him. She’d asked him right then if she could come with him to Generasi.

That one request might have been the single most important sentence she’d ever uttered in her life. It led them on a tense journey away from her family’s inn, to the walls of Alric, to barely avoiding the priests’ attention, and making it to the Coille. They’d been stalked by a silence-spider for the first time, surprised by a meeting with the Chosen, had gone through the Cave of the Traveller, and narrowly managed to kill a hive-queen hidden in there.

At that point, the journey had been the most monumental experience of her life, but it was only the beginning. When they’d made it to Generasi, she’d discovered her potential for life enforcement, and started growing as a warrior, as well as in mind, body, and spirit.

From there came the endless trials during the Art of the Wizard in combat, battles against the mana vampire, and even fighting for their lives against Ravener-spawn at Patrizia DePaolo’s ball. She’d become close friends with Zhao Shishi, Grimloch, Isolde, the rest of Alex’s cabal, and a number of the Watchers.

Yet, even as Claygon joined their family and their circle of friends had grown, the huntress and wizard stayed together, remaining partners to each other. Loving together. Fighting together. Growing together.

They’d faced monsters early on, like the demon summoner’s armies, then later on, Zonon-In, the hidden church, the runemarked in the north, until eventually, the Ravener itself. She’d unlocked the true potential of the Twinblade and come into her own, discovering herself in ways she’d never imagined, even when she thought about her future as a young child.

And her life’s path had been with Alex at her side.

She smiled at her father.

“You know, when I was a little girl, I always thought the Coille was endless,” she told him. “That’s why I explored it so much. Then, one day, I realised it wasn’t endless; that beyond it were fields and towns and other tamed lands.”

“I remember that.” Mr. Lu smiled.

“But when I first started learning life enforcement, I remember thinking it was actually my first step into a vast forest that was ready for exploration. In a way, I thought it might be an endless path. An endless forest for me to explore, figuratively, I mean.”

“Right.” Mr. Lu nodded along.

She looked at the mirror, then at her swords, then the laurel wreath and her flowing wedding dress of forest green and leaves of gold.

“But now, I think I see things a little differently. Life enforcement isn’t the endless forest. It’s a path through it. Life is the endless forest.” Her face lit up. “And I get to explore it endlessly with Alex beside me.”

She laughed then, looking back at her father. “Life doesn’t get any more wonderful than this, does it?”

Mr. Lu rested a hand on her shoulder. “Today will be a highlight, Theresa, but take it from a man who’s been very happily married for a very long time.” His eyes twinkled. “The best is yet to come.”

Pausing for a moment then jumping up, she wrapped her arms around her father. “I love you, Dad.”

He hugged her back. “I love you too. I’m proud of you, and I’m so, so happy for you.”

“Thank you!” She fought back tears. Tears of joy. “What a wonderful life I live.”
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Alexander Roth checked himself in the mirror for the thousandth time.

He carefully examined his black doublet and hose, looking for even a single loose thread, the slightest stain or the slightest bit of dust or dirt.

“Got to look perfect,” he said. “Absolutely have to look absolutely perfect.” He looked at himself in the mirror again, glancing at his long hair. His eyes scanned for any hairs out of place. He found none. “I look perfect, don’t I?”

“You look… like a Hero… Father…” Claygon said.

The golem of steel and dungeon core-substance stood by the door, watching his father’s inspection with the patience of stone. He watched Alex closely, with feelings of pride, excitement, and anticipation pouring through their link.

“Don’t fret… you are… going to be fine…” the golem said.

“Well, that’s the thing!” Alex spun around. “I know I’m going to be fine! Fine is easy! ‘Fine’ is what you bloody well tell someone when you’re feeling bloody miserable, but you don’t want to get into a big conversation about it. Fine is what your boss tells you your performance is when they’re getting ready to show you the door! Fine is easy, Claygon! Theresa doesn’t deserve ‘fine,’ or even ‘great’! She deserves perfect! Hells, I deserve perfect!”

As Alex gesticulated, the golem laughed.

“Then you are… perfect, Father. I think… the fact that you and Theresa… are even marrying each other… already makes the day… perfect for both of you,” Claygon said. “I am not sure how much… she’s going to pay attention to every thread of your clothing, Father… I think… she’s going to care a lot more about… who’s wearing those clothes…”

Alex paused then, looking into Claygon’s steel eyes. “You know, you’ve gotten really damn insightful.”

“I have… good… role models…” He patted his father on the back. “I am happy for you… Father…”

Alex smiled up at the golem, placing a hand on one of Claygon’s forearms. “Thank you for that, buddy. Seriously, thank you.”

“You are welcome… I can feel you are… nervous, Father… You are letting your emotions… flow through our link… and I can feel your excitement too…”

“Yeah.” Alex chuckled. “I’m super excited, buddy. I can’t remember the last time I was this excited! Funny, I drank a potion of immortality and didn’t feel as excited as I do right now. Oh, man, I can’t believe how happy I’m feeling. Nervous too, though. Hope I don’t mess up my vows…”

“You… will not, Father… I know you will not… You are going to have… a great day…” Claygon said, raising his lower right hand.

“Yeeeeeah!” The young archwizard high-fived his golem’s steel hand, barely resisting the urge to clutch his hand from pain.

As the archwizard and golem fed off each other’s excitement, Alex looked out the window, at the sky.

‘I know you’re still watching over us, Mom and Dad,’ he thought, remembering travelling to the after-world and meeting his mother and father with Selina. As time went on, his memories of what the after-world looked like grew vaguer, hazier.

But the image of his parents—looking at him and his sister with such towering pride—remained just as clear in his mind, as if he’d just seen them minutes ago. He doubted that memory would ever fade, even if he lived for another five thousand years.

‘I hope you’ll still keep being proud of Selina and me, Mother and Father,’ he thought. ‘And of Theresa too, since our families are officially joining.’

As the thought passed through his mind, a familiar voice came from the hallway.

“Alex! Are you ready?” Mrs. Lu called. “It’s just about time.”

“On my way!” Alex turned to Claygon, straightening his clothes again.

“How do I look?” he asked.

“Like… a Hero…” the golem replied, confidently.

“Haha, I’ll take it!” Alex walked to the double doors of his bedroom in the villa, throwing them open with a single tug, and stepped into the hallway, where Mrs. Lu was waiting.

The doors across from his room opened and… Theresa walked through the doorway.

Alex’s breath caught.

The softness of her dress. The colours. All perfect.

The wreath of wildflowers ringing her hair.

Her death stalker face… melted immediately upon seeing him.

She looked him up and down. Slowly. Drinking in every detail. “You look good, Alex.” The huntress blushed.

“You look beautiful,” he whispered back, awed.

For a moment, they just silently looked into each other’s eyes.

Claygon beamed.

Mrs. Lu beamed.

Mr. Lu choked back a sob. “A-alright, you two had better get going.”

“Remember, don’t come into the… temple until you hear… my signal…” Claygon added.

“We’ll remember, Claygon,” Theresa said, not taking her eyes off her fiancé.

Slowly and gently, she extended her hand.

Alex took it in his.

“Alright, you all have the new portal downstairs. Wait, portals! Alright, quick. Don’t take the one that I set up a while ago: the regular one that takes you to your inn, Mr. and Mrs. Lu. You’ll want to take the new one. It’ll take the rest of you right to the temple.”

“We’ll remember, Alex,” Mrs. Lu said. “Now off you go, scoot!”

Alex nodded. “Okay.”

“Mom, Dad, I’ll see you soon,” Theresa added.

The huntress and the archwizard looked into each other’s eyes.

He squeezed her hand.

She squeezed his back.

And they teleported away.
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The hall that Alex and Theresa arrived in was a wondrous sight.

The walls, floor, and ceiling of stone were bathed in a multihued lights from multiple portals. A honeycomb of portals hovered just below the ceiling, each open to a different sky.

One sky was blue and clear, lit by bright sunlight.

Another was starry where a full moon shone, bathing its cool light through the portal.

Another was filled with fluffy white clouds.

Yet another was open to the far north where multihued lights played through the night sky.

Along both walls of the tunnel, portals were opened to different landscapes from around the world. One opened to a scene of the ocean; schools of colourful fish were nipping at each other, magic holding the contents of the portal in check, keeping them from flowing out and into the tunnel.

Another portal opened to a forest of petrified trees, each draped in lichen, bringing greenery to an otherwise grey scene.

Other portals opened onto bright green fields.

Others onto beaches or deserts.

It seemed as though the world itself had been brought to the Cave, its different landscapes there to witness Alex and Theresa’s union.

And these were not the only wonders in the tunnel.

Bright green garland was draped from the walls and a carpet of flower petals were strewn along the floor, representing good fortune, prosperity, and fertility.

From towering doors up ahead, hung wreaths of forest plants and wildflowers.

The doors were familiar…

…the same ones which led directly into the Temple of the Traveller.

Beyond them, Alex and Theresa could hear hushed voices talking.

“Looks like a lot of our guests are already here,” Alex said, keeping his voice low.

“Sounds like it,” Theresa whispered. “I hear people coming through the portals inside. I think they’re almost ready to start.”

“They’ll be ready for us soon, then,” Alex said. He paused, looking at her closely.

She caught his gaze and smiled, blushing. “What is it?” Her voice was soft.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

Her hand squeezed his. “I’ve been ready for a long time. You?”

His hand squeezed hers back. “Even longer.”

Before she could reply, two rich voices lifted in song from inside the temple.

Claygon’s and Birger’s harmonious tones blended, joining in perfect harmony, singing a song of welcome.

Alex took a deep, steadying breath. “Well, that’s our cue.”

“It is,” she said. “I guess we should get married, then?”

“I guess we should.”

Together, Theresa and Alex stepped forward, the doors slowly opening, welcoming them to the temple.


Chapter 100


The Circle



The doors opened before Alex and Theresa, revealing what waited beyond: the Temple of the Traveller.

Long ago—when they’d first found this place—what had waited there was fire, death, and Ravener-spawn. The goddess statues were there then, standing in defence of the silent chamber, their fire-beams blasting anything that moved. Worker-silence-spiders had ambushed their unsuspecting party, coming up behind them, but the goddess statues unknowingly saved their lives… even if they’d also come close to frying them in their fire-beams.

Hovering high above them back then was a single portal, open to an endless sky. Now, more portals were up near the ceiling, windows on the world, both near and far.

Both goddess statues were gone, replaced by effigies of the Traveller herself. In place of the goddesses with their snarling faces, was a replica of Hannah, her face calm and welcoming.

Alex’s and Theresa’s guests were waiting for their arrival, all smiles greeting the couple.

Thameish weddings featured four parties.

The first and most important were the bride and groom. They would enter the church last, and be welcomed by their waiting guests.

The second was the first set of guests. They would be seated at the ceremony, being supportive while bearing witness to the fact that a lawful marriage had taken place between an engaged couple.

This first set of witnesses were already sitting near the back of the temple. Their chairs resembled soft clouds, their familiar faces displaying an array of different emotions, some teary-eyed, some smiling, some serene.

The gathering was modest in size—Alex and Theresa had quickly vetoed King Athelstan’s offer of a state wedding to honour the leader of the Heroes—and everyone who made their guest list was someone with a strong connection to the young couple.

Friends from the Art of the Wizard in Combat were there.

Nua-Oge, Caramiyus, Angelar, Rhea, Malcolm, Rayne, Eyvinder, and Shiani were sitting together. Lucia was there with Fan-Dor, Gel-Dor, Toraka, and Sim Shale, all sitting beside each other. Most were smiling, except for Lucia and Fan-Dor, who were wiping away happy tears with their handkerchiefs. Tyris Goldtooth sat next to Brutus, Kybas, Harmless, Ripp, and Najyah. The eagle was perched on a stand beside them. There was even a massive open portal up above, allowing Vesuvius to poke his enormous head through; to be present without taking up the entire temple.

Troy was also there with his wife, Lorraine, and many of the original staff from the first Roth Family Bakery. Some—including Troy—were openly weeping. Near them sat Svenia, Hogarth, Zhao Shishi, Theresa’s friends from the Watchers, Professor Kabbot-Xin, and Abela and her family.

The third group in a Thameish wedding would form what was known as ‘the circle.’

These circles were made up of family and others closest to the bride and groom, and today, these folk stood in a circle in the middle of the chamber, all facing one another—though they craned their necks to see Alex and Theresa enter.

A sizable number made up that circle.

The Lus—Theresa’s brothers, her uncle, aunt, and cousins—stood together, looking on with pride at the huntress. Beside them was Selina, grinning at both Theresa and her big brother.

Beside them were Sinope and Prince Khalik, looking aristocratic. The prince was smiling through his well-coiffed beard, his eyes twinkling. Thundar and Drestra stood beside them, the minotaur sniffling and teary-eyed.

Next to them was Isolde—who was also sniffling, her eyes red-rimmed and teary—and a shirtless Cedric was kissing her hand. Hart, Merzhin, and Carey were beside them, watching the approaching couple with broad smiles.

Professor Jules, Baelin, Professor Mangal, and Professor Val’Rok were next in the circle. Professor Jules was trying to stop from sobbing as Baelin patted her back. Bjorgrund and Grimloch were next, the two giants smiling… with the sharkman’s smile looking extremely unsettling.

And then, there were the vocalists.

Claygon and Birger stood in the circle, their voices harmonising, filling the temple of the Traveller. They sang a song of welcome, of love. A song of triumph and joy.

Waves of happiness emanated through the golem’s link with his father.

Alex’s happiness emanated right back.

He and Theresa turned to the last party in the chamber.

A party of one.

The officiant.

In a Thameish wedding, a priest of Uldar normally stood in the middle of the circle, waiting for the bride and groom, ready to perform the ceremony.

But today, the officiant waiting in the circle was no priest of Uldar.

Far from it.

Standing in the middle of the circle, waiting for them with a bright smile and a little wave…

…was Hannah Kim, the Traveller.

“Witnesses,” she called, “please bow as the bride and groom enter the Circle of Joining.”

Every seated witness stood up from their chairs, bowing their heads to Alex and Theresa as they entered the circle of family and friends.

Hannah turned her attention to those in the circle. “Everyone, the Circle of Joining will now close, representing the joining together of loved ones. We have all gathered here to form the circular bond of marriage, lasting and equal. This is a bond of kindness, of love, of dedication, and prosperity. It is the joining of a couple taking the next step on their journey. It is the joining of two families, to make a stronger whole. Those in the circle are not only family by blood, but family by life lived and deed done. Not only family born, but family found. This family is also joining together through their connection to Theresa and Alex, and to represent that, everyone, please link hands.”

As one, the Circle of Joining closed behind Alex and Theresa, joining hands.

Together, the couple reached the Traveller, stopping in front of her.

She bowed to them and they to her.

They faced her, reached for one another’s hands and looked into each other’s eyes.

Birger and Claygon’s song ended, and those who’d been seated took their seats again.

Hannah smiled, and spoke again, her voice louder.

“Today, we are here to welcome the birth of a new family, whatever shape that family might take,” she said. “Family is created not only by bonds of blood, but by bonds of friendship, love, and partnership. These are the bonds that weave Theresa and Alex’s families together in a union that will deeply enhance their lives. The vows the couple now exchange will signify their commitment to each other. Together, let us witness Alexander and Theresa make their commitment before everyone gathered here, everyone they share their lives with. Their vows are a pledge, meant to signify their dedication to each other, now and forever.”

She looked at the huntress and the archwizard.

“Have you decided who will speak first?”

They both nodded.

“I will,” Theresa said.

“Theresa will,” Alex agreed.

“Then, Theresa, please share your vows with Alex.”

Theresa looked into her fiancé’s eyes, taking a deep breath, her eyes never leaving his face.

“Alex, you fill my heart.” Her conviction was in her every word. “I love you and I always have. If you needed me to, I’d go to the tallest mountain peaks and the deepest trenches for you, or with you.” She squeezed his hands. “You don’t even have to ask, and I’d be right there beside you.”

Alex smiled at that.

“Alex, you’re brave and you never give up. You’re loyal, selfless, thoughtful, funny, you’re my everything, and I know how fortunate I am. You never shy away from anything that’s facing you, and I promise you, I’ll always walk beside you, no matter what comes. I’ll be there to stand beside you, to fly beside you, to fight beside you, to anchor you. The two of us can make it through anything together, and you make me feel I can survive anything, just as long as you’re by my side.”

Mr. and Mrs. Lu started to cry.

“We’ve known each other for so long that remembering a time when you weren’t in my life isn’t possible,” Theresa continued. “We grew up together and we’ve grown together. You went from annoying Brutus, trying to make him play fetch and chase sticks, to patiently winning him over.”

The cerberus whined a little.

“And honestly, if you could win him over, as far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing you can’t do. Defeating the Ravener was impressive, but it takes second place to winning over Brutus.”

Chuckles went through the circle and the other witnesses.

Theresa continued, “I trust you with everything I am. Our lives have been filled with adventure from the time we left Thameland, and no matter what we do now, being with you will always be an adventure. Being with you, I always feel loved. Alex, you’re my best friend, you’re my partner, my biggest supporter, and my love. My and Brutus’ lives will go on because of you, and with you. We’re one. I couldn’t want anything more. So, on this day, I hereby vow to eternally love and trust you. When you are hurt, I am hurt. When you triumph, I triumph. When you love, I love even harder. We will fight and we will make up. And always, we will be together in the endless forest that is this world. And beyond.”

She finished her vows with a brilliant smile and tears in her eyes.

Hannah nodded. “We have Theresa’s vows.” She turned. “Alex, please offer your vows to Theresa.”

The young archwizard nodded, then searched his fiancée’s face, taking a deep breath.

“You are so beautiful, Theresa,” he started. “You’re beautiful in mind, body, heart, and soul. Beautiful in so many ways that I couldn’t even begin to finish listing them, even if I had a thousand years. I adore you, and being here beside you is the best part of my life.”

He gave her a weak smile. “We belong together, and I think we always have, but there was a time when I didn’t believe you could feel that way about me. I wasn’t always the brightest spark around back then, but thanks to a good swift kick from Khalik, I started to believe that you cared for me. And I’m glad I did. I’m so glad that we’re here together today; you mean the world to me, and I’d do anything for you.

“Theresa, I promise to trust you, to share the bad and the good with you, to not be so afraid for you that I try to shield you from the world. You’re my partner, I promise to always remember that, to honour that. You’ve helped me in ways that made me who I am today.”

He squeezed her hands.

“I’ll never forget the day I started to fall in love with you. We must have been about fourteen; it was the day you and Mrs. Lu baked me cookies from my mom’s recipe, hoping to make me feel better.”

Theresa gasped, her eyes going wide.

“Oh, yes, I remember how you walked in the pouring rain with those cookies, all the way over to where I was,” Alex continued. “You were soaking wet, and I was being sullen and didn’t want to talk to anybody, but you wouldn’t leave until I had a cookie.”

He chuckled. “Since they were all soggy from the rain, I tasted one but spat it out, and you started yelling at me, and I started yelling back and we were making so much noise that the watchman came running over, thinking that someone was getting murdered. When he finally let us go, after his lecture, it was so awkward. I remember we didn’t say a word to each other. Then partway back home, I started thinking: ‘Gee, I’m hungry’ and—not even thinking—I asked you for a cookie.”

Several guests began laughing, their laughter echoing through the temple. Thundar’s laughter was loudest, and he loudly commented, “Yeah, that sounds like him.”

More laughter erupted among the guests.

Alex chuckled too. “I’m surprised you didn’t smack me, but instead, you gave me this look like: ‘You made me go through all that just to ask me for a cookie now?’ And when I saw that look on your face, I just started laughing and couldn’t stop, and you started laughing too. And from that day, Mum and Dad dying hurt just a little bit less, because I had you to laugh with. You were there for me, and you touched my broken heart.”

By now, Theresa’s hands were gripping his for dear life. Tears were running down her face.

“I reckon we have a beautiful future ahead of us, and I know we can make it whatever we want it to be,” Alex said. “I’m excited to spend that future with you and make all of our dreams come true. Whatever we dream, we can do. We both know that life can be full of surprises, some good, some bad, and some in between, but as long as we’re together, we can handle all of it. If my best friend is beside me, what can’t we face? I’ll always love you, Theresa. I’m a very lucky man. So, I hereby vow to eternally love and cherish you. I will protect you, and I know you will protect me. We will love each other through joy and pain, rain and sunshine. The good times will make us happier. The hard times will make us stronger. We will be together to face all that life has to offer. For all time.”

By now, Theresa was shaking.

Alex had grown teary-eyed himself.

Hannah spoke, “We have heard our couple’s beautiful vows, ones that will carry them through their married lives. But before we go further, tradition requires me to ask: if anyone objects to this union, if so, now is the time to speak.”

Immediately, all tears stopped, and Alex noticed Theresa glaring at the circle and other witnesses, her death stalker face on full display, as though daring anyone to say a word.

Alex glowered in warning too, but no one said a single word.

“With no one objecting, the bride and groom may now tie the ceremonial bracelets on each other’s wrists,” Hannah continued.

Alex and Theresa looked back at each other, removing the two ceremonial bracelets made of leaves woven together from the aeld tree in Greymoor, from their pouches. Theresa tied Alex’s onto his wrist. Then Alex tied Theresa’s onto hers.

They joined hands again, looking down at their bracelets.

Hannah looked at Theresa first. “Theresa, do you accept this man to be your husband, both in good times and in ill, to be joined together?”

“Yes, with everything I have.” Theresa looked up at Alex.

“Alex,” Hannah continued, “do you accept this woman to be your wife, both in good times and in ill, to be joined together?”

“Yes, with everything I have,” Alex echoed.

The Traveller raised her voice, filling the temple with her words. “Then by the power invested in me by…” She paused. “By me, I suppose. I, the Traveller, do declare Alex and Theresa married! Please seal your union with a kiss!”

The huntress and the archwizard leaned toward each other.

Their lips pressed to one another’s, and they felt each other’s warmth. In that moment, all other sights, sounds, smells, and feelings faded. Their world became only each other for one wonderful moment.

A feeling of calm washed over Alex.

All was well.

And he understood how grand his life was to have led him here.

“Alright, everyone!” Hannah called. “Please welcome the newly joined couple! Then you’re all invited to continue the celebration at the Golden Dragon in Generasi!”

Applause filled the temple.

Claygon and Birger raised their voices in a song of celebration.

Alex and Theresa looked into each other’s eyes as they pulled apart.

“I love you, my husband,” Theresa said.

Alex was a little shocked by that word. That wonderful word.

“I love you too, my wife,” he replied.

Their eyes stayed fixed on each other, like there was no one else in the world.

Simply drinking in the moment.


Chapter 101


Celebration



The Golden Dragon was perched on a hilltop in one of the wealthiest areas in all of Generasi; a massive building that resembled a small castle of white stone with hulking golden towers. Curving through the restaurant’s spires was an immense dragon statue, plated in gold, seeming ready to launch into the sky.

The interior was palatial, crafted of marble, mahogany, crystal, and brass. Its walls were lined with fine oil paintings and murals. Fountains, standing in the middle of multiple dining rooms, sprayed water the colour of the sea into the air, cascading down into waterfalls, and water sprites danced through the falls.

Each seat was an actual conjured cloud, every chair back was woven in the shape of a curve—glowing with inner light—inviting guests to sink right in. While sitting on them, it was easy to imagine what it must feel like to relax on the softest, lightest, cushions from the heavens.

The tables were forged of brass and carven elfwood, alive and pulsing with calming auras.

When Alex and his companions were last there, they’d enjoyed sitting around those tables while, in a corner of the dining room, a series of tiny constructs—no bigger than one’s thumb—stood on a podium, playing magical instruments wrought of wood and platinum.

Now, though?

As the musical constructs were playing.

Many guests weren’t sitting.

The largest hall in the Golden Dragon had been reserved for a grand celebration: the wedding reception for Alexander and Theresa.

One side of the room was dominated by a massive ironwood bar, behind which floated kegs of ale, wine, cider, mead, and dozens of other less potent drinks. The stronger stuff was in decanters of golden crystal, floating high above the bar like a flock of trained birds.

The bartender plied her trade, making sure the guests were fuelled for their revelling.

And revel was what they were doing in abundance.

The tiny constructs played jaunty tunes that left everyone filled with cheer. Wedding guests feasted along the sides of the room, giving speeches, toasting, drinking, talking, laughing, and dancing.

Some were in couples.

Some in groups.

All were enjoying themselves.

It was from this crowd that Alex and Theresa finally emerged after dancing for the better part of an hour. The newlyweds sipped goblets of wine, smiles lighting their faces, laughter flowing freely as they held each other’s hand, finally reaching a nearby table and dropping into a pair of cloud-cushioned chairs.

They caught their breaths, taking in the celebration, watching their friends enjoying themselves.

“This… this is nice, isn’t it?” Alex said, wrapping his arm around his wife’s waist. “Like, really nice.”

Theresa nuzzled into her husband’s shoulder. “It is. We should have another one of these,” she joked.

Alex glanced at her, startled for a moment, then burst out laughing. “Well, there’s going to be Khalik and Sinope’s wedding to look forward to.”

The young archwizard looked to where the prince and dryad were dancing. They were hand in hand, eyes locked on one another. Alex didn’t have to be an expert in body language to see how much love was between them.

He smiled, his mind drifting back over the years.

Alex recalled first seeing Khalik in the apartment across the insula, with magnificent Najyah landing on his arm. He didn’t know back then that the muscular young man would become one of his closest friends, confidants, and counsellors.

Khalik was a hero in his own right, he would, no doubt, continue building his own legend over the centuries.

As he and Theresa watched them, the prince caught Alex’s eye.

He smiled, giving him a grand smile, then whispering something to Sinope. The couple made their way over to the newlyweds.

“Helloooo, newlyweds.” The prince grinned, clapping Alex on the shoulder. “Still high off your ceremony?”

“Might be high off of it for the rest of my life.” Theresa giggled.

“That will be a very long time, from what I hear,” Sinope said pointedly, with a knowing smile.

“That tells you how good it was,” Theresa said.

“Listen, Khalik.” Alex clapped his friend on the arm. “I just want to thank you for giving me that kick in the ass back then. I needed it, seriously.”

“It is no problem” Khalik chuckled. “What is a little wisdom between friends? If we cannot share counsel, we cannot share anything.”

“Yeah, I owe you one,” Alex replied.

“Oh, bah, one does not keep track of favours like some sort of ‘social merchant’! We have all of time. We will be repaying each other back and forth through the millennia.”

“Damn right we will,” Alex agreed.

Khalik glanced down at the General of Thameland’s goblet. “Ah, and you are already repaying me right now! You are reminding me that my cup is empty, and I think we should go and correct that grave error!”

Sinope chuckled. “Don’t get too drunk now, my mighty oak blossom.”

“Oh, bah! My constitution is as strong as Claygon’s! How else have I been able to keep up with Thundar?” Khalik threw his head back and laughed. “Come, beloved.” He wrapped an arm around Sinope. “It would be rude to our hosts to not fully celebrate!”

Together, they began turning away.

Alex spoke up, “Wait, Khalik?”

“Yeeeees?” The prince turned back to his friend.

“Thank you… seriously, thank you for being my friend.”

Khalik grew a little misty-eyed. “The pleasure is shared, my friend. The pleasure is shared.”

Together, Prince Khalik and Sinope made their way to the bar. Their grace made it almost seem like they were floating.

“He’s great, isn’t he?” Alex asked aloud.

“Yeah, they both are,” Theresa said.

“Hey!” a loud, gruff voice interrupted.

They turned, spotting a very drunk Thundar stumbling toward them with Drestra holding him up.

“Heeyyyyy! What’s up, I’m surprised you two haven’t gone to bed yet, what the hells?” Thundar laughed.

Both Alex and Theresa turned bright red.

“Oh, by the Traveller—” Drestra started to say.

“Yes?” Hannah called from across the room.

“—Thundar, you can’t say that out loud!” The Sage’s reptilian eyes flashed.

“We were all thinking it!” He laughed. “And as the cabal’s leader, it’s up to me to say the things no one else has the spine to say!”

“Thundar… you are very, very drunk,” Theresa said, her expression somewhere between embarrassment and amusement.

“Which is why I’m here!” The minotaur looked at Alex. “Can you do that blood magic thing where you make me sober and get rid of hangovers? I wanna drink more!”

“Heh, anything for our ‘brave cabal leader’.” Alex pressed a hand to Thundar’s arm. With a twitch of his finger, he cleansed the alcohol from the minotaur’s system.

In an instant, Thundar was standing straighter, his eyes clearer.

“That’s a trick I gotta learn for myself one day.” He laughed. “Great one. And now I get to get drunk all over again.” He turned to Drestra. “This time, you’re getting drunk before me!”

Drestra shook her head. “Thundar, I’m a dragon.”

“That just makes it a challenge.”

She rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “I have terrible taste in men, apparently.”

“And I’m glad for it. Makes a lout like me lucky as all hells.”

Drestra’s face grew pink above her veil. “Smooth talker.”

“I learned from the best.” Thundar winked at Alex. “Seriously, man. I dunno if it was fate or divine decree or just dumb luck that put you, me, Khalik, and Isolde together in that first trial for COMB-1000. But it was one of the best damned things that ever happened to me.”

His face grew serious. “Doesn’t matter the battlefield, or the time or place. Ask me? And I’ll be there.”

“As will I,” Drestra’s voice crackled as she looked at Alex and Theresa. “Both of you helped me and kept me sane in a time when I felt all alone. You also helped my people in their time of need. I can never repay you for that.”

“Yeah, and if I didn’t know you, I never woulda met Drestra,” Thundar said. “Alex and Theresa, you two are the best. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

“Right back at you, Thundar.” Alex stood and hugged his friend. “Seriously. Anyone would be blessed to call you friend, cabal member, or even brother. You’re a titan, man. I mean that. I’m glad I know you.”

“Same here,” Theresa said.

Thundar beamed at that, his eyes beginning to shine. “Bah, you two are gonna make me cry! Alright, I’d better get some more booze in me before I lose it. I’ll catch you two later.”

With that, Thundar and Drestra went to the bar, greeting the prince and Sinope, laughing and chatting with them.

Alex smiled, warmth filling his chest. “What a guy.”

“You’re right,” Theresa said. “We’re lucky to know both him and Drestra.”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “We really, really are.”

“I do feel the need to apologise,” a familiar aristocratic voice said nearby.

Alex glanced in that direction. He and Theresa waved at Isolde and Cedric as they made their way over to them.

“I shall make sure that Thundar is thoroughly chastised later. That remark was quite crude,” she sniffed.

“Aye, it was funny, though,” Cedric laughed. “An’ there weren’t a weddin’ that ever passed wit’out some naughty joke!”

“I… suppose.” Isolde crossed her arms, her eyes softening a little. “You do have a point. Even in the Rhinean Empire—among nobility and after a few drinks—a faux pas or two becomes acceptable, even expected.”

“Oooooh?” Theresa cocked an eyebrow. “Are you going soft, Isolde?”

“Oh, bah, goin’?” Cedric grinned, his gold tooth shining. “She’s always been a bloody softy. I had a few chats wit’ Svenia an’ Hogarth. She ain’t nowhere near as ‘proper’ as she plays at. An’ behind closed doors wit’ me⁠—”

“Cedric!” Isolde screamed, her face bright red. “Do not dare!”

He raised his hands. “Aye, aye, don’ wanna anger no immortal wizard, now do I?”

“And you had better remember that, hmph!”

“Oh man, you are too funny, Isolde.” Alex shook his head, laughing. “And you really do your best to keep all of us from going too far into degeneracy.”

“An extraordinarily difficult task, I can assure you,” she said, uncrossing her arms. Her eyes softened again. “But, more to the point, this has been an absolutely delightful affair so far. And congratulations, to you both.”

“Why, thank you.” Theresa placed a hand on Isolde’s. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Please. Even if the Ravener and Ezaliel themselves came back from the dead, they could not hope to keep me away.”

“Hah, and the same will go for your wedding when the time comes,” Alex said. “We’ll be there, no matter what. Even if you don’t invite us!”

“Please, Roth.” She rolled her eyes. “I would rather tear out my own hair before I skip sending you an invitation. Listen, and listen well. You both are two of the truest friends anyone could ever ask for. I do mean that sincerely. I did not imagine that my truest friends in life would be found not in my year, but in COMB-1000. What a wonderful thing it was that we were put together in the trial for Baelin’s course.”

“Yeah, hah, Thundar, Khalik, and I were just talking about that,” Alex said.

“No doubt. Weddings tend to bring about reminiscent conversations,” Isolde said. “And well they should. By the elements, I am glad to have known you two. And I consider it an honour to continue to know you in the future.”

Alex smiled at that. “Likewise, Isolde. Likewise. Glad you decided that hanging around us wild and crazy guys was worth it.”

She blushed at that. “More than worth it. More than worth it indeed. I recall being in something of a dark place after Derek’s actions. And yet, here I am… and he is barely a distant memory. It is… good.”

“Aye, all o’ yous don’ have any idea how happy y’make her,” Cedric said. “It’s a bloody beautiful thing. S’too bad we couldn’t o’ met even earlier than we did. But, eh, we gots time now, wit’ the Ravener bein’ dead an’ all.”

“That we do!” Alex said.

“Alright, I think I shall have some more libations myself,” Isolde said. “Alex, Theresa… thank you. Thank you for being some of my closest companions.”

With that, she and Cedric went off together, joining Khalik, Sinope, Thundar, and Drestra at the bar.

Alex wrapped his arm around Theresa’s waist, and she snuggled into him. “We really got lucky with the people we know,” he said.

“Yes, we did,” Theresa said. “That we did.” She kissed his cheek.

He looked at her for a long moment, then opened his mouth to say something.

“You know⁠—”

“Oi, all of you!” Thundar’s voice boomed.

The minotaur was making his way back to the dance floor, looking at the bride and groom. He was followed by his other cabal mates, along with Drestra, Sinope, and Cedric. “That’s enough sitting! We’ve got some real partying to do!”

Alex grinned at that. “Rested up enough, Theresa?”

“Absolutely.” She leapt to her feet.

She and the young archwizard joined their guests back on the dance floor, to cheers.

Soon, smiling faces were pressing goblets into their hands.

Thundar came roaring across the room, a goblet of wine in either hand, dancing toward Drestra. He quickly drained both glasses, slamming them down on a nearby table. His hooves clacked on the tiles as he jumped into a tauric jig: a dance often used in celebration of the changing of seasons by his people.

He turned, whirled, and clapped in time with the beat of the drums and swell of the music. The guests—especially younger men who’d had a few drinks—whistled, clapped, and laughed.

“Oi, nice jig y’got there, friend!” Cedric called, placing his hands on his hips and dancing toward Thundar. “Th’ Dance o’ th’ River from Clan Duncan’s even better, though!”

The red-haired man jumped into his own dance, his feet whirling with graceful movement.

Thundar snorted. “Oh yeah? Well, I accept your challenge!”

The minotaur danced toward him in turn, and a circle formed around the two young men.

Alex, Theresa, and the others clapped as Thundar and the Thameish Hero faced each other. Claygon’s clapping sounded like a smithy crashing down on top of a kitchen full of pots and pans. Merzhin winced beside him, clapping with a somewhat awkward smile, though he still seemed to be enjoying himself.

As the minotaur and the Hero faced off, their feet continued moving in dizzying patterns.

It was hard to tell who was out-dancing the other as they moved with a warrior’s grace.

“Oh, bah!” a voice cried. “Enough of that. Let the chicks give way! A true eagle is taking flight!”

“Father, no!” Bjorgrund cried.

“Oh yessss!”

Birger slipped past his son into the circle.

With a grin, the grey-bearded giant jumped into his own version of a jig, one combined with several other forms of dance, all fused together in a jaw-dropping display of acrobatics and art.

“Oooooh!” Thundar and Cedric cried as one, giving way to the giant as he whirled, tapped, and stepped through the circle.

“Yeaaaah, Birger!” Theresa cried.

The giant’s powerful legs kicked him into the air. He backflipped twice before landing on his toes. “By the Traveller⁠—”

“Yes?” Hannah said, and Alex was starting to think she was doing that on purpose.

“—it’s good to have two legs! Come on, everyone! Join in! Don’t just stand there clapping! Dance is made to dance, not just spectate! And come on you two young chicks!” He gestured to Cedric and Thundar. “Let me teach ya some moves that broke the hearts of maids the world over!”

Laughing, Thundar and Cedric joined Birger again, and the rest of the circle melted into a frenzy of dancing.

Professor Jules—quite inebriated—danced a wild, exaggerated waltz, stumbling along with Toraka, Val’Rok, Mangal, and Baelin, all of them in a spinning circle.

“That’s right, Vernia! Dance as a Proper Wizard would!” Baelin roared with laughter.

“You… there’s no way a Proper Wizard needs to dance!” Professor Jules slurred back.

“As the inventor of the term, I can change its definition whenever I please. Now, dance!” Baelin winked.

“Old goat,” she cursed him, then laughed as she continued whirling.

“An old goat who is still a Proper Wizard!” Baelin laughed, his hooves clacking.

As the professors spun away, Kybas burst through the crowd dancing wildly, flailing around, looking almost like a bee alerting members of its hive to nearby flowers. “Hahaaaah! Now this is a party! Great way to spend the day before we go off, Grimloch!”

The sharkman—who was annihilating a buffet table off to the side—caught the goblin’s eye. “Monster hunting’s gonna be fun together. The world’s gonna be our buffet!” His deep voice cut across the room, even over the spirited music.

“Yes!” The goblin laughed maniacally. “You and Harmless will eat all the monsters! I’ll eat regular food.”

“Coward.”

“I just wouldn’t dream of taking food out of your and Harmless’ mouths!”

“Fair enough, then.”

Kybas continued dancing, passing Tyris and Hart, who were wrapped around each other like strangling vines as they danced. Dirtily. Very dirtily.

On the other side of the dance floor another circle formed as Fan-Dor and Gel-Dor started the Spear-and-Oar Dance. The two selachar showed off their ancient dance, drawing cheers from Lucia and other guests.

Claygon and Selina waltzed their way past the circle, heading right toward where Alex and Theresa were dancing with wild abandon.

“Alex, Theresa!” she called, her hands linked with the golem’s lower hands.

“Hey!” Alex called. “Look at you. The last time we were at one of these parties, you were with the kids, now here you are with the rest of us adults, Selina!”

She rolled her eyes. “The last time we went to a party like this was at Isolde’s cousin’s, and we got attacked by monsters!”

“Well, we didn’t get attacked by monsters this time!” Theresa countered.

“Yeah, but you two got married in a place where we were nearly killed before! And, of course that’s where you would get married!” She stuck her tongue out at them. “Claygon, let’s get away before they get us killed!”

“I… do not think… we are in any danger… Oh wait… it was a joke… yes, Father… Theresa… I must go before we are destroyed!”

Giggling, Selina danced away with Claygon.

Alex stared after his sister. “Is this a rebellious phase?”

Theresa wrapped her arms behind her husband’s neck. “No, she always liked making fun of you.”

He sighed. “Such is my lot in life.”

“Hey.” Suddenly, her face was very close to his. “What were you going to say earlier? Before we came back to the dance floor?”

“Oh that? Just the truth.”

“What truth?” Theresa asked.

“That you are my universe and that will never change,” Alex said.

She froze. “Alex, you wanted to take a picture of all of us, right?”

“Yeah.”

“We should do that right now.”

“Why?”

“Because the night’s getting on, and I’m about three seconds away from dragging you to bed. So you’d better get that done fast.”

“Oh. O-oh!” Alex shouted. “Alright, then!”

He turned. “Everyone! Could I have your attention for a second! I’d like to get an image of all of us before the night ends! So, gather around!”

Pulling out Hannah’s phone, he caught the Traveller’s eye.

She smiled at him, then nodded.

Together, the wedding guests met in the centre of the room.

Alex conjured a pair of Wizard’s Hands, giving them the Traveller’s artefact. They floated in front of his guests, pointing it toward the group.

All smiled.

All were together.

And then came the click.

What was captured was a perfect moment in time.

A moment of Heroes.

A moment of lovers.

A wonderful moment of celebration among giants, wizards, priests, bakers, scholars, warriors, and, indeed…

…fools.
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“Shall we go?” Alex asked Theresa, offering his arm.

“Yes, let’s,” Theresa whispered, her hot breath on his ear.

Together, husband and wife linked arms and made their way toward the exit.

Only for the doors to abruptly burst open.

The music ended.

All dancing did too as the doors kept swinging, banging against the wall as though gripped by a scouring winter wind.

Loud footsteps came next, echoing from the hallway. A hallway that was in utter darkness.

Theresa reached for her blades, shouting, patting her empty scabbards. “Alex, my swords are gone!”

The archwizard prepared to channel his magics. “Don’t worry, whatever this is, I’ve got it.”

His mind raced.

What was it? All the enemies he was aware of were either dead or… dead. Was someone looking for him from the Irtyshenan Empire? Was some ally of Kaz-Mowang here to take his head?

The footsteps grew louder and a figure materialised from the dark.

A familiar one.

“What the hells?” Alex cried.

In the doorway was the familiar form of…

…Minervus.

“You didn’t even invite me to your wedding? How cruel, to think that you would have forgotten me so quickly!” Minervus snarled.

“What… you’re dead!” Alex cried.

“You foolish Fool.” The onetime employee of Shale’s sneered. “You weren’t able to see through my clever plan! So you didn’t see this coming either! Look who I freed from prison?”

Minervus gestured to the darkened hallway where a larger figure stood.

Leopold, the demon summoner and former friend to Amir, stalked into the room, his hands flexing like a monster’s claws. “Thank you for the save, Minervus. Faking both of our deaths has proven quite fruitful. Now, I’ll repay you for freeing me by doing what I do best!”

He extended his hands, summoning.

“Here come your greatest enemies!”

The air around him shimmered.

Terrible beings manifested.

First came Ezaliel, his demonic facets shining.

The Ravener followed, spawning monsters as it floated in place.

Aenflynn stepped from behind the construct with a sharp-toothed grin, rubbing his hands together, looking sinister.

The last being Leopold summoned was…

…Uldar himself, in all his treacherous glory.

“I live again,” the former god of Thameland declared. “And now we will have our vengeance.”

Slowly, the dark beings from Alex’s past advanced on the wedding guests.

“No!” the General of Thameland cried. “This can’t be! Not today! No, no, noooooo⁠—”

Alex woke up.

It was morning. Sunlight streamed in through a tall window.

The General of Thameland blinked blearily, trying to understand what was happening. “Where’s the Ravener…” he whispered. “Where’s the demon⁠—”

He paused. “…It was a dream, just a dream.”

The young wizard turned his back to the window…

…and found his beautiful wife, fast asleep beside him in their bed.

Memories of their party and what happened afterward were returning to him…

He smiled, stretching his muscular—but very sore—body like a contented cat.

‘You know, Uldar,’ he thought, slowly peeling himself off the bed. ‘I don’t think… certain acts were what you had in mind when you made the General good at mastering every skill quickly, but if you were still alive, I’d owe even a traitor like you a drink.’

Sighing, he let himself melt back into the pillows.

This was his life now.

His best friend, his lover, and eternity.

A good life, to say the least.

Now, there was the honeymoon to think about.

He peered at the sky through small gaps in the shutters. Once he and Theresa got up, they’d be leaving.

…for the stars.

With a few spells from Baelin, and the Traveller’s power, Alex and his wife would be able to survive just about anywhere. And they were planning on using those abilities to visit different worlds. They could see sights beyond anything this planet had to offer, and bathe in the light of far-distant suns, while exploring realms and cultures across the universe.

Theresa had always wanted to travel.

She’d followed him when he went to fulfil his dream.

Now he would fulfil hers.

‘Going among the stars with Theresa as my wife… quite a far cry from being an abused baker’s assistant,’ he thought. ‘Oh, shoot, that reminds me.’

The General glanced across the room where a large table, heaped with wedding gifts and letters, stood. They’d read some, snuggled together and exhausted, before they’d fallen asleep last night. There was one note in particular that reminded him of his life under the abusive McHarris.

Its contents read:

Congratulations to you two on being wedded! We have a gift for you that we hope we can give you before you go off on your honeymoon. It won’t be ready until the afternoon of your wedding. Sorry we couldn’t get it to you sooner! We hope you can maybe visit and pick it up before you go off on your honeymoon?

Sincerely, Peter and Paul.

Alex definitely wanted to see what their gift was, but he also had a dilemma. He didn’t want to wake Theresa up, and he didn’t want to leave the comfort of his marital bed… At the same time, he really wanted to have that gift in hand to show her when she woke up.

‘Should I get up, or should I stay?’ Alex wondered. Then he smirked. ‘Thank the Traveller, I don’t have to choose.’

Concentrating on Hannah’s power, he stayed in bed… and also appeared outside the bedroom in their suite at the Royal Griffon hotel.

He quickly cleaned up—an army of Wizard’s Hands washing him from head to toe—then he teleported some comfortable clothes onto his body.

Giving the situation a second thought, he also teleported the aeld staff into his hand.

It gave off waves of excitement.

“Hello, friend,” he whispered to the staff, making sure he couldn’t hear himself by being loud enough to wake Theresa. “Let’s go on a little trip, shall we? I bet Peter and Paul are at the fountain this time of day.”

With a single thought, he teleported to Alric.

Images from across space blurred past him as he hurtled toward his old hometown, appearing beside the fountain… to a flurry of curses.

“What th—” Peter cried, stumbling back.

The young archwizard had appeared only a few feet away from him.

“Aaaaaaarg—Alex?” Paul was partway through drawing his sword. “Is that you?”

“In the flesh.” The young archwizard smiled, his long hair blowing in the morning breeze. “How are you two doing?”

“Fine, until you nearly scared us to death!” Peter fumed. “Gah, if you hadn’t saved our lives, I’d say you’d be the death of us! What are you doing here this early in the morning? Shouldn’t you be with your new bride?”

“Yeah, she’s going to be real mad if you’re already leaving her behind the morning after your wedding,” Paul said nervously.

“I didn’t,” Alex said, his voice light. “I’m with her at the same time I’m with you two. I’m in two places at once.”

Peter and Paul looked at each other.

Then shrugged.

“That sound like ‘wizard shit’ to you?” Peter asked Paul.

“Sounds like ‘wizard shit’ to me,” Paul replied, looking at Alex with his eyebrow raised. “Are you planning on being in more than one place at once during your honeymoon?”

Alex blinked once. “Are you out of your minds? My attention’s going to be on my wife. Because I want it to be on my wife!”

“Fair enough,” Paul said. “I take it you’re here to pick up your gift?”

“Yeah, nice letter, by the way,” Alex said. “We’ll be leaving for our honeymoon a little later, so this was about the only chance I knew I’d have to come and get it.”

“Right,” Peter said. “Then I’d better go get it. Theresa will have our hides if she finds out we’re holding you up. Watch the fountain for me, Paul.”

“Aye,” Paul said. “You can trust me with that.”

“I’ll watch it too,” Alex said.

“Then I know it’s in good hands!” Peter said, running off down the largely deserted street.

It was shortly after sunrise, and not many had taken to the cobblestone roads of Alric yet. Things were quiet… which Alex was glad of. These days, every time he took two steps into Thameland, he’d be surrounded by people thanking him for everything he’d done.

But, this morning, he couldn’t spare the time for that.

“So,” Paul interrupted his thoughts. “You like what they did with the fountain?”

Alex followed his gaze to the fountain of the Heroes in the middle of town.

“Yes, I really do.” He smiled up at it. “I actually really like it.”

The fountain was crowned with the statues of the Heroes that had always been a part of it: the hulking figure of the Champion, the bespectacled, stern Sage, the kind figure of the Saint, the handsome form of the Chosen, and a statue with a chin too curved, eyes too bulging, and a nose that looked like a pumpkin’s stem. A jaunty jester’s hat sat on its head.

The Fool.

At one time, that statue was always covered in bird droppings… but now, it was as polished and well maintained as the other Heroes’ images.

There was also an additional figure that now joined the others on top of the fountain.

Carved of the same fine stone, a likeness of the General rose above the other Heroes. The statue’s features resembled Alex’s, and its muscular form held a scroll in one hand, and a sword in the other.

Its facial expression seemed wise as it looked down on Alex and Paul with benevolent eyes. Hanging around the statue’s neck was the symbol of a lantern.

“Yeah, the sculptor did a really great job,” Alex said, nodding approvingly.

“Aye, that she did,” Paul agreed. “Look at you! I can’t believe you turned from being that skinny baker’s assistant to the size you are now.”

“Funny, I was just thinking about that,” Alex said. “You know⁠—”

He paused.

Paul frowned. “Something wrong?”

“I…” He paused again. His hearing, sharpened from the elixir of immortality, picked up a voice yelling from inside a nearby building. A familiar and rather unpleasant voice.

He slowly turned around.

“Oh, no damn way,” he whispered.

“What? Oh, you mean that. Yeah, it’s still there,” Paul said.

The two men were looking at McHarris’ Bakery, restored and still there after all this time.

“Yeah, he had to pay a pretty hefty fine after that incident with the eggs, he was in jail for a few days too, but he got out because of the Ravener’s attack,” Paul said. “But he’s back in business now. Hopefully, he learned his lesson, though. Bad memories from that place, aye?”

The guard couldn’t hear McHarris’ yelling.

It was growing louder.

Alex frowned.

“I’ll be right back.”

Without another word, he cast invisibility magic on himself and teleported inside the bakery…

Where a familiar scene was playing out.

McHarris—in all his bullying glory—stood with his hands on his hips, yelling and cursing at a boy who looked no older than sixteen. A dark-haired young man winced and wilted under each barb the baker was throwing at him.

Alex’s jaw clenched.

“—brainless buffoon!” the old baker ranted. “I swear, you have nothing between your ears besides sawdust and broken dreams! My broken dreams! Listen to me, you’re my assistant, and you’ll bloody listen to what I say if you know what’s good for you!”

“Y-yes, chef,” the boy murmured.

“I’m a bloody baker, not a chef!” McHarris snarled. “What’s the matter with you? Can’t you even remember that? Pay attention to me, you oaf!” He puffed out his chest. “After all, I’m the one that whipped the General of Thameland into shape when he was a lad! If it weren’t for me, he’d be as useless as the day I found him, same as you! Thameland owes me, and so do you!”

‘What the hells,’ Alex thought, his blood beginning to boil.

For an instant, he considered all the things he could do to the baker.

Devastating spells.

The Traveller’s power.

Summoned monsters… Perhaps even a visit from Asmaldestre the Unmaker.

There were so many ways he could annihilate this unrepentant bully, that he was still sifting through them in his mind when the baker huffed.

“That’s why we have to make sure that the General is treated like a king when he comes in here next!” McHarris shouted.

Alex’s invisible jaw dropped.

Was this man serious?

“And that’s why you need to work harder!” McHarris snapped. “Now, I don’t care how bloody sick you are, or how tired, or whatever you are! Get to work! We open within the hour!”

Without another word, he stomped out of the kitchen and into the front part of the bakery.

His assistant was left behind, head hanging.

Alex bit his lip.

In many ways, the young man reminded him of himself, suffering under McHarris’s cruelty.

‘Can’t believe that bloody bastard hasn’t changed,’ he thought, ‘and… wait. He hasn’t changed?’ A devilish grin took his features. ‘He. Hasn’t. Changed.’

Alex dismissed the invisibility magic on himself.

The assistant sniffled, then looked up, yelping in surprise.

Alex quickly put a finger to his lips. “Shhhhh…” he hissed softly.

The apprentice closed his mouth.

“Stop caterwauling in there!” McHarris shouted from the front. “What are you doing, crying, you spineless little whelp?”

The apprentice winced.

Alex shook his head, then teleported to where McHarris kept his ingredients. The young archwizard’s eyes scanned the open pantry, looking and sniffing.

‘Eggs are fine this time, fruit jam looks fine too… ah. Here we are,’ he thought, grinning.

He slowly looked at the apprentice, pointing to the salted beef for meat pies. “That looks old, doesn’t it?” The archwizard inhaled deeply. “Yes, it’s definitely off.”

The apprentice looked from Alex to the meat, slowly nodding.

Alex’s eyes twinkled. “You know the nice thing about fools? Actual fools, I mean? They never learn lessons. Stay there for a moment.”

He teleported back to the fountain.

Paul yelped when the archwizard reappeared… as did Peter, who was now holding something.

“You gotta stop doing that,” Peter said. “Nearly made me drop your gift. Here you are, by the way.”

Before Alex could say anything, he was presented with the gift.

“Oh… oh wow!” the young archwizard cried.

He’d been handed a small, wooden carved replica of the fountain in the centre of Alric that the three of them were currently standing beside… the one noticeable difference was that the figures represented on it were different.

There were only three of them.

On the left stood Theresa, complete with death stalker face, the Twinblade raised in her hands. On the right was Brutus, sheathed in his bone armour with all three heads snarling. And in the middle… a perfect replica of Alex was standing there in triumph, holding his sword-staff high.

On the base, a simple inscription was written:

The True Heroes of Alric.

“There’s space on it, right in front of you,” Peter pointed out. “A place for your little sister, when she grows up a bit more. She’s going to do great things, I’m sure.”

“Do… do you like it?” Paul asked.

Alex stared at the sculpture, transfixed, memories playing through his mind.

Memories of a young Fool, a huntress, her dog, and a young girl, travelling beyond Alric’s walls.

Ahead of them waited… unimaginable possibilities.

“It’s wonderful,” Alex said, clutching the sculpture close. “I’m going to cherish it forever.”

Peter and Paul smiled.

“Very glad about that,” Peter said.

“Aye, very glad,” Paul said. “And listen, we still owe you. You saved both our lives. That’s a high debt of gratitude to pay.”

“Funny you should bring that up,” Alex said. “Uhm, can you two do me a little favour?”

“Oh, anything!” Peter said.

Alex glanced at McHarris’ Bakery. “Did you know that McHarris is using old meat? It’s definitely rotten. He’s been trying to cover it up with salt and spices. I don’t think the baker’s guild or butcher’s guild would be too happy about that. Neither would the mayor if…” He remembered their conversation from long ago, when he pointed out McHarris’ rotten eggs, “…if some bigwig turned all green in the face and keeled over… You might want to investigate.”

Peter and Paul stared at him.

“Really? You’re the General of Thameland and you’re asking us to investigate and arrest the same bloody baker you used to work for?” Paul asked.

“Yes,” Alex said with almost the same conviction he’d had when he was saying his wedding vows.

“What, no bad bribe this time?” Peter snorted.

Alex reached for his coin purse.

“Wait, wait, stop!” Peter waved his hands. “Can’t have the bloody General bribing a couple of town guards. We’ll go check things out.”

“Aye, we’d best,” Paul grumbled. “Let’s go. Enjoy your honeymoon, Alex.”

“Oh I will, and I’ll buy you both drinks when I get back!”

“We’ll look forward to it, and we’ll buy you some in return,” Peter said.

Alex watched the guards march away, then stop in front of McHarris’ front door and pound on it.

As soon as the outraged baker opened up, they pushed past him, entering the shop.

“Wait, what are you doing?” McHarris cried, rushing after the two guards. “No, stop! Not again!”

Alex chuckled as McHarris’ cries of dismay echoed through the doorway.

When the crashing began, he outright cackled.

Revenge was still the best food he’d ever tasted from McHarris’.

He was glad he had the chance to savour seconds.

As the crashing and cursing escalated, the young assistant rushed out the door, looking wild-eyed.

He froze when he caught Alex’s eye.

The General smiled and winked. The assistant shyly smiled back.

Alex waved him over, and the young man winced, but hurried to him.

“Listen, I-I can’t thank you enough,” the now former assistant stammered.

“Oh, no need to thank me,” Alex laughed, digging into his coin purse. “Thanks to me, you’re probably out of a job. What’s your name?”

“Martin,” the assistant said.

“Right, Martin.” Alex dug a couple of coins from his purse. Martin’s eyes grew wide at the shining golden disks. “Here’s a couple of gold to tide you over. When I get back from my honeymoon, I’ll find you, and we can chat about you coming to work in the first Alric branch of the Roth Family Bakery, which I’ll be opening soon.” He grinned. “You’ll see how proper food’s made, and hey, together, we can make sure McHarris stays out of business when he finally gets out of jail. Poisoning people is serious business.”

The assistant gulped, nodding vigorously, then bowed. “You’re even kinder than the rumours tell. Thank you, thank you, sir!”

With that, Martin scurried off, leaving Alex alone at the fountain.

Humming to himself, the young archwizard dug out a couple more coins and tossed them in the fountain.

He closed his eyes.

To the hulking figure of the Champion, he thanked him for bravery. To the bespectacled, stern Sage, he thanked her for the wits she’d shown. To the kind figure of the Saint, he thanked her for the generosity he’d received. And to the handsome form of the Chosen, he gave much appreciation for good luck and blessings.

To the General, he offered his gratitude for turning him into the man he was today.

And finally, to the Fool… Alex gave his sympathies and gratitude.

“Thank you,” he whispered to the statue. “Thank you for helping me get to where I am.”

Grinning up at the stone image, he recalled the dream that had woken him up that morning. Despite how horrible the dream had been, the day was already shaping up to be pretty terrific.

He remembered an old expression.

“The worst days tend to start with good mornings,” he said, listening to the wonderful music that was McHarris’ torment. “Well, after that nightmare this morning, I think this is shaping up to be one of the best days of my life!”

With another laugh, the General of Thameland teleported away from Alric.

Soon, he would join his wife, and together, they would walk among the stars.

Under the early morning sunlight, not a soul had seen him depart, but if they had, they might have noticed something curious. If one didn’t know better, the bulging eyes of the Fool’s statue and the wise eyes of the General’s seemed to linger on the spot where Alexander Roth had been.

Where a former baker’s assistant had been.

Where a Hero had been.

Where an archwizard had been.

And looking at that spot, one might have even said that the stone statues smiled.
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With the conclusion of Mark of the Fool, we would like to invite you to join JM Clarke on his newest adventure: OATHS, BLOOD, & COIN, releasing this fall (2025). Continue reading for more information.
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Claim the ultimate reward or pay the ultimate price.

Betrayed and left with a life-crushing debt by a treacherous business partner, Wurhi is left with little choice — break into a palace haunted by sorcery and plunder it's mysterious riches for all they're worth.

Wurhi has the lock picking and burglary down as an experienced Rogue, but it'll take more than that to survive. Wits, speed, and a tumultuous partnership with a penniless, hellfire-wielding, demon-slayer named Kyembe the Spirit Killer.

From burning desert city-states, to ogre-infested forests and haunted mountains, Wurhi and Kyembe will face a world of tyrants, monstrous cultists, power-mad merchant princes, and ambitious wizards to win an ever growing pile of treasure.

Wealth beyond wildest dreams awaits.

…and woe to any enemy that stands in the way, as long as they can find a way to work together, that is...

GET OATHS NOW, AND BE AMONG THE FIRST!
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Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/aethon)

so you never miss a release!


Thank you for reading Mark of the Fool 10


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 10 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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Also in series:


Mark of the Fool
Book One
Book Two
Book Three
Book Four
Book Five
Book Six
Book Seven
Book Eight
Book Nine
Book Ten
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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 LitRPG Books: https://aethonbooks.com/litrpg-newsletter/ and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive up to five 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 and Progression Fantasy?
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A hilarious new LitRPG adventure from bestseller Michael James Ploof with a unique twist on game night. The family who plays together stays together. Betrayed by his guild and left for dead, Benjamin Jewel's aspirations to triumph in the Ragnarök Tournament seemed shattered—until Chuck, his mother's enthusiastic boyfriend—secures him a last-minute entry. His luck is turning around. Ben's relief morphs into horror when he discovers that his "noob" family has also joined for a bit of fun, making his challenging quest downright nightmarish. Now, not only must he navigate a treacherous world teeming with monsters, vengeful gods, and sinister spirits, but he must also contend with his new guildmates: his own dysfunctional family. Grampa Dru is in it for the laughs, Gramma Bean is lost in a flashback to Vegas, 1975, and his mom sees it as the perfect bonding opportunity. Meanwhile, his twin sisters, Mindy and Mandy, relish in his misfortunes, and Wiley, his overzealous eight-year-old brother, wreaks havoc, eager to slay everything in sight—monsters, innocent NPC villagers, and, preferably, Ben himself. They say the family that plays together stays together, but surviving each other might just be the greatest challenge they face. The Family Jewels is a delightfully chaotic LitRPG filled with stats, action, family infighting, and plenty of laughs. Dive in with Ben's rookie relatives and enjoy a unique twist on a world where family game night gets a whole new meaning. Perfect for fans of Life in Exile, Dungeon Crawler Carl, and This Trilogy is Broken!


Get The Family Jewels Now!
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Join the LitRPG adventures of a Dungeon dragged out of its own body on a quest it never wished to be a part of. A dungeon’s sleep is never easy. After getting reincarnated as a dungeon, Theodor thought he’d finally get some rest and relaxation. That changed when a bumbling old hero stumbled into him and died, making Theodor the target of adventurers everywhere. Masquerading as a house in the small town of Rosewind, Theo must now do whatever it takes to remain unnoticed… even if it means creating an avatar to interact with people or go on a mission set by the annoying Earl Rosewind! Don't miss this new LitRPG by bestseller L. Eclaire, filled with humor, heart, lovable characters, dungeon core elements, stats, and everything lovers of LitRPG expect! Perfect for fans of Elemental Dungeon, The Divine Dungeon, and Delve.


Get The Reluctant Dragon Now!
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A new isekai Magic Academy LitRPG with a unique twist where the old world meets the new. An abandoned Academy. A mysterious System. He can now summon... Players!? Victor Asteriscus is just like any other acolyte treading on the Magus Path until his comrades betray him for a broken artifact. In a moment of desperation, he accidentally stumbles upon an abandoned academy and receives a System that allows him to summon Players. Yep, that's right. These “Players” from his old world will help him embark on a quest to develop the academy, complete various missions, and harness the power of magic. Let them kill magical beasts so that he can be promoted further? That’s too simple! With an army of fearless, immortal players, and a sassy assistant fairy under him, what’s there to fear in this world full of endless dangers and mysteries? Come join Victor in building the greatest academy the world has ever seen in this wild new LitRPG adventure from Astralium. The series features power progression, cultivation elements, settlement building, magitech, dungeon diving, crafting, a strong-to-stronger MC, and so much more.


Get My Magus Academy is Run By Players!? Now!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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Afterword


Let it be known that—when I started publishing this series—I intended to write a fancy afterword following every volume. Uhhhhh, that didn’t happen. So, you get one afterword for the whole series, I guess!

For those of you that read my final thoughts on Patreon and Royal Road, note that this is slightly different, though will have some of the same points.

Alright, so at the time of this writing, it’s been about three months since I finished Mark of the Fool. A lot has happened since then. I did my first convention ever (Dragoncon in Atlanta; Georgia was a blast), I took a vacation, got sick, have started to heal, wrote a short story starring Kyembe from Oaths, Blood and Coin (book 1 of which is to be published on Amazon in 2025) and started writing my next series: I Am Become Death.

I’ve also had more time to reflect on Mark of the Fool.

Now, for many, this might be the part where they tell you about all the flaws they noticed in their work upon reflection and how they are desperate to improve in their next series.

However, I have only fallen more in love with Mark of the Fool in these past few months, flaws and all. It’s my first finished series, and one I am dearly proud of. So many folks have professed their love for these books in a way that eternally flatters and humbles me, and I am touched that so many of you love these characters in the same way I do.

That said… could y’all imagine if that dream sequence in the final chapter was real? Oh man.

I’ve mentioned this on Patreon, but I actually had this final chapter planned from the beginning of the story. Generals and Legacy is a riff on the first chapter of Book 1’s title: Fools and Inheritance. The first book began with, “The worst days tended to start with good mornings,” and I wanted the inversion of that to be either the very last line or close to the last line of the series.

When I look at beginnings and endings of stories, I always favour “closing the circle,” in that I like having endings—in some way—call back to or reference beginnings. Like tying up a circle, as it were. And for Fool, I knew it would always come back to Alex and one more prank on McHarris. For me—and for Alex—it could end no other way.

It’s an ending I’m proud of and I hope it’s one that you enjoy.

I can’t believe I’m here and I didn’t expect to be here when I started three years ago. You see, I have always wanted to be a fantasy author, but I did not expect to be here in this way.

Mark of the Fool, you see, started as a challenge.

Back in the dark ages of 2020, I had just finished my masters and noticed Writeathon was coming up on Royal Road. I decided to enter it for fun. I had just finished the first book of Oaths, Blood and Coin and wanted to try something new.

Oaths is a very tightly paced series, Mark of the Fool, however, was meant to be the opposite: the most web-novelly web novel I could write.

I wanted to do ALL the worldbuilding, ALL the characters, ALL the magic! And I wanted it to be a love letter to Mother of Learning—which got me into this genre—as well as Beware of Chicken, which I love. I hope, if the authors of those tales ever read this, they can enjoy my little story.

But yes, I could not have predicted how many people would love and be entertained by Mark of the Fool; it brings a smile to my face every day when I think about how much y’all enjoy this, even three months after I finished.

It humbles me. It thrills me. It fulfills me.

For those of you looking to take on a writing journey, take care of yourselves. Take breaks. Feed your mind and body.

There is only one of you, after all.

As for me, as I said, I am working on new stuff.

Watch Royal Road and Patreon for my new series: I Am Become Death. By the time you read this, it’ll probably be running for a while on both sites.

Shortly after this is published (or before, not sure at the time of this writing), you can read Oaths, Blood and Coin Book 1 on Amazon, and Rune Seeker 5 or 6 should be out as well.

Honestly, I’m just so happy that you read even one of my words, let alone an entire series by me!

You can find my patreon at https://www.patreon.com/c/jmclarke, in my discord server through this link https://discord.gg/Taszeh3426 and my Facebook through this link https://www.facebook.com/J.M.ClarkeAuthor/.

I’ll see you all next time, and thanks for reading!


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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