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      The air has a frosty bite to it as a masked figure makes his way through the deserted streets of Tarsys. It is a bitter reminder that summer has almost come to an end and autumn is fast on its heels. The night is dark, an oppressive shroud covering the world despite the unnatural light coming from the Arc of Radiance. Thick, heavy clouds obscure the moon and the stars, dampening the glow of magic and creating deep shadows throughout the glittering City of Mages.

      A lone man walks the empty streets, pulling his cloak tightly around him as he delves into a narrow alleyway. No other citizens are venturing out and about in this part of town at such a late hour. Trying to be as quick and stealthy as possible, he does his best not to be spotted by a city watchman.

      His foot splashes in a puddle of something foul, and he keeps his mouth and face firmly covered, blocking out the stench that wafts up toward him. Though Tarsys prides itself in its cleanliness, the king himself going so far as to enact laws to keep the capital city in pristine condition, it is all a superficial façade. One needn’t look hard to see the grime in the crevices and discover the pain and suffering festering just beneath the surface.

      The grandeur of Tarsys is nothing more than an ostentatious lie.

      The cloaked man continues past a shadowed alcove where a pair of wretches clothed in dirty rags sit cowering in their filth. They huddle against the wall as he passes, no doubt fearful that he is some vagabond come to accost them. Paying them little heed and without even a momentary glance in their direction, he briskly walks by their frail forms.

      They are merely symptoms of a greater problem. A sign of the end times, he thinks to himself. And my duty is to aid them in the only way I know how.

      He glances forward to his rendezvous point just ahead and begins to breathe a little easier, knowing that he will soon be inside a secure location.

      I’ve never particularly enjoyed slinking around in the darkness, he thinks as he finally spots a single candle sitting on an open windowsill, dripping pale wax down the stone and illuminating the steps leading into a building. Looking around to make sure he was not followed, he strides up the steps and slips inside, the door creaking as he closes it behind him.

      Walking into a large, musty room filled with dust-covered crates and boxes, he gathers his bearings and takes in the area around him. A warehouse, as fitting a location as any, I suppose, he observes to himself as he cautiously makes his way toward a lighted section near the back.

      His booted feet scuff loudly on the rough floorboards, and the sound jars his ears as he proceeds deeper into the cavernous chamber. He tries to mentally prepare himself for the conversation to come as he stumbles through the shadows, racking his brain for any details that may be pertinent to his meeting.

      As he approaches the back of the dark building, the area begins to grow gradually brighter, and before long, he finds himself in a cleared-out section of the warehouse. More candles, what looks like dozens of them, rest on the floor and shelves, bathing the area in a garish, flickering light that casts dancing silhouettes all over the crate-lined walls.

      A singular figure stands in the center of the open floor, waiting for the approaching Harbinger with gloved hands clasped before them. The individual is hooded and cloaked, his face shrouded in gloom, and though his features are concealed, the Harbinger approaches him without hesitation.

      Removing his mask, the subservient man falls to his knees and bows down before the erect figure. “My lord,” he utters reverently, “your humble servant awaits your command.”

      “Arise, child,” the prophet replies, his soft-spoken voice sounding muffled beneath the folds of his hood. “We have much to discuss.”

      Standing up, he slides his mask into a pocket in his cloak. “I came as soon as I heard,” he begins, glancing up to the spot where he imagines the hooded figure's eyes would be. “Everyone in the brotherhood is talking about the news.”

      “How much do you know?” the prophet asks in a reserved tone.

      “Only that the Arc has been breached, and there was an attack,” the zealous follower replies, eagerness creeping into his voice. “My lord, this is it, isn’t it? The end times are upon us!”

      The prophet nods his covered head. “This is only the beginning, my child. The beginning of the end. However, there is still much work that needs to be done before the Cleansing Fire can fully return. There have been… complications that we must address.”

      “Complications?” The Harbinger's heart sinks a little at the prophet's implication.

      “Yes,” the prophet continues darkly, his tone becoming tinged with anger. “The demon, Moloch, overplayed his hand, striking at our enemies before he was fully prepared. The army he managed to sneak through has been all but destroyed, and Moloch now lies dead.”

      The revelation comes as a physical blow to the Harbinger. “How did this happen?” he asks, as his shock quickly turns to rage. “Who defeated them?”

      “Our sources tell us that it was the people of Forest Hill, led by a coalition of mages and rangers.”

      He resists the urge to spit on the ground. “Curse them,” he snarls. “They stand in the way of their own salvation!”

      “Your passion is commendable, child,” the prophet says after a moment, though his tone is one of scolding. “But all is not lost. The Arc of Radiance is failing, and there will be ample opportunities in the future to bring the R'Laar inside the kingdom. If you have faith and follow my directives, all will be well.”

      With difficulty, the unmasked man manages to swallow his vitriol. He takes a deep breath and bows his head submissively. “Tell me what I must do, my lord, and I will see it done.”

      His reply seems to satisfy the prophet, who nods his head slightly. “Word will no doubt start to spread quickly about Moloch’s attack,” he declares, turning around and pacing the small, candlelit clearing. “Rumor and hearsay are not my concern. Let the common people whisper about what they think they've seen in the dark. Having said that, it is imperative that we keep the Conclave from finding out the truth. The last thing we need is for the mages to tighten their grip on Tarsynium.”

      Slowly, the meaning in his words becomes clear to the Harbinger. “The mages who helped defeat Moloch… they will need to be killed.”

      The prophet stops pacing and looks directly at the man before him, giving him a single nod. “Yes. The Conclave suspects the Arc is failing, but no one is aware of the true scope of the threat. Your mission is to keep them in the dark.”

      “Understood,” he replies solemnly.

      After a moment’s hesitation, the prophet approaches his follower and places a hand on his shoulder. "I don't want you carrying out the assassination yourself," he says, lowering his voice. "Your position in the Conclave makes you a useful agent, and I cannot risk losing you on such a simple mission."

      Despite himself, the unmasked man feels his chest swell with pride at his leader's words.

      The prophet continues, "You have all the resources of the fellowship behind you. Make it efficient and discrete. See that those involved never make it to the city alive."

      The lesser bows his head in obedience. "Yes, my lord."

      "Do not disappoint me," the prophet intones as he removes his hand from his minion's shoulder and steps away. "The future of our great cause depends on you."

      Something in his voice seems to indicate an end to their conversation, so the Harbinger steps away and takes the mask out of his pocket. His thoughts are a whirlwind as he makes his way toward the exit. Fastening the mask back over his face once again, he does his best not to trip in the overwhelming darkness of the warehouse.

      He wrestles to come to terms with the prophet's information as he continues walking. The demon general, Moloch, is dead. He managed to bring an army of demons inside the Arc but was defeated by a handful of inbred farmers and woodsmen. The thought is so ridiculous to him that he can hardly believe it is true.

      And yet, those are the facts straight from the prophet's mouth.

      Madness.

      He pushes open the door and steps out of the darkened warehouse. Gripping his cloak tightly about his neck, he hurriedly departs the old building.

      As he returns through the alley, the same wretches he had passed on his way there, cower away from him once again.

      Miserable sods, he thinks as he hurries past them. They're not so different from the rest of the human rats living in this city, and they serve as a reminder of what appeals to me about the fellowship. It isn't some false system of beliefs and worshiping a mystical Light, but a movement of fervent and ambitious men and women seeking to make a difference in the world. To end human suffering and injustice once and for all. Never, in the history of all Byhalya, has there been a worthier cause.

      He ducks his head and exits the alley, keeping to the shadows of the empty city streets. I will not fail the prophet, he vows silently to himself. All those that stand in the way of the Chosen will be destroyed, and the paradisiacal end times will come to pass once and for all!

      This very thought fills him with rapture.

      He smiles to himself as he picks up his pace. He knows there is still much work to be done before dawn.

      His thoughts add energy to his steps. When the sun rises in the morning, holy assassins will leave Tarsys on a quest of utmost importance. Blood must be answered with blood!
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      Brittle leaves crunch beneath my feet as I sprint through the woods. My breath is labored, and my heart beats loudly in my ears. I scan the woods before me with a ranger's eye, searching for signs of my prey as I run. Something deep inside me revels with anticipation, telling me that the end of the hunt draws near.

      There, I think to myself as I catch a glimpse of a figure crashing through the brush ahead. I only see it for half of a second, but it is long enough.

      I haven't lost him yet.

      "Ahead!" I call out, gripping my bow in one hand as I run with an arrow in the other, held in place by my forefinger. All around me I hear movement as the rest of my hunting party struggles to keep up. They are woodsmen who have spent their entire lives carving out a living in the Emberwood. But none of them are rangers.

      "Come on!" I urge, delving through the undergrowth in pursuit of our quarry. "We've almost got him! Just a little farther!"

      The hunters follow me, sweat pouring down their faces as they hold their weapons tightly in their hands.

      They are a tenacious lot, eager to do whatever it takes to secure their homeland. I don't blame them, knowing what they have gone through and the things they've seen. I only hope that their determination will continue to be enough.

      Pushing aside a low-hanging branch, I leap over a tangle of roots and land on fairly even ground. Already, I have lost sight of it, but the rustling bushes ahead tell me I am not far behind.

      As soon as I can get a clear shot, it'll all be over.

      Sucking in air and pumping my legs as hard as I can, I press onward, ignoring my burning lungs and the sweat beading on my forehead. All that matters right now is reaching my target. I'll not allow days of tracking to be wasted, only to watch our quarry slip away from us again. Today it is finally going to die. And then we will be able to rest easy once more.

      The woods begin to thin somewhat, and I am finally able to get a good look at what we have been chasing now that it is no more than twenty paces away from me.

      It lumbers through the forest with a speed that defies its hulking size. Thick, powerful legs propel it forward without any signs of fatigue. Orange skin stands out in the green of the forest, and a greatsword bounces noisily on its broad, armored back. A pair of curling horns sprouts from its head like a gnarled helm, easily identifying this creature as a being from the Eleven Hells themselves.

      A gorgon.

      Skidding to a halt, I raise my bow and pull the arrow back, resting the fletching against my cheek. The world seems to slow down as I aim down the shaft, my ranger's training taking hold as I search for a weak point in the demon's blackened armor.

      Finding my target, I release, blowing out a breath as I let the arrow fly. It cuts through the air with incredible speed and plunges into the back of the demon's thigh with pinpoint accuracy.

      The monster roars angrily in pain, stumbling through the ferns and spinning around. It looks from its wounded leg to me, and its glowing red eyes flash with intense hatred.

      I nock another arrow from my quiver and pull just as the other hunters begin flooding onto the scene. I loose, aiming for the demon's ugly head, but at the last second, it dodges to the side, the arrow disappearing into the woods behind it.

      Cursing, I throw my bow to the ground and remove my father's hatchet from my belt. "Surround him!" I shout, but the hunters are already ahead of me. Six woodsmen, huffing from their long run, fan out and begin to surround the gorgon, axes and spears held at the ready. I move forward with them, and like a pack of wolves, we close in on the great brute.

      The gorgon staggers back, the arrow in its leg preventing it from running away, and swivels its head back and forth to keep an eye on the seven of us. Anticipating a fight, it removes its greatsword, hefting the massive weapon as easily as a child might hold a toy.

      Our group of hunters tightens their circle, prodding at the wounded gorgon, but none daring to deliver the first strike.

      With a roar, the demon lashes out with its sword, catching one of the hunters by surprise. The spear he was holding snaps in half like a twig as the blade passes through it, scoring a hit on the unfortunate man's shoulder and drawing blood.

      The hunter cries out in pain and falls back, landing heavily in the ferns.

      Luckily, one of his companions lunges from behind with his own spear and pierces the demon in the side, puncturing its armor and preventing it from finishing the job.

      The gorgon lets out a shriek and spins around, slashing wildly with its blade as it desperately attempts to fend us off. It comes perilously close to decapitating the hunter, and its reckless attacks force the remaining woodsmen to hesitate in their retaliations, staying well out of the monster's reach.

      I need to end this so no one else gets hurt, I think to myself, quickly formulating a plan in my mind. My bow lies out of reach in the grass behind me. Besides, I wouldn’t want to risk shooting one of the hunters by accident. I'll have to get close if I am going to kill it.

      Grasping my hatchet, I wait for the gorgon to spin around so that its back is to me. I rush forward, approaching the demon from behind and swinging my weapon as hard as I can. The hatchet bites deep between the segments of its armor and embeds itself directly in the flesh of the monster's back. It lets out an angry wail and twists, wrenching the handle out of my hand and bringing me face to face with its snarling visage.

      Somehow, I have the mental and physical dexterity to duck out of the way before the gorgon can disembowel me with its sword. I drop to the leaf-covered ground and quickly roll to the side.

      The greatsword slams down, gouging the dirt and narrowly missing my head as I move away. I offer a silent prayer to the Light as I push myself up and dash behind the orange demon, hoping I won't be killed by my own hasty actions.

      One of the hunters has the presence of mind to throw a rock at the demon, hitting it in the chest and distracting it enough for me to sneak behind and attempt to pull my hatchet out of its back. Wrapping my fingers around the handle, I give it a mighty tug, but it does not move, held fast by armor and bone.

      Not knowing what else I should do, I jump onto the gorgon’s back before it can turn around. Wrapping my arms around its meaty neck, I hold on for dear life and silently pray that it does not manage to throw me.

      The monster shrieks again and begins to thrash, trying to dislodge me from its back by twisting violently. It reaches a thick-fingered hand up and tries to claw at me, forcing me to put my head down to protect my eyes. “If you’re going to do something, do it now!” I shout at the hunters, squeezing the demon’s neck as tightly as I can.

      The clawing abruptly stops as the woodsmen close in, and I glance up just in time to see them raise their weapons to attack. One of them blocks the gorgon’s sword with an axe while the others begin to stab and chop, piercing and slicing at it from many different angles.

      One of the men gets in a lucky stab, his spear sliding through a gap in the demon's dark armor, puncturing it deep in its side.

      The gorgon lets out a long, grating scream, its dark blood spilling onto the ground. It drops to its knees, its movements growing sluggish as the men continue to impale it. After a prolonged and vain struggle, it falls face-first into the dirt, its body going stiff.

      The hunters cheer, and I shakily push myself off of the demon’s bleeding corpse, grateful that none of their attacks managed to pierce me as well.

      “Quick thinking there, ranger!” one of the older hunters says, slapping me on the back.

      I give him a weary grin. “All in a day’s work.”

      Reaching down, I attempt to remove my hatchet from where it still protrudes from the lifeless body. It takes three tries, but eventually, the weapon comes free with a sickening crunch and a spray of blood.

      “These bastards are hard to kill,” another hunter states, wiping sweat away from his forehead with the back of his hand. “If you hadn’t shot him with that arrow, I think he would have kept running for hours!”

      “The Hells’ own strength,” the first man agrees, nodding solemnly.

      “I think that was the last of them,” I reply, tiredly bending down to wipe my hatchet off on some ferns. Once it is clean, I slide it into my belt loop and take a step back, regarding the dead gorgon with my hands on my hips. “Let’s get him wrapped up and head back to camp. The others are no doubt wondering what’s taking us so long.”

      The woodsmen all mumble their agreement, and one of them produces a coarse linen blanket and some ropes from his pack. Together, we roll the demon up in the blanket and bind it with the ropes, forming a litter of sorts. When the grisly task is complete, we begin the long trek back to our encampment, each of us taking turns dragging the corpse behind us. It is a heavy load, but we manage it well enough on the relatively even surface of the forest floor.

      Slinging my bow over my shoulder, I watch the midafternoon sun filter through the trees as I contemplate how long we have now been hunting the demons in the woods.

      Nearly three weeks have passed since the demon, Moloch, and his horde were defeated, a conflict that the locals have taken to calling the Battle of Forest Hill. Since that fateful night, there has been precious little rest to be had. After the dead were buried, the townsfolk began to rebuild, reassembling their homes and their livelihoods in preparation for the coming winter. They mourned the fallen, to be sure, but the people of the Emberwood are a pragmatic and hardy bunch. All too well, they understand the futility of tears and the necessity of hard work.

      While the townsfolk have focused on their efforts to rebuild, Elias and I have spent our days doing what we do best: tracking down the demons that fled into the woods and finishing them off one by one. It is gruesome work but important, nevertheless. We are not craftsmen or builders like the others. We’re rangers. Hunting is in our nature.

      And now, at long last, it seems that our task is finally complete.

      Time passes slowly as we laboriously haul the dead gorgon back to camp. By midafternoon, we enter a clearing and are greeted by familiar faces and the scent of stew cooking over an open fire.

      We deposit the corpse onto a pile of similarly wrapped bundles and disperse into the maze of tents, mingling with dozens of other woodsmen and hunters. Thankfully, no one has been killed, and so everyone appears to be in good spirits.

      Well, I think to myself, almost everyone.

      I find Elias in the center of camp, leaning over a table where a map of the forest is stretched out before him, held down by a handful of rocks. He glances up as I approach, his face ever the stoic mask revealing nothing of what he feels inside.

      “You’re back,” he states gruffly, as if he expected nothing less after sending me off to hunt a bloodthirsty demon. “Were you successful?”

      I nod my head. “Yes,” I reply simply, stepping up to him and unslinging my bow. I lean it against the table and begin to rub my shoulder while looking down at the map. “We slew the gorgon and suffered no casualties. One man was wounded, but it wasn't serious. He should recover fine.”

      Elias grunts, then reaches forward and points to a couple spots on the map. "I have teams out searching here and here," he says, furrowing his brow as he examines the depiction of the Emberwood. "They're combing the woods as a precautionary measure, but otherwise, we have eradicated the remaining demons from the attack on Forest Hill. We can only hope no more have entered the Emberwood from outside of the Arc or any other place in Tarsynium for that matter."

      "That's good," I reply, unable to suppress a smile. "Does that mean we can return to Forest Hill now?"

      He looks up at me with a stern gaze, one of his eyebrows arching up. "Are you in a hurry to get back?"

      I shrug. "Not really," I reply, pretending to be indifferent. “I'm just looking forward to sleeping in an actual bed again.”

      He lets off another grunt, leaning over the table as he looks back down at the map. "I thought for a moment there you were eager to be getting back to Miss Dennel."

      Though I am unable to see his expression, I can detect a wry hint in his tone.

      I shift uncomfortably and awkwardly clear my throat. "Are there any other parts of the Emberwood left you would like swept for demons?" I ask, hurriedly trying to change the subject.

      Elias shakes his head, and for a second, it actually looks like the corner of his mouth is twitching up into a smirk. It's gone almost instantaneously as he answers, "No, I think not. We will station men to watch over the forest for any suspicious activity, but I believe that for the most part, our work here is done. A good thing, too," he adds, pulling out a folded piece of paper from his cloak and setting it down on the table. "A runner came not too long ago, carrying this from Forest Hill."

      "What is it?" I ask, my brow furrowing.

      "It is a summons," he explains, looking up at me with his grey eyes. "From the mages. They want to meet with us tomorrow to discuss what our next steps should be."

      "The mages," I repeat, thinking of the stuffy bunch who had come with Zara from Tarsys. "That is good timing."

      "The majority of us will break down camp and head back today before nightfall. The rest will stay behind and remain guarding this section of the forest. Our first group should reach town by midmorning tomorrow, just in time for this meeting."

      "I'll go get things ready," I reply, picking my bow back up and turning to leave.

      Before I am gone, Elias calls my name. "Owyn," he says, his gravelly voice low, "great job today. You've done your duty well."

      As always, he seems slightly uncomfortable giving me praise, but I take it in stride. I flash him a grin over my shoulder. "I learned from the best, master."

      He takes the reversed compliment with characteristic stoicism, and that only makes my smile widen as I depart.

      My mind begins to wander as I begin packing up my things, pondering through the many paths that have brought us to this point. The last month has been extremely difficult for everyone, a trying time filled with danger and death. Mages and rangers teamed up with rebels, creating a temporary alliance that most would have thought impossible. An invasion was discovered and defeated. It was an adventure I much rather would have liked to hear in a tale than lived through myself.

      But now, the last of the demons are dead, and the world is returning to the way it should be.

      I tie up my bedroll and strap it to my pack, my smile returning as I think about seeing Zara. I'm just glad the fighting is over.

      Now my life can get back to normal. Striding toward the center of the camp, I go to assist the other hunters for departure.
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      Source energy courses through my veins like lightning. Its pulsing energy makes my skin tingle and the hairs on my arm stand on end.

      I let out a long breath as I sit cross-legged on the floor. My back is perfectly straight, and my eyes are squeezed shut in concentration. It is a primal force that I hold within me, the basis of all radiant magic. If I am not careful, it will completely consume me and burn me from the inside out, leaving me a smoking husk.

      Relaxing my shoulders, I try not to think about that as I let it flow through me like a current of liquid fire.

      My thoughts begin to travel back to my lessons with Evoker Roth, an austere mage with short-cropped hair who had survived the Battle of Forest Hill. Following the loss of too many of our fellow mages, including the Arch-Magister, he felt the need to step in and give me some one-on-one training. I was grateful because without Elva, I had been lacking in my studies and any instruction from the other remaining mages, who spent most of their time in their own rooms. With times uncertain as they were and not knowing who or what we may be encountering next, he had been trying to give me as many lessons as he could.

      My lesson with him the day before had focused on channeling source energy, particularly through a fellow mage. He had taught me that even without holding a talisman, I would be able to do so if a fellow mage was near me. He proceeded to demonstrate that just by touching the skin of another mage who was in the midst of channeling, I, myself, could channel source energy through them. But he warned me that it was dangerous to do so for too long.

      He had also reminded me as I had been taught before in the Academy, that channeling source energy is much like using a muscle. At first, a mage is weak and can only channel a small amount. However, with practice, the body can adapt and grow stronger, allowing him or her to channel more over time.

      And that is my purpose this morning. To push myself beyond my limits.

      To grow stronger.

      Clutching my talisman in my hand, I pull more power into my body, internalizing it and attempting to control it. It feels like a mental wrestling match, one that requires intense concentration to avoid disaster. I ignore my growing fatigue and continue to channel, forcing control of the flow of energy and taking in a little bit more each time I succeed.

      I crack open an eye and hold my free hand out in front of me, fingers closed together with the palm facing upward. I quietly utter the words for magefyre, “Fos lasair.”

      A blue ball of flame materializes in the air above my hand.

      I feed source energy into the flames the way I would feed a bonfire, the flickering azure light growing brighter the more I add to it. As the source energy seeps out of me, I am left feeling even more exhausted, and it isn't long before the floating ball of fire has become so large and hot that it is nearly unmanageable.

      A knock at the door causes me to look sharply to the side, the unwelcome sound almost breaking my concentration.

      "Magus Dennel?" a timid voice calls from outside of my room. "Are you in there?"

      Letting out another breath, I release my grip on the magefyre, causing it to dissipate in a matter of seconds. Slowly, almost painfully, I release the source energy as well. The power drains from my body and into the atmosphere around me, leaving me feeling depleted and wrung-out like a wet rag.

      "Yes, come in," I say after a moment, my voice sounding husky from the exertion.

      The door is gently pushed open, and a slight, demure girl steps through the threshold, her hands clasped politely in front of her. She wears the modest clothing of a housemaid, and her black hair is pulled back into a bonnet. Her name is Bethany. After the battle, Governor Prior had assigned her to me as my personal servant.

      "Hello, Bethany," I say as sweetly as I can manage, pushing myself up to a standing position and smiling through my fatigue. "We've gone over this before. I am not yet a Magus. You may simply call me Zara."

      As always, she avoids making eye contact with me, but she nods as she replies, "My apologies, Zara."

      I release the death grip on my talisman, raising it up and looping the silvery chain around my neck. "What was it you needed?"

      "I am told that the rangers have returned from their hunt, Mag— Zara." She corrects herself as her cheeks start to grow red. "And the other mages have begun to gather in the Nightingale's tent on the green for the meeting. It starts in half an hour. I was worried when I hadn't yet seen your ladyship come down for breakfast."

      Despite my tiredness, I cannot keep myself from smiling. Owyn is back! But my joy is quickly followed by alarm as I look out the small window of my room, realizing that the hour is later than I thought. How long had I been practicing for?

      "Thank you, Bethany," I reply hastily, nodding my head in dismissal. "I will go there at once."

      She gives me a slight curtsy but hesitates before departing. "Magus—I mean Zara... perhaps you would like me to fix your hair, or bring you a new outfit from the laundress?"

      Suddenly self-conscious about my appearance, I glance down at my night clothes, my own cheeks starting to flush. Eyeing her with an indignant stare, I reply in a cool, measured voice. "That won't be necessary, Bethany... but thank you."

      She gives me a self-conscious smile and then closes the door behind her, leaving me alone in my room once more.

      As soon as she is gone, I race over to my nightstand and begin examining myself in the mirror. Light, I look horrendous. Loose strands of brown hair from my messy ponytail frame my face and accentuate the fact that my eyes look tired and my skin washed out. A thin sheen of sweat glistens on my forehead, and my loose-fitting shirt is rumpled from a night of restless sleep.

      Muttering my protests, I begin to hastily fix the damage, brushing my hair and cleaning the sweat from my face.

      It takes far longer than I would like to satisfactorily style my hair, but when I am done, I quickly unlace my shirt and move to find a clean set of initiate robes.

      Pulling the grey fabric over my shoulders, I grumble in annoyance for having let time slip away from me.

      A small, wooden box on the nightstand catches my eye as I lace up the front of my bodice. On impulse, I reach over and open it, pulling out a tiny brush-tipped applicator and a little black jar. I've never been particularly fond of makeup, but having brought it with me, I might as well make use of it. Dipping the applicator into the jar, I begin to swiftly apply mascara. Just before closing the box back up, I lightly brush some light pink powder on my cheeks.

      "There," I say to myself after a few minutes, stepping back and admiring myself in the mirror. "Much better." The woman standing before me looks much different than the haggard initiate staring in the mirror just moments before. She looks confident and strong and even a little pretty.

      Though, knowing Owyn, I doubt he'll even notice.

      Sighing, I step out into the hall and close the door behind me. As usual, the governor's manor is bustling with activity. Servants rush this way and that, waiting on mages and carrying out orders from the governor's family.

      I silently berate myself as I descend the staircase, making my way to the front door. Silly girl, I think as I stop by the kitchen and pick up a chunk of crusty bread. Wasting time primping when you should have been preparing yourself for the meeting. The very world may be at stake, and you're worried about your hair? Honestly!

      I tear into the bread with my teeth as I step out into the warm, late-summer sunlight. Channeling so much energy can be dangerous, and I am going to need a little food in my stomach if I want to avoid passing out in the middle of the meeting. Chewing mechanically, I quickly begin making my way down the hill.

      Looking around, I can’t help but be amazed at how remarkably well Forest Hill has recovered from the demon attack, considering all that its people had gone through. Many fathers and brothers died defending their homes, their bodies now laid to rest. Large swathes of the town were burned down during the battle, and the once green hill had been scorched and littered with the carcasses of the enemy.

      And yet, after a mere three weeks, much of the debris has been cleared away, and new buildings have begun to be constructed. The untrampled fields are now being prepared for harvest time, and the townsfolk have seemingly all returned to their normal patterns of life.

      As I walk toward the tent, those I pass greet me pleasantly with warm gestures and friendly smiles.

      I wonder if the people of Tarsys would be able to recover as quickly or as well as the citizens of Forest Hill.

      Halfway down the hill is 'the green,' a stretch of unburned grass near the inn where the Nightingale's had erected a large tent. After the battle, many of their fighters returned to the fortress at Dagger's Point, but a few insisted on maintaining a presence here until the next steps to stop the demon threat for good are figured out.

      Even though the rebels fought to defend Forest Hill, many residents still regard them with distrust. Everyone seems to give the tent a wide berth as they pass by, and few are willing to assist the Nightingales in any way, whether it be food or labor or simply information.

      Some prejudices are so deep that even a common enemy cannot overcome them, I think to myself as I approach the tent. It’s sad, really.

      I push open the flap and immediately step inside. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the low light within the tent, but once they do, I am chagrined to see that I am the last person to arrive. Everyone else is seated around a circular table, and all look up to regard me as I enter.

      "Forgive me for the delay," I say to the group.

      "No apologies necessary, Miss Dennel," Governor Prior replies with a nervous smile. "Please, have a seat, and we can get started." He gestures to a chair next to Owyn and Elias, and I smile back gratefully as I move toward the indicated spot.

      Seated around the table are the governor, a few members of the town council, and the newly-appointed captain of the local militia, a man by the name of Avery Kant. Barus, the surly general of the Nightingales, is also in attendance with his retinue, who are seated next to the rangers.

      Lastly, I only see one of the mages in attendance, Evoker Roth, who gives me a brief nod which I return in kind. He had worked closely with the Arch-Magister, and since her death, he became the de-facto leader of mages.

      "Better late than never, eh, Zara?" Owyn whispers with a smirk as I sit down.

      I roll my eyes at him. "Not all of us have a master to ensure that we are on time," I hiss in reply.

      This only makes his grin widen.

      Incorrigible.

      "We gather today as leaders to discuss what our next course of action should be in the wake of the attack on our town," the governor begins, pulling out a handkerchief and dabbing his forehead. "Ranger Keen has just informed me that the last of Moloch’s demons have been hunted down. Is that accurate?"

      Elias nods his head. "We still have some small teams out combing the forest for extra reassurance," he replies, "but I believe Owyn and the other hunters killed the last one of them yesterday."

      "Excellent," the governor says, dabbing his face with a handkerchief. "It is heartening to know that our homes are once again safe from harm."

      "Safe?" Barus bellows, his gruff voice causing the governor to jump in surprise. "Your homes won't be safe until the cause of the problem has been dealt with! If those demons could get through once, they can do it again."

      Several people around the table nod their heads in agreement.

      "I find myself in accord with General Barus, though it pains me to admit it," as he says the words, Avery Kant fixes the Nightingale with a disdainful expression. "We were able to beat the demons back once, but at a terrible cost. If they manage to get more of those monsters into the kingdom, I doubt we will be able to win a second time."

      More heads begin to nod, and I can hear muttering sounds of agreement as fellow citizens lean over to one another and begin to whisper.

      "We need a plan!" interjects a council member, an old woman sitting next to the governor.

      "We need the king's help," says another, one of the militiamen adjacent to Kant. "King Aethelgar needs to be notified at once so he can send troops to aid us!"

      The general tone of the meeting begins to escalate as more people start voicing their opinions. Nightingales balk at the suggestion that the king should be involved, while others denounce the rebels as traitors to the crown. The older woman who had interjected, now begins to weep, declaring that if the demons return to Forest Hill, we are all doomed.

      I watch as Evoker Roth stands up, his dour expression darkening as the arguments reach a feverish pitch.

      "Silence!" he shouts, and I can tell from the shiver going down my spine that he is pulling in source energy. His whole frame seems to shimmer with power.

      The tent immediately goes deathly quiet. And all eyes come to rest on the mage.

      "We must cease this useless bickering at once," Roth states, his voice firm and resolute. "We are all on the same side here, whether we like it or not." He fixes Barus with a meaningful expression before continuing.

      "Now that the immediate threat has been dealt with, we have but one logical course of action," he says, remaining standing. "We must carry word of this to Tarsys and inform the Conclave of what we are up against. We have already sent several messengers to the city but have not heard back from them in some time. Someone or something must have intercepted them. We need to return there ourselves and speak with the Circle in person—they are the only ones with the power to repair the Arc if it is damaged."

      I look over to see Elias nodding his head in approval. It is strange to see him so obviously in agreement with a mage.

      "That's all well and good," Barus speaks up, stroking his great black beard with a gloved hand, "but what about us? The Nightingales are not exactly on the friendliest of terms with the Conclave."

      "Indeed," Roth replies solemnly without missing a beat. "Which is why you and your men must go to Dunmar City and inform your rebel king about the demons."

      I watch out of the corner of my eye as Owyn perks up at Roth's words. Mention of the secret Nightingale city seems to spark an interest with the ranger's apprentice.

      Barus frowns darkly at the mage standing before him. "Dunmar City is no concern of yours, mage. And neither are the affairs of our Protector, Xander Thel. The Nightingales have no king."

      Roth seems completely unfazed by the Nightingale's tone. "I meant no offense by my words, general, but I assure you that this is the only way. Your people need to know just how great the threat is so that they can prepare themselves. Only then, when we stand together, can we hope to defend ourselves against the might of the R'Laar."

      Everyone around the table seems to be considering his words, and several even begin nodding in agreement. Strangely, Elias exchanges a glance with the Nightingale leader, as if some unspoken thought has just passed between them.

      "And what of the people of Forest Hill?" asks the same old woman as before. "With the mages and the Nightingales gone, how will we be able to defend ourselves?"

      "We will request that the crown send some knights to garrison in the Emberwood," responds Roth. "But in the meantime, you should focus on rebuilding. Expand your militia as much as you can and build up the town's defenses. That should be sufficient until help is able to arrive."

      "Who will be returning to the city?" I ask, drawing all in the eyes in the room to me.

      "The rest of us mages, including yourself, will need to return and report to the Circle," he says flatly before he turns toward Elias and Owyn. "I would also request that the rangers come as well. Your intimate knowledge of the area could provide some valuable insight in the decisions that will have to be made."

      Elias eyes the mage for a long moment before finally bowing his head in acquiescence. "That would probably be for the best."

      Governor Prior speaks up as Evoker Roth sits back down. "It is settled then," he declares, dabbing his upper lip with his handkerchief. "Tomorrow, the mages and the rangers will return to Tarsys, and the Nightingales will depart as well. We will remain here and continue to rebuild Forest Hill while we wait for reinforcements to arrive."

      Without further ado, the meeting comes to an end. Those in attendance begin to get up and leave the tent, some of them close together holding hushed conversations. I barely make out the governor’s next words as he mutters them under his breath.

      "Light be with us all."
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      Tarsys? I think as I push myself out of my seat, a whirlwind of emotions stirring within me. They want Elias and me to travel to the capital city and work with the mages of the Conclave? I can’t tell if the thought fills me with excitement or dread. Probably a little bit of both, I conclude. And yet, it feels like the dread is winning.

      Shaking my head, I rush over to speak with Zara as she exits the tent. “It seems that we will be traveling to Tarsys together,” I say as we step out into the late morning light.

      “It looks that way,” she replies with a radiant smile.

      For a moment, her appearance holds me captive, taking me by surprise as the sun illuminates her features and allows me to see her clearly for the first time today. Light! I think to myself, trying unsuccessfully to wipe the stupid look from my face. She looks beautiful. Has she always looked this way?

      She raises an eyebrow at me, no doubt wondering why I haven't stopped staring at her. I avert my eyes, my cheeks growing hot as I silently berate myself. Bloody idiot. “I mean… it’s going to be a big change from my life in the Emberwood. I’ve never been to a big city before.”

      Nice save.

      Zara laughs, and I give her a self-deprecating smile.

      “I think you are going to be in for quite the surprise, bumpkin,” she says wryly. “There is nothing quite like Tarsys in the entire kingdom. I’ll have to show you around when we arrive.”

      "I'd like that," I reply, falling into an easy rhythm as I walk beside her.

      An amiable silence settles between us. Glancing around, we watch the townsfolk go about their daily chores, burdened with the added task of rebuilding their lives.

      I can't help but think about how far Zara and I have come since we first met all those weeks ago. I'll admit that in the beginning, I didn't much care for her. She was snobbish and somewhat condescending, but worst of all, she was a mage. I had always been taught that mages were tricksters and manipulators, scheming in their towers and trying to contrive of ways to oppress the little people. But all of my prejudices about mages melted away as our friendship grew and I slowly got to know her, turning our connection into an unlikely companionship in the middle of this crisis.

      Truth be told, I've grown rather fond of her over the past several weeks. More so than anyone I’ve ever met.

      "I meant to ask you," she says after a while, breaking our silence. "How did your hunt go?"

      "It went well enough," I respond, feigning nonchalance. "Nothing too exciting."

      "From what Elias said in the meeting, you managed to track down the rest of the demons." She glances over at me with a small smile. "I'd say that’s exciting."

      I shrug my shoulders, trying to play it off like it is no big deal. "It was just the last one... alone. A gorgon. We were able to bring him down before he could seriously hurt anyone so... not too exciting, like I said."

      She stares at me for a moment before rolling her eyes. "Oh, Owyn," she says breathlessly, giving her head a bewildered shake.

      "What?" I ask defensively.

      She lets out a laugh, a musical sound that threatens to break my stoic demeanor. "Only a short time ago, few people in Tarsynium even believed that demons existed. Nobody had seen one in over a thousand years. Now, you act like fighting one in the forest is something inconsequential." She gives me a strange look out of the corner of her eye. “Even you have to admit that’s a bit odd.”

      “Things are… much more complicated than they used to be, Zara,” I reply. “Before, the worst we had to worry about were Nightingales or the occasional bandit lurking about countryside—now, we have literal demons threatening us all with destruction." I grunt, giving my shoulders another half-shrug. “I guess I’m just trying to keep everything in perspective.”

      We both get quiet as the thought of that new reality sinks in. I watch her as she turns her gaze to the sprawling forest ahead. When she speaks again, her tone is more thoughtful. "I know it can feel pretty bleak, but we must celebrate the small victories when we can. It might have been only one gorgon yesterday, but all the ones who attacked Forest Hill are now dead."

      I nod in agreement, giving her a smile that she returns. Fingering my hatchet, I begin to wonder what will come next for us now that we are going to Tarsys.

      We walk past a pair of youths corralling some sheep into a pen. "I'll admit that I'm excited to be going back to the capital," Zara says, as if reading my thoughts. "It will be nice to return to the place that has been my home for the last five years. Though, at the same time, I am sorry to be leaving the Emberwood. There is something special about this place."

      "There always has been," I agree, watching some children playing nearby with a furry, black dog. "The people here are good, honest folk. And the lines between nature and civilization are blurred at best. It's the perfect place to be a ranger." For some reason, the last bit sounded a little mournful, though I hadn't intended for it to be. I open my mouth to say something more, but then, all other words escape me.

      Zara stops walking and regards me for a moment, her big, brown eyes looking deep into my soul. "I'm glad you are coming with me, Owyn," she says softly, and for a second, I find myself glancing down at her lips.

      Light—focus, Owyn!

      "I know it must be hard for you to leave Forest Hill. It has been your home. You've trained here, lived with the people." She steps forward and gently takes my hand. Her fingers are delicate, her skin softer than velvet. I can feel my heart pounding in my chest. "I just want you to know that I am happy I do not yet have to say goodbye to you."

      I clear my throat and nod, suddenly keenly aware of the fact that I have not had a chance to bathe yet since coming back from the woods. I rack my brain for words—any words that I can offer in response. Eventually, after what feels like an eternity, I manage to get out a perfunctory, "Yeah, me too."

      Eloquent.

      Her smile falters as she realizes that she is still holding my hand. She lets go and takes a step back, her expression growing demure. "Anyway," she says, looking away, "I should probably get going. I have a few things I have to take care of before we leave for Tarsys." She looks up at the governor's mansion, then back at me, a shy smile returning to her lips. "I'll see you around, Owyn."

      I return her smile with one of my own. "See you around, Zara."

      She hurriedly makes her way up the hill, and for a minute, I watch her go. What just happened there between us? Was there a connection there, or was that just me? She did reach out and grab my hand, after all.

      Shaking my head to clear it of my thoughts of Zara, I turn and begin making my way to the town's inn, which has been Elias' and my home for the last six months leading up to the attack on Forest Hill. The thatch-roofed, two-story building is built about halfway up the hill and is one of the largest buildings in the town. Innkeeper Ellis and his wife have become like a second family to me, taking care of Elias and me while we reside with them.

      I approach the inn door at an easy gait, deep in thought about travelling to Tarsys and what it will be like working with the Conclave. I push open the door and step inside the warmly lit common room.

      The smell of freshly baked bread immediately fills my nostrils, the heat from the hearth enveloping me like a warm blanket. As I gaze around the wide room with its wooden tables and polished floor, I feel more at ease, momentarily forgetting about the troubles that have plagued me as of late. It looks just as it always does, warm and inviting, bearing none of the scars from the fight that had nearly destroyed it weeks ago.

      The common room is mainly empty, except for one table, where several of the hunters who had traveled and fought with me, sit drinking their ale and talking about our recent exploits. They look up as I enter and raise their drinks in my direction, welcoming me to join them.

      I politely decline, stating that I need some rest, before heading up the stairs to my room. James Ellis stands behind the bar cleaning a glass, and he nods at me as I walk by, a look of respect in his eyes.

      While it was the people of Forest Hill who fought to defend their homes, it was the mages and us, rangers, who rallied them so that they were able to defeat the demon, Moloch, and his horde. To them, we are heroes, warriors who helped save their town.

      Funny how that respect makes me feel like an imposter. I'm still just the ranger's apprentice. I'm still the same person I was a month ago.

      I reach the top of the stairs, my thoughts meandering inevitably back to Zara standing on the green as I make my way down the hall. Rounding the corner to my bedroom, I look up in surprise to see my door standing open and a visitor waiting for me inside.

      Elias Keen, my master, turns to look at me as I enter, his stern face as chiseled and stony as ever, grey eyes watching me like a wolf. He is still wearing his leathers and his mottled green ranger cloak. A look of confusion crosses my face. I thought he surely would have turned in by now, neither of us having gotten any rest the night before. Instead, he looks poised to leave for another hunt. His ever-present belt knife hangs from his waist, and his longbow is slung purposefully over his shoulder.

      "Master?" I ask, my voice full of surprise. "What are you doing here?"

      "I came to speak with you," he says gruffly, shifting his weight and putting a hand on the handle of his belt knife. "Do you have a minute to talk?"

      "Of course," I reply, stepping into the room and closing the door behind me. Out of habit, I move to shrug out of my cloak, but I stop myself once I remember that I am in the presence of my master. After a moment of uncomfortable silence, I clear my throat. "What can I do for you?"

      Elias hesitates, as if searching for the right words to say, before answering. "It's about the meeting earlier," he replies at length, his cold, slate eyes looking away from me as he glances out the window. "Regarding the mage's decision to go to Tarsys."

      "Yes," I say heavily, moving to go sit on my bed. "I've been thinking about that, too. It's going to be a big change staying in the city. But if it helps in the fight against the demons, going there will be worth it."

      Elias grimaces at my words, as if he is unsure about what to say next. I don’t think I have ever seen him like this before. He seems uncertain about something. "That's what I wanted to talk to you about, lad," he says, shifting again. "I think it is the right move, taking this information to the mages. But I will not be able to go with you to Tarsys. You will have to go alone."

      My eyebrows shoot up, and I am completely stunned. Me? Go alone? How can this be? When I finally find my voice, all I can get out is, "You're not coming with me?"

      Elias nods his head remorsefully, but his expression is resolute. "I'm afraid so. There are certain things I must do, and time is of the essence." The way he says the word things sounds cryptic, but right now, all I can think about is splitting paths with my mentor and my friend. My master.

      "Is... is this even allowed? I'm your apprentice!"

      "I understand that," Elias responds, his demeanor becoming unreadable and stoic once again. "But the invasion of these demons changes things. Yes, it is uncommon for a ranger to leave his apprentice, but it is not unheard of. Under special circumstances, a ranger can choose to leave his apprentice for a short time if he deems the apprentice capable enough to take care of himself."

      He crosses the room with his typical predatory grace and places a hand on my shoulder. "I believe that you are more than capable, Owyn. I am proud of the progress you have made."

      Once again, I am shocked by his words. Never before has he so overtly complimented me. Yet, I am equally surprised and ashamed by the feelings of anger and betrayal that are beginning to well up inside of me. Stay calm, Owyn, I think to myself.

      "But, master—why?"

      Elias locks eyes with me, and for a moment, I am held in place by his steely gaze. "There are some things that a man must undertake to ensure that he does his duty to the realm." His voice is as hard and sharp as a sword, but there is no malice in it. His tone remains mentoring. "I cannot explain it all to you right now. I am going to just have to ask you to trust me. I won’t be gone for long, and we will resume your training when I return."

      Swallowing the growing lump in my throat, I nod, trying with much difficulty to appear strong.

      "Represent the rangers well at the Conclave," he says after a few seconds, removing his hand from my shoulder and taking a step back. "Tarsys is a place of politics and schemes. Remain vigilant so that you are not swept up into their foolish games. Remember, the demons are the true enemies here, not the mages, not the bureaucrats, and not even the Nightingales. Remember your duty, and above all, remember your oath."

      I nod my head again and reply huskily, "Yes, master."

      Elias turns and makes his way to the door, but before he leaves, he looks over his shoulder at me, the hard lines around his eyes softening somewhat. "Goodbye, Owyn. I shall come and find you soon."

      And with that, he steps out into the hall, leaving me alone in my room with nothing but my turbulent thoughts to keep me company.
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      When we arrive at the Conclave, I will submit your name to the High Magus to have you raised.”

      My heart skips a beat with excitement at Evoker Roth’s words.

      “Thank you, Magus,” I reply, doing my best to show him deference. I bow my head and lower my eyes, but I have a difficult time keeping the pride from my voice.

      “None of that, Initiate,” Roth says with his usual haughty sternness. “We saw how you conducted yourself at the Battle of Forest Hill. And you have made great strides in our lessons these past couple of weeks as well. We all heard the Arch-Magister’s final wish. The time has come for you to be officially raised to full mage, and we will waste no time making sure that it is taken care of."

      I lift my head and make eye contact with the elder mage. He is tall and bony; the blue mage robes he wears drape his body like a shroud covering a skeleton. Yet beneath his rigid exterior, I can see him for who he truly is—a devoted servant of the Conclave who has grown to respect me, despite my young age.

      Nodding my head in gratitude, I push away my uncomfortableness at his praise and shift the focus to our upcoming journey. “What preparations need to be made before we leave for Tarsys?”

      Roth pauses to consider this as both of us stand in the empty study of the governor’s mansion. Although the door remains open, none of the bustling servants bother us as we confer over important matters. After a moment, he responds, “There are far fewer mages with us now than when we arrived. Our excess provisions should be turned over to the people of Forest Hill. We should also consider bringing some sort of proof to the Conclave to support our claims of a demonic invasion. There will still be those who are skeptical of our story despite the number of witnesses.”

      "I don't understand Magus. The Arch-Magister told me when she was dying that the Circle already knew about the R’Laar.”

      "Yes, that’s correct. They were informed that the Arc had been breached and demons had gotten through. But it has all been hearsay, and there are still members of the Circle who harbor doubts. Without seeing the R'Laar firsthand, it is impossible for them to know the true extent of what we are facing.”

      An idea forms as my mind goes back to the day when Owyn threw a severed darkhound head at the feet of the Arch-Magister to convince everyone of the coming attack. A small smile comes to my lips at the memory. It certainly shocked the people and mages here into action.

      “We should bring back the bodies of the gorgons and the darkhounds,” I reply coolly. Evoker Roth tightens his jaw muscles, obviously remembering the incident well. “Ranger Keen made sure to gather the remains of the demons they hunted and did not burn them. They should provide sufficient evidence that the threat is real.”

      Roth swallows, but nods his agreement. “Very well.”

      Satisfied, I continue. “We were accosted on the road by bandits when we first came to the Emberwood. However way they managed to breach the Arc, it stands to reason that it could be happening at other places around the shield. We have no way of knowing if more have already come through already. And with our numbers diminished... I wonder if we should consider bringing more guards with us?”

      “Yes,” Roth replies. “In fact, I’ve already spoken with the governor. They are willing to send half a dozen militiamen with us as a defense force to ensure we make it to the city safely. That should be more than enough to guarantee that we are sufficiently protected.”

      I glance at the door, suddenly remembering that we leave tomorrow and I have not even begun to start packing up. “Is there anything more I can do to assist you, Magus?”

      Roth shakes his head. “No, Initiate. Everything seems to be in order. I will send word to the rangers to have the bodies of the demons loaded into one of the empty carriages—unfortunately, there are many to choose from.” He turns to look out of the open window to the forested wilderness beyond. When he speaks next, his voice is oddly contemplative and distant. “The world is shifting, Initiate Dennel. When we bring word of this attack to the Conclave, it is going to change everything.”

      Unsure of how to reply, I simply remain quiet.

      He slowly lets out a breath and glances over his shoulder at me. “When you are raised to full mage, much more will be expected of you. You are a talented magic user, but in the coming days you will be stretched to your limits. Do everything you can to serve the realm.”

      Despite myself, a shiver runs down my spine at his words. I bow my head, and reply, “Yes, Magus.”

      He looks back out the window, and I depart, taking it as a dismissal. That conversation certainly took a foreboding turn, I think to myself as I step out into the hall. Does he sense it, too? Ever since the end of the battle, I have felt a dark cloud hanging over Tarsynium, as if this is only the beginning of things to come. Goodness knows what this will mean for the Conclave. The Arc has stood for a thousand years. If it is failing now, it certainly will change everything.

      Still pondering his words, I climb the stairs and make my way to the bedroom that has been mine for the past several weeks. The whole house smells of cooked meat as the kitchen staff prepares for lunch. My stomach grumbles, but I ignore it, too focused on the monumental task of preparing to leave Forest Hill by morning.

      I close the door behind me and look over the disheveled mess that is my living quarters.

      Clothes lay scattered about haphazardly on the floor and furniture, some of them clean, some of them dirty, making it look like my wardrobe has exploded. The sheets on my bed are unmade and rumpled, and my nightstand is covered in odds and ends in an unorganized mess that any sane person would have trouble making sense of.

      This is a little embarrassing, I think as I survey the scene, wondering where I should begin. Getting everything ready to leave is probably going to take the rest of the day.

      Of all my many talents and skills, cleanliness is not one of them.

      Sighing to myself, I begin to gather articles of clothing, picking them up and smelling them to determine whether or not they are clean. I lay the clean ones on my mattress, and the dirty ones I pile on the hardwood floor. It is not a perfect system, but it works for me. I do feel bad for the laundress, however. Judging by the size of the growing pile, she is going to have her work cut out for her today.

      As I work, my thoughts go back to my conversation with Evoker Roth, considering the implications of being raised to full mage after we arrive in Tarsys. As far as I know, I’ll be the youngest initiate to be raised to mage in living memory. Picking up a pair of stockings, I wrinkle my nose at the smell and toss them onto the pile of dirty clothes. I wonder what life will be like without having to attend lectures or study for tests.

      There was once a time when I dreamed about being raised to full mage. In fact, being made the youngest mage in the Conclave has long been a goal of mine. Now that this dream is so close to becoming a reality, it scares me more than I care to admit.

      As a student, you are isolated from the outside world. Everything taught to you and everything you learn points to the wonders of being a magic user and the grand possibilities such a life can create. It is very different from seeing radiant magic actually put into practice.

      I shiver as I remember seeing magefyre burn a man alive, and the destruction and death these wonderful powers dealt over the past weeks. Now that demons are coming through the Arc of Radiance, the prospect of being a mage becomes more daunting. I’m only eighteen years old for Light’s sake! How can I be expected to defend the kingdom?

      Evoker Roth’s words come unbidden to my mind—In the coming days you will be stretched to your limits. Do everything you can to serve the realm…

      My thoughts stray as I finish sorting my clothing. There were far more dirty clothes than clean ones strewn about. I really should be better at keeping my life organized. I can’t imagine a member of the Circle living like this.

      I shove the pile of dirty clothing into a burlap bag the laundress had given me and leave it outside of my door. Hopefully, she will have time to clean and fold them by tomorrow morning.

      Looking around, I decide to get started on my nightstand.

      Picking up my makeup containers reminds me of Owyn and the look he gave me this morning as we left the tent. My face splits into a foolish grin as I replace the lids on their jars and clean off the little brush for my mascara. It seems that makeup isn’t useless after all.

      It seems that makeup isn’t useless after all, I think as I place lids on jars and clean off the little brush for my mascara.

      Flirting has never been a strength of mine, but it seems that with a little bit of makeup the task becomes much easier.

      Though, truth be told, I’m not entirely sure where things sit between Owyn and I. When we first met, I thought that he was some uncultured backwoods farm boy, and in a lot of ways, I suppose he still is. But somewhere during our mad adventure, I developed something of a fondness for him. His quiet, earnest demeanor is refreshing to me, and his skills with fighting and ranging are something to be admired.

      Plus, I think to myself wryly, he isn’t bad to look at. In a flash, the memory of the day I saw him sitting there shirtless in the inn, comes quickly to my mind and causes my cheeks to flush with heat.

      Shaking my head, I scoop the last of my makeup and powders into a satchel and place them in a small compartment in my trunk.

      I wasn’t lying when I spoke to him earlier. Truth be told, I am more than pleased that he will be coming with us to Tarsys. I enjoy our conversations, and the thought of saying goodbye to him at this time is too painful to even consider. He is one of the few friends I have ever had, and I would hate to lose him now. He is a constant in the middle of everything going crazy in this world.

      My stomach grumbles again, and I am reminded that lunch is most likely ready downstairs. Just like that, I am shaken from my thoughts, and I begin making my way to the bedroom door.

      Before leaving, I give one final look over my shoulder at my still-messy room, noting that it will most likely take me several more hours to clean, pack, and organize the rest of my things for the trip home.

      Home, I think glumly to myself glumly as I close the door behind me and begin walking down the hall. Is Tarsys even my home anymore? In the weeks I have spent in Forest Hill, I have made friends, experienced the harsh realities of war, and learned things about myself I never knew before.

      Honestly, this town feels more like home than my little dormitory at the Academy ever did.

      And now, I am leaving it behind as I face so much uncertainty in the future. The thought leaves me ill at ease before I remind myself that Owen is embarking upon this journey with me. As long as we are together, I will be happy.

      I smell the aroma of food from the kitchens, and my mouth begins to water, overwhelming the dull sense of loss I am experiencing. I quickly descend the wooden staircase and traverse the labyrinth of hallways to get to the source of the delectable food awaiting me.

      I finally reach the dining room where a milling crowd of people have already arrived to eat. Lining up behind the others, I am eager to eat and return to my room to finish my packing.
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      The sun rises on the Emberwood, bathing the expanse of trees in an orange light that gradually brightens the dark, purple sky.

      I let out a jaw-popping yawn as I sit astride my mare, waiting outside the governor's mansion with my cloak wrapped around me. Though it is technically still summer, the early morning air has taken up the chill of autumn, and I can see my breath misting in front of my face as my yawn reaches its end.

      Few have turned out this morning to say farewell.

      I can't say that I blame them. If I had a choice in the matter, I'd still be asleep! I had been up before dawn loading a chest into one of the carriages filled with the mangled remains of gorgons and darkhounds. A messenger had come late in the evening to the inn with an order from the mage, Roth, for Elias and me to bring the bodies of the demons along to Tarsys, but by then Elias was already gone.

      Still fighting away my exhaustion, I blink furiously in an attempt to wake myself up. Without a master to watch over me, perhaps I will have more opportunities to sleep in past dawn.

      Guilt quickly washes over me and  forms a sour pit in my stomach. Elias has barely been gone a day, and I am already contriving ways to forgo my training.

      Some ranger’s apprentice you are, I think bitterly as I shift in my saddle, leather creaking as I adjust my position. Sleep is not as important as duty. Be more like Elias!

      Trying to ignore my burning eyes, I glance around to take stock of our company.

      Carriages have been lined up in front of the governor's mansion, the same black-lacquered vehicles the mages had arrived in. Servants are busy loading them up with their personal belongings as horses are bridled and prepared for the long journey back to Tarsys. The governor and a handful of the town's most prominent citizens stand in front of the manor, speaking with the remaining mages, and no doubt wishing them safe travels as they depart.

      My own belongings are already with me, stored away in my saddlebags and strapped to my mare. Aside from my father's hatchet, I don't own much of worth. A small bag of coins, a few sets of clothes, some provisions, all packed up in no time at all. The life of a ranger is a migratory one, and if my training with Elias has taught me anything, it is that I need to be ready to leave at a moment's notice.

      I watch as Zara breaks away from the group of mages and approaches me. Her eyes are tired, but her face is bright with excitement.

      "Good morning," she says cheerfully, stepping up to my horse and placing a hand on her neck.

      "Morning," I reply, forcing a smile at her. It doesn't feel very convincing.

      "You seem chipper this morning," she replies sarcastically while glancing around as if looking for something. "Where is Elias? I know Roth will want to be off soon."

      "He isn't coming."

      She looks up at me sharply, her expression openly shocked. "He's not coming? Why?"

      I shrug my shoulders. "I'm not sure. He told me yesterday when I returned to the inn after the meeting. He seemed... strange. Said that there was something he needed to do. Then he left." I try to sound emotionless, but I can hear the agitation in my own voice.

      Zara frowns. "That doesn't make sense," she says, her face twisting into a look of puzzlement. "What could be more important than informing the Conclave about the demons?"

      I shrug again, looking away at the vast expanse of forest surrounding Forest Hill, unable to give her an answer I don't even know myself. The sun is starting to peak over the eastern horizon, brightening the landscape in a brilliant golden glow. "It had to have been something urgent," I manage to reply. "Otherwise, he wouldn't have left so abruptly."

      "I suppose," Zara says, sounding unconvinced. "Anyway, I've come to tell you that I've decided to ride with you out of town."

      Now, it is my turn to be surprised. I look back at her, eyebrows shooting up. "Ride? With me? But Zara, you hate horses."

      She takes a step back from my mare and crinkles her nose at me. "I don't hate them, I just... respect them for the dangerous beasts they are. And I've been practicing. Besides, I don't want to be cooped up in one of those carriages for days on end. I'd rather be outside and breathing the fresh air."

      As we speak, a stable boy brings over a placid-looking roan with an ornately made saddle. Its coat is neatly brushed, and its mane is black as midnight. He hands the reins over to Zara before hurrying off to attend to another chore.

      "A gift from the governor and his family," she says matter-of-factly, petting the horse's mane and glancing at me out of the corner of her eye. "I started practicing with him every day for the last two weeks, and he and I have formed something of a bond together."

      "I see," I say in reply, trying not to snicker as the roan nips at her, eliciting a squeak of alarm.

      She flashes me a scowl, and my smile no longer feels forced. I watch as she steps around the horse and attempts to climb into the saddle. "Need any help?" I offer in what I hope is a neutral voice, doing my best not to break out into laughter.

      "No," she replies, grunting as she places a doeskin traveling boot into the stirrup and reaches up to the saddle. "I am perfectly... capable of doing this myself."

      It takes her a couple of tries, but eventually, she manages to pull herself up into the saddle. She looks over at me triumphantly, and I bring my hands up, clapping softly in mock adoration. She sticks her tongue out at me and guides her horse over to the carriages.

      I follow her, seeing that the mages are all starting to climb inside.

      "Safe travels, Magi!" Governor Prior calls out to the departing mages. He lifts up one of his meaty hands and waves, his bald head sweating even in the cool morning air. "Each and every one of you will always be welcome back to Forest Hill. Thank you all for your service!"

      With a groaning of axles and the clop of horses' hooves, the carriages pull away from the governor's mansion and begin slowly making their way down the hill. Zara and I ride our horses near the rear of the caravan, along with a couple of the guards who are tasked to accompany all of us to the capital city. We begin the trip in silence as we quietly slip by the sleepy town of Forest Hill.

      I feel a mix of emotions as I watch the town go by. This place has been my home for much of my training, and I have grown used to the people and the rustic way of life here. As we reach the forest floor, I find that the feelings of abandonment have washed back over me, reminding me that Elias has left me for the foreseeable future to fend for myself. An emptiness settles in my gut as I continue onward, resisting the urge to look back at the buildings before they vanish behind me.

      The sun is fully risen by the time we make it to the outskirts, and many of the farmers are already out working in their fields. They stop to watch as the train of carriages rolls past, staring almost reverently at the people who had rescued them from certain death.

      Will I ever see this town again? These people? When will Elias return? Why does he not trust me enough to take me with him? My thoughts consume me, and I fall into a brooding silence. The longer we ride, the more preoccupied I become, and it is not long before I feel completely dejected, everything around me seemingly fading to a dull grey.

      Zara seems to notice my despondency as our caravan delves deeper into the forest, leaving the town and the rising sun behind us. She pulls her horse up close to me and attempts to start up a conversation. "So, you've really never been to Tarsys?"

      I shake my head, keeping my eyes forward on the road.

      "Well, I think you're going to like it," she says cheerily. "There is nothing quite like it in the entire kingdom."

      After waiting for a moment and realizing that there is no response forthcoming, she continues. "It's the most cosmopolitan city in Tarsynium. Green Harbor is known for its fish, of course; Yarrin for its works of metal, and Acacia for its silk. But Tarsys has it all. Any sort of food, any sort of style or taste. It's all there. It truly is the center of the world."

      I glance over at her before looking back at the road. "It sounds great," I reply half-heartedly.

      "Oh, it is, Owyn!" I can practically hear the smile in her voice as she repeats herself. "I really think you are going to like it. So many people all in one place, the libraries, and the towers. The towers, Owyn! You've never seen anything like the great towers. And the Pillar of Radiance is the greatest of them all. Some days, it even disappears above the clouds."

      I reply off the cuff, not really thinking about my response. "Honestly, that all sounds overwhelming to me. I've never really been one for crowds. The big city doesn't really seem like a fitting place for a ranger."

      "We'll see about that," she answers confidently. "I think that when you give Tarsys a chance, it will really grow on you."

      I snort, and she gives me a sidelong glance. "You make it sound like this city is perfect."

      "Well," she says, a little defensively, "it has been my home for the past five years."

      "Yes, but what does a city have that you can't get in any other place?"

      She raises an eyebrow at me, as if wondering whether or not I heard all of the evidence she had laid out just moments before. “Quite a lot, I would imagine.”

      "A city doesn't have places to freely ride horses,” I insist stubbornly. “A city doesn't have trees or wide-open spaces. Hells, Zara, a city doesn't have any of the things a ranger needs to do his job!" My words come out gruffly, and I find myself growing impatient with our conversation.

      "Rangers are needed in every part of the kingdom," she replies, her brow furrowing and her expression growing reserved. "Even in cities."

      "Tarsys is no place for a ranger's apprentice," I reiterate. Despite my best efforts, heat enters my tone. "I should be out here, learning my craft, not playing lackey to a bunch of sniveling nobles and mages. For all we know, there could be more demons out in the wilderness!"

      She pauses for an instant before responding. "Be that as it may, we need the nobles and the mages for that matter. You heard Elias; we all need to work together if we want to have a chance at succeeding. As a mage, my place is at the Conclave, trying to help them solve the problems with the Arc of Radiance."

      "You're not a mage, yet," I mutter under my breath, though it is perhaps louder and more biting than I intended.

      She looks at me for a moment, her expression hurt, before kicking her heels into her roan and riding off ahead of me, leaving me alone at the rear of the caravan.

      I settle back into my black mood as she rides away, the rhythmic clopping of my horse's hooves filling my ears along with the sounds of the waking forest. Why does she keep waxing poetic about that damn city? I think to myself as I watch her disappear ahead. Does she really not understand how hard this is for me?

      Time passes slowly as the morning matures into noonday. My thoughts circle between Tarsys, Elias, and Forest Hill, swirling around in my skull and causing me to sink deeper into my sullen silence.
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      After a long day of plodding through the Emberwood at about an hour before sunset, the caravan finally comes to a halt on the very edge of the forest.

      The thick woodlands have thinned out considerably since leaving Forest Hill, giving us plenty of room to set up camp. Rolling hills spread out before us on all sides, like a vast, dark sea of grass stretching on as far as the eye can see.

      The journey itself remained rather uneventful. I spent most of it riding quietly at the rear, brooding and trying to sort through my own dreary thoughts. Every time we stopped to rest and water the horses, I patrolled the perimeter with my bow in hand, magnifying my duty as a ranger's apprentice. Zara avoided speaking to me whenever we got near each other, which was fine with me, because I didn't feel much like talking to anyone.

      As the hours dragged on, however, I found my thoughts drifting back to her more often than anything else. I began to feel bad for the way our conversation had ended. And before long, I felt the need to speak to her and apologize for what I had said, but I wasn’t sure how to approach her on the matter.

      Ultimately, I decide to remain silent for the time being.

      As we set up camp, I help the others secure their horses and prepare their tents for sleeping. With just over a dozen or so travelers in total, it does not take us long to finish. The carriages have been pulled into a wide semi-circle, giving us a perimeter to guard our tents, while a fire blazes in the middle of the camp where food is being prepared for supper.

      I help the caravan guards chop more wood for the fire, using the opportunity to think about what I am want to say to Zara. By the time we return with our timber in hand, night has fully fallen over the camp, and people have begun filling up their plates. Judging by the smell, it is vegetable stew.

      Eager for a hot meal, I make my way to a table that has been set up in the middle of the campsite and grab a bowl and spoon. Zara is already there, sitting on a stone by the fire, eating quietly and not participating in the pockets of conversation buzzing around the camp.

      A servant sloshes some of the savory-smelling stew into my bowl and hands me a hunk of bread. I thank her and step to the opposite side of the fire from Zara, as far away from anyone as I can be, while still feeling the warmth of the flames.

      Both of us avoid making eye contact.

      I dig into my meal with vigor, tearing away chunks of bread with my teeth and washing it down with the thin broth. I'll approach her the next time she is alone, I think as I devour my stew. I'll apologize for the way things turned out, and everything will go back to normal. We can go back to just being friends.

      It isn't long before my bowl is empty, and I am mopping up the bottom with my last scrap of bread. Satisfied, I look up and see that Zara has also finished and is already heading back to her tent.

      Realizing that this as my last opportunity to catch her before she goes to sleep, I race over to the table and place my bowl and spoon inside the wooden bin to be washed. Weaving around the scattered mages and guards, I jog over to Zara and call out to her before she can disappear inside.

      "Wait—Zara! Can I talk with you for a moment?"

      She looks over her shoulder at me, her eyes suspicious, but she eventually nods and steps through the narrow opening.

      Taking a deep breath to steady my nerves, I enter through the tent flap after her, my palms growing slick with sweat.

      All the tents in the camp are basically the same; scratchy canvas pulled over a skeleton of wooden poles and lashed together by strips of leather. The inside is actually more spacious than it appears from the outside, comfortably fitting a bedroll, trunk, and a wash basin on a small stand. A single oil lantern illuminates the space, and a stack of books rests in a corner, carefully wrapped in lambskin. The roof is tall enough for the two of us to stand upright, and the walls just wide enough for us to keep an awkward distance apart.

      Yet, even in the decently-sized tent, it still feels like we are uncomfortably close as the two of us silently stare at each other.

      Zara regards me coldly, her arms crossed in front of her as she waits for me to get on with it.

      Clearing my throat, I begin, "Zara, I... wanted to apologize for the way our conversation went earlier. I wasn't in my right mind, and I didn't mean to chase you off like that."

      She continues staring at me, one of her eyebrows going up questioningly.

      I continue. "It's just that... leaving the Emberwood for Tarsys, the demons, Elias disappearing unexpectedly... I guess I feel like things are moving and changing too quickly. I don't know how long my master will be gone, and that has me unsettled."

      Her expression softens somewhat, and she relaxes into a more neutral posture. Nodding her head, she replies, "It's all right, Owyn. I understand. A lot has happened in the last few weeks, and it is a difficult thing to come to terms with."

      "I'm glad you understand," I say, giving her a relieved smile that she mirrors. "I’m sure everything will work out in the end. With any luck, Elias will be returning soon, and I will be back to where I am supposed to be, continuing with my training."

      Her smile falters, and I can tell that I've once again said something wrong. "Is that all you care about?" she asks, sounding hurt.

      The question takes me off guard. "Yes, I suppose so," I say, shrugging. "I am a ranger’s apprentice, after all. Cities and mages do not mix well with a ranger's lifestyle."

      "And what of me? Was there any part of this trip that you were looking forward to at all?"

      “Not in particular, no.”

      Zara is quiet for a moment, her expression unreadable. Then, after a brief but awkward pause, she speaks up, her voice bristling with annoyance. "Then perhaps you shouldn't have come with us after all, Apprentice Lund." She says my name like it's a curse. "Maybe you should have stayed behind and played hero in the forest and let the mages take care of the important things."

      For an instant, I am taken aback, my face no doubt plainly stunned by her response. Then, my expression twists into a frown of frustration "Perhaps you're right," I reply acidly. “Perhaps coming here was a waste of time.”

      She glowers at me for a moment before turning her back on me. "It's been a long day, Owyn," she mutters coldly. "I'm going to go to bed. Goodnight."

      I open my mouth to respond, but quickly snap it shut. Turning on my heel, I leave her tent and pull the flap closed behind me. I don't think I've ever met a more infuriating person in all my life, I think to myself, fuming as I walk out into the darkness. So much for apologizing.

      Stepping into the cool night air, I let it temper my emotions like a bucket of water tempering hot steel as I go to walk off my anger.

      She's right, though. I shouldn't even be here. My place is out in the Emberwood, protecting the realm from demons. The faster that I can get this trip over with, the better.

      The more I walk, the more my ire from the heat of the moment begins to settle down. I find myself aimlessly wandering the perimeter of the camp as I try to sort through my jumbled thoughts. What possible excuse does she have to be mad at me? What have I done to her? She and I were able to become close friends after the incident with the demons, despite our very different circumstances and responsibilities. Why are things so difficult now?

      A thought strikes me that I never considered before. I take a turn and begin meandering through an open field, continuing to mull things over in my head.

      Maybe she is upset that I am not excited to go to Tarsys. She seemed thrilled when she was telling me about the city earlier. But why was she so blasted hard to talk to tonight? It's like she can't understand my point of view.

      When I think about the way I've been acting on this trip, I start to understand what she must be feeling.

      She's trying to share her world with me, I realize as I walk. She wants us to spend more time together. I've made it seem like I don't want to be around her, that I want to leave and abandon our friendship the way Elias abandoned me.

      My thoughts are interrupted as my boot abruptly thuds against something lying on the ground. Squinting my eyes, I bend down to see what it is.

      A body, I realize, feeling the chainmail armor and the limbs bent at odd angles. Grabbing it by the arm, I heave, rolling the body onto its back to get a better look. In the soft moonlight, I recognize the corpse as one of the militiamen assigned to guard the caravan, a broad-faced mercenary with a scruffy beard and a hooked nose. His eyes are wide open in shock, and wet blood glistens on his armor, revealing an ugly wound on his neck, extending from ear to ear.

      "Eleven Hells," I exhale, standing up and putting a hand on my father's hatchet. "There's a killer in the camp!"

      Every instinct I have tells me to raise the alarm, to seek out whomever did this and put a stop to them. However, only one foolishly reckless thought prevails above the rest and moves me to immediate action.

      Zara’s in danger and needs my help.
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      Standing alone, I blink away hot tears as the tent flap settles softly on the ground after Owyn’s departure.

      Idiot girl, I think to myself as I furiously wipe my cheeks with the hem of my sleeve. You thought he felt the same about you. He doesn’t. You were foolish to hope he and you could possibly be something more.

      I take in a ragged breath as I struggle to compose myself, another sob threatening to bubble up out of my chest.

      You are soon to be a mage of the Conclave. Act like it! You can't allow yourself to be swept up by some country boy, especially not a ranger. It takes me more than a moment, but eventually, I manage to calm myself down.

      Wiping my cheeks one last time, I begin to get ready for bed.

      My trunk containing my clothing sits on the far side of the sparsely furnished tent, its wooden surface gleaming in the light of my single oil lantern. I begin unlacing my robe as I make my way to the washbasin to clean my face, eyes burning from crying.

      Forcing myself to breathe deeply, I dip my fingers into the water and cup my hands, bringing the cool liquid up to my face. The moisture feels good on my flushed cheeks and puffy eyes, and I wet my hands once more, wishing I could wash away all evidence that I have been weeping.

      This is for the best, I tell myself in an effort to convince my heart. Relationships are nothing but distractions. If I am going to make something of myself and rise to the challenge of the coming days, I cannot be burdened like some lovesick fool. Infatuation has no place in the Conclave.

      And yet, my heart aches when I think of Owyn, a profound feeling of rejection that threatens to bring on another wave of tears.

      Behind me, I hear movement as the tent flap rustles open. I stiffen, water dripping from my hands and face as I reach for a washcloth to dab myself dry. "Go away, Owyn," I say, my voice still shaky with emotion. "I don't want to talk to you right now."

      I bring the washcloth up to my face and hastily wipe away the water. I glance over my shoulder to shoot him a glare.

      Only it isn't Owyn standing at the entrance of my tent.

      It is a man I do not recognize, cloaked all in black with a hood pulled over his head, shrouding him in shadows. His ominous presence fills me with a sudden feeling of dread. In his right hand, he clutches a long-bladed dagger, which glints in the flickering light of my lantern.

      "Zara Dennel," he states in a low voice, menacing and dangerous, staring at me from a lean face and dead-looking eyes.

      "What are you doing in here?" I ask, starting to panic. My hand strays up to the talisman hanging from my neck. "Who are you?"

      The stranger smiles a mirthlessly cruel grin. "I am but a messenger," he says, taking a step forward. "And I come bearing a message from the Chosen."

      I pull in source energy, filling my body as much as I can before he charges toward me, his knife brandished. Raising my open hand, I utter the spell, "Darian," and a radiant shield materializes around me just in time to stop his dagger from reaching my heart.

      The man curses, the tip of his dagger glancing harmlessly off the surface of my shield. He takes a step back, fixing me with a hateful glare. We stand there for a moment, both of us apparently unsure of what to do next. His eyes begin to wander around my tent, ultimately landing on the oil lamp resting on the ground.

      Flashing me a sinister grin, he bends over and picks it up, then proceeds to smash it against my wooden trunk, spilling burning oil all over its surface.

      "Help!" I shout, trying to get somebody's attention. "Anybody! Please, help me!"

      The fire begins to spread quickly, igniting the trunk and spreading to lick the walls of my canvas tent.

      The assassin turns just as Owyn rushes inside, his hatchet in hand and his expression filled with alarm.

      "Zara!" he cries, seeing me standing at the rear of my tent surrounded by a nimbus of magic. He notices the man in black a second later and falls into a defensive stance, bringing up his hatchet to fight off my attacker.

      Like a viper, the assassin lunges, silently striking out with his dagger with the skill of an expert killer. Owyn deflects the blow with the haft of his weapon, turning it away and using the momentum to drive his shoulder into the hooded man’s chest.

      Air blasts out of the assassin's lungs, but he does not relent, twisting his body to allow him room to strike again. He brings the dagger down, intending to stab it into Owyn's neck, but the ranger's apprentice blocks it by bringing up his forearm and connecting with the man's elbow.

      Seeing a chance to intervene, I drop my shield and proceed to pull in more source energy. I yank the talisman from my neck and take a step back, raising my open palm again toward the man in black. Taking careful aim, I say the words, "Taflegryn golau!"

      A beam of fiery blue light lances from the center of my hand, shooting across the tent and into the assassin's side.

      He gasps in pain, stumbling from the force of the blow, and Owyn uses the opportunity to bring his hatchet down on the man's head. The wedge-shaped blade bites through the hood and deep into his skull, resulting in a sickening crunch that sends the assassin sprawling to the ground.

      For a moment, we look at each other stunned before pungent black smoke brings us back to reality. The tent has become an inferno, the flaming walls closing in around us.

      Owyn pulls his hatchet free from the assassin's head without bothering to wipe away the blood. Then, together, we flee out into the night, coughing and covering our mouths.

      "Eleven Hells!” he rasps as soon as we are outside. “Who was that?" He seems jarred from the confrontation, his face drawn and pale.

      I shake my head. "I don't know."

      From somewhere in the darkness we hear a scream and immediately, we are back on the defense. All around us, other tents are being set ablaze.

      "There must be more," Owyn growls, his expression hardening. "Whoever they are, they are attacking the entire camp."

      Nodding, I move to follow him, my pulse quickening in the face of more danger.

      Chaos fills the night as figures obscured by the shadows run every which way. I see flashes of brilliance bursting on all sides where the mages are defending themselves from their hooded attackers, punctuated by the clashing sounds of steel echoing in the wind.

      "C'mon!" Owyn yells, sprinting toward a guard surrounded by three of the knife-wielding men. He shoves one of them out of the way and brings his hatchet down on another, hacking into the man's arm and eliciting a scream of pain.

      I grasp my talisman and fill myself with source energy, looking around to see where I might be the most help.

      Muttering words of power, I throw a ball of magefyre at a man chasing a servant girl, setting him alight like a human torch. Next, I release more magefyre in a wide, shimmering arc, igniting a pair of hooded men as they charge at me from the side, their blades held high.

      Our intervention couldn't have come at a better time. My screams must have alerted the others, and now, both sides struggle in the darkness, trying desperately to win the upper hand. Owyn and I strike out at the wraith-like attackers, lending our strength to the rest of mages in an attempt to drive them off.

      Owyn moves like a shadow through the tumult, wielding his hatchet with lightning speed. Even with their long knives, the assassins are no match for his ferocity and fall back whenever he comes near.

      A constant river of source energy flows through me, culminating at my fingertips and forming globes of magefyre in my hands. They explode with great flashes of azure light, causing shrieks of agony and setting men and grass alike on fire.

      We finally manage to gather some guards and mages around us, mounting some semblance of a defense. It isn't long before the assailants are on the run, fleeing our camp and disappearing into the wilderness beyond.

      Owyn, the defenders, and I follow them out, but stop just beyond the ring of carriages, knowing that past this point, the hooded men will no longer be a threat.

      Panting from the exertion of channeling so much magic, my head throbs as I turn to survey the scene behind me. About half of the tents are still on fire, while most people's provisions and personal effects lay strewn about the campsite. And yet, surprisingly, we've only endured a few casualties—a couple of guards and a mage woman named Ashleigh. Everyone else bears some semblance of knife wounds or fire burns.

      Where did these men come from? I think to myself as I walk around in a haze. And what possible reason could they have for attacking us?

      We work to extinguish the last of the fires and begin doing our best to clean up the camp. I thank Owyn for intervening in the tent, and he acknowledges me with a smile and tells me not to worry about it. Yet, it still feels strange afterward, strained even, between us. We spend the next hour or two in silence, picking up refuse and moving the bodies of the assassins into the woods. It is awful, dirty work, reminiscent of when the Arch-Magister had used her magic in a similar way to deal with the bandits on the road.

      I was so horrified as I had watched Elva burn that man alive. And how many men did I burn tonight? Light… I didn’t even keep track. The thought troubles me as I brush a stray lock of hair out of my face.

      Whoever these people were, they were not interested in simply robbing us. They wanted to murder everyone in our party, every last one of us. Killing them was an act of self-defense, and though a part of me knows that I should feel some remorse at having used radiant magic against them, I find myself mostly numb instead. That man said he carried a message from ‘the Chosen’, I recall as I make my way through our ruined campsite. What did he mean by that?

      Eventually, I make my way back to the smoking remains of my tent. Everything I had brought with me on this journey has been completely destroyed—including my clothes and the books I had taken from the Academy library. Oddly enough, I feel nothing over the loss, my entire body numb as I poke through the remains, looking for anything I can salvage.

      Amid the ruined heap, I find the corpse of the assassin who tried to kill me, his body no more than a charred husk lying in the ash. Something catches my eye as I pass by, a piece of metal glinting in the pale moonlight.

      The assassin's dagger.

      Kneeling down, I pry the weapon from his shriveled hand and grimace when his blackened, cracked skin flakes off. Standing up, I regard the knife with piqued interest. Though not burning to the touch, it remains warm from the fire, the metal marred but not completely ruined. Using the hem of my robes, I clean off the soot to get a better look at it.

      The dagger is of exquisite craftsmanship, even to my untrained eye, and seems to be made of a silvery metal. Most curious of all, however, is the symbol stamped into the weapon's hilt. It is a four-pointed star of red and black, surround by a circle of twisting, intertwined lines that are vaguely thorn-like in appearance. I've never seen the symbol’s like in my entire life, and something about it makes me feel uneasy, though I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      Not knowing what else to do, I tuck the dagger into the pocket of my robes before abandoning the site of my tent.

      Tired, dirty, and reeking of smoke, I make my way to one of the empty carriages and decide to curl up inside and try to go to sleep. Despite the circumstances, I drift off easily, the exhaustion from channeling so much source energy catching up to me. The comforting blackness takes over almost immediately when I close my eyes.

      Where, luckily, no dreams await me.
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      The dawn comes early, bringing with it gnawing fatigue and unwanted memories of last night's attack.

      I turn my head to watch as the first rays of sunlight begin to peek over the horizon, painting the landscape in a soft, golden hue. I had chosen to stand guard for the remainder of the night, keeping a careful watch of the forest from the shadows to ensure that no more assassins came to finish the job. Though I feel weary and irritable from my long vigil, my training has well-equipped me to go for long periods of time without rest.

      Grunting, I shoulder my longbow and take a step toward camp, glancing around as the morning light illuminates its blackened remains.

      The smell of smoke hangs thickly in the air, though somewhat dampened by the morning dew, it is still present, nonetheless. The few mages who had managed to fall asleep have already begun to stir, leaving their carriages or tents to pick sluggishly through the wreckage. Charred debris is all that is left of the burned tents, black stains on the ground that covers about half the area of the camp.

      Then there are the bodies, covered with blankets and lying in a short row near the edge of camp.

      Stifling a yawn, I make my way to the ash-covered embers of the fire pit. Squatting down, I place my hands just a few inches from the coals to test for heat.

      Still warm, I think to myself, rubbing my hands together and looking around for firewood. A small pile sits not far from my position. Pushing myself to my feet, I go to gather a few scraps of wood, determined to reignite the fire so we can at least have a warm meal before we get back on the road.

      Using some dry sprigs of grass as kindling, I build a small pyre on the coals with the wood. In short order, a healthy flame is dancing in the fire pit, warding away the chill of the morning air. Half the camp is roused by this point, the mages and caravan guards shuffling over to me and staring mesmerized at the flames.

      A few moments of weary silence pass before somebody has the presence of mind to start cooking breakfast. Luckily, we were able to salvage most of our provisions after the attack, which means we won’t be going hungry for the duration of our journey. We only lost a few tents and some boxes of clothing.

      Not to mention the three people who died.

      "We’ll start breaking down camp as soon as everyone has had a chance to eat," Roth, the buzzard-like mage, declares to the group. Nobody replies. They all seem on edge and worn. "We have another two days of travel ahead of us," he continues, "so we need to get on the road as soon as possible. We cannot afford to delay."

      I nod, grateful that somebody is taking charge after the debacle last night.

      People need direction after something like this happens, I find myself thinking, watching the water in the iron pot begin to boil. The best thing to do is just keep moving. No sense in wallowing in the past.

      Somebody taps me on the shoulder, and I turn to see Zara standing behind me, looking a little abashed. Her grey robes are slightly rumpled, and there is a black smudge of soot marring her cheek. Yet despite the circumstances, she looks lovely.

      The unpleasant feelings of our argument from yesterday have already begun to fade.

      "Owyn, I... wanted to talk to you," she says, hands clasped tightly in front of her.

      She seems nervous.

      "Sure," I reply. "What do you want to talk about?"

      "Last night, I..." her voice trails off as she searches for the right words to say. "I wanted to say thank you," she says at last, her brown eyes locking with mine. "Thank you for coming back for me. You probably saved my life."

      I nod my head, relaxing a little. "Of course. Don't mention it."

      "And... I also wanted to say sorry." Her voice sounds pained, as though she is saying something that is difficult for her to admit. "Your friendship means so much to me, and I should respect your wishes and the things that are important to you. Being a ranger is who you are, and it was selfish of me to think that you would want to stay in Tarsys for any extended period of time. When Elias returns, you will return to the forest, and I will remain with the Conclave. It's who we are fated to be."

      Her words sting, even though she is saying is exactly what I wanted to hear. "Zara," I respond, but she raises a hand, gently cutting me off.

      "It's all right, Owyn," she says. "You don't have to explain anything. I understand. I only hope that after all of this, we can still remain friends."

      I let out a breath, unsure of what I should say next. Anything I try to add will probably only make things worse. Finally, after a few heartbeats, I reply with the only response I can think of. "Of course, Zara. That’s all I want."

      She smiles at me, but like her voice, it seems strained. Abruptly, she steps up to me and hugs me, pulling me into a tight embrace. For a second, I am caught off-guard, feeling her slender body pressed against mine, but then I wrap my arms around her and return the hug. And for the briefest instant, I am lost in her physical touch, the smoky smell of her hair, and the way she rests her head against my chest.

      Then, all too quickly, it is over.

      Zara takes a step back and looks up at me, her cheeks beginning to flush. "Well, I... I should get ready to leave. I'll see you around, Owyn."

      Blinking away tears from her eyes, she abruptly turns away and begins to make her way back to her carriage. I stand there dumbfounded for a moment, watching her go.

      It almost felt like she was saying goodbye.

      Still, I can't help but feel like I had done something wrong, and then the memories of the way I had treated her yesterday come flooding back. Why had I acted so poorly? I wonder, grimacing at my own behavior. She is my only friend, and I chased her away as I let my own feelings about Elias consume me.

      At the same time, I realize that my duty first and foremost is to be a ranger’s apprentice, to fulfill my training and to protect the realm at all costs. And that responsibility is more important than anything else—even my relationship with Zara.

      I let out a sigh, reaching up to rub my tired eyes.

      One thing in all of this is clear, though: when she hugged me, I did not want her to let me go.

      Conflicted and uncertain about our conversation, I turn back to the fire and see that breakfast is being served, boiled oats and dried berries, washed down with ice cold water. It is simple fare, but it is also better than most of the meals Elias and I have eaten while on our travels.

      Pushing my feelings to the side, I get in line and hurriedly wolf down my oats.

      After the meal, we begin to break down camp—or what’s left of it—taking down the few remaining tents and loading up our provisions into crates. The guards somberly pick up the bodies of the fallen and load them into the carriage carrying the corpses of the mages who died during the Battle of Forest Hill, preparing them to be buried in Tarsys.

      Everyone is sure to give that carriage and the one holding the demon corpses a wide berth as they both smell like death itself.

      Luckily, none of the horses escaped in the chaos—the attackers had apparently not noticed them tethered on the edge of camp. We have more than enough animals to make it across the plains. Our caravan should still arrive at the capital city on schedule.

      When everything is properly loaded, we set off once again, pulling away from the edge of the Emberwood and riding into the green fields of the Heartlands, to the very center of Tarsynium.

      Large, puffy clouds hang lazily in the sky, providing much-needed shade from the sun overhead. The temperature is rather pleasant, the heat of the summer having been replaced by the cool weather of autumn, which is a welcome occurrence, considering the complete lack of trees in the vast expanse of grass.

      I gaze out at the wilderness and take in the sights around me as we eventually fall into a steady rhythm.

      Ahead of us, the faint line of the Pillar of Radiance rises into the sky like a sliver of pure magic. Though I cannot see the tower itself, I can see the beam of energy and where it connects with the sky above, becoming one with the Arc of Radiance and blending in with the infinite azure sky.

      I shake my head in wonder at the majesty of it all and continue to let my eyes wander along the horizon.

      The day is pretty uneventful, mostly consisting of us riding through rolling hills and passing by scattered farming communities. Zara spends the better part of the day inside her carriage, despite her initial want to ride horseback. When she is on her horse, she avoids riding with me, mingling with the other mages or keeping to herself.

      It leaves me with a feeling of loneliness greater than before.

      I pass the time riding at the rear of the caravan, looking out at the vastness of the Heartlands, my thoughts a swirl of everything from Elias and Zara to the demons, and my place in this new, dangerous world. I attempt to puzzle out who may have sent the mysterious attackers that tried to kill us last night.

      Although I try to think positively about the future, it proves a difficult task, my mind clouded over by menacing shadows. My current state of abandonment has left me feeling cynical and alone, and try as I might, it feels like I am in a pit and unable to climb out.

      After another long day of travel, we stop on the outskirts of a small village called Solace, deciding that it would be safer than camping out in the middle of nowhere again. The mages, using their considerable resources and reputation, replenish our provisions from the local innkeeper and procure a delicious meal of roasted chicken and barley soup.

      To my surprise, Zara sits next to me while we eat and makes an attempt at small talk. It is a welcome change to my solitude, but for some reason, the exchange feels forced. As soon as we are finished eating, she retires to her carriage, leaving me alone once again.

      Rest is hard to come by when more hooded figures show up in Solace to harass us in the night, but this time we are prepared. Two of the mages stand guard with us and are quick on hand to help us. With magefyre and arrows, we protect the village and chase off several of the mysterious assailants, driving them once more into the night.

      In the morning, we wake up to another sunny and uneventful day. I notice that the closer we get to the city, the more populated the landscape around us becomes. The road becomes well-traveled, and more often than not, our caravan finds itself sharing the highway with merchants and travelers. Larger communities begin to dot the wilderness around us, and soon there are inns, cottages, and farms as far as the eye can see. By the time midafternoon comes around, the stone towers of Tarsys are rising up before us like fingers of pure, white stone reaching for the heavens.

      As a group, we pick up our pace, and by dusk, we are within sight of the tall city gates. We pull our horses to a halt and most of us dismount, making our way to the front of the caravan as we see a cloud of dust rising ahead.

      Perhaps a dozen mounted horses ride toward us from the gates, their speed indicating that they have come to intercept us.

      "The city gates are closed after sunset," Roth explains as I approach him and the other mages. "We will have to explain to the guards why we are here and that we need access to the city."

      I walk up to Zara and stand next to her, and she gives me a weary smile.

      We wait in silence for the men to arrive.

      After a few moments, the rumble of horses' hooves sound on the road, signaling the approach of the mounted knights. Their banners wave in the wind like the flapping of colorful birds above their heads. I marvel at the gleaming warriors, their polished armor glinting even in the low light of evening. From the top of their plumed heads to the bottom of their hobnailed boots they are covered in steel, the segmented plates of armor interlocking seamlessly and making them appear invincible.

      Part of me wonders how their horses can bare the weight of so much armor, but with one glance at their steeds, I understand. The enormous destriers they ride look invincible themselves, with rippling muscles and powerful frames. Their iron-shod hooves drive hard into the ground and produce a noise like rolling thunder.

      The knights pull on their reins, and the horses skid to a halt a few paces from the head of our caravan. "Who goes there?" the lead knight calls from beneath his visor. "Who comes to the city of Tarsys at this late hour?"

      Roth steps forward, his sapphire mage's robes prominent despite the setting sun. "Evoker Roth of the Conclave of Mages," he declares proudly, his voice raised for all to hear. "We are returning from a mission decreed by the High Magus herself, and demand entrance to the city at once."

      The knights turn and look at each other from atop their mounts, their movements clearly indicating that they are confused. The leader leans in and confers softly with the soldier sitting to his right. After a moment, he turns his plated helm to regard us once again.

      "We've not been notified of any returning mages," he replies, his tone heavy with consternation. "Nor were we aware that any groups of mages had traveled outside the city at all."

      "It was a secret mission," Roth insists, his nasally, haughty voice becoming tight with impatience. "Nobody outside the Circle of Magisters knew that the High Magus ordered it. But I assure you, the information we carry with us is of the utmost importance. We must be permitted to enter the city at once."

      Again, the knights look at one another, the uncertainty in the air almost palpable.

      "This is... highly irregular," the leader says finally.

      Roth grunts. "These are irregular times."

      "That they are," the knight mutters, voice slightly muffled by his helmet. Nodding, he continues. "Very well, Magus. We will escort you to the gates. But we must be on our guard. We’ve heard reports of strange men lurking about at night. It wouldn’t do to be set upon by rogues so close to the city."

      Roth stares at him briefly before nodding in return, his expression puzzled. "Yes, of course. Thank you, soldier. We will set off at once. Also, if you will, send a runner ahead of us to notify High Magus Holdyn—we should like to meet with her and the Circle as soon as we arrive." He glances back at the rest of us and makes a shooing gesture, motioning for us to return to our horses and carriages. I give Zara a questioning look before going back to my mare, but no one in the group speaks.

      Before long, our caravan begins pulling forward once again, heading toward the now-glowing city lights. Even as I ride, my heart clenches with anxiety.

      We have officially arrived at the city of Tarsys.
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      Tarsys, the City of Mages, rises up all around us like a sea of gemstones and white marble, filling me with a sense of wonder I had almost forgotten in my absence.

      It's good to be home, I think, gazing at the shimmering lights from the window of my carriage. All fatigue is forgotten as my eyes drink in the sights, my mind finally at ease now that we are within the safety of the walls. I can hear the enormous metal gates close shut behind us while our caravan pulls onto the main boulevard, the horses' hooves clopping noisily on the cobblestones as we delve deeper into the city. All is as I remember. The tall buildings of stone, the blue magefyre lanterns, even the smells of so many people living together, all gives me the warm sensation of finally coming home.

      And yet, I think, frowning slightly, everything is somehow different. The districts seem colder than I remember, lacking any kind of vegetation aside from small, carefully manicured shrubs or patches of grass. The alleyways between buildings seem much more sinister than they had before, holding deep shadows as groups of pitiful figures huddle in the dark. The magical light that permeates the city blots out the stars, reminding me that it is never truly night in Tarsys, even when the hour is late.

      Everything feels unnatural to me, like the world has been shaped by the controlling hands of industry rather than the gentle touch of nature. It seems artificial compared to the quaint beauty of the Emberwood. Strangely, I find myself missing the trees and the humble dwellings of Forest Hill.

      I lose myself as I reminisce about the forest that still holds a piece of my heart, the caravan moving steadily closer to its destination at the Pillar of Radiance in the middle of the city.

      Seeing the great tower rising from the earth and the omnipresent glow of the Arc of Radiance, I am reminded of our mission and why we have returned here in the first place. With any luck, we will be able to get an audience with the High Magus tonight. It is imperative that the Conclave be told the true facts of what has happened as soon as possible. Any delay could prove disastrous for everyone in the kingdom.

      I am startled when my carriage comes to a halt, and I shake myself from my thoughts as I gather my tattered robes about me and slip my feet back into my shoes.

      At long last, we finally arrive.

      The cool night air greets me like an old friend as I poke my head out the door, taking a deep breath and walking down the wooden steps. The mages and the knights are gathering outside the gates of the tower, and Roth is already speaking to the gate guards with the knight captain by his side.

      High above us, the Pillar of Radiance looms like a giant spike of stone and radiant magic, a sentinel with a view of the entire kingdom. Looking up at it, it’s hard to imagine that anything so magnificent could possibly be failing.

      And yet it is, I think, staring up at the great edifice.

      Owyn walks up to stand beside me, his eyes also cast upward. His jaw hangs open in disbelief, and for an instant, I forget my melancholy, smiling faintly at his look of wonder.

      "It's really something, isn't it?" I say in a soft voice.

      Eyes fixed firmly on the tower’s pinnacle, he nods. "I've never seen anything like it before."

      "I remember the first time I saw it up close," I recall, the memory coming as if it had only been yesterday. "I remember thinking, 'How in the Light could people build such a thing?' And then I remembered: magic. Only the mages could have built something this tall and have it endure for a thousand years."

      Breathless, Owyn finally lowers his eyes and looks at me, his expression utterly stunned. "It's incredible."

      My smile widens. "Just wait until you see the inside."

      As I say it, the ornately wrought iron gates swing open, and Roth and the knight captain break away from the tower guards. They walk toward us, Roth looking satisfied while the knight captain appears slightly concerned.

      "The guards said that the runner came through here not too long ago," Roth informs us as he steps up to our group. "He has already gone up to gather the Circle at the request of the High Magus.”

      We collect our necessities from the horses and carriages, as well as the trunk containing our evidence. Everyone remains silent and contemplative as we make our way to the open gates; all the while, a feeling of apprehension begins to form in the pit of my stomach.

      What will the Circle think when we come back with news of the Arch-Magister's demise? I hope they don’t blame me for the death of their master, I find myself thinking as our group enters the main courtyard of the Pillar of Radiance, leaving our carriages and the caravan guards behind. Elva's actions were her own and her death a complete accident. I only hope the Circle will see it that way.

      The huge, carved doors of the tower swing open as we approach, revealing the grand antechamber and the fluted columns in the center. Few mages are about at this hour, which results in our footsteps echoing loudly on the polished marble floor.

      Looking over at Owyn, I can see the same look of astonishment written across his face as he had outside the tower. His eyes dart this way and that, trying to take in all the sights, only to finally settle on the columns in the center of the room.

      "What are those symbols painted on them?" he wonders aloud, his voice cutting through the silent chamber much more loudly than he perhaps intended.

      "Those are the lifts," I whisper back. It feels strange to be conversing so quietly in a room that is usually bustling with activity. "We use them to get from floor to floor in the tower. Those symbols represent the different levels and who has access to them."

      Owyn nods, but he clearly does not quite understand. I don't blame him. The lifts are something that require firsthand experience in order to be believed.

      Our group makes its way to one of the larger columns in the center of the cluster, its side painted with black, turquoise, and violet symbols. The lift to the Hall of Meeting.

      An elder mage stands at the base of it, his hands tucked into his billowing robes and his wizened face studying us curiously. As we approach, he raises a white eyebrow and fixes each of us with an unblinking stare.

      "May I help you?" he asks, his voice like the cracking of ancient leather.

      "We are here to see the High Magus and the Circle of Magisters," I blurt out, immediately biting my tongue for having spoken for the group.

      The old mage's eyebrow climbs even higher as he regards me, no doubt curious as to why an initiate would address him with such authority.

      I can feel my cheeks growing red under his stare. I realize that I am no longer in Forest Hill. Even though I had been forthright many times amidst the battle, I am now back in the City of Mages, and here my hierarchy does not extend beyond the Academy.

      Roth takes a step forward to interject, but not before shooting me a stern look. "It is a matter of great importance, I assure you. The High Magus will be eager to hear what we have to report."

      The old mage regards us for a moment longer, considering, before turning around without another word. He places a gnarled hand on the pillar, and I can feel the hair on the back of my neck stand on end as he channels source energy.

      Light blooms around his fingertips, and a door materializes in the column itself, large enough for our entire group to fit through. In total there are five of us, including Owyn, myself, and the other mages. Wordlessly, we shuffle into the lift, the door closing shut behind us and sealing us in darkness.

      A few seconds later, Owyn jumps as brilliant light begins materializing beneath our feet, forming a translucent platform of solid, blue energy. I place a hand on his arm to let him know that this is normal, and he seems to relax at my touch. As soon as the platform is formed, we begin to rise, ascending in the hollowed-out column so smoothly, it is almost imperceptible.

      I had forgotten just how unnerving the lifts can be to someone who has never experienced them before. The ranger's apprentice has gone as rigid as a statue, his eyes wide as he senses us moving upward. With my hand still on his arm I squeeze, and he gives me a grateful, albeit brief, glance.

      It is not long, however, before the magical lift comes to a halt. The doors once again slide open, only now, we are on a completely different floor, an area near the very top of the Pillar of Radiance that I myself have never been to. We have arrived at the floor belonging to the offices of the Circle of Magisters, a place known as the Hall of Meeting.

      Our group exits into a dimly lit entryway. It is lavishly furnished, but otherwise, it appears abandoned. Through thickly-paned windows we can see out over the city, the winking lights a stark contrast to the blackness of the sky.

      A tall, broad-shouldered man with a head shaved completely bald joins us a moment later. He wears immaculate white robes and a golden chain of office around his neck. He eyes us uncertainly, surprised to see our motley group standing in front of him.

      "You must be the mages from Arch-Magister Tyrande's group," he says, giving all of us a feigned smile. "Welcome back. My name is Elwyn Mathis, and I am steward to High Magus Sylvania Holdyn." He regards us with an appraising eye, his look of confusion deepening. "If I may be so bold, where is the Arch-Magister?"

      An uncomfortable silence settles over our group, each of us eyeing the other uncertainly.

      After a moment, Evoker Roth speaks up. "She's dead, I’m afraid," he says bluntly. "Now, we have information for the High Magus and the Circle only. I would appreciate if you would please inform them that we are here."

      Elwyn's eyes grow so wide, they look like they are going to pop out of his skull. Abruptly he coughs, then nervously smooths the front of his robes with his hands. "I will, uh... do that at once. Please, follow me."

      With that, he turns and walks briskly down the hallway without another word.

      We follow him, making our way through a series of twists and turns until eventually, we come to a small waiting room. Several plush couches line the walls, but otherwise, the room is plain, lit only by a couple sconces set into the stone.

      "While the Circle and High Magus prepare to meet with you, you can wait here. Many of the Magisters have already turned in for the night, so they will need to be woken up. It should not take too long, however. Their chambers are not far. In the meantime, please rest yourselves. You are no doubt tired after such a long journey."

      He gives us a nervous grin, then departs, leaving us all alone in the little room.

      We wait for what seems like an eternity. Some sit down on couches, while the rest pace nervously, slippered feet whispering on the polished floor. The room is quiet as nobody feels much like talking. Eventually, however, the same anxious steward comes back, gesturing for us to again follow him.

      The Circle is ready to see us.

      We are taken into a wide, round room lit by a single magefyre chandelier hanging from the middle of the dome-shaped ceiling. Our group, along with the trunk of evidence, is ushered into the center, where we find ourselves surrounded by men and women sitting in high-backed chairs, eyeing us with a mix of mild curiosity and apprehension.

      Many have rumpled hair and robes, indicating that they have just come from their beds, while others are dressed in neatly-pressed, formal clothing, looking completely awake. I recognize some of them, but the rest are strangers, nameless faces who wield a considerable amount of power in the kingdom. This, I realize, must be the entire Circle of Magisters... the lawmakers of the Conclave.

      One of the chairs stands out from the rest, its construction more ornate with its back considerably taller and its seat raised just a bit higher than the others. The woman sitting in it, however, is what draws my attention.

      Sylvania Holdyn, High Magus and leader of the Conclave of Mages, sits regally in her chair, her white robes pristine and tailored to perfection. I have seen her a handful of times, but never up close. She is much older than I remember, but it only makes her seem wise, not aged. Her hair, nearly as white as her robes, is cropped short, in a somewhat sophisticated pixie fashion. She is thin and slight of figure, yet despite her appearance, her gaze his sharp and intelligent as she holds her head high, her visage seeming to loom over us all.

      The steward closes the door loudly behind him, leaving us alone with one of the most powerful ruling bodies in Tarsynium.

      I follow the other mages’ leads and bow my head in reverence, waiting for the High Magus to give us leave to speak.

      "It isn't often that the Circle is called to meet after-hours," she says at long last, her voice as queenly as her regalia. "Please, cease with this nonsense of bowing. We were not called out here in the middle of the night for formalities. What is it you managed to learn while you were away?"

      Roth, who stands at the forefront of the group, speaks up. "High Magus, much has happened on our venture to the border town of Forest Hill. I'm afraid we bring dire news."

      "Where is Arch-Magister Tyrande?" one of the members of the Circle asks, an older man with a snow-white beard.

      "I regret to inform the Circle that she has been killed in action," Roth replies gravely, his eyes dropping to the floor. "Our investigation was met with much resistance, and many of our brothers and sisters have died."

      His words cause the entire Circle to whisper worriedly with one another, and more than a few gasps echo across the circular chamber.

      To quiet them, the High Magus raises her hand. "The death of an Arch-Magister is no small thing," she says, her voice cutting through the whispered conversations like a knife. "But what of our suspicions? Is it as we feared?"

      Roth nods his balding head. "Yes," he declares simply. "The R'Laar have breached the Arc of Radiance.”

      "That’s an incredible claim, Evoker,” says a dour-faced Magister seated to the right of the High Magus. “We’re all aware of the issues with the Heart of Light, but demons? Nobody has seen a real demon in centuries.” 

      Rather than replying, Roth strides over to the wooden chest and opens it, pushing it on its side and spilling its contents out onto the floor.

      Severed heads and limbs flop onto the polished marble, carrying with them the stench of rotting flesh. Leering darkhound snouts and the horned skulls of gorgons roll about on the floor, causing the entire room to erupt in shock and dismay. Cries of alarm are met with curses and prayers to the Light while the blood drains from other faces among them. An older mage even appears to faint in her chair.

      "Silence!" the High Magus thunders, causing all noise to cease almost instantaneously. A deathly silence fills the chamber. Once order is restored, she continues, “This is dire news, indeed. I want you to tell me everything. Leave nothing out.”

      For the next hour, the assembled mages draw every ounce of information out of us, everything from how the demons behaved, how they fought, to how we eventually won the final battle.

      They want to know about the Nightingales and the alliance with the citizens of Forest Hill. They are especially curious as to how we were able to band everyone together and fight as a united force. We go over everything in grave detail, including the attack by the assassins on the road returning to Tarsys. We also name every mage and soldier who has died since the mission began.

      By the time we are finished, I feel exhausted, like I might fall over at any minute.

      The High Magus leans back in her chair, taking a moment to process everything we just told her. For a moment, a prolonged silence settles over the assembled group.

      I look over at Owyn, who had done little talking during the exchange, save for answering a minor question here and there. He looks rather uncomfortable standing before the Circle, a lone ranger's apprentice in a room full of mages.

      Finally, the High Magus speaks up, her eyes focusing on me. "You there, Initiate Dennel, was it? What do you make of all this?"

      My heart skips a beat as everyone turns their attention in my direction. "Me, High Magus?"

      "Yes," she replies, fixing me with an intense gaze. "You were Elva Tyrande's ward. From what I've gathered, your heroic efforts probably saved this entire endeavor from becoming a crushing defeat. I'm curious to know why you acted in the way that you did."

      I suddenly feel very nervous, my heartbeat quickening within me. "I only did what I thought was right, High Magus."

      "A strong moral compass, then," the she replies appreciatively, nodding her head. "Were that more mages around here had that virtue. For all her faults, Elva was always an excellent judge of character. She may have misconstrued the situation in Forest Hill, her actions resulting in the deaths of many of the king’s subjects, but at least she had the foresight to bring you along. It is a small mercy, I suppose.”

      "Before she died," Roth interjects softly, "the Arch-Magister wished for Initiate Dennel to be raised to full mage. Everyone here was a witness, and we all support her decision. This young woman has more than proven herself a capable magic user."

      I am gratified to see all the mages around me bobbing their heads. Even a few of the Magisters look as if they also approve.

      "It is rare that an initiate is raised so young," High Magus Sylvania replies, her expression growing thoughtful. "But it is not unheard of. Initiate Dennel has indeed proven she possesses not only the skills requisite to become a mage, but the character as well. We will hold the ceremony first thing tomorrow morning, then we shall move forward with what needs to be done on behalf of the kingdom."

      My chest swells with pride at her words, my stomach filling with butterflies. I can't help but beam at the praise given to me by the most powerful mages in the world.

      "A word of caution to everyone before we depart," she continues, leaning forward in her chair and sweeping her eyes across the room. "This is an extremely delicate matter, and we all need to step carefully if Tarsynium is going to survive. Nobody will utter a single word about this to anyone outside of this chamber. Is that understood?"

      I, along with everyone else, nod emphatically at her command.

      "Good," she replies, relaxing a little. "The last thing we need is a panic on our hands. Roth, you and the others will be taken to temporary sleeping accommodations while we sort all of this out. Initiate Dennel, you will follow Magister Sala. Until then, we will all think long and hard about what our next steps should be. Dismissed."

      The Magisters stand up as one and begin filtering out of the room, giving the limbs on the floor a wide berth as they depart.
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      The grip of my father's hatchet feels familiar in my hand. The grain of the wood worn smooth from years of use, gives me some measure of comfort as I creep through the brush, my footfalls silent and sure.

      The sky above is a garish red, the color of blood. My mind is sharp like an arrow point, my eyes focused on the beast standing in the clearing ahead, completely unaware of my presence. I have become the hunter.

      No... I have become the predator.

      With a snarl, I leap forward, striking like a snake and bringing my hatchet down on the darkhound's back. The blade bites deep, and the demon howls, twisting to see what has attacked it so brazenly in the open.

      Twisting the handle of my weapon, I swing myself onto its back, wrenching the hatchet free and bringing it up for another strike. The darkhound bucks desperately, trying to dislodge me, but its efforts are useless. My legs are wrapped tightly around its sides, and my fingers grasp a fistful of its coarse black fur.

      I bring the hatchet down again and again, breaking open its skull with savage ferocity.

      The beast mewls in pain, buckling under the onslaught of attacks, and it isn't long until it collapses dead, split open like a melon.

      Casting my father's hatchet aside, I let out a scream of victory, a bestial roar that tears my throat in an oddly pleasing way. When my lungs are empty, I look down at my prize, breathing heavily from the exertion.

      Without hesitation I plunge my hands into its open wound. Feeling the gore and viscera between my fingers, I bring it up to my mouth.

      Now, I feast.

      Tasting the creature's warm, wet blood in my mouth I bring my hand back down for more, frenzied with hunger.

      Everything in my vision gleams red.
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        * * *

      

      Thrashing wildly, I try to untangle myself from my sheets as I sit bolt upright in bed.

      My eyes dart around my dark surroundings, looking for something, anything that can remind me of where I am.

      Drenched in sweat and panting like I just ran up a mountain, I realize that I am in one of the living areas of the Conclave, in a place called the Azure Tower. The memories of why I'm here come rushing back to me in an instant.

      What in the Hells was that? I wonder, my pulse pounding thunderously in my ears. It felt like I was a demon... Light, I can still taste blood in my mouth!

      Wrapping my arms around myself, I shiver violently, for the first time feeling the sheen of icy-cold sweat covering my body.

      A nightmare, I think, squeezing my eyes shut and trying to forget the memory. It was just a bloody nightmare.

      But it all seemed so vividly real!

      It takes a moment for me to calm down, but eventually, my breathing becomes even, and my heartbeat slows to a normal rhythm. Sucking in a deep breath and exhaling slowly, I push myself off the mattress and place my bare feet on the cold stone floor.

      Making my way to the center of my rectangular room, I immediately get down on my hands and begin doing push-ups. Whenever I have a hard time falling back asleep, I find that pacing and exercise help me—a lesson I had learned from Elias. The strain on my muscles feels good, and for a time, I forget myself in the repetitive motion.

      Up. Down. Up. Down.

      I begin to lose count after fifty.

      Up. Down. Up. Down. Up. Down.

      My dreams have been getting worse, lately. Every night, it seems that I am haunted by terrible, violent nightmares. Not one them is the same, except for the fact that they all seem to end in blood and me waking up not knowing where I am. Could this be a result of all the fighting? I speculate as I continue my workout. Is this a result of a guilty conscience, or something else?

      Arms and chest burning, I finally push myself up to a sitting position. The room itself is bathed in darkness, lit only by the solitary window in the wall adjacent to my bed. After a moment, having nothing better to do, I decide to look outside.

      Through the glass, I can see the lights of Tarsys gleaming down below. The Conclave is made up of a series of towers in the center of the city, and although the one I am in is not as tall as the Pillar of Radiance, it still looms impressively high over the city.

      Suddenly feeling a wave of vertigo from being up so high, I back away from the window and sit down heavily on my bed.

      What in the Eleven Hells am I doing here? I question myself for perhaps the thousandth time. The mages didn't seem that interested in my take of the story at all. They barely even asked me anything!

      Burying my face in my hands, I try to sort through my jumbled thoughts.

      I've never felt so alone or without purpose in my entire life. To make matters worse, things between Zara and I seem strained. I miss the way things used to be between us, the way we could easily make each other laugh, and her smile...I ache when I think of her smile.

      What a fool I am, I think bitterly, laying back on my bed and glaring angrily at the ceiling. All she wanted was support, for me to be a friend, and I have been so consumed with self-pity that I have thrown it all away. She's the only girl I've ever been friends with, and I messed it all up. She deserves better than me… she deserves someone who can be there for her.

      Shaking my head, I close my eyes and silently vow to make everything right between us in the morning. I am going to be happy for her during her raising ceremony, and I am going to apologize to her for being so hard-headed. Light-willing, things can go back to being the way they were.

      And henceforth, I can only hope that everything will get better.

      I'm not sure how long it takes, but eventually, I manage to drift off again into a fitful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      A knock at my bedroom door jolts me out of my slumber.

      My eyes crack open, temporarily blinded by the sunlight streaming in through my window, when I hear the door squeak open. Blinking furiously, I sit up and notice a demure girl with auburn hair

      peeking into my room.

      "I've been told to notify you that breakfast is being served, Sir Ranger."

      When she notices that I am lying there half-naked, her eyes go wide.

      "I'll... uh... be there shortly," I mumble, pulling up a blanket to cover my bare chest.

      Blushing a bright red, she nods and hastily leaves my room. I can hear her giggling with someone else on the other side of the closed door as they retreat down the hall.

      Grunting in annoyance, I pull myself out of bed and proceed to splash water on my face from the washbasin, trying to force myself into a state of wakefulness. I quickly dress, deciding against bringing my bow and arrows. It seems like the cumbersome weapons would be terribly out of place here, and I'd only stand out more. As I throw the ranger cloak around my shoulders, however, I decide to take my father's hatchet. Somehow leaving without it just seems wrong. I slide it into my belt loop before stepping out in the hall, unsure of which direction to go.

      Following the smell of bacon, I find a large dining room located in the center of the circular tower. Round, wooden tables encircled with chairs are set up around the room, and a handful of mages sit at them, talking quietly over plates of food. Zara is nowhere to be seen, and everyone regards me curiously, as if unsure of what to make of me.

      Ignoring the stares, I walk up to the open kitchen where the food is being served and pick up an empty plate. I hand it to a servant in a white apron, who fills the plate with eggs, bacon, bread, and potatoes. He returns it back to me with a mug of chilled fruit juice.

      My mouth begins to water almost instantly. This looks just as tasty as anything Mrs. Ellis made back in Forest Hill.

      Taking my plate and mug, I move to an empty table and sit down. Picking up the fork and knife that are resting there, I dig into my food without preamble. The bacon crunches as I bite into it, perfectly complementing the lightly seasoned eggs and the hearty bread. Light, I think to myself as I eat, this is good. Maybe the Conclave isn't so bad after all.

      Halfway through my meal, a white robed man with a bald head approaches me, bowing slightly in introduction. His appearance reminds me of the steward we met the night before, only this man appears much younger. "Ranger Lund," he says with a voice like silk, "I have come to escort you to the raising ceremony for Initiate Dennel. She has requested you be invited to attend."

      My heart leaps at his words. Zara hasn't forgotten about me! I hurriedly chew my mouthful of food before answering. "Of course. Where is it?"

      "The ceremony is being held in the Pillar of Radiance," he replies evenly, his face utterly expressionless. "The High Magus is insistent on holding it at the top of the hour. We are going to have to hurry if we are going to make it there in time."

      Looking down at my half-eaten plate, I only briefly hesitate before deciding that it's not worth missing any part of this moment with Zara. Shoveling as much of the food into my mouth as I can, I stand up and nod at the steward, who looks mildly disgusted with my table manners.

      The man walks with a brisk pace through the tower, and I find myself having to move faster in order to keep up. He leads us through a labyrinth of corridors, eventually bringing us to another one of those terrifying lifts.

      Preparing myself mentally, I approach the column by his side.

      Clutching a talisman similar to the one Zara has, he places a hand on the lift's stone surface and does something I don't understand, causing a magical door to appear in front of us. As we step inside the narrow chute, I see that a glowing platform has already formed beneath our feet.

      Great, I think, feeling my stomach drop. All that stands between me and certain death is a thin layer of magic. What could possibly go wrong?

      Luckily, we make it to the bottom floor without incident, and I step out of the lift, grateful that the ride is over.

      This tower, from what I understand, is mostly apartments and living spaces for the mages of the Conclave. It stands just next to the Pillar of Radiance and functions as a sort of waypoint for mages traveling to and from... whatever it is they do. Outside, there is an ornately manicured garden and a courtyard surrounded by a low wall.

      I follow my escort through the courtyard, glad to have my feet on solid ground once again. After having been in Tarsys for only half a day, I have already come to the firm conclusion that man was not meant to live in such high places.

      We make our way to the middle of the compound that makes up the Conclave, and once again, I find myself staring up at the greatest construction man has ever made.

      The Pillar of Radiance… Light almighty, how does anyone get used to that?

      Even in the daylight, I can see the pure surge of radiant magic shooting out of the apex of the tower, rising heavenward and dispersing thousands of feet into the air. It is awe-inspiring, and I catch myself tripping over my own feet as I stare up at it, barely aware of the curses coming from the people I've accidentally jostled on the street.

      Shaking myself from my amazement, I pick up my pace and follow the steward into the great edifice, mumbling apologies to the people I bump against. Nearly everyone is dressed in fine clothes or mage robes, making me stand out like a pauper among nobility.

      For the second time, I find myself in the great chamber on the first floor of the Pillar of Radiance with its many-colored columns and large, domed ceiling. The only difference is now the room is practically bursting with a variety of people all mingling together in one great mass. I don't think I've ever seen so many people gathered in one place in my entire life. I can't help but feel a little overwhelmed.

      If there was an assassin in this crowd, how would I spot him? How could I fight without harming dozens of people around me? This many people gathered together is madness.

      The steward guides us to the columns, striding up to a different one this time. The man standing in front of it doesn't even question us as we approach. Before long, we are on another platform of magic, riding up to the top of the tower.

      I'm not sure what floor we are on when we reach the top, yet judging by the view outside one of the windows, I'd say we are fairly high up.

      The marble hallway is filled with people, all talking excitedly with one another. The foot traffic seems to be flowing in one direction toward a room down the hall and to the right.

      "This is where I leave you," the steward informs me with his soft voice. "The raising chamber is just ahead."

      I nod and thank him for bringing me here before heading off in the direction of the crowd. By the time I enter the room, it is already filling up with people.

      I find myself in a large, domed chamber lit only with magefyre torches. In the center of the room, surrounded by the onlookers, is a priest of the Light in his ceremonial white robes and veil. Beside him is a wooden stand holding up a large silver pitcher. But none of that catches my eye, for next to him stands Zara, straight-backed and facing the audience, her eyes closed and her head held high. Her hair is up in a style I have never seen before, braided in an intricate weave that leaves her shoulders bare. Her face is practically luminescent in the bluish light, her features as striking as the day we had that last meeting in Forest Hill. Most noticeable of all, though, is the sheer dress she is wearing, a thin fabric that hugs her body, accentuating every curve in a way that makes my cheeks flush with heat.

      She looks absolutely gorgeous.

      The crowd is buzzing, talking about the strangeness of this whole situation, commenting on how young and beautiful she is.

      I cannot help but agree with them.

      Soon, the priest steps forward, raising a hand above his head. "Let us begin," he says, and everyone faces forward, their attention drawn to the platform before us.

      "In the name of the Light, and by the power granted to me by the Church of Light," intones the priest, lifting his voice high and completely silencing the crowd. "I anoint you, Zara Dennel, Initiate of the Conclave, and pronounce you worthy." He picks up the silver pitcher off the tray and pours a trickle of water on Zara's head.

      She tenses as it dribbles down her slender neck, clearly not expecting the action, but manages to keep her eyes closed and her face serene.

      The priest continues. "In accordance with holy tradition, and at the behest of the High Magus and the Circle of Magisters, I raise you to full mage in good standing with the Conclave. May the Light and these witnesses bear record of this."

      With a gesture from the priest, two white-robed stewards hurry up to the dais bearing an ornately spun robe of the bluest fabric. Draping it over her shoulders, they help her slide her arms through the sleeves and tie it around her with a silky blue sash. When this is done, they retreat into the crowd, their heads bowed in reverence.

      "Mages have a solemn duty to the realm and her people," the priest goes on, turning away from Zara to address the crowd. "They are charged with keeping the peace, maintaining good relations with the crown, and above all, watching over the Heart of Light, the very essence of the Arc of Radiance. There is no greater charge than this. Do you, Zara Dennel, swear to uphold these duties with all of your heart, might, and mind?"

      Zara opens her eyes and looks directly at the priest. "Yes, I so swear."

      "Then go forth, Magus, and fulfill your sacred oath."

      Abruptly the crowd bursts into applause; the mages surrounding the dais shower her with praise and words of encouragement. Her face splits into a stunning smile, and all I can feel is pride for her.

      She deserves this, I think, bringing my hands together to applaud with everyone else. She's nothing short of brilliant.

      Our eyes meet and her smile widens, making her look even more beautiful than she had before. I’m sure I see tears in her eyes, though from this distance, I can’t be certain. Zara has worked hard for this for the past five years, and now it has finally paid off. This is a special day for her.

      I suddenly feel very ashamed for the way I have been acting lately. Bouts of melancholy have often ruled my emotions, even since I was a child, but rarely have they made me act like this—brooding and snapping at those closest to me. Did I really say those things? Did I so blatantly tell her that mages and rangers aren't meant to mix with each other? My shame transforms into embarrassment, making me feel like a complete fool.

      Mages from the crowd begin to break away and approach her, shaking her hand and congratulating her enthusiastically. They are no doubt excited to meet the youngest Magus in the Conclave's history.

      I'll let her have her moment, I think, backing away as more people move forward. We'll talk when this is all over.

      Feeling an odd mix of emotions, I make my way to the chamber's exit, stepping out into the hall and taking a deep breath of air. It is then that I notice a woman leaning against the far wall, staring at me with a curious expression.

      She is older, not quite in her middle years, with an old scar on her cheek and a golden braid pulled over her shoulder. She is tall for a woman, almost as tall as I am, with a lean, muscled body and hard features that have been tanned by the sun. Her calculating eyes, blue and cold as ice, look me up and down, her thin lips pursed together as if she disapproves of what she sees.

      The thing that gives me pause, however, is the grey-green ranger's cloak wrapped over her shoulders. That, and the longsword strapped to her waist. Looking me straight in the eye, she lifts up a finger and beckons for me to come forward.

      Not sure what this is about, I oblige, crossing the distance between us with more than a little trepidation. As I open my mouth to ask what her name is, she interrupts me, breaking off my words before I've even started.

      "When I heard that a ranger's apprentice arrived in the city last night with a group of mages, I thought it was a joke." Her voice is low and dusky, but her tone is as sharp as a knife. "Then, when I heard that he had met with the High Magus and the Circle, I thought that my informants were outright lying to me."

      I open my mouth again to say something, but she raises a hand to cut me off.

      "I wanted to come here and see for myself if the rumors were true. I wanted to meet the grunt who had abandoned his post. And I'm surprised, yet again, to see that it is none other than Elias Keen's apprentice."

      Frowning, I finally manage to get a word in. "I'm sorry, but have we met?"

      "No," she says flatly, folding her arms in front of her. The leather armor she wears creaks with the movement. "But I know who you are, Owyn Lund. And I am extremely curious as to why you've forsaken the ranger's oath."

      "I have not forsaken the oath," I say, suddenly feeling defensive.

      "Oh?" she replies derisively. "Then, where is Ranger Keen? It is against protocol for a master and his apprentice to be separated during training."

      "My master sent me here to give information to the High Magus directly. Right now, he is off on a mission of his own and will later come and find me."

      "The High Magus," she repeats, raising an eyebrow skeptically. "And what, might I ask, was so important that you had to tell her alone?"

      "I... I can't say," I reply, breaking eye contact and looking down at my boots. "I have been sworn to secrecy." I utter my next words and hope they I don't incur her wrath. "Not to be blunt, but who are you?"

      The ranger woman's eyes flash momentarily as she briefly pauses before responding. When she does, her voice is full of conviction. "I am Tamara Moyle, Watcher of the East. By my authority as the First Warden of the Rangers, I command you to accompany me to the Grand Lodge in the Ashwood." Fixing me with a steely expression, she lowers her hand and places it on the longsword at her hip. "We will be leaving at once."
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      I have never before in my life felt such a strange mixture of excitement and fear.

      Everything is different now, I think, feeling the comfortable weight of the blue robes on my shoulders. I’m officially a mage.

      I stand upon the dais, surrounded by a sea of smiling people. Everyone is coming up to me and congratulating me on becoming the youngest mage in the Conclave’s history. Even though I smile and thank them, I feel strangely detached, as though it is not me standing in front of these people, but someone else.

      Still, I cannot deny how good the attention feels.

      The night before had been spent in solitude in the Pillar of Radiance in a small chapel located near the pinnacle completing a time-honored vigil. I was told that it was to be a time for reflection and prayer before fully committing myself to serve in the Conclave, and I should use that time to meditate on my personal relationship with the Light. Though I did devote a considerable amount of time pondering and praying, I ended up falling asleep on one of the cushions at the base of the altar. I can still feel the weariness gnawing away at me beneath all of the makeup, robes, and smiles, but for now, the exhilaration of the moment keeps my senses sharp.

      “Zara Dennel!” exclaims a familiar voice. I turn to see my old professor, Evoker Laramie, beaming at me from among the crowd. He looks me up and down like a proud grandfather, his smile forming deep wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. “Congratulations, Magus!”

      “Evoker Laramie!” I disregard any attempted decorum and throw my arms around him, enveloping him in a hug that he warmly returns.

      “When you disappeared from my lectures, I feared that maybe things hadn’t gone so well with the Arch-Magister and you had decided to quit the Academy,” he says softly, taking a step back and glancing at my new set of mage’s robes. “Now look at you! I always knew you were destined for great things, my dear.”

      “Thank you, Magus,” I reply, suddenly overcome by a wave of emotion. This man had taught me almost everything I know about magic. Now, I stand before him practically as an equal.

      He laughs, his wrinkled face splitting into a wide grin. “Just call me Laramie. After all, we’re colleagues now!”

      I laugh as well. What a strange concept. “That’s going to take some getting used to,” I respond.

      “Nonsense,” he says with a wave of his hand. “Listen, Zara, I don’t want to take up too much of your time, but when you have a chance, come visit me at the Academy. We'll take a walk around the gardens. There are questions I would like to ask you and much for us to discuss.”

      “Of course.” I nod, waving goodbye just as another three people stride up and begin talking to me. I feel like I am occupied for the better part of an hour, though in reality, it is probably much shorter when I finally manage to disengage myself from the group of mages. The Priest of the Light has already departed, as well as a good number of the attendees. I find myself breathless and overcome by the suddenness of it all.

      That is when I find my thoughts straying to Owyn.

      I had seen him standing there amidst the applause, smiling at me with that lopsided grin I have come to adore.

      I also saw something new in his eyes, a look of pride, a joyful glow that filled me with a sense of giddiness far surpassing all the excitement I felt at being raised to the status of Magus. There was a strange twinkle in his eyes, suggesting something deeper than friendship existing between us. Although, it was hard to tell for sure because we were standing so far apart.

      One thing is certain—in that look, we seemed to have reconciled our differences and come to see each other for what we truly are: friends who care dearly for one another, despite the vastly different circumstances of our lives. And maybe even something more.

      I have to find him, I think to myself, politely extricating myself from the people around me. I have to tell him how I really feel.

      Hiking up my cumbersome robes, I make for the exit of the raising chamber, looking through the crowds of people for the ranger's apprentice.

      The hallway outside the chamber is wide and austere, lit up by natural light from the large windows set into the far wall. My footfalls echo on the polished marble, mixing with the chaotic sounds of people talking and jesting with one another.

      I cast my eyes about in search for him among the throngs of mages and aristocrats. I finally spot him a little way down the hall, looking very out of place.

      As soon as I see him, I feel myself start to grin like a fool. Of all the people who came to see me raised, he was the only one I cared about. I wasn’t sure if the steward would be able to find him on such short notice, nor was I sure if he’d even want to attend my raising ceremony. The fact that he is here to support me, despite feeling like a fish out water in this great city, means the world to me.

      And that is exactly what I plan to tell him.

      I make my way down the hall, walking at a brisk pace despite the ceremonial robes draped around me. He looks up as I approach, and I am pleased to see the corners of his mouth turn up into a smile that mirrors my own.

      Yet, something in the back of my mind nags at me, picking up on something in Owyn’s expression that seems a little off, but I choose to ignore it.

      Right now, all I can feel are the butterflies fluttering around in my stomach.

      “Hello, Owyn,” I say breathlessly, brushing a stray hair out of my face and tucking it behind my ear. “I'm glad you were able to make it.”

      "Zara," his smile widens, though it doesn't quite reach his eyes, “congratulations. Truly I—you look so…. I’m happy for you.”

      I laugh, and I can see his cheeks start to grow red.

      “This is all so unbelievable, isn’t it? I mean, I knew that Elva had wanted to raise me, but to have the High Magus organize it so quickly… and the amount of people! I honestly did not think so many would care to see me raised, especially since I am so young.”

      “I can believe it,” Owyn says softly, his eyes looking deep into mine. For a moment, it’s as if he is peering straight into my soul, and I find myself unable to speak under that gaze. “You’re one of the most amazing people I have ever met,” he goes on. “If anyone deserves this kind of attention, it is you. You are going to accomplish so much, Zara.”

      Without thinking, I reach out and take his hand in mine, squeezing it gently as we stare into each other’s eyes. It feels as though the entire world around us melts away, and it is just him and me alone in our own world.

      “Owyn, I... I'm so happy that you decided to come to the ceremony. I know that we've only known each other for a short time, but I want you to know that I care about you so much. I really look forward to spending more time with you."

      He holds my gaze for several heartbeats, squeezing my hand with his calloused fingers, but his expression suddenly fills with sadness. He lets go unexpectedly and takes a step back. "I care about you too, Zara. But I won't be staying in Tarsys."

      The world around us abruptly comes roaring back.

      It feels like a bucket of cold water has been dumped on my head.

      "You're leaving?"

      He nods, green eyes brimming with sorrow. "Today. I have been summoned to return to the Grand Lodge, the rangers' headquarters."

      He gestures behind him, and for the first time, I notice a woman leaning against the wall near a window. She wears a ranger's cloak draped over tight-fitting leather armor; a golden braid rests over her shoulder as she watches us curiously with piercing eyes that remind me of a hawk. She is considerably older than both of us, but she is undeniably beautiful, in a ranger sort of way.

      Jealousy suddenly stabs my heart like a dagger.

      A flood of questions runs through my head over the next several seconds: Why is Owyn leaving? Who is this woman? And why, oh Light, is this happening now?

      I open my mouth to respond, but all I manage to get out is a despondent, "Oh."

      "Zara," Owyn says, bringing my attention back to him. "I'm so sorry. I want to stay, to be with you, but my oath—"

      "It's fine," I interrupt, carefully smoothing the lines on my face and adopting an emotionless mask. "I completely understand. Your duty, first and foremost, is to the rangers. If you are called, then you must answer."

      An awkward silence settles between us, and Owyn's eyes drop to the ground.

      "Zara," he pleads, much more quietly this time. "There's really nothing I can do."

      Sadness and bitterness wage war in my heart, but something unexpected bubbles to the surface, completely overcoming all other emotions within me.

      Anger.

      "Go," I say, my voice icing over like a stream in the depths of winter. "There is nothing for you here anyway. I'm a full mage now, and I have a job to do."

      For a moment, he looks stricken, as though I had physically struck him with my words. His eyes widen, and he blanches, but it only lasts a few seconds before the stoic demeanor of Elias Keen appears on Owyn's face, his gaze hardening into stone.

      "Goodbye, Magus," he states coldly, bowing his head ever so slightly. "I wish you well in your future at the Conclave. Perhaps one day our paths will cross again."

      I nod my head in return, holding his gaze and refusing to break it. "Farewell, Apprentice Lund. May the Light bless you on your journey."

      He stares at me for a moment, and I catch a faint glimmer in his eye, as if he is hoping for me to say something else and not let this moment end on such a distant tone. But after a few heartbeats, it disappears. I watch him turn on his heel and approach the female ranger, his back to me like a wall now separating us.

      "Are you ready to depart?" the woman asks, her voice measured and professional. She looks at me over his shoulder and arches an eyebrow.

      "Yes," he declares, putting a hand on his hatchet in his usual manner.

      "Then let us return to your room and gather your things. We can probably put a few leagues between us and the city before nightfall."

      They depart without another word, but before they disappear into the crowd, I see Owyn take one last glance at me.

      And then they are gone.

      As I make my way to my new chambers, I feel like I am in a daze. My feet glide weightlessly as I exit the Pillar of Radiance and make my way to the Azure Tower next door, carrying me as if they belong to somebody else. People try to speak with me, introducing themselves with welcoming faces, but I only offer the most perfunctory of responses.

      I feel numb, emotionless, like I am floating in a dream, and before I realize it, I am standing outside of my new residence, robes hanging heavily from my shoulders.

      Numbly, my fingers reach up and grasp the latch, pulling down and pushing the unlocked door inward.

      The chambers given to every newly raised mage are far more lavish than anything at the Academy. Inside, I see that in addition to a bedroom and cooking area, there is a sitting room, a study, a lavatory, and a storage closet. Everything a new mage would need to start their life at the Conclave.

      Right now, however, I find that my awe is muted, my excitement snuffed out like a candle.

      Stepping inside, I close the door behind me and wander to my bedroom, finding my plush mattress made up with fresh blankets and sheets. A wide window gives me a breathtaking view of Tarsys, lighting the room in jarring sunlight, but I completely ignore it all.

      I shuffle over to my bed and drop face down on the mattress, letting the soft goose down envelop me.

      Then I begin to cry.

      My eyes burn as the salty tears flow, slowly at first, but quickly gaining speed and intensity. I sob into my pillow, not caring that my ruined makeup is staining the clean fabric as I do.

      This is supposed to be the happiest day of my life, I think bitterly to myself as I weep. I am the youngest mage ever to be raised in the Conclave's history, and yet, all I can think about is him.

      I find myself aching for Owyn’s presence, his absence feeling like a literal pain in my heart. He left so quickly, I think, gasping for breath. Within moments, he was just gone.

      I wipe my nose with the sleeve of my ceremonial mage robes, taking in a deep, haggard breath. "You’re such a fool," I say to my reflection in the window. "There is so much at stake right now, and you're upset over love.”

      The rational part of me seeks to reason with myself through the tears, to puzzle out the cause of my reaction. Why should I care so much for him? It’s not like I knew him for very long. But then why does it hurt so much?

      Falling back onto my bed, I have no idea how long I lie there crying and sniffling like a heartsick girl, but eventually, the tears stop of their own accord. And I eventually drift off into a fitful sleep.
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      Walking away from Zara, my heart feels like it is ripping from my chest. I furiously blink my eyes. It wouldn't do to show any emotions in front of the First Warden, let alone as I walk through the hordes of people around us.

      Her reaction was so unexpected, I think to myself as the First Warden and I exit the Pillar of Radiance. I expected surprise, sadness even, but hostility? It doesn’t make any sense. Did I really mean so little to her? And what about everything she said on the road here?

      The mages all give us a wide berth as we stride out into the open courtyard. Warden Moyle wears her weapons proudly, like a badge of honor; walking with the easy grace of a trained killer, her movements are both lithe and determined.

      Next to her, I must look like an untrained boy.

      “Are you going to tell me why we're going to the Grand Lodge?” I ask quietly, keeping my voice down to avoid attracting any more attention. “You’re taking me against my will, I deserve to at least know that much.”

      She halts mid-step and whips her head around to regard me. Her withering stare makes me want to retreat into the crowd and never look back.

      “Let’s get one thing clear, apprentice,” she snaps, leveling a finger at me. “You don’t deserve anything. Your duty is to listen to orders and to follow them to the letter. Understand? Apprentices do not live on their own, away from their post, rubbing shoulders with mages! If I tell you to come, you come. If I tell you to go, you go. There will be no negotiation.”

      The ferocity in which she berates me is so intense that it leaves me momentarily speechless. I stand there, mouth agape, as she continues to glare at me, the onlookers around us picking up their pace, no doubt to avoid her wrath.

      Finally, when I find my voice again, I nod my head and meekly reply, “Okay.”

      “Good,” she replies curtly, turning away from me and continuing her brisk walk through the courtyard. Over her shoulder, as if it is a side note, she remarks, “You are going to be reporting to the Master Warden directly. He will be interested to know exactly what you told the High Magus last night. From there, we will decide what sort of disciplinary measures we should pursue.”

      I wince, a lead weight settling in the pit of my stomach. Hells… I was afraid of that. Somehow, I have the sense to continue following after her. Against my will, my body seems to be moving forward of its own accord as my mind still reels from everything that's happened. First Warden Moyle, one of the most renowned rangers in the world, is escorting me to meet with the Master Warden himself. Light almighty, I think as we cut through the courtyard. What has Elias gotten me into?

      The Wardens are among the highest-ranking rangers in Tarsynium. There are four in total, one for each quadrant of the kingdom, and Tamara Moyle is the most famous of them all. She has been in dozens of battles fighting rebels and bandits, but she is primarily known for slaying some of the fiercest beasts the wilderness has to offer, such as the infamous Black Bear of Yarrin. Her title of First Warden makes her the most important of the four, putting her just beneath the Master Warden in terms of rank.

      Master Warden Thorne is a legend in his own right. The eldest of the rangers, he has led the organization for decades, fighting on nearly every front and training an entire generation of rangers in the ways of combat. His prowess and knowledge of the natural world are renowned amongst every ranger, young and old.

      All things considered, these two are not the sort of people I want as enemies.

      We make our way to the tower where I had slept the night before. Next to the Pillar of Radiance, it looks like a child’s plaything, though in truth, it is still quite formidable to me. We head up to my floor in complete silence, climbing the long winding stairs rather than taking the lifts. When we enter my room, the First Warden stands in the doorway, arms crossed sternly in front of her leather-bound chest.

      “Don’t take too long,” she snaps, staring daggers at me. “I want to be out of this blasted city as soon as possible, and we still need to find you a horse.”

      “I have my own horse,” I say, thinking of my mare as I walk over to my bag and stuff my meager supplies inside of it.

      Tamara shakes her head, which causes her braid to dance on her cuirass like a golden snake. “We will find you a new one. Everything that came from the Emberwood has been seized by the mages. The caravan, including all of the horses, belongs to the Conclave now. Getting them out would require a mountain of paperwork, and I’m not dealing with any more mages or their bureaucracy today.”

      That's great. First, Elias leaves, then Zara... and now, I lose my horse. I bite back my remarks as I continue to hastily pack, not wanting to provoke her ire any more than I already have. Hopefully, they will treat her well here. Maybe Zara will... But that thought dies out before it is even finished, bringing with it a pang in my gut.

      Using flaxen chords to quickly strap my bedroll to my bag, I can almost feel the First Warden's eyes boring into my back. Part of me begins to wonder if the she has ever had an apprentice of her own. If so, I pity the miserable soul.

      It doesn’t take me long to finish putting my things together, and soon I am standing in front of her, bag on my back and bow slung over my shoulder.

      “Ready,” I say, doing anything to break the uncomfortable silence of the empty room.

      “Good,” she replies, turning around and striding down the hall without a backwards glance my way.

      Taking a deep breath, I follow after her.

      Her stoic demeanor and lack of conversation are somewhat reminiscent of Elias. Thinking of my master, I can’t help but feel a hollowness deep inside of me. I wonder about his whereabouts and if he will know where to find me now that I am leaving the city. I'd ask Tamara, but her current mood seems to invite little to no questions.

      Must every elder ranger be so impassive all of the time?

      We descend through the tower and come out the bottom, veering away from the Conclave and toward the city itself. Stunned, I try to keep my face expressionless as I exit the great concourse and behold the sight before me. The impressiveness of Tarsys at night is nothing in comparison to how it appears in the revealing light of day.

      The entire city looks to be a brilliant white, the districts constructed almost entirely out of granite and white marble. It slopes down like a mountain from the cluster of towers at its center, sprawling out into the Heartlands in all directions in a veritable sea of buildings. For a moment, I can't help but marvel at its vastness. Great domes and steeples dot the landscape in front of me, crisscrossed by streets of all sizes and lined with an endless array of houses, churches, and tenements. The enormity of the city in addition to the great number of people living here is stunning to me.

      “Apprentice!” Tamara barks, her harsh voice shaking me from my reverie. My eyes find her, and I realize that I'd almost lost her in the crowd ahead of me. “Keep up!”

      I shake my head, trying to focus on the task at hand, but I still find it difficult not to stare at my magnificent surroundings. Shifting the pack on my shoulders, I hurriedly stride over to where she is standing in the middle of the road and watching me with thinly veiled impatience.

      Our walk to the edge of the city is long, and I find myself unconsciously searching about for signs of danger.

      Assassins could be lurking in every corner, and I would have no clue, I think to myself as we delve into a rather narrow side street. It is much less crowded than the boulevard we came from, but it seems to cut a more direct route to our destination. I only hope that Tamara is better at navigating this city than I am. She certainly seems more comfortable.

      The First Warden moves like a wolf among sheep, her hand never straying far from the sword bouncing on her hip. Something about that comforts me, and it makes me glad to be on her side.

      If I'm even on her side, that is.

      As we near the edge of the city, the buildings become less audacious. Humble homes and nondescript structures are spaced out further and further apart, and soon we find ourselves in front of a wide stable built beside a towering stone wall. Beyond the open gates, the rolling farms of the Heartlands spread out to the horizon like a green ocean.

      Tamara approaches the stable and raps her knuckles on the door three times. It opens, revealing a bent old man wearing a wool-spun tunic with trousers tucked into his riding boots. He looks up at Tamara, and a flicker of recognition flashes through his eyes. “Are you on your way out then?” he asks, his voice raspy.

      “Yes,” she replies simply, producing a thick silver coin from somewhere within her cloak. She hands it to the old man, who pockets it without even looking at it.

      “Come on back,” he says, gesturing for us to enter.

      The inside of the building is simple, a fire pit for cooking in the center and a few odd bits of furniture scattered about. A single bedframe is pushed up against the far wall, and a half-eaten apple, stuck with a knife, rests on the small kitchen table.

      “This way.” He gestures to a door on the side of the room adjacent to us. “You’ll find your bags prepared and your horse saddled.” He leads us down a long row of stalls, the smell of hay and horse manure filling my nostrils.

      “Do you have any horses available for sale?” Tamara asks, approaching a tall buckskin replete with saddlebags and two full quivers of arrows hanging from the side. “My companion here is in need of a mount.”

      The old man rubs his stubbly chin. “I’ve got a gelding in the corner there. He’s a bit old, but he’s a good horse. Strong and fast. I was planning on selling him to farmer out in West Bend.”

      “We’ll take him,” Tamara replies without hesitation, producing a pair of gold coins and holding them out in her open palm.

      The stable man eyes the coins momentarily before taking them. He seems a bit perturbed to be accepting a premium for such a horse. Nevertheless, he manages to swiftly saddle the animal and attach my saddlebags, moving with surprising speed and dexterity for a man his age.

      The horse seems mild-mannered enough as I mount him, and before I know it, the old man is holding the stable door aside for us as we ride out into the open street.

      Blinking against the sudden brightness, I look to Tamara for further instructions. She gestures out to the expanse of fields beyond the gatehouse.

      "We go south," she says simply, guiding her horse with her knees and heading away from the city. "We'll ride as far as we can before sunset. With any luck, we should reach the Grand Lodge in no more than three days."

      I nod and move forward to follow her through the gate, leaving Tarsys behind me. As we depart, I glance over my shoulder, sparing one final glance at the grand city. My thoughts, of course, are solely on Zara.
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      Tamara holds us to a brisk pace on our journey, pausing only briefly to water the horses whenever we pass an inn or a stream. Within a few hours, all we can see of Tarsys is the beam of the Arc shooting up into the sky and disappearing over our heads. The First Warden proves to be a silent traveling companion. When I ask her questions, she responds only with quick, one-word answers, her eyes never straying from the road ahead.

      Eventually, I give up trying to make conversation. Settling into a sullen silence, I sink deep into my own thoughts, my leeriness over our impending destination weighing heavily on me.

      Where do my loyalties lie? I ask myself, staring glumly out at the verdant plains around me. We told the Circle and the High Magus about the demon invasion, and they swore us to secrecy. And yet, the Master Warden and the other rangers also deserve to know of this attack. My oath demands that I tell them about any imminent threat to our people. Where is the line drawn? Is there even a line drawn between the mages and the rangers? Or does my allegiance lie with the realm itself?

      My mind circles in a maddening fashion, granting me no satisfactory answers.

      Eventually, the sun begins to set, and we pull off of the main road to enter a small farming community that I doubt even has a name.

      Together, we approach a roadside inn, a large, inviting building with billowing smoke emitting from the chimney. A wooden sign above the door reads "Evening Delight" with a painted image of a loaf of bread and a pint of ale below it. Without talking, we guide the horses to the open stable and tie them up, removing our weapons and other valuables from our saddlebags.

      Tamara finally breaks her long silence as we approach the front door. "We'll sleep here for the night," she says, reaching into a small pouch and counting the coins within. "We will eat supper and rest early, then be out on the road again at dawn."

      She pulls open the door without preamble and steps inside.

      As I go in after her, the smells of food and beer wash over me, along with the jovial conversations of the patrons about the inn. The common room is well-lit and warm and seems to be filled to about half-capacity. Farmers, merchants, and other travelers intermingle with one another in amiable fashion, chatting over their drinks while a minstrel plucks a few strings of his lute from his seat near the hearth.

      Standing at the doorway, I hear their conversations pause abruptly.

      Everyone seems to look at us with trepidation, their eyes lingering worriedly over our weapons. When they spot our ranger’s cloaks, they seem to relax, though not entirely. Conversations resume, albeit more quietly than before, and as we make our way to an empty table on the far side of the common room, I can feel people stealing glances at us over their shoulders.

      “Eleven Hells,” I mutter as I sit down. “Haven’t these folk ever seen a ranger before?”

      Tamara ignores me, her gaze focused on a nervous-looking barmaid approaching us with a pitcher of ale and a couple of mugs.

      "Anything I can get you this evening?" she asks, plastering on a forced-looking smile.

      Tamara hands her a few coins. "Dinner. And a room for the night— two beds if you have them."

      The barmaid nods and sets down the pitcher and mugs. "Of course," she replies. "Coming right up."

      She scampers off a second later, leaving the two of us alone at our table.

      Tamara turns her stare toward me, a strange intensity blazing in her eyes. "So," she begins placidly, keeping her voice low so she cannot be overheard. "You say that Elias sent you alone to the city."

      I nod. "That's right."

      "Hmph," she sniffs, settling back into her chair. "That doesn't sound like him at all."

      I perk up at the prospect of new information. "You actually know him personally?"

      She regards me for a long moment before responding, an unreadable expression on her face. "Yes, I know him." Bringing her cup up to her mouth, she downs her mug of ale like any other farmer sitting around us. Emptying the pitcher as she fills her glass up to the brim again, she raises her arm up and gestures to the barmaid, who immediately returns to our table. Handing her the empty jug, she doesn't need to say anything for the young girl to understand her request as she darts back to the bar to refill the pitcher.

      "We joined the rangers at the same time. Elias was a bit older than most of the new apprentices, whereas, I was just about your age."

      My eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “You were apprentices together?”

      Tamara nods, gazing into the distance. She goes quiet for a minute, as if held fast in a moment from long ago. Taking a few more lugs from her drink, she doesn't speak again until after the barmaid comes back with a refreshed pitcher. “He and I were..." She breaks off her statement with another drink from her mug as her next words come out rushed. "Well, we aren't anymore. Haven't been for a long time. After we were promoted to full rangers, we went our separate ways. I haven’t seen him in years.”

      She shakes her head as if to clear away some bad memory, then leans forward and refills her drink. I stare at her in somewhat awe both at this revelation and at her ability to hold her own at this point.

      “Regardless, young apprentice, your master is well-known in the kingdom. He’s one of the finest rangers we have. It’s no secret that he could've been a Warden if he'd wanted it. I just find it hard to believe that the Elias I knew would send you on some fool mission to the Conclave and then simply vanish." She brings the mug to her lips and takes another long drink.

      "It's the truth," I growl, feeling my cheeks start to flush with heat. Careful, Owyn, I think to myself. Remember who you're dealing with here.

      She doesn't seem upset at my insolence, however. She almost looks amused. "I believe you," she replies. "And the Wardens will have words with Elias as soon as he returns. There is no denying that it is strange situation. I believe you are being honest, but I also believe that there still remains a lot you aren't telling me."

      I regard her silently for a few heartbeats before pouring myself some more ale.

      "Still," she continues, her voice contemplative, "I suppose the truth will all come out when we reach the Ashwood. Your oath demands that you tell the Master Warden everything, despite any other promises you have made."

      She locks eyes with me, and I see something there—suspicion, perhaps.

      We settle back into an uncomfortable silence until our food arrives, seared pork with a side of carrots and potatoes.

      I can feel my mouth watering.

      We eat in silence, and I am grateful for the opportunity to focus on something else besides my current problems. The food is delicious, and I wolf it down almost faster than I can chew.

      About halfway through our meal, the front door opens again, permitting a group of five burly men, all carrying weapons at their belt. The common room again goes quiet, only this time there is a hint of danger in the air. From the corner of my eye, I see that Tamara is watching them cautiously, her hand straying to the sword on her hip.

      "These men look like trouble," she mutters quietly. "Be ready."

      A nervous knot forms in my stomach,

      the tension heavy in the air as the thugs fan out, their eyes scanning the inn like beasts hunting their cornered prey.

      My fingers itch to reach down and grab my hatchet, but I restrain myself. These men haven’t done anything yet, I remind myself. Besides, I need to wait and see what Tamara thinks we should do.

      The man in the middle, an ugly brute with shoulders like an ox, whistles loudly to get everyone’s attention, even though, every eye in the common room is already on him. “Sorry to disturb you,” he barks, his voice deep and gravelly and not sounding sorry at all. “This won’t take but a minute of your time.”

      “Not you lot again,” a farmer nearby complains. His arms are muscular from hard labor, but they are nothing compared to the men standing in the entryway. He gives their group a hard look. “Can’t you find another village to harass?”

      “We are but humble servants of the realm,” the large man says with a mocking look of piety as he rests a meaty hand over his heart, “come to ensure that these lands are kept safe.”

      “These lands are safe enough,” another farmer calls out from near the back of the common room, but I cannot see who the speaker is.

      “Safe from wolves, maybe,” the man goes on, lowering his hand and stroking the heavy axe on his belt. “But not safe from traitors. You see, my boys and I have heard that there may be Nightingale sympathizers hiding among you.”

      A rotund man in an apron steps out onto the floor from behind the bar. I assume he is the innkeeper. “I believe you are mistaken, good sirs,” the innkeeper says, his mustache quivering. “There are no rebels or sympathizers hiding out here. Surely you remember from the last time you came by?”

      Another one of the thugs speaks up. “How would you know if they are hiding? That’s kind of the point, innit?”

      “We’re only out hunting traitors today,” the leader of the gang interjects, gesturing for his companion to quiet down. “We’re not looking to harm anyone who’s innocent. Of course, we might be persuaded to look the other way, if you fine folk want to avoid our interrogation methods.”

      The innkeeper raises his hands, a sign of surrender. "You'll not receive any trouble from us. We don't want to interfere with your business."

      "Good," the man replies, nodding in satisfaction. "Boys, get your bags ready. This group looks like they are going to be mighty generous tonight!"

      Snickering, the men produce burlap sacks and begin making their way around the common room, relieving the farmers of any valuables they have on their persons. Nobody so much as puts up a fight.

      I feel my gut start to boil with rage, infuriated that these men would be so brazen as to rob an entire inn. It makes me even angrier that the people are simply complying.

      They can't do this! These are humble folk, like the people of Forest Hill! I still don't know what I should do as I shoot Tamara a questioning look. We are rangers! We can't let this sort of thing happen... can we?

      A barrel-chested man with a nose that looks like it has been broken one too many times approaches Tamara from the side, expectantly holding out his bag in front of him. She looks up at his face, making direct eye contact, and shakes her head slowly.

      "What, you don't have any coin?"

      Calmly, she replies. "I have coin. But you'll be receiving none of it."

      I can feel my pulse start to quicken.

      The big man stares at her in disbelief before erupting into raucous laughter. "Get a load of this one, Gene. She doesn't want to part with her coin!"

      The leader of the gang struts over, a firm grip on the handle of his axe. "Listen, lady, we don't want to have to bash your head in tonight, but we will to make an example out of you, if necessary. Just make this easier on both of us and give up your coin."

      Tamara shifts in her seat to stare the ox-like leader in the eye and shakes her head again. "Not going to happen," she reaffirms, her voice low and dangerous.

      "Hah!" the big man barks a laugh and looks about the inn, while the one holding the bag twitches nervously. "This woman has bigger stones than your entire lot! Too bad... maybe we'll have a little fun and take her in the back before we splatter her brains all over the floor."

      He reaches up to stroke her hair, and Tamara reacts faster than I can blink. Twisting in her chair, she yanks the sword from her belt, the sound of rasping steel ringing through the still air of the inn. She slashes in an upward arc that shears through the brigand's fingers, scattering them across the wooden floorboards with a spray of blood.

      "Gahhhh!" the leader screams, staggering back and clutching his mutilated hand.

      Several of the people around us gasp, and the man holding the bag curses audibly, taking a step back as he stares in surprise at his leader's bleeding stumps.

      "Kill them, you idiots!" the wounded man roars, his voice a mix of anguish and fury. "Kill them all!"

      Tamara jumps out of her seat and assumes a defensive position, raising her sword with her back to the wall. She briefly looks over at me, her eyes flashing. "Get up!"

      I obey, instinct taking over as I quickly rise up.

      I manage to pull my father's hatchet from my belt just as one of the brutes jabs a knife at me, slashing with such savagery that I have to leap backward to avoid having my throat slit open. The man has a tangled beard and a noticeably puckered scar on his cheek.

      Another of the thugs engages with Tamara, swinging his cudgel in a heavy-handed stroke.

      Just like that, the common room erupts into chaos.

      Many of the farmers duck beneath their tables or run behind the bar for safety. But a brave few stand and begin grappling with the assailants, using nothing but their bare hands to force them away. My eyes are pulled from the scene as the bearded man lashes out at me again, trying desperately to stick his knife in my gut so he can move on to dealing with the other underequipped patrons.

      I dodge his clumsy attacks with relative ease, searching for any opportunity that may present itself. I find my chance to strike as one of his attacks goes wide, and I waste no time exploiting it. Rushing in, I swing my hatchet in a sidelong chop, driving the blade of the weapon deep into his side.

      The man gasps in pain, but I underestimate his stamina. Dropping his knife to the ground, he pulls me into a great bear hug, squeezing me so tight it seems that my lungs might burst. Squirming to break out of his grip, I think desperately for a way to escape. Not having any other options, I bite him on the neck, sinking my teeth into the soft spot just below his ear.

      He howls, grabbing one of my arms and wrenching me downward. As my mouth pulls away from his neck, I taste metallic blood in my mouth. Apparently, I had bitten him hard enough to break the skin.

      Using every ounce of strength I possess, I twist my hand around, still holding onto my hatchet, and pull it free from his side. Attacking him again, I manage to hack him in the knee.

      The man buckles, giving me a chance to break free from his grip and wind up for a final attack. With fire pulsing through my veins, I bring the hatchet down on his forehead, splitting his skull and killing him immediately.

      Gasping for breath, I step away as I wipe the blood from my lips with the back of my hand and look around the common room.

      I watch as Tamara disembowels one of the brutes with her sword, then turns to engage another one, her movements fluid and precise. For a moment, I am reminded of Elias, her fighting so exceptional that it inspires me in the same manner that it no doubt strikes fear into the hearts of her enemies.

      I am shaken from my thoughts by a terrified scream, and I turn to see a hook-nosed thug thrust his sword through the chest of a farmer. Without any weapons, these people stand little chance of surviving.

      Rushing across the room, I ram my shoulder into the man just as he pulls his sword free, causing him to stumble over his own feet and crash into a nearby table. Wood splinters fly as he and the table collapse, landing in a tangled heap on the floor.

      Not waiting for him to get back up, I jump on top of him, chopping his chest with a series of quick attacks. The man seems to be wearing some kind of chainmail armor, but it doesn't take much for me to punch through it with my hatchet. He dies as quickly as the other one did, his eyes wide with shock.

      "Stop him!" Tamara shouts from somewhere behind me.

      I spin around and see that the fingerless leader, limping from a new wound in his leg, is making his way to the exit in an attempt to escape. Standing on the ruins of the table with my hatchet half-buried in a corpse, I don't see any way to make it to him in time.

      Tamara seems to realize this and readjusts her grip on her own blood-soaked sword. I watch in amazement as she hurls the blade like a javelin, sending it flying across the room in a steely flash. It impales the fleeing thug right through his back, knocking him to the ground with a heavy thud.

      And just like that, the fight is over, an eerie calm settling over the inn.

      Yanking my hatchet from the chest of the man I am standing over, I push myself up from the wreckage and stagger out onto the common room floor, a little dazed from the rush the skirmish has given me. Tamara strides across the room and grasps the hilt of her sword, which is sticking straight up out of the dead bandit leader like a flag. She pulls, drawing the blade free from his back and dribbling blood onto the floor. Her eyes are as hard and emotionless as a statue.

      "Eleven Hells," somebody mutters, and I turn to realize that the eyes of everybody in the inn are upon Tamara and me.

      Suddenly self-conscious, I bend down to wipe my hatchet off on the dead thug's pants. I realize that I must look barbaric, standing over a corpse covered with another man's blood.

      Tamara turns away from the bodies, appearing completely unfazed by the fight.

      "What in the name of the Light were you thinking?" The stout innkeeper stomps out from behind the crowd, his face bright red with rage. "You could have gotten us all killed!"

      "We are rangers," Tamara says dryly, producing a white cloth from within her cloak. Casually, she begins to clean the blood off of her sword, her eyes never leaving his. "We do not negotiate with outlaws."

      "We are not fighting folk!" the innkeeper presses, gesturing angrily to the broken furniture and the bodies littering his floor. "Just look at this mess! This wasn't the first time bandits have accosted us, and it surely won't be the last. They'll be back, you know, and when they return, they're not going to be as friendly!"

      Several of the patrons around him grumble their agreement.

      “What about the king’s men?” I ask, frowning. “Doesn’t the governor of these parts send soldiers to come protect you?”

      “Governor’s just as rotten as this lot,” one farmer grumbles, spitting on the floorboards. “At least the bandits are honest about robbing us blind.”

      “We haven’t seen the king’s knights in months,” the innkeeper says, crossing his arms. “We have to look after ourselves ‘round these parts. And now, that is going to be much more difficult, thanks to you.”

      "Then you should learn to fight back," I reply indignantly, sliding my hatchet back into my belt loop. "Then, maybe they'll stop coming to rob you."

      Tamara shoots me an icy glance, and I fall silent, swallowing the rest of my words.

      "I'm sorry about the damages," Tamara says at length, pulling out a small bag of coins and tossing it to the innkeeper. "This should more than cover it."

      The portly man catches the bag, but he doesn't look placated. "Get out," he growls, making a shooing motion with his hands. "We need to clean up and tell poor Jerral's family that he’s been killed. Now, leave us be."

      Tamara slams her sword back into its sheath but nods grimly, turning on her heel to leave the inn. Feeling more than a little awkward standing there with everyone staring at me, I move to follow her. Stepping out into the cool night air, I shake my head at the absurdity of the whole situation.

      "There's not another inn around for miles," she says, making her way to the stables where our horses are tied up. "We'll find a spot outside of town and set up camp for the night."

      I nod, though I know she probably can't see me in the dark.

      We bridle our horses, and before long, we are riding out of the village, traveling down the dirt road by the light of the stars. After we have gone about a half mile, Tamara veers off into a field and leads us to a small stand of trees.

      Inside the grove, she dismounts and ties off her reins on a branch, moving with the efficiency of someone who has done this a thousand times.

      I follow her lead, tying off my own horse and unloading my supplies in the small clearing.

      As I open my bed roll and prepare my things, Tamara clears a spot in the center of camp and sets up some sticks and kindling. Sparks fly as she strikes a flint with some steel, and soon, a small blaze is burning in her makeshift fire pit.

      We both pull up some logs and sit for a time, staring into the flames. The night air is chilly, hinting at the coming autumn and winter, and I find myself pulling my cloak tighter around me.

      Abruptly, Tamara speaks up, breaking the silence. "You fought well tonight," she says quietly, her eyes still focused on the fire. "It is obvious that Elias has trained you well."

      For some reason, I find that her words fill me with pride. I keep my face neutral, though, and simply reply, "Thank you."

      She looks up at me, her eyes studying me curiously. "This is not the first time you've killed a man, is it?"

      I shake my head. "No, it isn't."

      She continues to study me for a moment before continuing. "You've no doubt traveled strange roads for an apprentice, Owyn Lund. I'll be interested to hear your story when we arrive at the Grand Lodge."

      Despite her being a ranger, I find that I do not yet trust her. She seems guarded, much like Elias, but with a harder edge that gives me pause.

      Clearing my throat, I glance down at the flames, eager to change the subject and still awed from watching her fight off the bandits. "Tamara Leigh was a captain in the Legion of Light. Legend says she was the best archer who ever lived. The only other person I've seen fight like you did back there is Elias. Is there... some connection between you and Tamara Leigh?”

      Tamara considers my words before replying. "In blood, no. We just share a first name," she says, her tone guarded. "My father's choice." Her statement is blunt, and she offers no further explanation, the silence between us growing once again.

      For a moment, I fear that I might have said something to offend her. But when she does speak again, her voice is flat and emotionless. "We should get to bed. We have a long road ahead of us, and I still plan on leaving at first light."

      She pushes herself up to her feet and places a hand on the hilt of her sword. "I'll take first watch. If those bandits have friends, I don't want to risk them coming here to find us. Go and get some rest."

      I nod, though inside I feel a little strange. I'm not sure what to make of Tamara Moyle, I think as I walk over to my bedroll. She's a fellow ranger, but something about her makes me feel uneasy. I don't know if I should trust her or be scared of her... though, I suppose, if she had wanted me dead, she would have killed me already.

      Wearily, I crawl under my blanket and attempt to get comfortable. Before long sleep overtakes me, but with it also comes dreams of dark things.
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        The Harbinger

      

      

      

      Smoke fills the dingy tavern like a haze, its acrid scent mingling with the smell of ale and the stench of unwashed bodies. The Harbinger wears his distaste openly, his lip curling as he steps into the crowded common room, passing the drunken figures of commoners and thieves alike. The less reputable parts of Tarsys are filled with these sorts of places—alehouses that serve as gathering places for the dregs of society. To the dignified aristocrat, they are nothing more than shelters of debauchery for the lowly, but to those unscrupulous characters, they are havens from the snooping eyes and ears of the city watch.

      The Harbinger tries to hold his breath as he weaves through the common room, his dark but plain clothing allowing him to blend in rather well with the scum around him. He approaches the bar, his eyes fixed upon the great ox of a woman standing on the other side.

      “What’ll it be, love?” the tavern keeper asks, her tone disinterested as she rubs a filthy rag across the polished wood.

      He leans forward and lowers his voice, looking to either side of him to make sure he is not being overheard. “I’m here for a meeting. Room number twelve in the lower quarters.”

      She regards him for a moment, eyes narrowing to slits. “You have the look of the Conclave about you. Sure you aren’t a mage?”

      “I’m not,” the Harbinger replies dryly before placing a handful of silver on the bar before him. “And I’d appreciate no further questions on the matter.”

      The barkeep’s eyes light up at the sight of the coins, and her lips part to reveal a wide grin that is missing more than a few teeth. “As you say, love, as you say.” She scoops up the coins faster than he can blink and deposits them in a pocket on her apron. Producing a simple key from beneath the bar, she hands it to the Harbinger. “Second set of stairs down the hall. Don’t try to go in any other room but your own. I don’t feel like cleaning your brains off the floorboards tonight.”

      He nods impatiently and takes the key from her. “Of course.”

      With that, he makes his way to the hall on the far side of the common room and disappears inside, groping his way through the darkness to a second set of stairs. Descending into the abyss below, he tries to ignore the growing trepidation settling in the pit of his stomach.

      The summons had come in the dead of night, although the missive was no surprise to him. His assassins had failed to kill the mages out on the road, and now, they were in Tarsys, spilling their secrets to the highest mages in the kingdom. It was only a matter of time before the prophet caught wind of his failure, and now, it seems that there is to be a reckoning.

      Light preserve me, he thinks, fighting through his reluctance as he enters a long, narrow hall at the bottom of the staircase. Prince of Darkness, grant me strength.

      Unpleasant noises emanate from the rooms he passes, and he does his best to ignore them as he travels deeper into the lower quarters. The only source of light comes from beneath the heavy wooden doors to either side of him, their glow doing little to banish the oppressive gloom.

      Finally, he comes to his destination, a plain-looking door at the very end of the hall. The iron numbers hang lopsided in the center of the wood, the number two flipped upside down and loosely held by a singular nail at its base. A brass lock is set above a simple latch, and the faint flicker of candlelight seeps under the doorway from the other side.

      Taking a deep breath to steady his nerves, the Harbinger reaches into the folds of his cloak and takes out his mask, placing it snugly over his face before inserting the key into the lock. The tumblers give way smoothly as he turns the key, and a second later, he hears a telltale click as the bolt slides out of its hole. Removing the key, he steels himself and lifts the latch. Stepping into the room beyond, he looks up.

      The prophet sits on a bench against the far wall, flanked by two men in black cowls. Both of them hold iron-studded cudgels in their hands that glisten wetly in the light of more than a dozen candles. The room is sparsely furnished, with only a singular chair facing the men. In one of the corners, surrounded by shadows, is what looks to be a small pile of corpses resting in a pool of dark liquid. Swallowing, the Harbinger avoids staring in that direction.

      “Ah, you’ve arrived,” the prophet says, motioning to the chair in front of him. “Please, take a seat. We have things to discuss.”

      Wordlessly, the Harbinger closes the door behind him and approaches the chair, sitting down and clenching his hands to keep them from shaking. “My lord. As always, I live to serve you.”

      “Indeed,” the prophet replies, his back straight as an iron rod. The Harbinger watches almost mesmerized as he slowly twirls a dagger between his hands, and were it not for the prophet's black leather gloves, the point would have surely drawn blood from the tip of his finger. “Do you know why I have summoned you here, child?”

      “Because my assassins failed to kill the mages from the Emberwood, my lord prophet.”

      “Yes,” the hooded figure replies, his voice soft and musing. “A terrible failure, to be sure. They have, no doubt, already informed the Circle about the presence of the R’Laar within the kingdom.”

      “Yes,” the Harbinger confirms weakly and hesitates before he continues, “I believe so.”

      “A pity,” the prophet replies. “I’ll admit, I expected more from you. You have been a most useful tool in the service of the Chosen. Others have suffered severe punishments for lesser disappointments.” He points his dagger in the direction of the bodies in the corner of the room, and the Harbinger blanches beneath his mask.

      “Forgive me, my lord prophet. I will not fail you again.”

      “See that you don’t. Your position at the Conclave makes you a valuable agent to our organization, but the swift sword of retribution is no respecter of persons. It will surely cut your throat if you do not act more carefully in the future.”

      The Harbinger swallows and bows his head. “Yes. Yes, my lord, I understand.”

      “Good,” the prophet says, nodding. “Now, take heed. There is a new matter that I would like to discuss regarding the Conclave. It seems that there is another who has been sniffing around where he ought not to. A mage by the name of Thomas Hale.”

      The Harbinger nods. “Yes, I know the man.”

      “This mage,” continues the prophet, “this Magister, is on the cusp of discovering key information about our brotherhood, information that could lead him to discover several of our uppermost brothers and sisters—including yourself. He cannot be allowed to do so. His position on the Circle puts him in a unique position to truly damage what we are trying to accomplish. He needs to be destroyed.”

      “I would be honored to deliver the killing blow myself,” the Harbinger says fervently, eager to redeem himself in the eyes of his leader.

      The prophet eyes him imperiously from within the depths of his hood. His dark eyes glint dangerously in the light of the candles. “I will grant you this honor, along with a charge to prevent any of your peers at the Conclave from investigating into our matters further. Our brotherhood is at a crossroads, and we cannot allow any more failures to keep us from our ultimate goal. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes,” the Harbinger now replies without hesitation.

      “Good.” The prophet leans back in his seat and sheaths his dagger in the folds of his clock as the two thugs to either side of him seem to somewhat relax. Even so, their hands still hold their cudgels at the ready, leaving the threat of brutal death dangling out in the open. “For now,” the prophet goes on, “we continue with the plan as before. The Speakers are close to making a connection with the outside—it is only a matter of time, now. Once the connection is made and communication is established, we will proceed with our plot to kill the High Magus once and for all. That assassination will be entrusted to a true professional. Without Sylvania Holdyn’s leadership, the Conclave will crumble before the might of the R’Laar, and we will be one step closer to our goal—the destruction of the Arc of Radiance.”

      “I earnestly look forward to that day, my lord,” the Harbinger says, feeling a hint of excitement enter his bloodstream. For too much time, he has been awaiting this moment, and it seems that it is finally almost upon them. At long last, his brothers and sisters will execute the ultimate stroke that will bring the kingdom to its knees before the R'Laar.

      It is all he ever wanted, all he ever dreamed of.

      The prophet makes a motion that indicates he should depart, a flick of his wrist that instantly puts the Harbinger on his feet. Bowing, he turns to go, but the prophet speaks one last time, stopping him dead in his tracks.

      “Do not disappoint me, my child. Remember, your true name is known to me... and the Prince of Darkness as well.”

      This sends a shiver down the Harbinger’s spine, and he is grateful for the mask covering the fearful expression on his face as he merely bows and leaves the candlelit room. Stepping back out into the hall, he lets out the breath he had been holding in.

      The walk back to the staircase feels interminable while the Harbinger’s mind spins with the new information just given to him. Magister Hale is to be killed by my hand, he thinks intently to himself, followed shortly by the High Magus herself. I only wish that I could be the one to bury my knife into her black heart. The last words spoken by the prophet stick to him like hot tar, causing his gut to clench involuntarily with fear. Was that a threat? A promise? Does the great prince truly know my name?

      Apparently, only time would soon give him the answer.

      Taking the rickety stairs two at a time, the Harbinger returns to the light of the tavern above, his heart filled with the darkest of intentions. He must make careful plans to execute the prophet’s wishes. Then, he would need to swiftly act upon them.

      Regardless of the outcome, there is sure to be blood—and lots of it.
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      Waking up to my new life at the Conclave, I resolve to lose myself in my new work as a mage. For one reason or another, I have been given an opportunity to make a difference in this world. I have access to limitless resources and actual authority as a mage. Whatever forces are seeking the destruction of the kingdom, I hold the power to investigate and maybe even stop them.

      Strangely, this thought makes me feel better as I turn on my side in my warm bed and gaze out the veiled window at the city. The thin fabric curtains dim the sunlight without fully obscuring the view. From my vantage, I have a dazzling panorama of the eastern side of the city, which is partially blocked by the Pillar of Radiance itself. It fills the view with a solid presence, disappearing at the top of my window where I know it continues on upward. The scene brings a faint smile to my lips.

      A girl can get used to a view like this.

      Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I sit up on my feather mattress, yawning and stretching comfortably on my soft, silken sheets. Judging by the position of the sun outside, I guess that it is already several hours past dawn.

      For the first time since I can remember, I actually slept in, something I was never able to do at the Academy or Forest Hill.

      How wonderful! I think, stretching my legs luxuriously on the bed. I feel so well-rested! How have I ever gone without this much sleep? After a minute or two of idling lying there, though, I actually start to feel a little guilty. As an initiate, I was never allowed to sleep in, and I doubt the other mages allow themselves to waste so much time.

      What a strange thought, I think as I lower my feet over the side of the bed and slide them into a pair of soft, rabbit-fur slippers. I’m one of them, now. I need to start holding myself to a higher standard. It is what the High Magus and the others will expect of me.

      But then, as I sit there, another thought suddenly strikes me, causing me to wonder. I have more freedom than I have ever had before. But what do I do with it? I stare out the window for a moment before moving forward. I probably should start with getting dressed.

      Pushing myself up from the bed, I make my way across the enormous room to my new wardrobe that is more of a walk-in closet. The inside is lit by strange, glowing white stones set into the ceiling. They do little to catch my attention, however, as I focus on the dozens of new outfits arrayed inside.

      They are even more spectacular than the view from my bedroom window.

      Expensive fabrics of every shade line the great closet; dresses, blouses, skirts and stockings, all hanging neatly available for me to wear at my leisure. It is more clothing than I have ever owned in my entire life. Mages robes in every shade of blue hang along one of the walls. Boots, slippers, shoes, and sandals line the floor all around the closet, polished, shining, and ready to be worn.

      I walk through the wardrobe, my eyes wide with awe as I reach out with my hands and feel a myriad of fabrics brush against my fingertips.

      “So many options,” I whisper to myself, mesmerized. “How will I ever choose?”

      It takes me far longer than I feel comfortable to admit, but eventually, I settle on a cream-colored dress to wear under a form-fitting set of blue mage robes.

      Somehow, the outfit is perfectly tailored to my figure.

      Slipping into a pair of doeskin boots, I walk out to the full-length mirror in my bedroom and admire my new look. “Not bad,” I say to myself, turning around to gaze over every inch of myself. “Not bad at all.”

      Noticing my disheveled hair, I head over to my nightstand to find a brush.

      Lotions, creams, makeup, and every-sized brush and comb I could possibly imagine using, are laid out before me, eagerly waiting to be picked up. Honestly, I feel a little overwhelmed by it all, so I decide to just stick to the basics. I run a brush through my hair to rid it of all the tangles from sleeping so deeply the day and night before and clean my teeth with a toothbrush and some mint-flavored powder.

      Feeling refreshed and ready to uncover all of the secrets the Conclave has to offer, I leave my bedroom and make my way to the front door.

      Before I step out into the hall, something catches my eye. Sitting on a table in the middle of the main room is a plate of food. I approach it curiously, only now realizing the empty feeling in my stomach.

      I hadn’t heard any servants come into my room, I think as I inspect the food. They must have been as quiet as mice bringing this up here.

      The plate is laden with fruit and hearty bread, including a small dish of honey and several slices of cheese. Beside the plate are two glasses, one filled with some sort of red juice and the other with water.

      Not wanting to let the food go to waste, I sit down and pop a piece of fruit into my mouth. Fresh food brought directly to my room every morning? Light, it’s almost as if I’m living in the palace!

      Breakfast is pleasant, though a bit lonely. The food is delicious, but I find my mind wandering easily to Owyn as I sit alone in my spacious apartment.

      No, I think forcefully, shoving him out of my mind. He’s gone now. There’s no point in dwelling on the past. You’re a mage now, and you have limitless potential waiting for you just outside that door! You have too much to do to let yourself worry over him now. Eat your food and focus on your work.

      Feeling determined, I commit to doing exactly that.

      Once my meal is finished, I stand up from my place at the table and walk to the front door. Pushing it open, I step outside ready to begin my first day at the Conclave.

      Because of the lifts located in the center of the tower, I am able to make it to the bottom in no time at all. Walking out into the courtyard at an easy pace, I feel the warmth of the morning sun on my face.

      The Azure Tower is a slender, delicate monolith with a high peaked roof of cobalt slates. Though not as tall and physically imposing as the Pillar of Radiance, it is still massive in its own right, with sleek walls and glittering windows that decorate its surface like diamonds.

      As I walk, I gaze up at the many towers around me, reaching for the heavens like great fingers. There are five towers in total, the four lesser encircling the Pillar of Radiance linked together by a series of sky bridges that arch high above the courtyard below. They each have a unique purpose and appearance compared to their brothers. The Azure Tower, of course, is blue and serves to house most of the mages in Tarsys. The Ivory Tower is a pearly white structure containing the laboratories and research facilities of the Evokers. The Golden Tower has gold-tinted windows and holds law offices and courtrooms, as well as record rooms for the kingdom’s historians. The smallest of the towers, the Tower of Recreants, is built from the blackest of stone. It is the Conclave’s prison, and is probably one of the most secure places in the entire kingdom.

      To foreigners, the Conclave can appear imposing and at many times, overwhelming, but not to me. To me, the towers represent peace and security, filling me with confidence whenever I look upon them.

      This place holds our broken world together, I think as I take in a deep breath and begin striding through the courtyard. Light willing, it will continue to do so for centuries to come.

      I make my way to the central tower and enter through its great double doors. Instead of heading to the lifts, however, I walk over to a winding staircase off to the side which leads down to the lower levels. The mage standing guard takes one look at my blue robes and lets me pass, not even sparing me a second glance.

      These blue robes certainly have their perks.

      The staircase is lit with flickering blue torches, and I move down the steps quickly, eager to reach my destination. When I finally get to the bottom, I can hardly contain my excitement. Beneath the Pillar of Radiance is the Great Library of Tarsys, a place that holds all the knowledge of the world in a singular location.

      I find myself standing in a vast chamber, filled with more books than I could ever dream of reading. A domed ceiling high above me shelters a labyrinth of bookshelves, and an enormous chandelier hangs from its center, filling the chamber with brilliant white light. Large mirrors are suspended from the curved ceiling at different angles, catching the light from the chandelier and reflecting it down into the many aisles, ensuring that every nook and cranny of the library has sufficient light for any reader.

      I stand there for a moment, breathless at actually being able to be here alone. Only mages are permitted to enter the library unaccompanied, and I have only been here once during a tour of the Conclave when I first became an initiate. The library at the Academy is substantial, to be sure, but it is mostly filled with textbooks and treatises written by the professors themselves. It is nothing compared to this monument of human learning and progression.

      For a while, I simply wander the countless bookshelves, which rise high above my head and create a sort of maze, taking in everything with a profound sense of wonder. Every so often, I discover a section of tables or a reading nook within the maze, where I begin to imagine the endless hours I will spend absorbing the vast knowledge available to me.

      Eventually, I find a section labeled "Legacy of the Conclave" and pull a random book off the shelf. Choosing one of the nearest reading areas, I sit down on a cushioned sofa and open the dusty tome. The title page says the book is called Kingdom of Magic: Tales of Early Tarsynium.

      As I flip through the musty pages, I begin to devour the archaic text written within.

      The book goes over the founding of the city of Tarsys and the formation of the kingdom around it more than a thousand years ago. According to the text, Tarsys had been a place of exile, created by mages who were driven out of their homelands because of persecution. They founded the Conclave as a ruling body dedicated to the safe study of radiant magic and as an administrator for the growing city-state. Eventually, Tarsynium became a mighty nation, and in order to maintain peace within the growing population, the first king was chosen from among the common people. That was when the first union was forged between the Conclave and the crown, an alliance still in existence today.

      Of course, I had heard most of this story before. It is taught to first-year initiates when they are admitted to the Academy. Nonetheless, it is a good reminder of the origins of the last kingdom of man, and why the current political climate is the way that it is.

      Growing bored of this book, I return it to its place on the shelf and find another one, and then another and another. For hours, it seems, I sit and read, enjoying the quiet of the library and the chance to pore over books for pleasure and not for study. I practically jump out of my seat in surprise when someone enters into my little haven, breaking the solitude.

      "I'm sorry to disturb you," the white-robed man says, lifting up his hands in front of him in a placating gesture. I recognize him as Elwyn Mathis, steward to the High Magus.

      "It's quite all right," I reply with a forced smile, my heart thudding loudly in my chest. "May I help you?"

      Mathis nods, his bald head catching the light of the chandelier. "Yes, Magus Dennel, you may. I've been searching for you for the better part of an hour, and luckily, I happened to come across Evoker Laramie who suggested I look for you here. The High Magus has requested your presence in her office. I am to escort you there immediately."

      My breath catches in my throat. Why would the High Magus want to see me? "I haven't gotten in trouble already, have I?"

      Mathis lets out a small chuckle. "No, no. Nothing like that. She usually spends some time interviewing newly-raised mages. I think she just wants to get to know you."

      "Oh," I reply, letting out a relieved breath. "That doesn't sound so bad."

      I stand up and move to follow him, but he remains stationary as he glances down at the book in my hands and raises an eyebrow. "It is forbidden to remove books from the library."

      Feeling foolish, I give him a nervous smile. "Of course. Sorry about that."

      I quickly put the book back in its proper place and return to his side. Nodding his approval, he leads the way out of the maze of bookshelves, taking us up the narrow staircase and onto the main level of the tower.

      Purposeful in his direction, he strides to a lift in the middle of the columns, and I realize that it is the same lift I had taken the first night we returned. The mage standing guard in front of it promptly steps aside and grants us entry, placing an open palm on the stone's surface and igniting the magic within.

      Once we are inside, the radiant platform materializes beneath our feet and swiftly takes us to the top, depositing us on the floor dedicated to the Circle and the High Magus herself. From there, we walk down a series of corridors until we arrive at an ornate door at the end of a long hall.

      Knocking softly on the wood, the steward opens the door a crack and informs the subject within of our arrival. "Zara Dennel, here to see you, High Magus."

      "Please, enter," comes a voice from inside.

      Mathis takes a step back and gestures at the door, his lips pursed together in a thin, humorless line.

      Swallowing nervously, I push it open and step into the High Magus' personal office.

      The room is plainly furnished, offering a grand view of the city through a long, rectangular window behind the desk. Sitting at the desk is the High Magus, wearing an elegant dress of white and blue and regarding me with a serene expression. "Welcome, Magus," she says, her lips lifting up in a faint smile. "It is good to see you again."

      I bow slightly in respect, then clear my throat. "It is good to see you again, too, High Magus."

      She nods, then motions for me to sit down in front of her desk.

      "Are you enjoying your first full day as a mage?" she asks, setting her folded hands upon the polished wooden surface in front of her.

      "Yes, High Magus. Very much so."

      "Please," she says kindly, "call me Sylvania. Titles can be so impersonal, wouldn't you agree?"

      I nod my head, as obedient as a mind slave. "Yes, Sylvania."

      She stares at me for a moment before continuing. "You know, one of the reasons I supported the Arch-Magister’s decision to raise you to full mage is because of your ability to think for yourself. I find that quality rather refreshing. I know that all of this is new to you, but I don't want you to treat me like royalty. I am a mage, just like you. You may speak and act openly when we are together with no repercussions. Would that more around here acted in that manner."

      I nod again, this time without saying anything.

      "Good," she replies, reaching into a drawer in her desk and pulling out a small vial. She sets it down on the wooden surface in front of me. "Now, for something a little less... pleasant."

      I glance down at the little vial, fixing it with a curious expression. It appears to be full of some sort of clear liquid. "What is that, Sylvania?"

      "If you would, Zara, please drink it for me." Her tone suddenly becomes cool and businesslike, the warmth in her voice vanishing in an instant. "I promise, it will not harm you. It is simply a precaution that I must take with every new mage in the Conclave."

      Hesitantly, I reach over and pick up the vial, pulling out the miniature cork with a small pop. I bring it up to my lips, smelling the liquid before pouring it into my mouth. I can't help but grimace as I swallow the foul contents. It tastes so bitter, like the worst medicine I have ever taken in my life.

      "Excellent," the High Magus says after I set the empty vial back down on the desk. "Now, answer me this: are you now, or have you ever been, associated with any apostate group at odds with the Conclave or the kingdom?"

      A strange, tingling sensation overcomes me, and I feel compelled to answer her question. "No," I reply, the words coming out without reservation.

      She nods, then continues. "And have you been asked to harm a fellow mage or sabotage anything pertaining to the mission of the Conclave?"

      Again, my whole body begins to tingle, and I cannot resist answering her question. "No," I reply, my eyes widening in surprise.

      Sylvania seems to relax and the warmth she had possessed earlier comes back to her face. "Good. I'm glad to hear that you are who you say you are. One final question: what is your greatest ambition here at the Conclave?"

      I try to force my lips together, to close my mouth so that I can have a moment to think about my response, but the words tumble out unbidden. “I want to become the greatest mage Tarsynium has ever seen. One day, I would like to become the High Magus myself.”

      Sylvania smiles, a knowing look glinting in her eyes. “Excellent. That will be all of my questions.”

      I clear my throat, feeling shaken. "High Magus—Sylvania—what was that about?"

      She waves a hand dismissively, as if the exchange we just had was nothing out of the ordinary. "Just a little truth serum derived from the eldir plant of Loch Ramus. Its effects should wear off in a couple of minutes. I needed to make absolutely sure that you are not a spy before moving on. I do this with all newly raised mages."

      “Oh,” I nod, trying to act like I do not feel completely violated. "I understand."

      Sylvania gives me an encouraging smile. "Now that that unpleasantness is out of the way, let us move on to other matters." She pushes back her chair and stands up, gesturing for me to do the same. "Shall we?"

      I look up at her in surprise. "I'm sorry?"

      She clasps her hands behind her back as she comes around the desk. "I didn't summon you here merely to pull information out of you. I would like to show you something." With that, she makes her way over to the door, pushing it open and stepping out into the hall.

      Confused, I move to follow her.

      "The Conclave has stood for more than a thousand years," she intones, her voice taking on an air of lecturing. "Since that time, the mages have been all that stands between humanity and absolute destruction. But I'm sure you know all about this."

      I acknowledge her, nodding affirmatively.

      Together, we walk through the quiet corridor, our light footsteps making almost no sound as we step across the polished stone. She leads us to a locked door near the middle of the tower. Producing a key from within her robe, she unlocks it and ushers me inside. "There is a difference between learning about something and seeing it with your own eyes. For example, if you hadn't seen the demons yourself, you would have probably doubted their existence within the Arc."

      Inside the room, there is another lift, this one radically different than the rest in the tower. It stands unguarded, and it appears to be made from black onyx stone, marbled with crimson red streaks.

      Placing a hand on its surface, she opens the lift with a small surge of source energy.

      "As a mage-in-training, you have spent a considerable amount of time at the Conclave," she goes on as she leads us inside. A platform of magic forms beneath our feet, and we begin to rise. "However, you have yet to see with your own eyes the very reason for our existence."

      My heart is beating so hard, I fear that I may crack a rib. If we are going where I think we are...

      The doors slide open, and we enter a massive, domed room that is literally buzzing with energy. The walls are made from roughly hewn stone, carved with all manner of glyphs and magical characters. A wide oculus is cut into the apex of the dome, creating a portal to the sky, but the architecture does little to catch my attention.

      My eyes are drawn to the middle of the room, like a moth to the flame, where a gargantuan, pulsing rock hangs suspended in the air, floating several feet above the ground. Its surface glitters like the facets of a million sapphires, and from beneath, I can see raw magic swirling around in dazzling patterns. Radiant light emanates from the thing like heat from a live coal as it gathers near the top, shooting a beam of solid energy straight up through the oculus and into the sky.

      My jaw drops open as I take in the scene before me, my eyes wide with amazement. Instantly, I know what I am looking at. We are in the pinnacle of the Pillar of Radiance. A giant source crystal, the only one of its size in all existence, I realize with awe. This is what powers the Arc of Radiance.

      Speechless, I feel her hand touch my shoulder. "This, Zara, is the reason why all of us are here," the High Magus explains, her voice quiet and reverent. "This is the Heart of Light."

      "It's magnificent," I reply when I finally find my voice.

      "Yes," she agrees. "It is."

      With effort, I tear my gaze away from the massive source crystal, noticing for the first time that we are not alone in the room. Several mages stand around the Heart, scratching down notes on paper and appearing to monitor it with strange instruments.

      "What are they doing?" I ask, leaning in close so she can hear me. The room hums with a low rumble, apparently coming from the crystal itself.

      "They are observing the Heart and looking for any signs of weakness," she says, the skin around her eyes tightening with concern. "We have had mages in here at all hours trying to understand what could be causing the Arc to fail. Your revelation about the demons only validated the need for something to be done. We are just not sure what that is, yet."

      The admission sounds painful for her to admit, and I decide not to press the matter any further. She clearly wants me to see this so I can understand the gravity of our charge, and perhaps, she hopes to see if there is anything I can offer in terms of a solution.

      Not having any ideas, I remain silent.

      We stand there for a time, basking in the warm glow of the Heart of Light. She was right, I think as I lose myself in the swirling magical flows of the artifice. Some things have to be seen in order to be believed.

      Our musings are interrupted when a steward I don't recognize emerges from the lift, a look of worry clearly painted on his face as he rushes up to the High Magus. “Forgive me, High Magus, but I must interrupt. I’m afraid something terrible has happened.”

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “Magister Hale has been murdered in his office,” he says without fanfare, loud enough for me to hear, but still not enough for the mages below us to catch wind of his words above the thrumming of the source crystal.

      I gasp involuntarily as the steward suddenly notices my presence next to Sylvania.

      Visibly paling, he begins to stutter, “I..I’m..so...sorry. I didn’t know--”

      Putting her hand up, the High Magus stops his sputtering. “Well, we all know now, and this is where I must leave you, Zara. We will continue our conversation at another time.”

      She turns to follow the steward out of the cavernous chamber, but at the last minute, I call out to her, stopping her in her tracks. “High Magus!” The other mages below us look up at me, surprised at the outburst.

      Waving the steward on, Sylvania turns, one eyebrow raised as she regards me curiously. “Yes?”

      I can feel the eyes of everyone on me, and I try to keep the rush of embarrassment from coming to my cheeks. Taking a step toward her, I lower my voice, not wanting to the other mages to hear me. “I… I think you should take me with you. I may be able to help.”

      Her eyebrow seems to arch even higher, but she does not respond.

      “Do you remember our report from the other night?” I ask, doing my best to remain calm under her gaze. "About how our group was attacked by assassins on the road from Forest Hill?"

      “I remember,” she replies, voice terse.

      "One of the assassins was specifically intent on killing me and would have succeeded… were it not for... the ranger with us. And we also lost Magus Coombs. Now, a Magister has been murdered right here in the Conclave. Someone is hell bent on killing us."

      She seems to consider my words before finally nodding. “Yes,” she says quietly, “you can join me. Perhaps, your insight will prove valuable in this case. But be warned, I don’t know what we will find down there. It is unorthodox to take one so young to such a crime scene, and I don’t want you fainting at the sight of whatever we may find.”

      I nod my head. “Understood.”

      Together, we make our way to the lift and down the tower.

      In truth, I am not too concerned about fainting. And if Sylvania knew of all the of things I had witnessed firsthand in the Emberwood, she would not be worried either. Once you have seen the horrors of battle, a simple crime scene sounds much less daunting.

      When we reach the floor of her office, we begin making our way through a series of hallways, eventually arriving at the Hall of Meeting. It was in this very place that I had originally met with Arch-Magister Elva Tyrande. Even though it was only a few weeks prior, it feels like a lifetime has passed since that fated meeting.

      I lose myself in the memory as we walk in silence, our feet padding softly on the polished, marble floor. It isn’t long before I am shaken from my reverie by a commotion coming from one of the offices ahead.

      A handful of people, all of them mages and stewards, are gathered outside of the room, their heads together as they talk quietly amongst each other. I recognize Elwyn Mathis standing amidst them, his expression impassive. He glances over at me and gives me a strange look, probably wondering why I am accompanying the High Magus.

      The door to the office is thrown open, and light from the window spills out into the hall. Everyone looks up as we approach and bows in deference to the High Magus.

      Sylvania gestures hastily for the Magisters to stop bowing. “None of that. Now, what’s the situation?”

      Elwyn steps apart from the group and casts a furtive glance in the direction of the office. “It’s Magister Hale, High Magus,” he replies, casting his eyes to the floor. “He’s dead.”

      “Show me,” Sylvania responds coldly.

      Some of the mages glance at each other before stepping aside, making way for us to get into the office. Sylvania strides through the doorway with me close behind, but we both stop short almost as soon as we enter, the scene before our eyes like something out of a nightmare.

      Sitting behind his desk, an ashen-faced Magister Hale leans back in his chair with his head thrown back, revealing a gaping wound across his neck. I recognize him from the night we arrived in Tarsys, which only makes the situation all the grislier. His throat has been sliced open from ear to ear, creating a wide, red slit that has left a river of bloody gore trailing down his front and onto his desk. A silver dagger is buried up to the hilt in his chest, and his eyes are open wide with shock, staring lifelessly up at the ceiling.

      My stomach lurches as I survey the scene before us, my eyes focused on the terrible wound on the Magister’s neck.

      “Light almighty,” I hear Sylvania mutter under her breath.

      Whoever did this had also smeared a message in blood on the floor of the magus’ office. It looks sticky and dry, which seems to indicate that it was done some time ago. In garish, scrawling letters, a single word reads: Heretic.

      “What could that mean?” the High Magus muses aloud. Though her voice remains measured, she is clearly shaken by the sight of such a gruesome death. She turns to speak to me, her voice tearing me away from the macabre sight. “Do you have any ideas?”

      I think back to when I had been attacked in my tent. "The assassin who tried to kill me, he knew my by name and said something about the 'Chosen' having a message for me. He never had time to give me his message, but my guess is that their goal was to finish us or stop us from reaching the Conclave. Those we had tried to send to the Conclave before we returned had never made it, so I can only imagine someone is trying to hide something related to the demons." I hesitate for a few seconds before finishing my thought. "But I don't how this relates to Magister Hale or this word scrawled here on the ground."

      We stand there for a few seconds longer, taking in the horrible scene with an air of disbelief. I never knew Magister Hale, but regardless, nobody deserves to die like that. And the bloody word scrawled on the floor has me completely puzzled... why would the murderer write that?

      "Maybe it’s… personal," I speculate further. “Whoever did this was able to kill him while he sat at his desk. Do you think the Magister may have known his killer?”

      "It's possible," the High Magus replies before shaking her head sadly as she steps out of the office, and I move to follow her. Outside, the mages and stewards gather in a semi-circle around us, every one of their faces troubled. They wait with bated breath, looking to the High Magus for guidance.

      Finally, Sylvania breaks the silence. "It is a terrible thing we have all seen," she begins, her tone heavy with grief. "Thomas Hale was a friend and a colleague to us all, a brilliant mage and a defender of the Light. He will be greatly missed."

      She pauses for a brief instant before continuing. "Whoever did this will answer to the fullest extent of the law. I mean to launch a full-scale investigation into this horrific murder and find the ones responsible. Until then, I need to swear everyone here to complete and absolute silence. We cannot risk word of this getting out into the Conclave. Right now, it is more important than ever that we appear strong, and we cannot risk a panic tearing apart all that we have built. Do each and every one of you swear to tell no one of this?"

      One by one, she looks us directly in the eye, including myself, until she receives unanimous confirmation from the group.

      "Good," she says with a curt not. "Now, we need to get this office cleaned up quickly and efficiently. Thomas' body will require preparation for burial. We must do everything we can to not risk anyone else finding out about this. For now, we will say it was an unfortunate accident and leave it at that. I will confer with the Circle to see which steps need to be taken next."

      Gesturing for the stewards to get started, she signals for the rest of the mages to disperse as well. Just before she is about to depart, though, she pulls me to the side.

      "I know how inquisitive you can be, but from this point forward, this matter is for the Circle and myself to deal with. If I have any further questions for you, I will come to you. But I do not want you meddling with the investigation. Do I make myself clear?" Sylvania eyes me with a look that makes me shiver inside.

      I nod my head. "Yes, High Magus."

      She doesn't correct me for using her formal title as she turns and departs without another word.

      I linger for a moment, staring into the office as the stewards begin to clean things up. Something about the word on the floor keeps nagging at me. I feel that everything that has happened lately is somehow connected. I can't help but turn over the events in my head, despite the High Magus' warning to let them handle it.

      "Heretic," I repeat under my breath, forcing myself to look away as I begin heading back to my apartment. Whoever did this, had written it for a reason... and I'd wager it has something to do with some kind of fanatical religious beliefs. But how would this have anything to do with the demons coming through the Arc?

      As I take a lift down to the main level, my mind continues to turn over the events of the last few days. My thoughts go back to that night on the road and the evil man who had sought to end my life. Who paid him to come after me? What are the motives behind these attacks and killings?

      Steeling myself, I decide to do some research in hopes of finding out more information. Sylvania may have forbidden me from interfering directly with the investigation, but that does not mean I can’t spend time in the library looking for answers.

      Plus, I think to myself, remembering the assassin’s dagger resting on my nightstand, isn’t it my duty as a mage to protect the interests of the Conclave? The longer we remain in the dark, the more people will die. I will do whatever is necessary to uncover the truth.
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      I run my thumb along the edge of my father's hatchet as I watch the sun peek over the eastern horizon.

      Daybreak brings with it a warm, orange light to cast away the shadows, bathing the world in a brilliance that grows brighter and brighter by the minute. It is still too early for any heat to be felt from the dawning light, but I know it will arrive shortly. That’s the nature of these early autumn days, a brisk morning chill followed by an insufferable warmth as the day wears on.

      Giving the hatchet one final spin in my hands, I slide it back into my belt loop and stand up on a rocky boulder at the edge of our makeshift camp. The coals on the fire are still warm, smoldering beneath a bed of grey ash, and a thin layer of dew covers everything within the small stand of trees.

      I squat down beside the fire and stoke it back to life, turning the coals as I place a handful of kindling on top. It is not long until a small blaze is warming my icy fingertips.

      Tamara stirs behind me, and I am not sure if she is roused by the smell of the smoke or the growing light of dawn.

      "Anything to report?" she asks as she gets out of her bed roll and joins me by the fire. For having just woken up, she appears perfectly alert, her voice as clear and strong as ever.

      I shake my head. "No cutthroats came to exact their revenge," I reply sardonically, placing another stick on the small fire, but I quickly change my tone. "It was a quiet night."

      She grunts her acknowledgement before turning around and rummaging through her pack.

      I had been given second watch, though I might as well have stayed up for the first half of the night. My slumber was restless, full of shadows and unremembered terrors... almost as if I hadn't slept at all.

      Why have I been having so many nightmares lately? I think to myself, suppressing a shiver. I feel like I haven't had a full night's sleep in weeks.

      Tamara returns to the fire with a bag of food, which she shares with me. We eat in silence, an uninteresting meal of cured venison and dried fruit that I wash down with a cool drink from my water skin.

      Before long, we break down the camp and saddle our horses, preparing for another long day out on the road.

      As I pour water on the coals to put out the fire, I glance over at the First Warden.

      Tamara is similar to Elias in many ways, but there are some distinct differences that seem to stand out the longer I am with her. For instance, where Elias sees me as his pupil and fellow man, finding opportunities to teach me valuable skills, Tamara gives me the impression that I am a burden to her, little more than an annoyance that she has been forced to deal with. She had shown appreciation for my fighting abilities last night after we left the inn, but has otherwise acted as if I am nothing more than a child.

      She’s not your master, I remind myself as we lead our horses out of the trees and back onto the road. To her, you are a mission to be completed, nothing more. Her duty is to get you to the Ashwood to report to the Master Warden, not to train you how to be a better ranger.

      That thought brings with it an all too familiar loneliness, threatening to bury me beneath its crushing weight.

      We are already heading south on the road before the sun fully crests over the horizon. Our mounts settle into an easy pace as we ride, their clopping hooves accompanying the sounds of chirping birds and the world itself arising from its slumber.

      The hours pass slowly as we travel, Tamara and I speaking very little as time goes on. Having nothing better to do, I stare out at the surrounding landscape, trying to remember what Elias had taught me about the names and medicinal properties of the various species of plants we pass by.

      Around midday, the First Warden and I stop at a town that had been built on the intersection of the southern and eastern roads. There, we feed and water the horses before going to find some food for ourselves. I’ve spent countless hours in the saddle many times before, but even with experience, I still get saddle sore so I’m grateful for the opportunity to rest our legs at the local tavern.

      We take our place at a table and order meals from the tavern keeper, watching idly as townsfolk chat at the nearby bar. Soon, steaming plates of seared chicken and vegetables doused in gravy are placed before us, along with a flagon of watered-down beer. We tear into the food with zeal, the voices of the tavern-goers at odds with the noise of our eager chewing.

      Taking a bite off a leg of chicken, I abruptly break the silence between us. “What was my master like when he was young?”

      Tamara glances up from her plate, giving me an annoyed look. “What?”

      “Before, you said you knew Elias when you were both apprentices. What was he like?”

      She takes a long drink before responding dryly, “Well, for starters, he kept himself from asking Wardens stupid questions.”

      “Really,” I press, unwilling to let the conversation die. “What kind of apprentice was he? Was he always so stoic?” I lean forward, meeting Tamara’s cold blue eyes. “You’re probably one of the only people in all of Byhalya who can tell me where he came from and who he was back then. Please… I’d really like to know.”

      She studies me for moment before finally sighing with a roll of her eyes. She leans back in her chair and rests her hands on the table in front of her. “The answer to your question is yes… and no,” she replies, voice measured. “Like I told you before, Elias was older than most of the other apprentices at the Lodge, and he was always the more mature one. But there was also an amiable side to him that only his closest friends saw—a sense of humor that automatically drew others to him.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. “Elias? A sense of humor?”

      She nods, a faint smile gracing her thin lips. “Back then, yes. He’s changed over the years, of course, but in those early days, he could make even the grimmest old ranger smile.”

      I settle back in my seat, amazed by this revelation. “Eleven Hells. I would never have guessed. What happened to change him into… well, how he is today?”

      Tamara’s eyes drop to her hands, and for an instant, she looks plaintive and almost wistful. It’s as if her straight-laced mask has suddenly fallen away, revealing a vulnerable, troubled person beneath. The image is just as shocking as the information she has given me about Elias. “He was forced to make a choice,” she says in a quiet voice just above a whisper. “And that choice drove him away.”

      I frown as she shakes her head, her expression quickly hardening once more.

      “No more chatter,” she snaps, returning her attention to her plate. “Let’s eat so we can be on our way.”

      We finish our meal in silence, the sounds of the tavern rushing in to fill the awkward void. A part of me wonders what Tamara meant when she had spoken about a ‘choice’, and why she seems so reluctant to speak about my master.

      Before long, the time comes for us to once again set out on our journey. After retrieving our horses, we begin heading east, toward the direction of the Ashwood and the foothills of the Southwall Mountains. The sun is high overhead, and I pull up the hood of my cloak to prevent my neck from getting burnt. The road is long and empty, but as the hours pass the landscape starts to become more varied.

      The rolling green hills of the Heartlands give way to pockets of forest, the outside edge of the great forest where the terrain starts to become more rugged.

      Over six months have gone by since I was last in the Ashwood. After living and training with the rangers at the Grand Lodge for about a year, I had become Elias' apprentice, and we were sent to serve at his post in the Emberwood.

      The two forests couldn't be more different from each other. The soil in the Emberwood is rich and fertile and the land much easier to navigate, which makes it particularly appealing to farmers and loggers. The Ashwood, however, is rocky and harsh, the land uneven and the quality of the soil poor. Aside from the city of Ashview, the area is sparsely populated. That must be why the rangers have made their home here, I realize after having lived in the Emberwood these past months. The isolation and the rugged terrain make it a perfect place to build a refuge away from society.

      Dusk finally comes when we are in the middle of nowhere with not a town or a village in sight. The moon gives us precious little light to see by, and before long, we are forced to stop for the day.

      Just like the previous night, we pull into a small stand of trees and make camp, building a humble fire to keep us warm as the chill of the night sets in. This time, Tamara gives me first watch while she goes to bed, leaving me alone with the horses. I pass the time oiling my bow and sharpening my father’s hatchet, trying to do my best to keep quiet so I don’t disturb her rest.

      When it comes time for her to keep watch, I find little trouble crawling into my bed roll and falling asleep—though, I am once again plagued by nightmares.

      The next day goes about the same as the previous one, the variation of the land around us is our only indication that we are making any progress at all. We find ourselves fully in the woods now, traversing down a road and passing fewer travelers than before.

      It is midday by the time we reach Ashview. It is a fairly large settlement that looks more like a large town than a city, with wooden walls and a small stone keep. It is a little more populous than Forest Hill, but nothing near the size and scope of Tarsys, and it is here that we rest our horses and find ourselves another hot meal.

      After our brief stop, we turn our horses down a road that will take us into the heart of the forest where we will pass through an area known as the 'deepwood,' before reaching the Grand Lodge.

      I watch as the rocky crags and gnarled ash trees grow more thickly around us, insulating us in a tunnel of sorts made from timber and uncut stone. The sounds I have come to associate with the woods are absent here, the air so close that it almost feels suffocating.

      With the sun obscured by the trees above, I find it difficult to judge the time, but it seems to be somewhere around midafternoon when Tamara pulls her horse to a halt, forcing me to do the same. She cocks her head to the side, as if listening to something intently.

      Suddenly feeling uneasy, I unsling my bow and pull out an arrow, keeping my eyes on our surroundings for any sign of movement. However, after a few moments, I don’t hear or see anything at all.

      “Is everything all right?” I ask, curious as to why we have stopped.

      “Quiet,” she snaps, still listening like a well-trained hound. After a few heartbeats, she calls out to the forest around us. “This is First Warden Moyle, protector of these woods. Reveal yourself, or I will be forced to attack.” She threateningly places a hand on her bow and appears to be looking everywhere at once.

      Finally, a pair of men emerge from a dense thicket of trees, their grey-green ranger cloaks shrouding their leather armor and the knocked bows in their own hands.

      They approach our position on the road, the larger of the two removing his hood and raising his hand in greeting.

      “Hail, First Warden,” the man says, his hard expression softening as he looks up at her astride her horse. “Welcome back to the Ashwood.”

      I can see Tamara visibly relax as she recognizes him, removing her hand from her bow. “Well met, Rickard. Out on patrol today?”

      He nods. “Aye. There’ve been increased reports of Nightingale activity in the area. We’ve been making a sweep for the better part of a week.”

      The man is broad-shouldered and strong-looking with a chiseled jaw and reddish hair that has been cropped short. He wears a short sword on his hip, and his features look as weathered as the face of a mountain, with scars and greying stubble.

      The other ranger is shorter than his companion, and when he removes his hood, I see that he is about the same age as me. He has a narrow face and a tousled mop of black hair. Despite his skinny figure, he looks nimble and could probably handle himself well in a scrap.

      “Is this your apprentice?” Tamara asks, gesturing to the younger ranger.

      “Yes, indeed,” Rickard replies, clapping a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “This here is Talon Meacham. He’s been with me for the past few months.”

      “Well met, Talon,” Tamara says cordially, prompting the apprentice to bow.

      “Likewise, First Warden.”

      Rickard looks up at me, pointing with his chin. “And who is this?”

      Before I can introduce myself, Tamara answers, her voice measured and cool. “This is Owyn Lund, Elias Keen’s apprentice from the Emberwood. I’m escorting him to the Master Warden to share some delicate information.” The way she says delicate makes it sound like I am in some sort of trouble.

      “I know Elias well,” Rickard nods, though I can see the surprise in his eyes. “Is he—”

      “He’s alive,” Tamara interrupts, her tone becoming short. “It is a unique situation, and now, we really must be on our way.”

      Rickard takes a step back, clearly taking the hint. “Don’t let us keep you. Shouldn’t be too long, as you would know. You’ll probably get there before nightfall. We can reconvene later.”

      Tamara kicks her horse forward, saluting both of them by placing a closed fist over her heart. “Light be with you.”

      They return the salute, echoing the phrase as we pass. It isn’t long before they disappear from sight, the twisting trees appearing to swallow them up.

      Looking ahead, I steel myself as I face the prospect of meeting the leader of the rangers, Master Warden Thorne.
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        A Brief Treatise on the Wars of Tarsynium

        By Evoker Roland Mills

        

        “Since the founding of the realm, some one hundred years before the Doom of Old Byhalya, Tarsynium has certainly seen its share of bloodshed. While it is true that even without a rival nation to make war with, like the disparate nations of old, our isolated kingdom has been rife with rebellions, protestations, and inquisitions. Such is the nature of mankind.

        The city-state of Tarsys and the surrounding towns and communities that pay homage to it, have long been ruled by the Conclave, the reigning body of mages.

        In the early years after the creation of the Arc of Radiance, the common folk viewed the mages as heroes, larger-than-life men and women who saved the remnants of humanity from the ravages of the R’Laar. However, with time, the frailties and imperfections of the mages began to make themselves manifest to the greater population. Magisters would often abuse their considerable powers at the expense of the common people, eventually raising the ire of the realm against the Conclave.

        This all culminated during the reign of High Magus Polux Rominus. Rominus was known for his excesses and his disregard for human life. There are stories of him forcing peasants to slay each other in the public arena for his entertainment and stealing women from outlying villages, taking them as his personal concubines.

        Fed up with the behavior of the Conclave, the common people rose up as one and attacked the capital city, razing much of Tarsys to the ground in a matter of days. Rominus and many members of the Circle of Magisters were forcibly taken from the Pillar of Radiance and paraded through the streets, eventually ending in public torture and their execution to appease the mob.

        In order to stop the bloodshed, the Conclave conceded to the populace and offered to accept one of them as the monarch of Tarsynium, to watch and rule over the kingdom while they attended to all things magical. This separation of powers led to a long-lasting peace between mages and common folk and is the current form of our government today.

        In the years between then and modern day Tarsynium, several notable rebellions have risen up and been thwarted. Ulfgaar’s Uprising in the third century united the northern cities of Omkirk and Acacia against the crown, culminating in the Battle of Bloody Fields in the Heartlands, but was ultimately crushed by a union of knights and battle mages. Avery’s Rebellion was a tactical insurgency that lasted for more than a hundred years in the fourth and fifth centuries, which resulted in the assassination of many noble officials.

        Most recently, the Nightingales have risen to power, citing the tyranny of King Aethelstan and his son, Aethelgar, as the primary reason for their founding. They fancy themselves as warriors for the people and defenders of freedom but stand in open defiance of the laws of the land. Rumor has it that the Nightingales have founded a secret city called Dunmar, but such claims remain nothing more than conjecture…”

        

      

      

      Sighing, I close the dusty tome and lean back in my chair, rubbing my tired eyes.

      Hours spent in the library have taken their toll on me. My back aches from hunching over books, and my eyes feel like they are on fire.

      Right now, I think as I blink against the reflected light of the great chandelier, I’m not even sure what time it is.

      Pushing my chair back, I pick up the history book and tuck it under my arm, disappointed that yet another volume has gotten me absolutely nowhere.

      Since the discovery of the murdered Magister, I have taken it upon myself to search for anything that could give me an indication of who is behind these attacks. What little evidence I have seems to indicate that these assassins are some sort of religious organization, but as of yet, my search has proved fruitless.

      Not one of these books has given me a shred of relevant information, I think to myself glumly.

      Sighing again, I make my way back to the correct shelf and replace the book, wondering what section I should delve into next. I have already looked at contemporary works, modern archives, and now history, all without success.

      My stomach rumbles angrily, reminding me that I haven’t eaten since breakfast.

      Perhaps I should take a break and continue my search later.

      I walk back to my table and pick up my handbag. Looping it over my shoulder, I begin walking through the maze of bookshelves, stifling a yawn. Reaching inside the main pouch, I wrap my fingers around the hilt of the assassin’s blade, which I have wrapped in a handkerchief. Tracing the strange symbol with my thumb, I envision it in my mind.

      Whoever these people are, they have done a good job of remaining undetected, I think, shaking away my study fatigue. I must be missing something. If there are any clues to be found, this is the place to find them.

      Distracted, I turn a corner and almost collide with a white-robed steward. A squeak escapes my lips as I narrowly avoid knocking a tall stack of books out of his hands.

      “Sorry!” he says, taking a step back and readjusting his grip on the books. “I didn’t see you there!”

      “It's fine,” I reply breathlessly, still clutching the dagger in my bag, the silvery handle now sticking out in the open.

      The steward’s eyes open wide as he notices my hand on the hilt of the weapon, and I quickly drop it back into my reticule. Feigning a look of innocence, I fold my arms in front of me and regard him silently.

      Shifting uncomfortably, the steward lets out a nervous chuckle. “I should remember to check around corners instead of barreling right through them. This library can be hard to navigate, and you never know who might be walking around down here. I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Unable to stop myself, I glower at him. “You didn’t scare me."

      Taken aback my glare, he swallows. “My mistake, Magus.”

      Magus? Right. I wonder if I’ll ever get used to being called that. Smoothing my expression to a more neutral look, I nod. “Don’t worry about it. I should have been more careful as well.”

      He relaxes a little bit, again readjusting his grip on the books. “You’re new, aren’t you? I’ve seen you down here recently, but I don’t know your name.”

      “Zara Dennel,” I reply evenly. “I’m a newly raised mage.”

      “Oh, you’re her! The youngest mage to be raised in Conclave history! Forgive me, I’m Richard Dawes, steward-in-training. I’m fairly new around here as well.”

      “Hello, Richard. Steward-in-training? That explains the hair.”

      He reaches up a hand and touches the thick, brown hair atop his head. “They don’t let you shave your head until you become fully initiated,” he explains, slightly abashed. He looks to be about my age, maybe a year or two younger, with hazel eyes and an honest face. His awkward demeanor seems genuine, and I find myself beginning to relax a bit.

      “That’s a lot of books you’re carrying,” I observe, gesturing to the stack in his hands. “Are you studying for an exam?”

      He smiles ruefully and shakes his head. “Stewards don’t study much, Magus. I’m returning these books back to their proper shelves.”

      “I see…" I reply slowly. "Please, call me Zara. I’m not used to people calling me Magus.”

      His smile widens, and he gives a single, quick nod. “Zara, then. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too.” I also find myself smiling as we chat in the middle of the Great Library. It feels good to have a pleasant conversation with somebody who isn’t a mage. “Do you want help carrying some of those books?”

      “No, that’s alright. They just go in the History section over there.”

      I walk with him as he goes to return the books, happy to have a break from thinking about assassins and demons.

      “So, stewards are the caretakers of the Conclave?” I ask awkwardly, though I already know this and chide myself for it. You must have something better than that to say.

      “That’s right,” he says, sliding one of the tomes back onto a shelf. “Caretakers, administrators, servants, you name it. We keep the place running while you mages deal with the more important things.”

      “What made you want to become a steward?”

      He shrugs. “My father is a cobbler, but that life just wasn’t for me—didn't have the sole for it, I guess."

      I grimace at his awful pun. "Did you really just make a shoe joke?"

      He grins and continues shelving the books. "Not my best work, I admit. I should just stick to book jokes. They’re more novel, anyway.”

      This time, I burst into laughter. “Light, that’s awful!”

      His grin widens. “To answer your question, I grew up here in Tarsys. I always wanted to join the Conclave, but since I don’t have the gift, becoming a steward was the next best thing.”

      “Do they treat you well here?” I ask, still smiling. I try to keep my voice soft but, as far as I can tell, we are the only people in this section of the library.

      “Well enough,” Richard replies simply, standing on the tips of his toes to reach a particularly high shelf. “Our lodging and food are taken care of, and every so often, I am able to go out into the city to visit my family.”

      “That’s all anyone can ask for, I suppose.”

      “I agree.” He takes a step back from the bookshelf and dusts off his hands. Turning to look at me, he shrugs. “All done.”

      I return the smile. “That was fast.”

      “When you spend as much time here as I do, you learn pretty quickly where everything is. What are you doing down here anyway? I can’t imagine it’s much fun to read books in the History section.”

      The question seems innocent enough, so I answer with little hesitation. “Research. Trying to learn about something that might not exist at all, actually.”

      “What is it?” he asks, putting his hands into the pockets of his white robe. “Maybe I can help.”

      Careful now, I think to myself, chewing my lip in uncertainty. The High Magus swore you to secrecy. One misstep and you could find yourself betraying her trust. “I can’t really talk about it,” I say at length, even though I'm currently getting nowhere on my own.

      He nods knowingly. “I completely understand. Mages work on sensitive issues. But maybe I can still point you in the right direction.”

      Again, I hesitate. He seems like a nice person, and this is a time-sensitive matter. Without his help, how long will I languish here, unable to find a definite answer? “It has to do with secret societies,” I reply slowly, trying carefully to choose the right words. “And maybe even religion. I’m doing a project for students at the Academy, but I don’t really know where to begin.”

      “Hmmm,” he says, stroking his chin thoughtfully.

      It takes a moment, but then Richard’s face suddenly brightens up. “I think I have just the thing. Follow me.”

      We make our way through the twisting labyrinth of bookshelves, passing a couple of studying mages and reading nooks as we go. The steward moves like he was born in this library, apparently knowing exactly where he is going.

      “How long have you worked here?” I ask, genuinely curious about his familiarity with this place.

      “Just under two years,” he replies without looking back at me.

      I start. “Two years? That’s an eternity to spend in one place! How long do stewards typically train for?”

      He glances at me from the corner of his eye. “Ten years,” he says seriously, leading us down yet another corridor of books. “A lot goes into keeping the Conclave fully functioning, and the Circle places a lot of trust in the stewards.”

      Light, I think to myself in amazement. And I thought my time in the Academy was long.

      “Here we are,” Richard declares at length, stopping in front of a row of books and scrolls arranged in an organized system that transcends my understanding. “Religious texts from post-Doom Tarsynium,” he mutters under his breath. “There should be something here that can…”

      He pulls out a leather-bound book and examines the cover, nodding in satisfaction before handing it to me. “I recently put this one away. It’s what came to mind when you told me about your research.”

      Taking the tome, I read the title etched into the cover.

      Heretics of the Light.

      The name immediately jumps out at me, but I frown, curious about what he just told me. “You said you recently put this one away. Do you happen to know who checked it out?”

      He rubs his chin thoughtfully. “As a matter of fact, I do. It was a Magister, oddly enough. A man named... Thomas Hale.”

      My blood runs cold, and suddenly, the book in my hands feels like it weighs a hundred pounds. I blink, momentarily stunned, and for an instant, my words fail me.

      Richard gives me a strange look. “Zara, are you okay?”

      I nod absently. “Yes,” I reply, looking back down at the book. “I’m fine. Thank you, Richard Dawes. You’ve been most helpful.”

      He smiles, oblivious to the sudden chill running through me. “You're welcome. Now, I need to get back to the head librarian, or he’ll give me paper mite duty. And those things bite.”

      I wave goodbye, then immediately turn to search for the nearest reading nook, my heart pounding.

      Sitting down on a small, leather sofa, I place the book on my lap. The spine creaks in objection as I open it, the pages badly yellowed and the ink faded. A musty smell of dry rot and old paper wafts up to greet my nostrils, threatening to make me sneeze all over the old tome. Careful not to tear the delicate pages, I begin to flip through Heretics of the Light, scanning the archaic text for anything that might prove useful.

      He checked this out before he got killed, I think to myself as I peruse the book. That’s too uncanny to be a coincidence. What did he find in here that could possibly have put his life in danger?

      Judging by the condition of the cover and the paper, I would say that this volume is well over two hundred years old, the writing in a hand that I can barely decipher. Most of it chronicles the various apostates from the Church of Light over the centuries, detailing their sins and the punishments enacted by the priests. Some of it is rather grisly, but ultimately does not bring me any closer to finding an answer.

      Just as I am about to snap the book shut, giving up hope at another dead end, I see something that chills me to my very core.

      Scribbled on the page in faded black and red ink is the symbol I now know by heart. It is the one etched into the assassin’s blade; a four-pointed star in a circle of twisting thorn-like lines. Below it is the phrase “Emblem of the Chosen” scrawled in a shaky hand.

      My pulse picks up speed as I read on, devouring the words on the page like a mad, starving woman at a feast.

      
        
        “The Emblem of the Chosen is the symbol belonging to adherents of various apostate groups in the kingdom. Most notably, it has been adopted by the Harbingers, a secret society of fanatics obsessed with ushering in the ‘end times’ as a way of bringing salvation to the human race.”

        

      

      My mouth goes dry as I go back and read the words again.

      “The Harbingers,” I read aloud.

      It seems that, at long last, I finally have a name to put to our enemies. A name... and a possible motive.

      A shiver runs down my spine as I keep reading, trying to glean everything I can about these apostates from the book. For me, time ceases to exist, and I quickly turn another page, scanning the text for any other clues that can help me solve the mysteries of the recent murders.

      Or, at the very least, where I can go to find more information.
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      My palms are slick with sweat as we approach the Grand Lodge, leading our horses by their reins behind us.

      The Lodge is a militaristic compound hidden in a vale of rocks and trees deep within the Ashwood. It consists of a large training ground, archery lanes for target practice, stone fortifications and log buildings, built low so as to be hidden beneath the cover of the surrounding trees.

      As Tamara and I enter the compound, I see that dozens of men and women in mottled, grey-green cloaks are out and about, performing chores or training with a wide variety of weapons. Each and every one of them looks up and regards us curiously as we make our way to the main building in the very center of the vale, their faces hard like flint. Several of them salute Tamara as we pass, but otherwise, it is like we are walking through a garden of human-like statues.

      “The Master Warden will no doubt want to speak with you at once,” Tamara informs me with a low voice. “You’ll want to be completely truthful with him. He is the highest authority in our order and will hold you to your oath, so don’t leave anything out.”

      I take a deep breath and nod my head, words failing me as we step up to the great hall.

      It is a plain structure, despite its relative size to the other buildings, and carries no obvious sigil or banner signaling that it is the headquarters of the rangers. Even so, an aura of ancient significance permeates the place, reminding me that this is one of the most ancient edifices in Tarsynium—almost as old as the Arc of Radiance itself.

      We quickly tie off the reins of our mounts on a hitching post before heading up the steps. Two guards stand stoically outside the double doors, spears held firmly in their hands, but as soon as they see Tamara, they stand down, saluting her by crossing their spears across their chests. They let us pass without a single word.

      Pushing open the doors, the First Warden leads me inside, and for a moment, my eyes need to adjust to the sudden dimness within. The great hall is a vestibule of sturdy timbers and old stones. It is long and wide with narrow slits cut into the vaulted ceiling to allow the smoke to filter out. Large iron braziers smolder intermittently on the dusty floor, creating a flickering light source that does little to cast away the gloom, and thick columns line the shadowed perimeter, making the hall feel somewhat like a dark forest.

      Tamara pulls the doors shut behind us and stands patiently just inside the entryway, her hand resting on the hilt of her sword. Though I am burning to ask her questions, I decide to keep my mouth shut and wait patiently beside her.

      After several minutes, someone shuffles forward from the back of the room. It is another ranger, this one much scrawnier than any other ranger I have ever met. He has hawkish features, with a curved beak of a nose on his face and thin, grey hair pulled back into a ponytail.

      “First Warden Moyle,” he utters nasally, breaking the silence and flourishing a cursory bow. “Welcome home.”

      “Advisor Creed,” Tamara says flatly, turning to the side and gesturing at me. “This is Owyn Lund, apprentice to Elias Keen. He has vital information recently given to the Conclave that he now brings to the rangers. Please notify Master Warden Thorne immediately."

      “At once, First Warden,” he replies, bowing his head again and backing away. He quickly disappears into the shadows behind the braziers.

      I shift uncomfortably in place, my heart thudding painfully in my chest. I had left my bow and quiver with my horse, not that it would do me any good here. Why are you so nervous? I ask myself silently. This is the head of your brotherhood. You should be honored to finally meet him face to face!

      Memories of the mage interrogation I underwent in Forest Hill come rushing back to me. Will I be met with the same treatment here?

      Only time will tell.

      Eventually, I detect some movement at the back of the hall, and I look up to see three figures emerging from the gloom. One of them is the same sniveling man who had just left, Advisor Creed. The other two are men I do not recognize.

      The larger of the two is leading the other by the arm, walking slowly and deliberately to our position near the front. He is tall and proud-looking, with a square jaw and short hair that is more grey than black. A claymore sword is strapped in a scabbard on his back, and he wears glinting scale armor beneath his ranger cloak, not the traditional leather.

      The shorter, older man holding his arm moves with a shuffling gait, his cloak draping over a frame that is less robust than his counterpart. His hair is all silver and hangs to his shoulder, held in place by a leather band across his forehead. Most notable of all, though, is the strip of black cloth covering his eyes.

      In somewhat shock, I realize that it's the Master Warden. And he is blind. He looks much older than I remember, even though only six months have passed since the last time I saw him.

      “Owyn Lund,” Tamara intones formally, gesturing to the old man. “This is Thomwell Thorne, Master Warden of the rangers. With him is Warden Gareth Carr, the Watcher of the South.” Then in a low voice, she turns to me and hisses, "Kneel!"

      I immediately fall down to one knee and bow my head in respect. “It is an honor to meet you, Master Warden.”

      “Owyn Lund,” Thorne repeats to himself contemplatively, bringing a gnarled hand up to rub his chin. “That would make you Elias Keen’s apprentice, yes?”

      “Yes, sir,” I reply stiffly.

      “Interesting,” he says thoughtfully, his voice a dry rasp.

      Tamara nudges me with her boot, indicating that I should get up.

      “And where is Elias?” Carr asks, brow furrowing. “Shouldn't he be here, introducing his own apprentice?”

      “Elias has decided to go off, Light knows where, on a secret mission of his own choosing,” Tamara responds derisively. “He separated himself from his apprentice and sent the boy to the capital city to report without him to the Circle of Magisters. That is where our paths crossed.”

      I can hear Advisor Creed suck in a sharp breath.

      “Report what?” Carr asks, his expression hardening even more.

      The Master Warden holds up a hand, and immediately, all eyes go to him. "Warden Carr, I believe that is why the First Warden is here with the lad in the first place." My pulse quickens, knowing what is coming next. "Step forward, Owyn, and tell us why Warden Moyle has brought you to us."

      I hesitate, the words of the High Magus ringing in my head, reminding me that none of us were to utter a single word about the events that took place in the Emberwood.

      I try to speak boldly, but in a voice quieter than I would have liked, I reply, "I have sworn an oath not to tell what I know."

      The Master Warden visibly stiffens as Advisor Creed shoots a glaring look at me.

      "You've already sworn an oath to the rangers long before that. And it seems that you have forgotten your place," Master Thorne says in an icy voice. "As your Master Warden, I command you to speak now. Or need I remind you that to defy a direct order from the Master Warden is to forsake the oath itself."

      The blood drains from my face as I understand the gravity of his words. Taking in a deep breath, I step forward to directly address the four rangers standing before me.

      Reluctantly, I begin to speak, "About a month ago, Elias and I were sent to investigate a village called Haven that was said to have been entirely destroyed. When we got there, we found no one alive, its inhabitants mercilessly slaughtered.”

      It feels as though I am watching myself speak to the rangers around me from outside of my body. My voice sounds flat and emotionless. “Upon further investigation, we discovered that it was neither Nightingales nor bandits behind the attack, but demons.”

      Sharp words of surprise are uttered as everyone in the room looks at me like I am crazy. All the while, the Master Warden just sits there, unmoving and seemingly unfazed by my revelation.

      “Demons?” Gareth Carr asks incredulously. “Inside the Arc?”

      Tamara abruptly grabs my arm. Her eyes narrowing, she growls at me, "Tell the truth, boy."

      “It is the truth,” I say, frustration evident in my voice as I step back, her grip loosening. “I know it sounds mad, and if I hadn’t seen the things I did, I might not believe it myself.”

      Realizing I have no other choice, I proceed to dive into the tale of everything that took place in the Emberwood, sparing them no details. I tell them about the coming of the mages, my meeting and working with Zara to discover the demons existence, us getting captured by the Nightingales, the ambush in the Heart of the Forest, and the ensuing battle at Forest Hill.

      All four of them listen with various levels of belief and interest, though the Master Warden’s blank expression obviously reveals nothing. They are silent right up to the point where I finish telling them of our journey to Tarsys with the corpses of the demons as evidence to support our account to the Conclave.

      After that, I fall silent, waiting for one of them, any of them, to respond.

      Finally, Thorne speaks up, his voice sounding troubled, “That’s… quite a tale, lad. Quite a tale indeed.”

      “Quite a tale?” Advisor Creed sneers, regarding me with a baleful glare. “It sounds bloody insane!”

      “And what of Elias?” Carr asks, sounding more somber than angry. “What exactly did he say before he left?”

      “Not much,” I admit, dropping my gaze to the floor. “He just said that there was something that he needed to take care of, that he had a duty to the realm. Then, he promised he would come and find me soon…” I trail off, not trusting the lump suddenly forming in my throat.

      Thorne grunts and begins rubbing his chin again. “What think you, First Warden?”

      Tamara, oddly more subdued than she had been minutes before, frowns as if in contemplation. “I don’t know what to believe. The boy seems sincere, and the world is a strange enough place, but the Nightingales are the only threat I can actually see. I’m not sure we should be diverting resources away from our current fight with them to fight these supposed demons.”

      “I find myself in agreement with Tamara,” Carr says at length. “I think we should investigate the matter more closely, but in the meantime, we shall continue our efforts with the rebels as planned.”

      Still glaring at me, Advisor Creed leans over to Thorne and whispers something in his ear. The old man nods at whatever it is he is saying. After their quiet exchange is over, the Master Warden turns his head toward me.

      “Your story is compelling, apprentice,” he says, his tone full of compassion. “But for the time being, the rangers cannot get involved with whatever it is you experienced in the Emberwood. If Ranger Keen were here, perhaps he could shed a little more light on the matter.  However, in light of his extremely irregular absence and with my rangers in the south and in the Ironback Mountains constantly engaged with Nightingale insurgents, we will look into finding out more about these demons of yours and convene with the rest of the Wardens at a later date.”

      My heart sinks. I shouldn’t have expected anything more. Some of the mages were skeptical as well… if we hadn’t presented our evidence, they might not have grasped the severity of the situation either.

      Nodding sullenly, I take a step back to stand beside Tamara.

      “What should we do with him for now?” she asks, her tone even and cool.

      “For the time being, he will range with Rickard Shaw and his apprentice. Even though Elias is missing, the lad still needs training. The Ashwood will be a decent substitute for the Emberwood, I think.”

      “Of course, Master Warden,” Tamara replies with a salute.

      I salute as well, and we depart soon after, exiting the dim hall and stepping out into the fresh air of the compound.

      As we make our way down the steps, Tamara remains silent, her expression revealing nothing, but her eyes are plainly troubled. She guides me to a low, wooden building on the other side of the vale.

      "This is the mess hall," she says at length, gesturing with a jab of her thumb. "Go get yourself a hot meal while you wait for Rickard and his apprentice to return. They will be notified at once that you will be accompanying them from here on out."

      I nod and look from the mess hall back to Tamara. "Thank you, First Warden. I appreciate you getting me out of Tarsys. This is where I belong."

      She regards me for a moment before responding. "Of course," she replies stiffly, before extending a hand for me to shake. "Keep your arrows sharp, apprentice."

      We shake hands, and she leaves, making her way back to the lodge in the middle of the compound.

      Taking a deep breath, I turn and enter the mess hall, though I don’t feel much like eating.

      I sit alone at one of the tables, listlessly poking a shank of beef with my fork as I mull over the Master Warden’s words. The rangers cannot get involved with whatever you experienced in the Emberwood. If Ranger Keen were here, perhaps he could shed a little more light on the matter.

      If Ranger Keen were here…

      It always seems to point back to Elias. Without him around, everything seems to get much more complicated. Nobody wants to listen to the word of an apprentice, even when the news he carries could potentially destroy the entire kingdom.

      I stab the beef in frustration, my lips curling in a silent snarl.

      Having the mages on board in the fight against the demons is important, but they don't understand the countryside the way the rangers do. If the R'Laar return to Tarsynium, the rangers will be needed to fight them on the ground. Without them...

      Things will be bad, I conclude, tossing my fork aside and leaning back in my seat. More than bad.

      The door opens abruptly behind me, letting in a cool draft from outside. I turn to see that two newcomers have just entered the mess hall. I recognize them from the road as the ranger, Rickard Shaw, and his apprentice, Talon Meacham.

      They see me from across the room and make straight for me, their boots thudding loudly on the wooden floorboards.

      "Owyn Lund," Shaw rumbles as he approaches, his deep voice low and gravelly. "Good to see you again. Are you ready to begin your training anew?"
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      The Harbingers.

      I turn the name over and over in my head, trying to commit it to memory as I carry the tome in my hands. Looking in the direction Richard had gone, I begin making my way through the narrow corridor of bookshelves, my mind racing as I consider my next steps.

      The book, Heretics of the Light, condemns the Harbingers as cultists and religious zealots who seek to tear down the Conclave and the government. They want to usher in an apocalyptic age dominated by the R’Laar, whom they regard as gods. It states that they have been stamped out by inquisitions throughout history, only to have them resurface, more numerous and deeply ingrained in society than ever before.

      It warns that they will stop at nothing until their cataclysmic vision is brought to pass.

      The demons… the assassins… the cultists… who’s pulling the strings? Where do these connections begin? Where do I even start finding these so-called Harbingers?

      I picture myself briefly as an insect, trapped in a web so vast and tangled, that there is little hope of escape. I can imagine a massive, eight-legged spider crawling its way toward me, its mandibles snapping open as it comes to devour me.

      “No,” I whisper to myself forcefully. “You are a mage now. Do not let yourself give in to fear.”

      Turning a corner, I spot Richard up ahead gathering books from off of a wooden cart. Slowing my pace somewhat, I approach him from behind and tap him on the shoulder, causing him to jump.

      “Sorry,” I say quietly as he turns wide-eyed to regard me. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Zara,” he breathes, his face breaking out into a nervous grin. “I thought you would be busy studying that book I showed you.”

      “I was,” I reply, handing the dusty tome back to him. “I plan on studying it in even greater detail later. But for now, I have to go. Though, before I do... I need your help with something.”

      “Me?” he asks, looking perplexed. “I really don’t think I have the time.”

      I frown. “You’re a steward-in-training. Aren’t you supposed to serve the mages?”

      “Yes, but… it’s not that simple! I have chores I have to do, things that require—”

      “Look,” I interrupt, lowering my voice and taking a step closer. He squirms uncomfortably at my being so close to him. “You know this library better than I ever will, and the things I am working on are of the utmost importance. I have to go look into some things right now, but in the meantime, I would ask that you conduct a little research for me.”

      He eyes me for a moment, curious but hesitant. “What kind of research?”

      “I need you to look into someone for me. Well, a group of people, actually. They’re called the Harbingers. I want to learn everything there is to know about them: who they are, what they believe, what they’ve done in the past—especially anything illegal.”

      “The Harbingers,” he repeats, his brows furrowing.

      I nod. “I know it sounds crazy, but I promise it is for a good cause.”

      He sighs. “Alright, Zara. I’ll look into this for you.”

      “Thank you,” I reply, beaming. “I owe you one.” Reaching out in gratitude, I give him a quick hug, and he immediately stiffens, his cheeks reddening.

      “I have to go,” I say after a moment. “We’ll talk more later.”

      We wave goodbye, and I depart, making for the staircase leading up to the main floor of the Pillar of Radiance. As I ascend the stairs, I ponder the implications that an apocalyptic cult would have at a time like this.

      They could be actively working with the demons to undermine us from within the Arc of Radiance, I think to myself. Could they be the ones causing the Arc to fail?

      The main level of the Pillar of Radiance is as busy as ever, bustling with mages going to and from work, their pace buzzing like a hive of bees. I enter the sea of blue robes without a second thought, heading straight for the column that I know will take me to the top of the tower. Doing my best to put on a mask of pure authority, I approach the man standing guard outside.

      "Name?" he asks dully without looking up from the slate held in his hands.

      "Zara Dennel," I reply smoothly, raising my chin ever so slightly.

      "Hmmm," he says thoughtfully, scanning his slate. "I don't see your name here, Magus. Do you have an appointment?"

      "An appointment?" I ask confused, incredulity creeping into my voice. "You didn't ask me for an appointment last time."

      "This area is newly restricted," he replies, his voice implying that he has explained this same thing many times already today. "Recent events require everyone to have an appointment if they wish to visit with the Circle." His statement gives me pause, and I wonder how much information he is privy to as well.

      “But I do have an appointment with the High Magus in just a few minutes,” I lie, trying my best to keep a neutral face. “And I’m already late, so I would appreciate it if you would kindly let me through.”

      He gives me a flat look. “The High Magus, you say?”

      “Yes,” I reply matter-of-factly. “I am working closely with her on a special project, and she has requested that I meet with her today. I’m sorry that I’m not on your list—I’ll have that rectified as soon as possible, I assure you.”

      He crosses his arms, one of his eyebrows climbing high. “You honestly expect me to believe that?”

      “It’s the truth!” I protest, growing nervous. I can feel sweat starting to slick on my palms. “Just ask Elwyn Mathis, the High Magus’ steward. He’ll back me up. I assure you, neither one of them will be very pleased when they learn that I’ve been held up by some silly formality.”

      Hopefully, he doesn't call my bluff.

      This seems to give the guard pause, and he glances down uncertainly at his slate again.

      I continue to press him, sensing his doubt, “Look—I know that this is a matter of security." I lean toward him, speaking in a quieter voice. "The special project I mentioned... I am working with the High Magus to solve those recent events that have caused the security to tighten around here. I want to help figure out the cause behind the problem, not add to it. And I would appreciate it greatly if you could please let me through so I can do my job.”

      His eyes widen. He obviously seems surprised that I am in the High Magus' close confidence. Regarding me for a moment longer, he finally gives me a slow nod. “All right,” he says, turning and placing a hand on the column. “Just this once. But make sure our lists are updated by the stewards. We can’t have just anyone accessing that floor.”

      “Of course,” I reply, barely able to contain my surprise that my ruse worked. “I will speak with Steward Mathis about it at once.”

      He nods again and turns, giving me admittance to the lift as the door slides open.

      Afraid that he might change his mind, I quickly slip inside, my excitement suddenly turning me into a bundle of nerves.

      The door closes a second later, leaving me in absolute darkness before a platform of radiant magic forms beneath my feet and begins to carry me upward, whisking me through the tower in no time at all.

      My mind reflects on the encounter with the lift guard, praying that my lies will not come back to haunt me. I know Sylvania told me not to meddle, but this is too important! I silently reassure myself as I stand in the now ambient blue light of the lift.

      I actually have a lead on who these murderers might be, and I can’t just ignore what I’ve found. When I shed light on these Harbingers and possibly bring them to justice, the High Magus isn’t going to care that I went against her orders, right?

      The cold weight settling in my stomach tells me that I'm still partly unconvinced.

      I step off at the floor belonging to the Circle of Magisters and make my way from memory to the hall where the mage had been murdered. The floor seems deserted, though I know that many of the Magisters are probably cloistered in their offices at this hour, doing Light knows what.

      No stewards or guards are around to bother me as I go, and for the time being, I feel eerily alone.

      I soon find myself in the entryway of Thomas Hale's office. The chamber has been scrubbed free of his blood and by all appearances, looks as clean and spotless as ever. His body has been removed, where it's probably already at the Church of Light being prepared for his burial, and there are no remnants of the word heretic anywhere on the floor.

      Looking around to make sure no one is watching, I slip inside and close the door shut behind me.

      I immediately begin rifling through his things, looking for any clue at all as to why he was murdered. Careful not to disturb anything too much, I open the drawers of his desk and search his cabinets, scanning over documents and running my fingers along the edges to seek out anything that may be hidden.

      My search proves fruitless, and I take a step back to reevaluate my plan.

      There is nothing here that seems to indicate he was involved in anything suspicious, I think as I stare out his window at the eastern skyline. Maybe there is something in his personal chambers?

      I quickly toss the thought aside. No doubt, his rooms have been cleared out of all his personal effects, and the remaining items packed up to be sent off to his next of kin. Besides, I think, more than a little disgruntled, I don't think I would be able to sneak inside. His apartment is most likely locked.

      A noise coming from behind a door connected to his office makes me jump, and for a moment, I fear I’ve been discovered. My fears quickly evaporate when I realize that it is a sniffling sound coming from the other side.

      Somebody is crying.

      Tiptoeing up to the closed door, I place my ear against it and listen closely. Yes, someone is definitely crying in there. But who could it be?

      Against my better judgment, I slowly open the door and peek inside, doing my best to be as quiet as possible. Standing in a smaller office, I see a woman with her back to me, her shoulders quivering as she weeps into her hands. The room is cramped but otherwise empty. Only a small box of personal items rests atop a desk that has been wiped clean.

      Taking a deep breath, I decide to make my presence known.

      "Hello?" I ask softly as I push the door open the rest of the way and take a step inside.

      The woman spins around, and I can hear her sucking in a surprised gasp as she realizes that she is not alone.

      "I didn't mean to interrupt," I say quickly, showing my hands in a placating gesture as her eyes widen in fear. "I just wanted to see if you were all right."

      The shock fades from her face as she recognizes my mage robes. "Thank you, Magus," she replies, wiping her nose with a handkerchief. "I'm alright, I assure you."

      "Why are you crying?" I'm careful to keep my voice as gentle as possible, the way one might speak to a scared child.

      Dabbing her eyes, she clears her throat and responds. "Forgive me, Magus. I was just clearing out my desk, and the reality of it all... Magister... his face... he's g—" Her emotions overcome her again as tears spring quickly up in her eyes.

      It takes me a moment, but I begin to understand. "You were Magister Hale's secretary, weren't you?"

      She nods.

      "I'm so sorry for your loss." I've never been particularly good at consoling people, so I'm hoping my words sound sincere.

      "Thank you, Magus," she replies, forcing a smile.

      A thought suddenly comes to my mind, and I take another step into the room. "Maybe you can help me with something," I begin slowly, attempting to find the right words. "I want to find out who could have done this to your master, but I need help knowing where to look. Would it be okay if I ask you a couple questions?"

      She takes a deep, calming breath before replying. "Yes, I'll do my best to answer them. Though, I’ve already spoken at length to the Circle."

      That's a good start.

      "I'm curious, was Magister Hale involved in anything outside of the Circle? A political or religious group out in the city, perhaps?"

      She considers for a moment before shaking her head. "Not that I'm aware of, Magus," she replies, bringing her handkerchief back up to wipe her nose. "He was a hard-working man and spent most of his time here at the Conclave. This job was everything to him."

      Interesting, I think to myself as I consider my next question. "Was there anything in particular he was working on before he died? Something out of the ordinary?"

      "After your group's arrival at the Conclave, he threw himself into his work, much more than usual," she says, furrowing her brow in thought. "There were some nights when he wouldn’t even go home. He simply stayed up in his office reading dusty old books. I believe he was investigating the troubles with the Arc of Radiance and researching the... um... demons you had mentioned." She says that last bit quietly, as if she knows she is discussing something secretive.

      "Did he discover anything noteworthy?"

      "If he did, he never shared it with me," she sniffs. "Those last few days, he mostly kept to himself."

      My heart sinks a little at her last words. This is starting to look like a dead end, I conclude. "Thank you for your help," I say at length, an air of finality in my voice. "My condolences for your loss. I hear that Magister Hale was a very good man."

      "He was," she replies, forcing another pained smile. “Thank you, Magus.”

      I turn and leave, but before I make it out of the Magister's office, I hear the ward's voice behind me.

      "Wait," she says.

      Darting back to the side room, I look at her curiously. "Yes?"

      "There is one thing," she continues, her brow furrowing again, this time more deeply. "The night before he... before he died, he did leave the Conclave for a couple of hours. He mentioned that he was going to the Church of Light, to look into something in the crypts. I thought it was strange, but with everything else that has happened, it slipped my mind until now."

      "The crypts at the Church of Light," I repeat. "That was where he went the night before he died?"

      She nods solemnly.

      "Interesting. Thank you very much." I depart into the hall.

      Looking out one of the windows I pass, I try to judge the time of day. Still a few hours until sunset, I conclude. That should be plenty of time.

      Making my way to the lifts, I mentally plot a course from the Pillar through the city to the Church of Light near the royal palace.

      Thus far, it’s the best lead I have to go by, and I plan to follow it.
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      I step outside and breathe in the crisp morning air.

      It's a new day, I think to myself as I fill my lungs and exhale, my breath puffing slightly in front of my face. A new day with a new master. Though, honestly, I'm not really sure what to expect.

      Rickard Shaw seems like a good enough ranger. He seems strong and competent, weathered by a hard life of living mostly outdoors. However, it is hard to compete with somebody like Elias Keen—even though I know this arrangement is only temporary. Elias is practically the embodiment of everything a ranger should be.

      Taking in another breath of the familiarly dry air, I gaze out at the world around me. It is odd for me to be back. Even though I have spent twice as much time in the Ashwood when I first swore my oath, Forest Hill and the Emberwood still feel more like my home. Yearning for Elias and my life before everything got turned on its head, I try to push away the dull ache that rises up within me.

      As far as I can tell, the Grand Lodge still functions in the same way as it had when I lived here, like a well-managed military camp, everyone waking and retiring at virtually the same time. As I step away from the bunkhouse reserved for the newest recruits of rangers, I look around with admiration, everyone already up and moving about with vigor, exercising and carrying out chores before the sun has even crested the horizon.

      Talon, Rickard’s apprentice, comes out of the bunkhouse right behind me, his black hair a tousled mess.

      "We should probably go to the mess hall if we want to eat breakfast," he says brusquely, gesturing to the building on the far side of the Lodge. "Rickard will want to be heading out as soon as possible."

      I nod, and together we set off, wordlessly making our way through the bustling camp of rangers.

      Yesterday, Rickard had us turn in early for the night, stating that we would need to be well-rested for our journey on the morrow. Talon and I had spent some time talking before we slept, though our conversation never went particularly deep. Still, he seems like a nice enough fellow. A little full of himself, perhaps, but nice.

      It'll be good for me to have someone to talk to now that Zara is gone.

      We enter the mess hall to find that it is already packed with people. Rangers of all ages crowd the tables, eating bowls of porridge and munching on crusty bread. Talon and I get our own food and find a place at one of the half-open tables, endeavoring to eat quickly before we are forced to go out into the forest once again.

      I find that I am more than a little nervous to be going out with a ranger other than Elias. Will this man be as good of a teacher as Elias, or will he turn out to be a poor replacement?

      We wolf down our food, and before I know it, we are outside again, approaching the stable where Rickard is already saddling our horses.

      "Make sure you bring everything you need to survive out there," he admonishes without looking up. "Our mission is to comb the wilderness and keep an eye out for rebels. I anticipate that we will be continuing our sweep of the area for more than a week, so double check that your quivers are full."

      "Yes, master," Talon replies before jogging back to the bunkhouse to gather his things.

      I follow right behind him.

      In truth, there really isn't much for me to pack. My things are already in my saddlebags, so accustomed am I to living a transitory life. Still, it is worthwhile to do a final check of my sleeping area before taking my packs to my horse.

      I hate the thought of leaving anything behind.

      Before heading back outside, I remember to place the carefully folded and sealed letter on my bed that I had written the night before. The name Elias is written clearly on top. If he returns while I am out, he will know where I am and not need to continue searching for me.

      Taking a deep breath, I follow Talon out into the yard and mount my horse, my longbow on my shoulder and my hatchet comfortingly on my side.

      As Rickard leads us out of the Lodge and into the wilderness, I find that more than a few of the rangers around camp are staring at us, our little group sticking out like a sore thumb. A ranger only ever has one apprentice at a time; therefore, a ranger with two apprentices is practically unheard of. Still, Rickard does not seem bothered by the circumstances, his demeanor cool and unperturbed.

      I try to ignore their gazes as we head west into the woods, toward the looming Southwall Mountains.

      It seems that before I know it, the forest has swallowed us up, and we are once again all alone in the wilds.

      Rickard leads the way, a grim-looking figure astride his black and white patched stallion. The beast looks questionably temperamental and seems much more energetic than our more placid geldings. Even atop his more spirited horse, Rickard remains, for the most part, quiet as he watches the forest around us with a practiced eye.

      Before long, Talon breaks the silence by whispering discreetly to me behind his master's back. "Where are you from, anyway?"

      "Edenshire," I reply, resting a hand on the horn of my saddle. "You?"

      "Yarrin," he says. "Been a southern boy my whole life."

      "Never been to Yarrin. I hear it's a nice place."

      He shrugs, then looks out at the trees. "Not much there but rocks and metal workers. Oh, who am I kidding, it's actually a very ugly city, full of toothless miners and money grubbers and miles from anywhere remotely interesting."

      Unsure of how I should respond to his derisive comment, I remain silent.

      After a moment, he continues, "How long have you been a ranger, mate?" Now that we are out in the forest, Talon seems much more talkative than he was the night before.

      I think for a second. "Just over a year."

      "Not bad," he replies appreciatively. "I've only been in about four months or so." He nods at my bow and quiver. "I bet you know how to use that fairly well."

      "I can shoot," I reply, trying to be modest. No sense in making him think I'm arrogant.

      "I'm not much of a bowman myself," he replies, reaching over and patting a pair of short swords strapped to his saddle. "I prefer these in a scrap. More direct, you know? Up close and personal."

      "I see," I respond, trying to keep from smirking. I doubt he's ever been in a real fight his entire life.

      "Can I ask you a question?" he asks abruptly, leaning over and lowering his voice even more.

      "Sure."

      "What are you doing here? I mean, with my master and me. Did your master die or something?"

      The question is so sudden that it takes me off-guard. My face becomes a stony mask, and my gut reaction is to go on the defense. He doesn't know what happened with Elias, I remind myself, forcing down my sudden vexation. He's just curious, that's all.

      Finding the right words, I answer his question. "He didn't die. He needed to... take care of some things for a while. I imagine I'll only be with you two temporarily."

      He shrugs his shoulders as if the matter is of little significance, then turns his gaze forward to the road ahead.

      We continue our ride in silence.

      After about ten minutes, however, Talon speaks up again, his tone growing more amiable. "You know, I became a ranger to get out of the piss-poor life I’ve only ever known."

      I look over and regard him as he runs a hand through his thick hair.

      "My father was a miner, you see. As was his father before him, and his father before him. The foothills near Yarrin are rich with all kinds of ore, so most of the folk in those parts just stay there and make a living in the mines."

      "And you didn't want to be a miner?"

      He shakes his head. "The wages are pittance, and the work is hard and dangerous. I wanted to get out and see the world, what's left of it anyway, and I figured the best way to do that was to become a ranger. Then, lo and behold, they station me practically in my backyard." He shakes his head again and mumbles something I can't understand.

      "Apprenticeships don't last forever," I offer, attempting to console him. "Once you become a ranger in full, I'm sure you'll be sent somewhere different. Acacia, maybe?"

      "Maybe," he responds, shrugging. "But knowing my luck, I'll probably never leave the south, and I'll die at the end of some Nightingale's sword." Despite his dark words, he smiles a lopsided grin, and I find myself smiling with him.

      He's a little bit of a loudmouth, I find myself thinking, but other than that, he seems nice. And nice folk have been in short supply lately.

      We pass the time by chatting genially as we travel deeper and deeper into the forest. Our conversations become so lively, in fact, that Rickard has to look back and shush us more than once, reminding us sternly to keep quiet and watch our surroundings. His reminders quiet us for a time, but we always pick up our conversation anew, each time more stealthily than before.

      When night falls, we stop in a small clearing and set up camp. It is an efficient, silent affair, and before long we have a small fire crackling in a pit with our bed rolls set up around it.

      After a simple meal of jerky and dried fruit, we settle in and sip our tea from tiny pewter cups.

      "You come across any Nightingales in the Emberwood?" Rickard asks me before taking a drink from his cup.

      "Yes," I reply simply, without offering to go into any more detail.

      "That's good," he responds with a nod of his head. "Because the lands we're about to enter have been claimed by the rebel scum."

      I take another sip and give them both a questioning look. "Have you seen any of them lately?"

      Talon replies next. "Only from a distance. They've never been hostile as far as we can tell."

      "It only takes one time," Rickard rebukes him softly. "That's why we're here, to ensure that never happens. Nightingales stand in open rebellion to the king, which makes them the enemies of the rangers."

      “But the rebels have never resorted to all-out war though?” I ask.

      Rickard shakes his head. “No, they have not. But you must remember, we rangers are the first line of defense for the kingdom. You may not have seen many rebels in the Emberwood, but in the mountains, raids are an almost constant. The king’s men are rarely required to pick up the sword, because the rangers are tasked with rooting out insurgents. Most of the bloodshed we face, especially in the south, never becomes common knowledge.”

      There are more Nightingales in the Emberwood than you know, I think to myself wryly. Barus and his Nightingales had helped us defend Forest Hill from the demon Moloch. They were a secret presence there who had never resorted to preying on the local population. But even so, the Nightingales had killed my father when I was only three and have reportedly killed many more innocent people around the kingdom. Nothing can ever be simple, I think to myself bitterly as my own heart continues to rage a war of emotions with no clear victor on either side.

      After a moment, Rickard continues "You need to understand what we're facing, so I tell you this to prepare you for what's out here." He looks me directly in the eye. "This is one of the most heavily populated Nightingale strongholds in Tarsynium. Next to the Ironbacks, the Southwalls are practically crawling with rebel insurgents. You need to always be on your guard."

      I nod, and eventually, a grim silence falls over the camp as we finish drinking our tea. The crackling fire carries smoke and embers into the dark sky and casts a flickering light over each of us as we stare into its flames.

      At length, Rickard stands up, pulling out his bow and depositing his cup on a stone near the fire. "I'll take first watch tonight," he says, taking a step back into the gloom. "I'll comb the perimeter first to ensure we aren't being watched. In the meantime, try and get some sleep. We'll be entering the foothills tomorrow, and I need both of you extra sharp." He emphasizes the last words, and I understand that he also means we will need to cut the chatter when we ride.

      We oblige his request, moving over to our bed rolls and letting the fire die out.

      Before long, I drift off into a fitful sleep.
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      I awake as the golden light of dawn filters through the trees, causing me to open my eyes and blink against the brightness.

      At first, I worry that I have slept through my watch, and I push myself up to a sitting position in alarm. When I see Talon in the distance, sitting on a stone while whittling a piece of wood, and Rickard wrapped up in his bed roll still asleep, I realize what has happened.

      Rickard and Talon had allowed me to sleep through the night.

      Getting out from under my blanket, I make my way over to the fire and begin stoking it back to life. My sleep had been long, even though it continued to be plagued by dark dreams I can no longer remember.

      Still, it is the first time in my apprenticeship where I was able to sleep a full night while ranging.

      It is a kindness I am truly grateful for.

      Seeing that I am awake, Talon tosses away his piece of wood and walks up to me, squatting down beside the firepit and warming his hands by the flames.

      "Quiet night," he remarks in a low voice. "I know that Rickard goes on about Nightingales, but I've never seen one in these woods."

      I raise an eyebrow at him. "I thought you said that you've seen them here before?"

      He shakes his head. "That was farther southeast. We were basically in the mountains at that point. I've never seen one this close to the Grand Lodge."

      For a moment, I say nothing as I feed the growing fire with broken sticks. Then, I speak up again, "Thanks for letting me sleep."

      Talon doesn't look up from the flames. "Don't mention it. It was Rickard's idea, really. I would have woken you up." He glances over at me, smirking, and I can't quite tell if he is mocking me or not.

      Not one minute later, Rickard pulls himself out of his bed roll and begins breaking down camp. "We have a long way to go yet," he says gruffly as he starts loading his stallion. "Let's eat and get back on the trail."

      We eat a swift meal of oats, nuts, and jerky before we are back in the saddle and making our way through the trees as the sun grows gradually brighter.

      The terrain of the Ashwood, already rough and strewn with rocks, becomes rockier and more uneven, rising up in a gentle slope as we approach the not-so-distant mountains. The gnarled trees still grow thickly around us, but it’s as if the forest and the mountains are at war with one another over who will claim the most ground. Roots interweave with stone in a way that does not seem entirely possible, and several times we are forced to dismount and guide our horses through the broken forest trails as we slowly traverse the craggy ground.

      Around midday, Rickard abruptly stops, raising a closed fist for us to do the same. He lithely slides out of his saddle and unslings his bow, his eyes narrowed and alert. Pulling an arrow, he nocks it to the string.

      Talon and I look at each other uneasily as we get off our horses and pull our own weapons, doing our best to stay as silent as possible.

      Strain though I might, I cannot see or hear anything out of the ordinary.

      "We're not alone," Rickard whispers urgently, taking a few steps ahead and trying to look at something through the trees. "Be ready."

      A twig breaks somewhere in the woods, and I hear a snapping sound like a bowstring being released. My heart leaps into my throat, my grip tightening on the handle of my father's hatchet as I realize too late what is happening.

      Before I can even blink, Rickard's head jerks backward, a black feathered arrow protruding from his right eye socket like a banner.

      Talon cries out as his master’s body falls to the stones, and I know he is dead before he even hits the ground. Ducking behind a tree, I call for Talon to find some cover.
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      Light, I forgot how big this city is!

      I hasten down the streets of Tarsys, weaving through the bustling crowds with a renewed urgency to my steps. I had originally estimated the trip to the Church of Light and back could be accomplished before sunset, but the sheer size of the city and the density of the crowds causes me to reassess my calculations.

      Picking up the folds of my mage cloak with my hand, I press on, trying not to jostle anyone as I pass.

      Even in my mad dash, I cannot help but take in the sights, sounds, and smells of this close-quartered civilization, reveling once again at living in the heart of the world. The noise of the people echoes off the white stones of the city in a reverberating cacophony, filling my soul and reminding me of simpler times. Perfumed ladies, street vendors, and black-clad sewer cleaners contribute to the miasma of Tarsys, mixing their scents together and assaulting my nostrils with a smell that is both wonderful and nauseating at the same time.

      Despite having spent the last five years living in Tarsys, I find navigating the twisting streets to be quite challenging.

      Initiates in the Conclave rarely get a chance to leave the sheltered halls of the Academy; as a result, I've only been out in the city proper a handful of times. Still, I think to myself as I pass by a pair of prissy noblewomen, at least I have plenty of recognizable landmarks to go by.

      I rely on buildings like the towers of the Conclave and the domes of the royal palace to keep my sense of direction as I look around and gather my bearings. The steeples of the Church of Light rise up several blocks ahead of me, and I adjust my course accordingly to head in the proper direction.

      Thunder booms in the distance, and I notice clouds beginning to gather thickly in the sky. Great, I think, more annoyed than anything else. On top of everything, it might rain.

      I briefly ponder how the rain even gets through the Arc. In truth, I’m not entirely sure how the magic works. One book I read seemed to indicate that the radiant magic encasing the kingdom also creates a livable atmosphere, preserving the temperate climate that existed before the Doom of Byhalya. The author claimed that this is what keeps Tarsynium green and lush while the world outside languishes as a desolate wasteland.

      I could do with a little less rain, though, I think idly. I can't stand bad weather.

      Why this phenomenon occurs is even beyond the most revered scholars. There are many disagreements as to how the Arc keeps everything inside stable, but one thing is certain: without the magical protection it provides, the land itself would die just like the rest of the world.

      Luckily, no rain starts to fall as I traverse the city streets, and eventually, I make it to the wide courtyard in front of the holiest place on Byhalya—the Church of Light.

      It stands tall like a monolith to the Light itself, buttressed walls of the whitest marble rising above the city with a grace unseen anywhere else. The building is not as high as the Pillar of Radiance, of course, but it is still prodigious in size. Sharp steeples banded in silver stab at the sky like glistening swords, capping the towering cathedral with what looks like a brilliant crown. Most beautiful of all, though, are the stained-glass windows set into the walls which glow from the fires inside with a dazzling display of colors that remind me of a brilliant rainbow.

      This is only the third time I have come to stand before this magnificent edifice; the other two were when I was a young initiate at the Academy. Even then, I was never permitted to go inside.

      I take only a heartbeat or two to behold the Church of Light before I cross the gardens of the courtyard and begin climbing the many steps up to the great double doors at the front of the holy building.

      There are no guards anywhere to be seen, and church day is still several days away, so the way should be clear for me to go explore the crypts. Putting a hand on one of the carved brass doorknobs, I open it and slip inside. I close the door gently behind me and stop in my tracks when I behold the scene within, my breath catching in my throat.

      The interior of the cathedral stretches before me like a massive cavern, polished red tile floor reflecting the light of a thousand candles burning from sconces all around. Enormous columns flank the walls between the stained-glass windows, holding up the ponderous roof and giving the place a grandiose feeling. Lining the floors are intricately-made wooden pews that lead up to the main altar at the front, which sits upon a raised dais like a throne inlaid with ivory and gold.

      Making my way down the middle of the great sanctuary, my eyes stray up to the high vaulted ceiling encapsulating the chamber like a great, inverted triangle. It is carved with intricate stone patterns and inlaid with precious gemstones. The exceptional craftsmanship causes me to marvel in appreciation.

      Common folk, including initiates from the Academy, do not attend church day services in the Church of Light. It is a privilege strictly reserved only for the very elite of Tarsynium nobility. King Aethelgar himself has been known to come on occasion, though rumor has it that he is secretly an atheist.

      A priest of the Light in his ceremonial white robes notices my presence as I walk timidly down the stone aisle. He looks up from where he is lighting candles near the front and approaches me quietly. His hands disappear into the folds of his sleeves as he eyes me quizzically.

      "Can I help you, child?" he asks, his voice echoing softly in the yawning nave.

      "Yes," I reply quietly. "I've come to pay my respects."

      His eyes widen slightly as he draws near and apparently, realizes that I am a mage from the Conclave. "Forgive me, Magus. I did not realize who you were. You’ve come to pay your respects to the Light?" he asks, repeating my words.

      I pause just a few feet from him, shaking my head. "Not to the Almighty, no. I've come to pay my respects to the honored dead. May I be allowed access to the crypts?"

      "The crypts?" The priest frowns, crinkling his forehead and bringing his bushy white eyebrows together. "How unusual."

      "Is it so unusual for someone to want to visit the crypts?"

      "Visitors? No, I shouldn't say visitors are unusual. Every once in a while, patrons come to pray over the tombs of their ancestors." A look of consternation suddenly crosses his weathered features, and he glances furtively over my shoulder at the entrance. "What is unusual, Magus, is the interest the Conclave has with these halls as of late. Another mage came through here recently wanting to see the crypts as well."

      I try my best to feign ignorance. "That is unusual," I agree. "But I can assure you, priest, that my intentions are good. I only wish to pay my respects to the saints who came before."

      It's an innocent enough lie. Hopefully, it is enough to put him at ease.

      The priest considers my words for a moment before eventually nodding his wizened head. "I suppose there is no harm in letting you down there. Fortunately, the cathedral is quiet this evening. Please be sure not to disturb any of the tombs. A person's final resting place is sacred ground."

      I quickly agree, and he bids me follow him to the side through the stone pillars and toward a thick, iron-banded door set into the wall. A small candelabra rests on a table beside it.

      He picks up the candelabra and produces a brass key from somewhere within his billowing robes, sliding it into the lock and turning with a grinding click. The door swings inward, revealing a twisting stone staircase leading down into absolute blackness.

      "This way," he intones, leading the way down the staircase.

      I follow him without hesitation.

      The temperature quickly drops as we descend the stairs, the only light coming from the flickering candles held aloft by the priest’s gnarled hand. Deeper and deeper we go, and I find myself wondering just how far we are beneath the surface.

      However, the stairs eventually come to an end, depositing us into a musty chamber with an extremely high ceiling. The walls of the room rise up and disappear into the darkness above. Set into the walls are shadowed alcoves carved into the stone at varying intervals down the path. These, I realize, must be where the bodies are kept.

      "Would you like me to show you around, or would you like to spend some time alone?"

      The question catches me somewhat off-guard.

      "Alone is fine," I reply, steeling myself at the prospect of being by myself with thousands of decaying bodies.

      The priest moves to hand me the candelabra, but I shake my head. Reaching up to touch the talisman around my neck, I channel source energy and produce a small ball of magefyre in my open palm.

      Nodding solemnly, the priest departs without another word, heading back up the stairs and disappearing from sight.

      And now, I'm all alone with a bunch of dead people, I think wryly to myself with an involuntary shiver.

      Pulling the talisman from around my neck, I set off, not really knowing where I should begin. What reason could Magister Hale have had to come down here? More importantly, what did he discover in that book that could have given someone a reason to kill him?

      Admittedly, I don't have very much to go by, but I continue onward, too stubborn to give up now.

      The crypt, as far as I can tell, is really a series of wide corridors carved into the bedrock of the city itself. Each corridor contains dozens upon dozens of tombs burrowed deep into the walls, the shadowed nooks holding sarcophagi and dust-covered urns. As I wander through these corridors, I notice that the tombs vary widely in appearance, despite their relatively similar size. Some tombs are humble monuments with the name of the deceased simply carved beneath. Others are more ornate, containing masterful works of art and marble busts of forgotten individuals.

      In the end, I suppose it doesn't really matter how pretty your tomb is, I think to myself as I keep walking through the mausoleum. The result is the same. Bones and ash and death.

      A chill runs down my spine at the thought.

      I make a mental note of my path as I traverse the winding corridors. It would be a terrible thing indeed to become lost down here. Letting my feet take me where they will, I study the tombs as I pass, looking for any clue at all as to why Magister Hale would have been interested in this place.

      I lose track of how long I have been wandering around for, turning this way and that through the incredibly massive underground graveyard. The weight of the darkness around me feels crushing, and I find myself clinging to the limited blue light my magefyre creates, using it to ward away the oppressive shadows.

      Abruptly, something catches my eye, and I stop short. Turning my body, I regard a particularly gaudy-looking tomb chiseled deep into the rough stone wall.

      Below the sepulcher is the name 'Garreth Typhorius,' stamped in bold letters, but beneath that, I see a familiar four-pointed star surrounded by a circle of slim, intertwining bands. I recognize it immediately as the symbol from the assassin's blade. The book I had read in the library had called it the 'Emblem of the Chosen.'

      The symbol of the Harbingers, I think to myself in shock.

      For a moment, I am too stunned to move. I stand there in the darkness, staring at the faded symbol with a look of amazement, my thoughts racing.

      Who was this man? Was he the founder of this cult? Why would he display his allegiance to the Harbingers so brazenly, even in death?

      I think back to the many books I've read and Tarysnium's history, but his name doesn’t seem to ring any bells of familiarity. For all I know, he could have been a noble or a holy man or a wealthy merchant. The tomb offers no information as to his accomplishments.

      After several minutes, I continue my wandering journey through the crypts, noting the name and location of this man's final resting place. Perhaps I can look up his information later.

      Soon, not five tombs down the line, I see another four-pointed star etched into the stone.

      I stop short and examine the sarcophagus and its inscription, my eyes growing wide as I recognize this name.

      "Ian Glenmoore?" I say the name aloud, completely shocked. "The man was a renowned mage and scholar!"

      A proud bust of the ancient mage stands at the mouth of the alcove, covered in dust and cobwebs and staring sightlessly out at me, a grim expression on his face. Glenmoore was involved with the Harbingers? How could this be?

      The thought that someone so prestigious and well-known was counted among these fanatics, forces to me to question everything. I've read his books, I think to myself as I reach out a hand and touch the star with my fingertips. All evidence seemed to indicate that he was a brilliant scholar with a sound mind.

      And yet here I am, looking at proof that for all intents and purposes, indicates he was a member of this cult.

      Making another mental note, I move on to see if I can find more tombs bearing the Emblem of the Chosen like a badge of honor. Members of the royal court, noble men and women who had come from wealth, mages and scholars, some I recognize and others I don't, all bear the same accursed symbol beneath their name.

      Trying to make sense of what I have learned down here, I begin to trace my way back to the staircase.

      As I turn down another corridor, someone slips out from a shadowed alcove and steps in front of me, causing me to jump and squeak in alarm.

      I take a step back and hold my ball of magefyre warily before me as I regard the man, trying to determine whether he is friend or foe. He is clad in a dark cloak, whether it is black or dark blue, I cannot tell. His hood is drawn, covering his face, and his shoulders are broad, reminding me of a fighter's build.

      "You shouldn't be here," the man says ominously, standing in the middle of the corridor and blocking my escape.

      I hear the sound of boots on stone, and I glance behind me to see that two more cloaked figures have slipped out of the shadows, their hoods low and their postures threatening.

      "Get out of my way," I command in the strongest voice I can muster. Channeling more source energy, I cause my little ball of magefyre to flare dangerously.

      The first man chuckles, a low, menacing sound that makes the hair on my arms and neck stand on end. "This place belongs to the dead, little mage. And the dead guard their secrets jealously." From the folds of his cloak he produces a knife that glitters in the azure light.

      It is a perfect replica of the blade the assassin used that night on the road.

      Time seems to stand still as I draw in a breath, preparing myself for what I know will be a fight for my life. The talisman feels warm in my hands, pulsing with a light from within, and I can feel my heart starting to thump rapidly in my chest. I begin to channel, the words of a spell come unbidden to my mind.

      Source energy burns inside of me like an inner fire, filling my veins with warmth as I draw in magic through my talisman. The power seems to radiate from my flesh, and the ball of magefyre suspended above my palm flares brighter as I pour more energy into it, illuminating even more of the surrounding crypts.

      Cursing, the assassin lunges at me, raising his dagger in a black-gloved fist.

      Without thinking, I hurl the magefyre at him, sending the blazing projectile directly into his chest.

      He is blown backward and instantly set ablaze, the magical flames engulfing his cloak and devouring him hungrily as if it has a mind of its own. The man screams in terror and collapses to the floor, writhing in agony on the dusty tiles.

      On instinct, I cast a radiant shield around myself, uttering the words as fast as they will fall off my tongue. Shimmering blue light surrounds me, covering my body in a warm embrace that makes my skin tingle all over.

      As the shield forms itself around me, the second assassin's blade glances off my back.

      I turn to see him backing off, going to stand by his companion with another silvery dagger clutched in his hand.

      Light! I think as I back up to the flames behind me. That was close! The man I had thrown the magefyre at is now silent, the crackling flames still using his body as a source of fuel. Even so, the crypts begin to slowly grow darker as the flames slowly begin to die down.

      Are these the Harbingers, or are they merely sell swords sent to murder me? I ask myself as I regard the last two men brandishing daggers in the fading light. It doesn't matter, I conclude. They are obviously here to prevent me from learning something important.

      Just like they did to Magister Hale.

      The assassins look at each other, determined expressions on both of their sneering faces. It is clear what they are thinking—how are they going to get past my magical defenses?

      Taking a deep breath, I continue to channel source energy through my talisman, pulling more of the magical power into my body.

      The acrid smell of burning hair fills the chamber, accompanied by the scent of cooking flesh as the dead man smolders behind me. It is a foul odor, and I have to resist the urge to use both my hands to cover my nose and mouth.

      I need to get out of here, I think to myself as I attempt to formulate a plan. Focus, Zara!

      These men understand that I can't stand here interminably. All they have to do is wait for my energy to run out, then they can kill me. And being this far down here, it is not likely anyone will ever discover my body.

      The thought causes me to shiver, and I watch anxiously as the two assassins split up, one moving to stand behind me and the other blocking the corridor in front of me.

      Trapped, I think, forcing down the terror that rises like bile into my throat. Trapped like a mouse.

      "You can't wait like that forever, little bird," the man in front of me chides, his tone mocking. "I know your kind. You'll eventually collapse from exhaustion, and then you'll be ours."

      The man behind me chuckles, and my stomach starts to convulse, fear threatening to overtake me. I can already feel the fatigue beginning to creep in, gnawing at my senses and weakening my resolve.

      No, I think, trying desperately to clear my mind and formulate a plan. This is not how it ends for you. You are smarter than these men. Think!

      As soon as I drop my shield, the assassins will no doubt pounce on me. I trust that their reflexes are much keener than mine, even with my training. If I could only distract one of them somehow, I could make a break for it, running for the exit as fast as I can. I think I still remember the path. But what in the Light can I do to distract them?

      Something faint whispers to my heart, a strange calm washing over me. It isn’t really a voice, more of a feeling, but it is as real as the stones beneath my feet, and it seems as though the Light itself is inspiring me. The answer suddenly becomes crystal clear in my mind.

      Steeling myself, I turn to face the assassin watching me with hateful eyes on the other side of the smoldering body. The flames have almost completely died out now, leaving the crypts in a near-state of absolute blackness.

      Listening to the voice that is not a voice, I stride forward onto the dead man's corpse and begin stamping out the flames with my feet. The body feels strange as I stomp on it, like meat that has been charred too long on the coals of a fire, but I continue my mad dance regardless, effectively extinguishing the remaining magefyre in a puff of foul-smelling smoke.

      The assassin curses, apparently realizing what I am doing, and lunges forward just as the last of the light goes out. They can't see in the dark either, I think as I release the source energy, letting my shield drop into nothingness. Squeezing my eyes shut, I duck and step to the side, sensing his arms grasping out at the air above me. The man curses and swings wildly with his dagger, but I am already a good distance away, pushing my back up against a cold stone tomb.

      Holding my breath, I begin to silently slink off down the hall, using my fingers to guide me along the wall as I walk softly.

      "Where'd she go?" one of the assassins barks in the darkness.

      "I don't know!" the other replies angrily. "I can't see anything!"

      "Damn you, Jas," the first one growls, their voices becoming fainter as I make my way down the hall. "If you let her get away, the master will have both our heads."

      "Shut your damn mouth," the second one retorts. "Give me a second."

      I can hear the faint sounds of metal on stone, and a quick glance over my shoulder reveals sparks flying in the blackness as one of them strikes a flint.

      They have a torch, I realize, coming to a dead stop. They plan to chase me around these corridors until I’m too tired to flee. Fear grips me again, but I quickly force it away, willing myself to remain strong. Somehow, I must stand and fight. I'm not going to let them kill me!

      Acting purely on instinct, I begin pulling in more source energy, using every bit of strength I possess to fill myself to capacity. It burns the depths of my stomach and makes my head swim, the pounding of my pulse thudding loudly in my ears, but still I channel, hiding the glow of my source crystal in the folds of my cloak.

      The words of a spell come unbidden to my mind, a powerful incantation I have never used before. Raising a hand, I point in the direction of the assassins just as their torch flares to life, opening my mouth to speak the words of power.

      “Fos lasair al’mòr!”

      A brilliant shaft of light erupts from my open palm, jerking me back as it hurtles toward the assassin holding the torch with the speed and intensity of a lightning bolt. It punches him directly in the stomach and rips through him, burning through clothing, skin, and bone almost instantaneously and dropping him to his knees, dead.

      The torch falls from nerveless fingers and clatters to the ground, leaving the stunned visage of the last assassin standing statue-like off to the side.

      Ignoring the tingling fatigue that begins moving up my arm, I stand up straight, filling myself with even more source energy and creating a floating ball of magefyre above my palm.

      "I'm no easy prey," I say in a voice that sounds much stronger than I feel. "Shall we finish this fight?"

      The assassin looks from me, to his two dead friends, then back to me, his face a mask of stunned disbelief. Hastily, he begins running down the corridor in the opposite direction, his knife still in-hand.

      For half a second, I consider letting him go. What do I care if one rogue assassin runs free? I am alive, and that's all that matters. Then logic takes over, reminding me of my duty as a mage. If I let him go, he may kill again, and that blood would be on my hands. Plus, I silently conclude as I wearily begin chasing after him, if I capture him, he can provide me with more information about the Harbingers.

      Still allowing the magefyre to float above my shoulder to light the way, I run, sprinting as fast as I can down the twisting, dark catacombs, the mute dead watching our chase from the shadows of their crypts.

      Despite my best efforts, the assassin quickly outpaces me, his movements quick and agile. He races in a twisting path through the corridors, putting more and more distance between us with every step he takes.

      I shrug off my cumbersome mage robe as I run in an effort to gain some speed. My shift is much easier to move in, even though it reveals more of my legs and shoulders than I would like. But at a time like this, modesty is the least of my concerns.

      Breathing heavily, I concentrate on not losing sight of him in the labyrinth of narrow halls. We weave and turn, going in the exact opposite direction of the stairs leading up to the cathedral. Where is he leading me? I wonder, sweat beading on my forehead. Could he be heading for a secret entry hidden within the crypts?

      Sure enough, I watch as the assassin jumps into an empty tomb, the shadowed alcove disappearing into a tunnel leading upward. He curses when he sees that I haven't given up the chase and vanishes inside, his heavy footfalls reverberating in the circular stone tunnel.

      Not wanting him to get away, I climb inside after him, my magefyre lighting the way and warding against any unexpected attacks. Should he be waiting just ahead of me, he would get a burning surprise.

      The tunnel winds upward, rough-hewn and stinking of rats. My foot slips on something slick, and I try not to think about what creatures are currently sharing this tunnel with us.

      Eventually, I see a light ahead, and I push myself to reach it.

      The assassin leaps out into the open air and vanishes from sight, leaving me to close the distance between us.

      I soon find myself stepping out into a cramped alleyway somewhere in the city, a metal grate halfway across the entrance, which I shove quickly to the side. Though brighter than the tunnel, the sky is dark, and a light rain drizzles down, beginning to dampen my thin shift. I look right, then left, and spot the assassin near the end of the alleyway, running out into the street.

      Fighting against my tiredness, I continue on, padding across the wet ground as I make my way to the end of the alley.

      My lungs are burning, and my breath comes in great, wheezing gasps. I don't think I've ever run so hard in my entire life, even when training to duel at the Academy. I can tell this is a race that I'm not going to win.

      In a last, desperate attempt to stop him, I come to a halt and hurl the sputtering ball of magefyre in my hand down the street after him, trying to aim in a manner that won't kill him.

      Despite the rain that has now begun to come down a little heavier, the ball of magical fire still flickers with light as it closes the distance between us much faster than I can run. It eventually connects with the back of my target's knees, sending him falling to the cobblestones.

      Forcing my legs to move again, I jog up to him as he frantically tries to keep the blue flames from climbing up his thigh and reaching his torso by swatting at himself, his face twisted in pain. He rolls about in a puddle, the dirty water finally extinguishing the tongues of fire. The smoking burns on his leg look bad, but they are far from fatal. Clutching my talisman, I cast a spell to lash his feet and hands together, then take a step back, utterly exhausted.

      Panting, he looks up at me with hateful eyes.

      "Stay here," I breathe, staggering away from him and looking around for anyone who can aid me. Not that you have much of a choice.

      The streets are deserted in the rain, the storm chasing the crowds of Tarsys indoors. My hair is matted to my face, and I can tell that I must look a dreadful sight, but I find it difficult to summon the will to care. I have just fought three deadly assassins and won, even capturing one of them as prisoner. On top of which, I am now freezing cold. So, the least of my concerns is how I look.

      There have to be city guards around here somewhere, I reason, splashing my way down the street and looking everywhere for a sign of the watch.

      A glance over my shoulder reveals that the assassin is struggling against his restraints. The flickering energy binds his limbs like shackles made from steel. He curses, thrashing in the middle of the street like a caged animal, but the magical lashings hold firmly. Although, it is likely going to be a struggle to bring him back to the Conclave, I intend to do just that and extract every bit of information from him regarding the Harbingers.

      When I have retrieved all of the intelligence I need, I will strike at the heart of their shadowy organization.

      Only then, will my fellow mages and I be safe.

      And maybe even the kingdom as a whole.
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      Arrows pepper our position at the edge of the road, thudding into tree trunks and skidding on the stony forest floor. One of the arrows pierces the haunch of Rickard's stallion, causing the beast to whinny in pain and bolt, speeding off down the road and disappearing from sight.

      I spit out a curse as I try to formulate a plan.

      The tree I am hiding behind thuds with the impact of numerous arrows. I glance over to see Talon huddling behind a small boulder, his short swords laying in the dirt beside him as he uses his hands to cover his head.

      Much good that'll do you, I think sardonically, my mind racing. Light, I have no idea how many attackers there are, or where these arrows are even coming from!

      Gritting my teeth in frustration, I put away my father's hatchet. I need to figure out where they are first before I go charging through the brush. Looking back down the road, I can see my longbow hanging with my quiver on my gelding's saddle. Luckily, our horses had been behind Rickard's, so they are relatively protected from the projectiles by a bend in the road.

      Breathing deep and counting to three, I dash from my position and run over to my horse, doing my best to keep my head down as I go. Arrows whizz past me, and by some miracle, I manage to get to a protected spot beside the horses without becoming a pincushion.

      "What are you doing?" Talon cries out in alarm, his eyes pleading for me not to leave him alone.

      I pull out my bow and sling my quiver around my shoulder. "Saving our skins!" I shout back, pulling out an arrow and fixing it to the string.

      The enemy projectiles abate for a brief instant, allowing Talon to abandon his scanty cover and get behind a tree closer to my position. Not wanting to squander the opportunity, I step back into the line of fire, pulling on my bowstring and taking aim down the shaft of my arrow.

      Several dark figures crouch on the hillside behind rocks and shrubs, their bows held up and their quivers bristling with arrows. I quickly loose my own arrow and retreat behind the horses as our attackers see me and begin to shoot with renewed vigor. I’m not able to get a sure count, but it seems like there are at least four or five of them higher up the hill, pinning us down on the road.

      "Eleven Hells," Talon curses as an arrow thuds into the bark of the tree right next to his head. "Are those Nightingales?"

      "I'm not sure," I reply honestly, nocking another arrow.

      Talon glances over at his dead master and visibly pales. Blood has begun to pool on the rocky ground near Rickard’s head, the arrow fletchings rising from his eye socket like an enemy banner. "Light save me... he's dead!"

      "Get a hold of yourself," I bark at him sharply. "I need you to pick up your bow. Now!"

      "I told you I'm not a very good shot," he replies, looking longingly at his short swords lying in the dirt.

      "I don't care," I snap back, noticing that the arrows have stopped flying again. "Quick, get over here!"

      Only hesitating for a moment, Talon rushes over to where I stand in the bend of the road, a steep portion of the hill blocking us from view. Upon seeing him running, the attackers begin shooting again, trying to keep him from reaching me.

      Looking more than a little shaky, Talon grabs for his bow and quiver, holding them in white-knuckled fists.

      Nodding to him, I poke my head out from our cover and let loose another shot. My arrow narrowly misses one of the figures, embedding itself into a sapling nearby.

      "Damn," I curse, stepping back and nocking another arrow.

      Talon steps out next, pulling the feathered shaft to his cheek and letting fly just as an enemy arrow almost gets close enough to take his ear off. He, too, does not hit his target, and he steps back with a curse of his own.

      "Why are they attacking us?" he murmurs to himself, drawing another arrow and waiting for an opportunity to shoot. "We’ve never been attacked in these parts before.”

      "I don't know," I reply lamely, leaning out and shooting before returning to cover.

      From my personal experience, the rebels aren't a particularly violent lot. Even with their war with the crown, they only seem to fight when backed into a corner. Ambushing rangers out on the road does not seem to be like something they would blatantly choose to do.

      We exchange fire back and forth, neither side causing any real damage to the other. One of my shots hits one of the figures in the arm, but from what I can tell, it is only a flesh wound, leaving the attacker still able to shoot. A stray missile grazes Talon's cheek, drawing blood and leaving a nasty-looking gash on the side of his face. He whimpers at first when the arrow slices him, but he keeps shooting, bearing the injury with forced stoicism.

      Before long, however, our quivers start to dwindle.

      "This isn't working," I growl, launching one of my five remaining arrows and ducking back behind cover.

      "I know," Talon replies grimly, wiping the blood away from his cheek with the back of his hand. "I'm almost empty."

      I set my jaw. "If we stop returning fire they are going to come after us. We'd better get ready."

      It only takes a moment of us hiding in our safe zone for the hailstorm of arrows to stop, and soon I can hear the sounds of brush crunching as the attackers move from their position. It sounds like they are getting closer, booted feet crushing leaves and branches as they make their way toward us.

      I curse and throw down my bow, pulling my father's hatchet from my belt loop.

      "Talon, arm yourself," I command urgently. "They're coming!"

      "I can't!" he responds, his voice filled with alarm. "My short swords are over there!" He points down the road where they are still lying in the dirt.

      "You'll have to make do without them." I jerk my head over to where a long sword is strapped to his horse. “There. Use that!”

      Talon shakes his head, his eyes growing wide with panic. "I can't. Master Shaw insisted I take that sword with me for training, but I never liked it. I'm hopeless with a longsword!"

      I step over to him and roughly grab the neck guard on his leather jerkin, forcing him to look me in the eye. "Listen, Talon. You have to pick up that sword and fight. If not, both of us will die here today. Assume a protective position and fight defensively, and I'll have your back. Got it?"

      He nods, but in his eyes, I can still see fear.

      Readying my hatchet, I move forward and wait for our enemies to fall upon us as Talon races over to his horse and pulls out his sword.

      Words from the ranger's oath come to my mind, as they always do before a fight: Our solemn duty is to protect the borders of the realms of men from those enemies who would seek our destruction... none shall pass by while we stand guard.

      Four cloaked men step out onto the road in front of me, swords drawn and glinting in the sunlight. They immediately fan out before us and the horses, closing in with slow, careful steps.

      Talon approaches my right side from behind, his longsword clutched tightly in both hands. I can practically feel the trepidation coming off of him like an aura, causing me to feel a little nervous as well.

      As the men draw near, I take in their appearances, trying to glean what I can in one swift glance.

      Their cloaks are dark and embroidered with a silver bird in flight over the breast. They are Nightingales, then, I think to myself angrily. It infuriates me that I would be attacked by them after I had fought with their brothers in the Emberwood.

      Then, I notice something odd. Their faces are all as expressionless as statues, their mouths drawn in thin, tight lines beneath their noses. They move in a synchronized fashion, the way that trained soldiers are supposed to during combat. Most troubling of all, however, are their eyes, which are covered in a milky film of swirling mist that reminds me of a blind person's gaze.

      These men aren’t Nightingales at all, I realize, my blood running icy cold with horror. These are mind slaves!

      The two on the left fall upon me with cold efficiency, slicing their swords in an attempt to disembowel me. I dodge to the side, knocking one of the blades wide as the other misses, giving Talon more than enough room to properly defend himself.

      Letting the calmness of my training take over, I fall into a battle stance, bringing my hatchet up and watching their every move.

      They assume a fighting posture as well, their swords held aloft as they begin to circle me.

      The sounds of steel on steel ring out in the air as Talon also engages with his attackers, the clangor accompanied by a string of colorful curse words.

      Feinting to the side, I lunge at one of the Nightingales, only to break away at the last second to attack the other, bringing my hatchet down in a quick, precise chop. The Nightingale backs up, clearly not expecting the attack, and only barely manages to block me as I search for a weakness in his defense.

      The second Nightingale comes barreling in as I'm still engaged with the other, attempting to exploit my open back and slide his blade in between my ribs.

      I twist to the side, and his blade misses, causing him to stumble as his sword point pierces only air. Spinning around, I bring my father's hatchet up in a wide arc, striking the Nightingale in the shoulder and biting deep into his flesh.

      Being a mind slave, the man does not cry out in pain, instead, twisting his body in an attempt to stab at me from the side.

      I am too fast for the awkward attack, and the blade pierces only air, giving me a brief window to retaliate. I wrench the hatchet from his shoulder and bring it down again on his chest, puncturing his leather armor with a dull thud.

      The other Nightingale, trying to save his companion, drives his shoulder into my side and is able to push me off of him while leaving my hatchet embedded in the first one’s chest.

      I fall hard to the ground, but as I do, I manage to swiftly reach down and grab a small dagger tucked into the side of my boot. Lying on the flat of my back, I fling it up at the second Nightingale, striking him right in the neck just beneath the jaw.

      He drops his sword and reaches up with both hands to staunch the blood flow, his mist-filled eyes staring down at me with cold dispassion. He sinks to his knees a second later, then eventually collapses to the earth, his movements growing still.

      I let out a relieved breath, then notice the first Nightingale with the hatchet still embedded in his chest turning toward me.

      Ignoring the wound, he descends upon my prone form, stepping past the corpse of his companion and stabbing with his sword.

      "Hells," I curse, twisting to avoid being skewered by the man's thrust. But I'm not quite fast enough, and the blade bites through the armor on my side, sending searing pain lancing through my body.

      I grunt as he pulls the blade out and raises it again to deliver the killing blow. Before it can fall, however, I roll to the side, and the mind slave only manages to strike the dirt.

      Staggering, I push myself to my feet and face my enemy, the Nightingale turning his dead gaze impassively toward me.

      Summoning my courage and every ounce of energy I possess, I charge him weaponless, ignoring the pain in my side. I let out a wordless scream, and I bare down on him, hands outstretched like claws before me. He swings at me, almost lazily, and the blade comes within inches of my face, but I barrel past his reach, shoving with my palms and knocking the mind slave off-balance.

      He stumbles, and I use the opportunity to pull my hatchet from his chest and swing it up high above my head. Snarling, I bring it back down, burying it in the middle of his face and cracking his skull open like an egg. Blood splashes over me, and his body crumples lifelessly to the ground.

      He does not get back up.

      Blinking against the sudden wetness in my eyes, I grimace and place a hand on my wounded side. It comes back sticky with my own blood. I can tell that the cut isn't deep enough to cause permanent damage, but it still hurts terribly, making every movement on my left side difficult.

      A cry from Talon brings me back into the fight.

      I look up to see that by some miracle he is still alive, fending off his two attackers with desperation, his eyes wild with fear. His left arm hangs limply at his side, dripping red, and he holds the sword shakily in his right hand, looking like he is about to be overrun.

      Gritting my teeth against the agony in my side, I rush up to engage one of the Nightingales, turning his attention away from Talon.

      He blocks my sluggish attacks and then counterstrikes, forcing me to drop to a knee to avoid being decapitated. Fortunately, the swing throws him off-balance, and I am able to shove him with an upward push. He goes down, and immediately I am on top of him, driving the blade of my hatchet into his heart and ending his life in an instant.

      At one time, I had feared that killing mind slaves would end their chances to come back from their spell. Zara later explained to me that it was impossible to bring someone back once they have been entranced. They're already dead inside.

      Somehow, Talon manages to nick the last remaining Nightingale in the thigh, causing blood to spurt from the wound like a crimson fountain. In his inexperience, though, his strike has left him open, and the Nightingale responds by punching him square in the face.

      Talon goes down, and I use the last of my strength to charge at the man before he can finish off Rickard’s apprentice. I bring my hatchet down hard on the top of his skull, killing him before his body even hits the ground.

      Just like that, it is all over.

      Gasping in pain, I walk over to Talon and help him up. His nose is bleeding profusely.

      "Are you all right?" I ask, bringing my hand back down to my side.

      He nods, and I can see tears welling up in his eyes. "I think it's broken," he replies, his voice pained.

      "How's your arm?"

      He glances down at the wound on the side of his left arm. It doesn't look very deep. "My nose hurts worse. Bastard Nightingales... I hope they burn in the Eleven Hells."

      I shake my head. "These aren't Nightingales."

      He looks at me incredulously, the tears now freely falling. "What do you mean, these aren't Nightingales?"

      "It isn't them," I reply simply. "Not really, anyway. Those," I gesture to the corpses around us, "are mind slaves."

      His expression transforms into one of outright bewilderment.

      I sigh. "It means that there is a demon about, Talon. We need to get back to the Grand Lodge and notify the Master Warden."

      I wipe the blood off my father’s hatchet with the hem of one of the Nightingale’s cloaks, then turn to regard Talon, who is staring at me like I am insane.

      “Did you just say that there is a demon about?”

      I nod solemnly, moving to clean the blood and sweat from my face with my sleeve. I’ve seen that expression before, I think to myself wryly.

      Talon, apparently forgetting about the pain of his broken nose, shakes his head in disbelief. “Do you know how bloody crazy that sounds, mate?”

      “Yes,” I answer, exasperated. “I do. But I swear it’s the truth. Why do you think Tamara brought me all the way from Tarsys to meet with the Master Warden? There are more than just Nightingales seeking to destroy the kingdom.”

      “And you think that demons have gotten through the Arc?”

      Again, I nod, fixing him with a serious stare.

      Talon eyes me for a moment before finally replying, as though he is truly considering whether or not I have gone completely mad. “All right,” he says, “out with it, then. I want to hear everything.”

      Not seeing any reason to hold back, I oblige him, as I keep a wary eye on the tree line. Standing there amid the corpses of the four Nightingales, I regale him with everything that has happened over the last month. I tell him about our discovery of the demons in the Emberwood, about the Battle of Forest Hill, and the alliance with the Nightingales. I even explain to him what mindflaying is, ending with Elias’ departure and my journey to report to the Conclave.

      “And that is what brought me here,” I finish, gesturing around us with my hatchet.

      Minutes pass by while Talon is silent, regarding me with an unreadable expression. The skin beneath both of his eyes is already beginning to swell and turn dark, and the blood running from his nose is starting to dry out.

      Eventually, he breaks the silence, spitting a gob of red saliva on the ground in front of him. “That’s quite a tale, Owyn. And I’m halfway inclined to believe you. It’d be one explanation as to why these sods would attack us, anyway.” He nudges one of the bodies with his boot.

      “We have to head back to the Grand Lodge,” I insist, bringing up my point from before. “The Wardens have to be warned about what is going on. They’re the only ones in a position to do anything about it.”

      “Well, I sure as Hells don’t want to stay out here!” He winces and brings a hand up to his broken nose, touching it gingerly. “Light almighty, this hurts.”

      “Let me see it,” I say, sliding my father’s hatchet back into my belt loop and stepping up to him so I can inspect the wound. The break looks nasty, but clean, the bridge of his nose bent in an odd way near the middle. Otherwise, he looks fine. “We’re going to have to reset it,” I mutter as I examine him.

      “Reset it?” he asks, his tone becoming anxious once more.

      “Yes,” I reply. “Elias did it to me one time when we were sparring. I took a practice sword to the face and ended up looking like you… only, you know, not as ugly.”

      I say it in such a deadpan way, that for a moment, Talon looks a little offended before his face inexplicably splits into a grin. “There’s about a hundred tavern wenches between here and Yarrin that would beg to differ with you, friend. Alright, get on with it then. Let’s get this over with so we can get the Hells out of here.”

      Smiling wanly, I jog over to my gelding who is standing just down the road. Fortunately, the animals didn't run too far away during the fight. We should count ourselves lucky, I think to myself, fishing something out of my saddlebags. Shaw's horse is nowhere to be seen.

      I eventually find what I am looking for and pull out a small strip of leather. I run back to Talon, who is wiping off the edge of his longsword with the hem of his ranger cloak.

      “Bite down on this,” I say, rolling up the strip of leather and handing it to him. “And try not to jerk your head back while I set it. This is going to hurt.”

      He stuffs it into his mouth and bites down. “Great,” he mutters around the leather, dribbling a bit of drool out of the corner of his mouth.

      Placing my hands on either side of his face, I use my thumbs to gently feel the bridge of his nose, searching for the break. He stiffens at my touch and whimpers as I press on the wounded cartilage and skin.

      “Ready?” I ask when I feel like my thumbs are in the right place.

      “Ready,” he mumbles, closing his eyes in nervous anticipation.

      I begin counting, “One… two… three!” Then, I press hard on either side of his nose, pushing the break back into place as hard as I can. Talon screams in pain, tears squeezing out of the corners of his eyes, but otherwise, he manages to hold still.

      I pause to examine the nose. It looks a little straighter, but the break is not quite set. “Almost there,” I say aloud, not letting go of his face. “One more time.”

      Breathing heavily, he nods slightly, closing his eyes again and biting down hard on the leather.

      Without counting, I quickly push once more with my thumbs. A satisfying pop fills the air as the nose is corrected, and Talon lets out another scream of agony. Blood rushes out of his nostrils as if the floodgates of his head have been opened, spilling down his chin and onto his chest.

      I step back, wiping my hands on my trousers and looking satisfactorily at the nose. It appears to be functional once again, though it still looks obvious that it had been broken. “Much better,” I say with a grin. “You’ll want to take it easy for the next few weeks while it heals.”

      He gingerly raises a hand to his nose and lets out a torrent of curses, some of which I have never heard before. “That bloody hurt!” he exclaims, as my eyes widen slightly.

      “Now you look like a real fighter,” I say, shrugging. "It isn’t pretty, but you can tell you've actually done battle. You're welcome, by the way."

      He eyes me for a moment, still feeling his tender nose, before finally mumbling, "Thank you."

      Looking around, I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. Can't anything in life ever be easy? We are surrounded by corpses, and both of us are wounded, but at least we're still alive.

      The same can't be said for Talon's master.

      "We need to start heading back now," I say at length. "We have a long road ahead of us, and there may be more of these mind slaves hanging around."

      Talon nods his agreement, and we begin packing up our things, leaving the Nightingale corpses on the road for the buzzards to pick apart. Talon retrieves his short swords while I try to gather as many arrows as I can. When we are finished and the horses are ready for departure, we wordlessly walk over to where Rickard's body lies up the road.

      "How are we going to bring him back?" Talon asks softly, the blood beneath his nose having turned to a dark crust.

      I think for a moment, considering our options. Riding with the body slung over one of our horses like a deer would be a grisly way to go about it, and I don't think either of us would want to do it that way. Burying him here is out of the question, as we are tired and it would take too long.

      As I glance out into the forest, I am reminded of the last gorgons the farmers and I had slain in the Emberwood, and an idea strikes me.

      Delving into the brush, I begin picking up supple branches and rigid sticks, gathering them into a bundle in my arms.

      "What are you doing?" Talon asks curiously, watching me from up on the road.

      "Making a litter," I reply, bending down to pick up another branch. "Unless you want to carry him on your lap?"

      He grimaces, and I immediately regret saying the words. Rickard Shaw was Talon's master, and his death must be hard on him. Glancing at him apologetically, I continue my work in silence.

      Soon, I have enough branches, and I make my way back to where the ranger's body lies in the dirt. Kneeling down on the road, I begin to weave the lengths of wood together, making a bed about the length of his body. The pliable branches bend well enough, while the harder branches provide me with a framework to work with. With a little bit of twine from my saddlebag to hold it all together, it should serve its purpose well.

      "Get me some rope," I say to Talon, admiring my makeshift litter. "We'll lash it behind my horse."

      He complies, and it isn't long before we are reverently rolling the body onto the litter, securing it with the rope and tying it to my saddle. I do most of the work myself, even though my side aches fiercely. With his wounded arm, Talon isn't able to be of much help.

      When we are done, we step back and regard the litter, a sense of solemnity hanging in the air.

      "What about Dancer?" Talon asks at length, pulling us out of our morose silence.

      I look at him quizzically for a moment before realizing that he must be speaking of Rickard's stallion. "He's long gone by now," I reply softly. "And besides, I don't think there are enough hours in the day to go after him."

      Talon sighs and we mount up, readying ourselves to head out.

      I survey the scene of our skirmish one last time before nudging my gelding down the road leading back to the Lodge, taking it all in and committing to memory the details of the fight. Why would there be mind slaves here? I wonder, clicking my tongue to urge my horse forward. Could there be another army like Moloch's inside the Arc? The fact that there are mind slaves here in the Ashwood does not bode well for the rangers, nor the kingdom at large.

      I had hoped I wouldn't be seeing another demon for a long time, preferably, the rest of my life. Apparently, fate has other plans.

      Talon and I ride in silence for a while, the only sounds are our horses' hooves on the stony ground and the litter scraping behind us. Both of us sit gloomily in our saddles, lost deep in thought. My mind goes to Elias, and I wonder where he is and what he is doing. Inevitably though, my thoughts bring me back to Tarsys and the mage I left behind. Light, I miss talking to her.

      Nightfall comes quickly, even with our hurried pace, blanketing the Ashwood in shadows and making it difficult for us to continue on. We decide to pull off the road and set up camp. Talon ties up the horses, while I build a small fire in a hollow to minimize the light it gives off. We make sure to keep Shaw's body a good distance away from camp, covering him with a blanket to ward away the smell of his already decaying body.

      The work is slow in the dark, but we are accustomed to it because of our training.

      When everything is done, we each take some time to tend to our respective wounds.

      Grimacing, I sit down next to the blaze and examine my side, opening the tear in my shirt and peeling the fabric away from my skin. The blood is sticky, and even in the low light of the fire, I can see that the flesh around the wound has become an angry red. Elias’ voice chides me in the back of my mind. You shouldn’t have waited this long to take care of this, Owyn. This will need antiseptic to kill the infection.

      Fetching a small pouch from my saddle bag, I sit back down and fully remove my shirt, doing my best to clean the gash by pouring my water skin on it. Next, I reach into the pouch and pull out a needle and gut, beginning the slow and excruciating process of stitching it closed.

      My painful gasps cause Talon to glance over at me, the area beneath his nose now clean of crusty blood. He blanches when he realizes what I am doing and quickly looks away, a look of sympathy on his face.

      When I am finished with the stitching, I set the needle aside, my hands shaking from the pain. With great trepidation, I begin to pack the wound with a crushed herb from my pouch, something that is supposed to keep infection from taking hold. It stings like acid, and it smells nauseatingly bitter, but soon I am done. I slowly put my shirt back on and take a swig of water to wet my throat, wishing that I had ale instead.

      Glancing at Talon, I notice that he is still favoring his arm. "How is it?" I ask, gesturing at his wound with my water skin.

      "It hurts," he replies evenly. "But it's nothing. Don't worry about it."

      I walk over to him and bend down to inspect the wound. "Let me take a look at it."

      The slice is not deep, and probably doesn’t need stitches, but it still looks painful. I hand him the pouch. "Clean it, then take a pinch of this and rub it in the cut. It'll sting, but it will keep your arm from getting infected."

      He nods and complies, wincing painfully as he does so.

      I offer to take the first watch, and Talon does not argue, climbing into his bedroll and pulling his wool blanket up to his chin.

      "Owyn?" he calls out sheepishly before drifting off to sleep.

      "Yes?"

      "I want to thank you for saving me today. You took charge of the situation, and because of that, we are both alive. I don't know your master, but I think he would be proud of the way you handled yourself."

      It is a surprisingly vulnerable moment for the apprentice. "You're welcome," I reply softly.

      The night passes slowly, and by the time it is my turn to sleep, I am all too willing to crawl into my bedroll and let sleep take me.

      My rest is dreamless, but ultimately fleeting.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, we reluctantly get back into our saddles and continue on our way to the Grand Lodge. Both of us are still recovering from wounds, which makes riding uncomfortable.

      We pass the time by talking, speaking of our past, our training, and anything else that can take our minds off of our present situation.

      It is a long journey, but by mid-afternoon, we are already close to the shaded vale that shelters the home of the rangers.

      "Look!" Talon says, pulling me from my thoughts as he reins in his horse to a stop.

      I look up, gazing in the direction he is pointing and immediately my stomach drops. Rising from the tree line ahead, like a black column against the grey sky, is a pillar of smoke.

      The Grand Lodge is burning.

      Without saying another word, I spur my horse ahead, reaching instinctively toward my belt and touching my father's hatchet. I want to be ready to pull it out at moment's notice.

      It appears the fighting is not over just yet.
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      Heavy rain pours from the sky with renewed fury, soaking the city in icy sheets that carry the cold bite of the coming winter. All of the adrenaline from my confrontation with the assassins is gone, and without the protection of my mage cloak, I am left shivering violently in the middle of the street. My shift clings scandalously to my cold form but offers me little warmth.

      Fortunately, I am quick to locate a contingent of guards without much trouble, finding them huddled under the awning of a building to avoid getting wet.

      I approach their small group and explain my situation, describing the ambush of the assassins inside the crypts and how I have one of them captured and bound just a few streets over. I do my best to maintain an authoritative demeanor, keeping my chin up and holding out my talisman as proof that I am a mage. Yet, their wandering eyes linger over my body, and I am suddenly keenly aware of my own immodesty.

      At length, the guards comply with my request, reluctantly leaving their dry shelter and following me to the place where the assassin still lies in the middle of the street, bound by my magical cords.

      The assassin spits at them, and they roughly grab him and pick him up off the ground, holding him between them by his arms and legs.

      I direct them to escort the prisoner to the Conclave to be incarcerated.

      As the guards head off into the rainy evening, I clutch my talisman and pull in a little source energy—not enough to further drain me, but enough to keep me from freezing to death. The magical energy feels warm as it courses through my veins, warding off the chill of the rain and giving me to willpower to return to my quarters for dry clothes.

      I make my way through the deserted city streets, probably looking more like a wet dog than a mage of the Conclave. My hair is drenched and matted down my back and shoulders, and my feet move stiffly through puddle after puddle, my shoes squishing with every footstep. I blink away droplets of water and shiver despite the source energy I am channeling, my skin pebbling in the numbing cold.

      Those assassins were guarding something, I think, trying to distract myself as I hasten toward the Azure Tower. They didn’t want me to see the symbol of the Harbingers on all those tombs.

      The crypts beneath the Church of Light are reserved for only the elite of the kingdom, the nobles and the mages and the scholars of society. The fact that so many of their tombs carried the symbol of the Harbingers, this Emblem of the Chosen, is troubling. But what is the connection?

      Perhaps they didn’t want me to discover that this cult infects the upper crust of society, not the common folk or those on the fringes of the kingdom. That would make a lot of sense. It is well-known that the power in Tarsynium is concentrated in the capital city, between the royal palace and the Conclave. If the resurgence of this ancient religious group has corrupted those in power, that would be a troubling thought indeed.

      Somehow, I'm not surprised that the symbol on the tombs has thus far gone unnoticed. The Harbingers are an obscure group, and it would be easy for visitors to the crypts to miss such a nondescript image engraved in the stone. Hopefully, the captured assassin will be able to shed more light on this... if I can get him to talk.

      At long last, I arrive at the Azure Tower and make my way up to my apartment, drawing more than a few shocked glances at my disheveled and unladylike appearance. I try to ignore them, though I can feel my cheeks growing hot despite the fact that they have little blood flow in them.

      I can’t tell which is more embarrassing, my lack of clothing or the fact that I look like I fell in a river.

      With relief, I push open the door to my apartment, closing it behind me and moving to prepare a hot bath to warm my icy appendages.

      The Conclave is renowned for constructing wondrous magical devices known as artifices. This is done by infusing radiant magic into inanimate objects like stone or works of metal. Over the centuries, mages have experimented and created a number of such artifices, ranging from the grand—like the Arc of Radiance—to the mundane, like heating crystals.

      Using a series of pipes to draw cold water into the large copper bathtub, I plop a few of the heating crystals in as well. When they interact with the water, they begin to glow a faint blue, heating the water to a comfortable temperature and causing it steam.

      Dipping my fingers into the water and nodding in satisfaction, I proceed to strip off my wet clothing and lower myself inside, sighing audibly as I ease into the hot water and settle down on the bottom of the tub.

      For a time, I just lie there, soaking in the hot water and letting the stress of the day seep out of my bones as I clear my mind. After several glorious minutes of lounging, I reach over to the stand and retrieve a lump of soap and a brush, proceeding to scrub every inch of my body until I feel clean and immaculate.

      As I wash, I think about what my next steps should be and how I should proceed to interrogate the assassin. Protocol dictates that I notify the High Magus and the Circle first, deferring to their will on how to move forward, but I quickly dismiss the thought. High Magus Holdyn will no doubt be displeased that I took it upon myself to investigate the murder of Magister Hale and would most likely forbid me from looking into the rest of the matter further.

      I cannot allow that, I think as rinse the lathered soap out of my hair.

      Content, clean, and warm, I get out of the tub, pulling the drain stopper as I do and wrapping myself in a robe that has been set aside for me by the servants for the sole purpose of drying off. Walking up to the wide mirror over the wash basin, I study my reflection as pat my head with a towel to dry my hair.

      My eyes look tired from the exertion of channeling and running through the crypts, and I can already see dark circles beginning to form beneath them. My shoulders slump noticeably from the exhaustion, and lines of worry have begun to crinkle on my forehead and at the corners of my mouth.

      Well, I think with a sigh, at least the bath brought a little more color back to my cheeks. And it’s not like I’m trying to impress anyone, anyway.

      Tossing the towel on the floor, I reach my hands up and tie my still-damp hair into a tight bun atop my head. There’s no sense in styling it when I have to go back out into the rain.

      Pausing only long enough to drink some water and quickly eat some of the food that had been laid out by the servants, I hurriedly leave my chambers and head over to the Conclave's prison.

      Rather than taking the lifts all the way back down and slogging through the courtyard, I decide to walk across the sky bridges connected to the Pillar of Radiance and over to the smaller, Tower of Recreants.

      

      The rain has let up somewhat since I came inside, though it still is coming down in a cold, slow drizzle from the cloudy sky. Night has fully fallen now, and I hurry my way across the narrow bridge in order to get under a roof once more.

      As I enter the Pillar of Radiance, ducking onto a floor devoted entirely to lecture halls, a thought suddenly strikes me, reminding me of my first meeting with the High Magus. An idea starts to form in my mind, and I decide to take a quick detour, riding one of the minor lifts up to the floor containing the offices for the Circle. Fortunately, the lift guard seems rather inexperienced, and I am able to make my way up with only minimal manipulation this time.

      Stepping off of the lift, I cast my eyes about, looking for signs of life. The entire floor appears to be deserted, so I swiftly begin making my way to the High Magus' office.

      Nobody sees me as I traverse the dark halls, and the only sounds are my soft footsteps on the marble floor and the distant rumble of thunder. Thankfully, I reach the closed door to her office without any trouble.

      Taking a deep breath, I reach out a hand and quietly push it open, peeking within to make sure it is empty.

      I don't know if the High Magus is around. But I need to be extra careful because her office connects to her own personal chambers. The nature of her calling requires her to be close to the Heart of Light at almost all times, making this location of her living quarters necessary for her. Seeing that the connecting door to her rooms is closed, I am satisfied that I am alone as I slip inside and close the door behind me, approaching her desk as my pulse begins to race.

      I start pulling open drawers, rifling around for the thing I know will aid me when I question the assassin. Triumphantly, I find what I am searching for as I pull open a narrow drawer on the left-hand side. A row of small, glass vials looks up at me, all filled with a strange, clear liquid that I can almost taste just by looking at them.

      "Truth serum," I whisper to myself, reaching down and picking up one of the vials. This is exactly what I need.

      I drop the vial into a pocket in my robes and shut the drawer, making sure everything is returned to its original place before I exit the office. My heart continues to thud as I make my way back to the lift, my eyes darting this way and that to make sure that no one is watching.

      Is this what I am now? I think, forcing myself to take deep, measured breaths. A thief who betrays the trust of her superiors? I step into the lift and begin descending, headed for the same level I had been on not ten minutes before.

      No, I conclude as I leave the Pillar of Radiance and walk back out into the chilling, wet night. I'm no petty thief. This is for the good of the Conclave... if Sylvania ever finds out, I can only hope that she'll understand.

      I begin crossing the next sky bridge, trying to ignore the icy, gusting wind as I approach the prison tower.

      The Tower of Recreants is one of the smallest towers at the Conclave, though it is perhaps the most well-guarded. Armored knights and trained battle mages stand guard at all the entrances, admitting only full mages and authorized personnel, which includes city watchmen. It is a black pillar of stone, lit by red windows and capped with a sloping tower of marbled slate. Inside are housed the worst criminals in Tarsynium, just short of those whose crimes warrant the fate of exile, a judgment reserved for only the most nefarious of offenders.

      Flashing a symbol of light, the guards let me through, directing me below ground to the thirty-seventh level of the tower. They eye my mage robe questionably probably wondering how one so young could be allowed to become a mage.

      It is a look I have grown accustomed to as of late.

      The inside of the tower looks as grim as the outside: austere, dark, and devoid of any decoration. Men and women stand guard within as well, blocking every access point imaginable with their strength of arms.

      I step up to one of the lifts and descend into the bowels of the prison, where the dungeons are carved into the bedrock beneath the city. Though I have never been to this area myself, the layout of all the towers is generally the same. I had heard from my time at the Conclave that the dungeons are located on the lowest level.

      When I step out of the lift, I immediately recognize the city guards standing in a wide, square chamber lit by magefyre braziers.

      “Magus,” one of them says, stepping up to me as I enter the room. “The man we apprehended is in cell nine. Would you like us to file a report with the Circle of Magisters?”

      “That won’t be necessary,” I reply coolly. “I will file the report myself. Thank you for your services today, gentlemen.”

      They nod their helmeted heads before retreating, leaving me alone in the chamber with a portly mage attendant. He walks up to me and extends his hand.

      “I’m the dungeon warden on shift today,” he says as he eagerly shakes my hand. “My name is Otis. You must be the newest member of the Conclave.”

      “Zara Dennel,” I reply with a nod.

      “Pleasure to meet you.” He gestures down a long, dimly-lit hall in front of us. “Those guards brought the miserable sod in a little over a half hour ago. I had them put him in cell nine. Would you like me to take you to him now?”

      I shake my head. “No, thank you, Otis. I should be fine. And please refrain from telling anyone about this visit, if you will. This is a sensitive issue I am working on with the Circle and the High Magus.”

      His eyes widen slightly at my declaration, and he bows his head in deference, taking a step back. “I’ll be right here if you need anything, Magus.”

      “Thank you,” I reply before striding down the dank hallway, my talisman clutched firmly in my hand.

      Thick, iron-banded doors are set into the walls at varying intervals, windowless and bearing painted red numbers, going from one all the way up to twenty. From what I have gathered, these particular cells are rarely full to capacity, and serve as more of a holding place until further judgment can be passed.

      I approach the cell labeled ‘9’ and step inside, pausing only briefly to take a breath to steady my nerves. I have never interrogated a prisoner before, let alone a hardened assassin from a crazed organization of religious fanatics. Closing the door behind me, I regard the man chained to the wall in front of me.

      The assassin had been relieved of all his possessions and is now wearing only his dark trousers and a sleeveless black shirt. Even his boots are missing, and his ankles and wrists are shackled to thick chains bolted to the wall, giving him barely enough slack to move. He looks up as I enter, his thin face twisting into a look of hatred as he recognizes me. His dark eyes narrow, and his lips turn up into a sneer.

      “Come to gloat?” he asks, his voice raspy and low. “Or have you come to get me to talk?”

      Clasping my hands behind me, I adopt an emotionless mask, reminiscent of the late Arch-Magister. “Talk,” I reply evenly as I try to keep my hands from shaking nervously.

      The assassin hocks phlegm from the back of his throat, spitting vehemently on the ground in front of me. “I think you’ll find me a rather uncooperative conversationalist.”

      Ignoring the insult, I step forward, careful not to step in the man’s yellow spittle. “All I want to know is your connection to the Harbingers. Are you part of their organization?”

      The vile man wheezes a laugh, his still-wet black hair hanging lankly in front of his face, partially covering his eyes. “Nobody simply joins the Harbingers, girl,” he sneers between chuckles. “Have you met those people? They’re bloody insane. But they pay well, so I don't ask questions.”

      “Where can I find them?” I press, taking another step forward. I know that I'm probably getting dangerously close to where he can reach me.

      His laughter turns sour, mouth twisting into a snarl. “I’m not telling you anything. You can go straight to the Eleven Hells for all I care.”

      I eye him severely for a moment before letting out a disappointed sigh. “I thought you might say that.” I reach into the pocket of my robes and grab the vial of truth serum, clenching it tightly in my fist.

      The assassin’s eyes flash. “What are you going to do, torture me?” He barks another laugh, but it sounds somewhat forced. “Do your worst, girl. There’s nothing you can do that they can’t do worse.”

      “You’re probably right,” I acknowledge, using my other hand to pull the talisman from around my neck. “I don’t think I would be very good at torturing you, even if I wanted to. Fortunately, there are other ways for me to get what I require.”

      I begin to channel, filling myself with as much source energy as I can handle before fainting. Uttering words of power, I point my finger directly at the assassin’s face.

      Blue light shoots from my fingertips, crossing the distance between us in the blink of an eye and wrapping itself around his head, shoulders, and neck. The man lets out a ragged scream, but it is quickly muffled as radiant magic wrenches open his jaw and begins filling his mouth, momentarily gagging him. In just a few seconds, his upper body is completely immobilized, my magical lashings holding his head up at an angle, mouth opened wide.

      Walking up to him, I pull off the cork of the vial with my teeth and pour the truth serum down his throat. He sputters and gags but is unable to spit the liquid out because of my spell.

      I wait a moment before stepping back, pocketing the vial and releasing my grip on the source energy. He gasps and slumps forward, breathing heavily and grimacing.

      Did it work? I wonder to myself silently, looking at his limp figure and suddenly worrying that my spell might have harmed him instead. There is only one way to find out, I suppose.

      “What is your name?”

      The assassin stirs, weakly lifting his head up from his chest and looking up at me, dazed. His expression quickly returns to one of hostility, but then he speaks, spitting out his reply like a curse, “Zared Dahl.”

      It worked! I realize, smiling broadly. Now, time to get to the bottom of this. “Why did you and your companions try to kill me?”

      Again, he looks strained, as though he is trying to resist speaking, but the words continue to come spilling out, “Because we were paid to by the Harbingers.”

      “You were told to kill me specifically?”

      He shakes his head. “No. We were paid to guard the crypts.”

      “Why?”

      I can see the veins in his neck popping out as he tries to resist. “Because of the dead. They did not want information to spread about their former brothers and sisters. They want to keep their organization secret.”

      Then I was right, I think with self-satisfaction. There are elites within the city who are part of the Harbingers with enough money to hire paid mercenaries. But why all the secrecy? I was able to find information about them from a book in the library. Surely their organization is not completely clandestine.

      Questions. More questions and not enough answers.

      Starting to become frustrated, I continue with my interrogation, changing to a more direct approach. “Where are the Harbingers hiding?”

      “I don't know. They never shared that information with me.”

      “Do you know how to contact them?”

      It looks like the assassin’s eyes are about to burst from his head from the strain. “Yes,” he hisses.

      “How?”

      “My associates and I are supposed to have a meeting with them. Tomorrow at midnight in an abandoned alehouse in the Merchant Quarter. Place called the Golden Barrel.” He gasps, and his head drops down to his chest once again. He is panting like he just finished running a great distance.

      “Good,” I say at length, turning to leave the man to his confinement. “I think that will be all for now.”

      As I open the door, the assassin calls out to me, his voice sounding pained. “They’ll kill me, you know? And it won’t be a quick death. Once they find out I told you, they will come after me. They have people everywhere, including the Conclave.”

      I pause momentarily before departing to reply over my shoulder, “Then you’d better hope I can put a stop to them before that.”

      Closing the door behind me, I leave without another word.
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      The smell of smoke fills my nostrils as I guide my horse into the Grand Lodge. My hand hovers over my father's hatchet while I search for enemies, my eyes scanning the half-charred remains surrounding me.

      The compound, which had once resembled a war camp, is now more like a war zone. The cries of the wounded fill the air as pillars of smoke billow up from a handful of burning buildings where rangers are working hard to put out the flames. Laid out in the middle of the debris-strewn courtyard is a line of bodies, most of whom wear the distinctive dark cloaks of the Nightingales.

      The battle, if it had been one, appears to be over.

      “Eleven Hells,” Talon mutters as he pulls his horse up next to mine, regarding the scene in front of us with a look of concern. “It looks like we weren’t the only ones who had a run-in with the Nightingales.”

      “Eleven Hells is right,” I reply, nudging my horse forward and pulling the litter into the clearing.

      A ranger woman steps out in front of us, a bow slung over her shoulder, and raises a gloved hand, indicating that we should halt.

      “Ho, apprentices,” she says, eyeing each of us in turn. With her bulbous nose and heavy brow, she looks more like a man than a woman. “Where are your masters?”

      “What happened here?” I ask instead of answering her question.

      She sighs. “Bloody Nightingales attacked us just before dawn. Killed our scouts and took us by surprise.”

      I look over her shoulder at the line of bodies on the ground. There appears to be about two dozen of them laid out, but there may be more elsewhere. “Is everyone all right?”

      “It looks much worse than it actually is,” she replies with a shrug. “A handful of casualties and a few scorched buildings. Of course, even a single dead ranger is too many. It seemed like they were testing our strength more than anything else.” She spits out the corner of her mouth into the dirt, then fixes me with a hard stare. “Now, out with it. Where is your master?”

      I gesture to the corpse on the litter behind me at the same time Talon says, “Dead.”

      The ranger glances at the body and visibly pales, her eyes flashing with recognition. “Light rest his soul. Rickard Shaw was a good man. Take him to the Medicine Hall, where he can be properly cared for and laid to rest.”

      She steps back and waves us by, and Talon and I ride our horses through the Grand Lodge.

      Everywhere I look, I can see the grim faces of my fellow rangers picking up the pieces in the aftermath of the battle. Lines of men and women with buckets of water douse the remaining buildings that are still ablaze as others work to gather dropped weapons and bits of odds and ends, all in an attempt to bring the encampment back to some semblance of order.

      From what I can tell, it seems like less than ten rangers died in the fighting, a fraction of those lost on the other side. Still, as the hard-faced woman noted, a single loss of life on our side is a tragedy.

      We pull up our horses in front of the Medicine Hall, a squat building with a low roof and a red, painted sign marking it as the place for healing. Women in white aprons rush out to meet us, their clothing and hands stained with blood. We soberly help them unload the body of Ranger Shaw, careful to treat his body with dignity as we bare him up out of the litter.

      Talon watches them take him away with a forlorn look in his eyes, an expression that seems all too familiar to me. Perhaps, I think, some work will help to take his mind off of his loss.

      I approach him and place a hand on his shoulder and try to redirect his attention “Let's go see if we can lend a hand to those fighting the remaining fires.”

      He nods, and together, we team up with one of the lines of rangers working to put out an inflamed barrack building. Joining those hauling water from the well, we pass full buckets off to others who dump them on the flames. It is long, grueling work, but it also helps both of us to forget our troubles for a time.

      Hours pass, and finally things at the Lodge start to calm down. All of the fires have been extinguished, and we hear word that meals are being prepared for everyone in the Mess Hall. We follow the train of weary rangers and find a table right next to the hearth. Just like everyone else, we are work-stained and exhausted. Even though the hall is packed, it is oddly quiet, a somber mood cast over the rangers in the wake of the Nightingale attack.

      A large man with hairy knuckles ladles us each a bowl of vegetable soup and nods to a basket of warm crusty bread. We take the proffered food and eat mostly in silence, brooding as we fill our stomachs and take a respite from our harrowing day.

      After several minutes of quietly stuffing our mouths, Talon speaks up. “What do you think we should do next?” he asks around a mouthful of soup.

      I take a gulp of water before replying, “We need to speak with the Master Warden, as well as the other Wardens if we can find them. I need to let them know that this wasn’t a simple Nightingale attack.”

      “Do you think they’ll believe you?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “I told them about the Emberwood when I first arrived, and they seemed skeptical then. But we have to try.”

      He nods and returns to eating his meal.

      Before long we finish and get up to leave the Mess Hall, stepping back out into the smoky courtyard in the middle of the log buildings.

      There are still some stragglers left picking through the wreckage, apparently trying to clean up the camp as best as they can, but for the most part, things are quiet. It's as if everyone within the Grand Lodge is holding their breath, waiting for what is going to happen next.

      Steeling myself, I head toward the great hall with Talon in tow, my jaw set with determination.

      A pair of rangers stands guard in front of the doors, different men than had been there before but still armed to the teeth. They regard Talon and me suspiciously as we approach.

      “What do you want?” one of them asks gruffly, putting a hand on the hilt of his sword.

      “We need to see Master Warden Thorne,” I reply, holding out my hands to show that I am not a threat. After an attack on their base, these men are no doubt a little more jumpy than usual. “It is a matter of great importance.”

      “He’s busy,” the other guard replies, his voice matching the angry scowl on his face. “Now piss off, both of you, before I tell your masters to give you a proper flogging.”

      “My master is dead,” Talon says, some heat entering his own voice. "His is missing. We need to get in there now."

      The guard remains expressionless and offers no words of sympathy.

      “Look,” I say at length, taking a step closer and lowering my voice, “we just came from the woods. We have information that is vital to the attack, and we need to speak with the Master Warden about it. What we know could save lives.”

      The guard hesitates before looking to his companion, who gives him a slight shrug.

      Finally, the scowling guard concedes. “Leave your weapons,” he says, gesturing to my bow and hatchet. “And no funny business when you are inside. If either of you even breathes wrong, I’ll not hesitate to run you through.”

      My expression darkens, but I hand over my weapons. Talon does the same, relinquishing his short swords.

      The guards take them and lean them against the wall, then gesture for us to enter.

      We step past the two rangers and enter the same dimly-lit hall I had been in just two days before. The long, wooden chamber contains only crackling braziers, and despite the fact that it looks otherwise devoid of people, I can hear voices coming from one of the back rooms.

      Nodding to Talon, I make my way to the rear of the hall, pausing before a closed door with light emanating from beneath it. It sounds as if there's a heated debate occurring on the other side.

      Hesitating for just a moment, I knock, causing the voices on the other side to fall silent.

      "Enter," comes the deep-voiced command, and I push open the door and lead us both inside.

      Gathered around a wooden table stands Tamara, along with Warden Carr, and a handful of other men whom I realize must be the other two Wardens. At the head of the table sits the Master Warden, his eyes covered by the same strip of black cloth as he leans forward and rests his hands on the rough wooden surface. Beside him, I recognize his sniveling assistant, Advisor Creed.

      "Who is it?" the Master Warden asks, clearly annoyed at having been interrupted.

      "Owyn Lund and Talon Meacham," Tamara says warily, her eyes flashing with surprise before narrowing in suspicion. "What is the meaning of this?"

      "We've come with important information to give you," I reply, trying not to be intimidated by the room filled with important people.

      "Light, boys," Gareth Carr mutters, taking in our bedraggled appearance. Both of us are still caked in dried blood. "You look like the Hells themselves. What happened?"

      Everyone looks at us expectantly, aside from Advisor Creed, who looks outright hostile.

      I take a deep breath before responding. "Rickard Shaw is dead."

      "Shaw?" one of the other Wardens asks in confusion, while everyone else remains stone-faced. "Did he have two apprentices?"

      "I gave him charge of Apprentice Lund a couple days ago," Tamara explains. "They went ranging in the Ashwood after that, near the Southwall foothills." She turns to regard me, her expression hard. "What happened?"

      "Nightingales attacked us on the road," Talon blurts out earnestly. "They killed my master and would have killed us as well, but we managed to fight them off."

      This elicits curses from around the table.

      "You see?" Advisor Creed hisses, leaning over to the Master Warden to address him directly. "The rebels were not only brazen enough to attack our base, but they have assaulted our rangers on the road as well. They must be dealt with swiftly!"

      "They weren't Nightingales," I interrupt, causing all eyes in the room to turn back on me.

      Tamara raises an eyebrow. "Not Nightingales?"

      "No," I affirm, shaking my head. "They had the appearance of Nightingales, but it was not them who attacked us or the Lodge for that matter."

      "Then who was it?" asks another Warden, a grim-looking man with a long nose.

      Here we go, I think, preparing myself for what I know is about to come. Taking another breath, I answer. "They were mind slaves controlled by a demon—probably a gorgon."

      Strangely, the room is completely silent after my revelation. There is none of the snickering or laughing that I have come to expect. Instead, everyone regards me as if they are expecting more of an explanation.

      I continue.

      "When I gave my report the other day, I mentioned that Nightingales were among the host that attacked Forest Hill. These were not ordinary people; their minds had been taken from them. It is a common trick that demons use to repurpose our troops against us. The Nightingales that attacked us here displayed the same signs as the mind slaves in the Emberwood. It means that there is a demon behind these attacks, and it is somewhere close to here."

      Several of the Wardens whisper to one another, but Tamara and the Master Warden remain conspicuously silent.

      Advisor Creed snarls. "Not this again about the demons. We have a real threat on our hands, Master Warden. Real people are dying. We can't waste any time chasing fairytales on the word of some apprentice—"

      "Were the Nightingales behaving strangely?" I interrupt, looking each Warden in the eye. "Did they fight without fear and ignore pain? Was there something odd about their eyes?"

      Nobody responds to my outburst, but I can see that my words may have struck a chord. Most of the Wardens look perturbed.

      "Enough of this," Thorne says, speaking up for the first time since we entered the room. All eyes turn to him as he apparently considers his next words. "Thank you for bringing us this information, apprentices. We will take it under consideration. Rickard Shaw was a good ranger, and we will see that he gets a hero's funeral. However, we cannot sit idly by while rebels and insurgents openly attack our people. I will not stand for it."

      Looking smug, Creed leans forward and points to a spot on the table. Only now do I see the map spread out before everyone, depicting the region in great detail.

      "Our scouts have discovered a Nightingale war camp hidden in the foothills of the mountains," Thorne continues, his tone solemn but determined. "We will gather every able-bodied ranger in the Grand Lodge and retaliate with full force. Only then can we deter any more attacks from happening."

      "Perhaps, Master Warden, we should investigate the matter further before retaliating." Gareth Carr rests his knuckles on the table, looking concerned. "Take some time to recover from the attack and look into the lad's claims."

      Thorne shakes his head. "My decision is final, Gareth. The Nightingales must pay for what they have done. The best time for a counter-attack is when your enemy least expects it, and right now, the rebels are not expecting us to have recovered so quickly."

      My stomach drops at the Master Warden's words, and for a moment, he leans forward, and it feels like he is speaking directly to me, "The rangers are going to war."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22 | Zara

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I sprint down a dark corridor with my talisman clutched in-hand, the sound of my beating heart thundering in my ears.

      Behind me, knives hide in the darkness like jagged teeth, prepared to end my life if I falter in my steps. The hooded cowls of assassins watch and wait for even the slightest mistake, their hungry eyes boring into me from the shadows. And yet, I somehow know that I am just dreaming. The light at the end of the tunnel is too bright, and the darkness around me too suffocating to be real.

      Nevertheless, my terror is undoubtedly genuine.

      No matter how fast I run, I am unable to reach the light ahead. I shiver, hearing the cackling laughter of the assassins behind me. The exhaustion I feel is oppressive, weighing so heavily that I have no ability to channel source energy, giving me only one option: continue running for my life.

      With every fiber of my being, I press on. Pushing down my fear, I attempt to ignore my fatigue as I race toward my destination.

      There must be a way out, I think frantically. This cannot be how it ends.

      I reach out my hand, grasping desperately for the light ahead, when a massive figure steps out of the shadows in front of me and blocks my path.

      Skidding to a halt, I look up at the dark form that stands like a silhouette against the brightness. The man, if it is a man, is tall with broad shoulders, and wears a billowing cloak of the deepest black. Instead of a face, there is only a mask of tawny-painted wood carved to resemble an oddly smiling man with green eyes.

      My breath catches in my throat as a gloved hand reaches up and removes its mask. Pulling the wooden visage off, it drops it to the ground. Leering at me from beneath the hood is definitely not the face of a man but something much worse. Glowing red eyes regard me balefully, and a wide mouth full of razor-sharp teeth opens in a twisted version of a smile.

      The gorgon draws out a large black sword from the folds of its cloak and drives it into my heart, ripping through my mage cloak and spilling warm blood down my chest.

      The last thing I remember is screaming in agony as the darkness takes me into its arms…
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        * * *

      

      Gasping for breath, I shoot up in bed, casting my eyes about my dimly lit room and searching for any demons or assassins that could be hiding in the shadows. The curtains over my bedroom window shroud the room in darkness. After a few intense moments of glancing furtively around, I realize I am alone.

      And it all had been nothing but a nightmare.

      Though I know I know it was a dream, it does not take away from the profound sense of dread I now feel as I sit up alone in the wake of its terror.

      Taking a few deep breaths to calm my rapidly beating heart, I brush the messy strands of hair out of my face and untangle myself from the sheets, placing my bare feet on the cold stone floor. The coldness of the stone sends shockwaves up my legs, bringing me back to lucidity. I walk over to my wash basin and splash some water on my face as I can already feel the memory of the dream beginning to fade.

      If only reality could be as easily forgotten as nightmares.

      I let out a yawn as I approach the window, pulling back the curtains and revealing the rising sun on the other side. Instantly, my room brightens, banishing the sinister apparitions in my mind and revealing the chamber for what it really is, a singularly comfortable dwelling filled with inanimate furniture and personal, everyday items.

      Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I cannot help but chuckle at my own foolishness. You're acting like a child, Zara, I think to myself. Jumping at shadows in the night? One would think you’re still a novice initiate at the Academy.

      My smile fades, however, when my eyes spot the silvery dagger resting on the little table next to my bed. All too quickly, I am brought back to the reality of my current situation and the complex things that I know I must do.

      Turning back to my nightstand, I decide that I might as well get ready for the day. I brush the knots out of my hair and wash my face with a damp cloth as I begin to think about what I need to do next. The assassin had said the Harbingers will be meeting tonight. If I am to successfully intervene without getting myself killed, I'll need to prepare myself.

      As if in a daze, I finish going through the motions of getting ready. I clean my teeth, pick out an outfit to wear, and dress myself. Pulling on my mage robe, I tie it shut with a sash of deep sapphire.

      Using my brushes and assorted powders and creams, I cover up the blemishes on my face, add some color on my cheeks, and apply mascara and a little shadow to bring some dimension to my eyes.

      When I am finished, I make my way to the main room of my apartment, where I find a servant girl fixing me breakfast.

      "Good morning, Magus," she says respectfully, pouring some milk into a bowl of oats while giving me a polite smile. "Please ring the bell if you would require anything more from us." She nods toward a pull string on the far wall, which I know leads to a bell in the service quarters.

      I nod my head and thank her for her troubles before she leaves, then sit down at the table and begin to eat.

      I know the food is good; yet, I eat mechanically, my mind focusing on the tasks before me and giving little heed to the taste of my meal.

      I'll need to brush up on my spells, I think as I chew, and practice using them in case it comes down to a fight. Radiant shields may not be enough to protect me if I find myself surrounded by multiple enemies.

      I take a drink of fruit juice to wash down my oats and milk, my stomach tight with nervous anticipation. I should scout out the location of the meeting during the daytime so I know all of its entrances and exits. It would be a good idea to check in with Richard in the library and see if he was able to find out anything useful about the Harbingers.

      It’s already shaping up to be an extremely busy day.

      Having finished my meal, I get up from my seat and leave my apartment, closing the door behind me and heading down the lifts to the main plaza of the Conclave. The library will be my first stop, both because of its proximity and the information the young steward-in-training can provide me with.

      I must gather all the information I can in preparation for tonight.

      Even at this early hour of the morning, the Conclave is already bustling with activity. There is an early-autumn chill in the air, and I am grateful for the warmth of my mage cloak as I weave my way through the crowd on my way to the Pillar of Radiance.

      Once inside the great antechamber, I take the stairs down and descend into the library. I approach a steward sitting at the front desk. The man has heavy, drooping eyelids that make him appear like he is about to fall asleep, and his jowls quiver as he looks up at me, reminding me of a bulldog well into its years.

      "Yes?" The steward asks in a rumbling voice. "How may I assist you, Magus?"

      "I need help looking for someone," I reply breathlessly, not realizing until now how hurried my pace had been on the brisk walk over here. "Is Richard Dawes here today? He is a steward-in-training."

      The steward blinks at me before dryly responding, "I know young Richard well. He should be in the epic poetry section sorting scrolls."

      "Excellent," I reply with a smile. He is here today, then. A good omen... let's hope the rest of my day goes this smoothly.

      I turn to go, but the steward stops me by clearing his throat. "Please, try not to distract him, Magus. I don't mean to be presumptuous—but the boy does have a habit of being easily distracted. Right now, his training as a steward should take precedence over everything, social life included."

      I give the steward a withering look, but nod tersely in acknowledgment. "I will try not to overburden the boy with too much conversation." My voice is dripping with sarcasm, but it seems to placate the man, so I turn my back and leave him at his desk.

      I still find the library to be a confusing labyrinth, and it takes some time for me to navigate the tall shelves of books to find the area listed as Epic Poetry. When I finally arrive, I find Richard standing in front of a low shelf, scrutinizing the stacks of scrolls with an appraising eye.

      He looks up at me as I approach and smiles awkwardly.

      "Good morning, Magus," he says with a bow. "It's nice to see you again."

      I wave my hand as if to ward away the too-formal greeting. "None of that," I reply. "We've been over this—just call me Zara."

      "As you wish," he replies evenly, turning back to regard his scrolls. "What can I do for you, Zara?"

      "I need to know everything you were able to learn about the Harbingers." He stiffens at my words, clearly uncomfortable with the subject, but I continue anyway, voice lowered. "I know I haven't given you a lot of time to look into the subject, but I need to know more about what I'm delving into. Please tell me you have some information for me."

      He glances over his shoulder and regards me for a moment, then sighs. "Yes, I was able to discover some things," he admits begrudgingly.

      A feeling of relief washes over me. "That's good."

      "And here, I thought we were going to have a pleasant conversation about books." A look of disappointment crosses his face but disappears as quickly as it had come.

      "I'm sorry," I reply, feeling a little guilty. "But time is of the essence, Richard. And I really do appreciate your help on this."

      He looks around to make sure we are alone before taking a step closer to me, lowering his voice to a whisper. "Frankly, I don't like any of this, Zara. The more I learn about these people, the more convinced I become that they aren't the sorts of folk you want to become mixed up with."

      "I know what you mean," I whisper back, recollecting my encounter with the assassins the day before. "Unfortunately, there's nothing that can be done. I have reason to believe that the Harbingers have infiltrated the highest offices in the kingdom, both within and outside the Conclave. The more information I have about them, the better."

      "That's encouraging," he replies sardonically.

      "Now, out with it," I press, ignoring his grim attempt at humor. "What have you learned?"

      Again, he looks around before opening up. "This organization is not a new one. They've been around for hundreds of years, their power waning and waxing at varying intervals. They seem to view the R'Laar in a different light than everyone else—almost with a deific reverence. It's really quite disconcerting. They view the Arc of Radiance as a barrier that stands between mankind and judgment by the Light and seek to hasten the end times by bringing about its destruction."

      Interesting, I muse, but not new information. "What else?"

      He grimaces. "They are a cult, one that is not above committing murder and blackmail to achieve their goals. There's something else, too. Every time the Harbingers resurface, they are led by somebody called 'the prophet'. He isn't a real prophet, like the ones that founded the Church of Light. They claim he is able to communicate with demons outside of the Arc and can collaborate with them to affect change inside Tarsynium." He shivers visibly.

      "The prophet," I repeat quietly to myself. "That certainly sounds ominous."

      He nods. "Listen, Zara, I don't know what you've gotten yourself into, but I would advise you to get as far away from these people as possible. They're dangerous. I would hate to see anything bad happen to you because you got involved with crazy religious zealots."

      I reach up and put a hand on his arm. "Thank you, Richard, for your concern and for the information. But this is something I have to do on behalf of the Conclave. If these Harbingers are as dangerous as you say they are, then I need to do everything I can to stop them."

      He seems uncomfortable with my hand on his arm, but still he smiles. "Anything I can do to help, I will, Zara."

      I return his smile and take a step back, letting my arm fall to my side. "I wish I could stay and chat longer, but I have to go take care of some things. I'll probably come see you again in a couple of days."

      We say our goodbyes, and I depart, making my way back through the bookshelf hallways to the exit, my face a mask of determination. A thousand questions still swirl around in my head, but at least I know a little bit more about who and what I am dealing with.

      My true enemy has been revealed... and he calls himself the prophet.
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      As the hour of the Harbingers' supposed meeting draws nigh, my pulse begins to race. Thoughts of everything that can possibly go wrong flitter in and out of my mind, threatening to paralyze me with fear and stop me in my tracks. Light, what have I gotten myself into? I could be walking into a death trap!

      Forcing my feet to keep moving forward, I make my way through the night-darkened streets, my hand anxiously grasping at my talisman. The winking lights of the city guide me as I travel to the supposed meeting location—an abandoned tavern known as the Golden Barrel.

      Earlier in the day, I had gone to find the place and take stock of the surrounding area. The tavern is an old, dilapidated building in a run-down section of the city I had never been to before. In the daytime, the crowds had thronged the streets, allowing me to stay hidden while I investigated the building. Those crowds are gone now, leaving me very much alone in the middle of the cobblestone road.

      Take a deep breath and focus, Zara, I think to myself, trying hard to calm my fraying nerves. It’s still a couple of hours until midnight, and nobody has any reason to suspect you will be there. Rely on your training. It will protect you.

      Despite my preparations, something still feels off about the night, but I can’t quite figure out what it is. I sense a strange aura of foreboding as I approach the abandoned alehouse, and I have to force myself to keep moving forward, placing one hesitant step in front of the other.

      Seeing this part of Tarsys earlier in the day had come somewhat as a shock to me. The unclean streets and the decaying state of the neighborhoods around me had taken me by surprise. I was appalled by the impoverished nature of many of the people I passed along the way. It seemed that King Aethelgar’s laws were less adhered to the further from the center of the city one was.

      Still clutching my talisman, I step off the street and into the shadow of another building, watching the tavern for a time to make sure I am truly alone.

      Nothing moves in the darkness, and no lights emanate from inside.

      I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding, then begin moving forward once more, creeping up to the Golden Barrel with all the stealth I can muster, while at the same time, trying to keep an eye on my surroundings.

      The gardens in front of the building are overgrown with weeds, the cobbles broken as most of the building sits in a general state of disrepair. Not wanting to go in through the front door, I sneak around back to a side door I had found earlier, leading into what was probably once the kitchens. Channeling the faintest bit of magefyre to see by, I push open the creaking door and step inside. The smell of dust and rotting wood nearly overwhelms me, and I bring a hand up to my nose to stifle a sneeze as I delve deeper into the old building.

      The entire place gives me an eerie feeling. It is as if the owner just up and left one day, leaving all of his possessions and furniture inside to rot and fall apart.

      As I pick my way through the kitchen, I find that the main common room is mostly empty, leaving a dank, open space in the middle of the building that is filled only with cobwebs and motes of dust floating in the air.

      Something scratches the wood off to my right, and I jump, my heart leaping into my throat as I raise my hand to hurl the ball of magefyre. The light of my magic illuminates a skittering rat in the gloom, clawing its way across the floor and disappearing into a hole in the wall. Heart still pounding, I release my source energy and let the shimmering flames dissipate.

      Idiot, I silently berate myself. This place is a tinderbox. If you throw your magefyre, this building will burn down on top of you. Now, stop being so jumpy!

      The flare of the magefyre leaves an image burning in my vision, and I have to wait for my eyes to adjust to the darkness once more. Breathing deeply through my nose and exhaling through my mouth, I explore the tavern further, wincing every time I hear a board creak underfoot.

      Aside from the common room, the building is actually quite cramped, containing a back room full of empty casks and a handful of cramped closets for storage.

      They'll probably meet in the common room, I realize, returning back to the place where I had seen the rat. I'll need to find a hiding place nearby so I can observe what they do.

      A quick inspection reveals a small hatch behind the bar. I give it a tug, and it grinds open with rusty squeak, revealing a pitch-black hole leading down below the building. Summoning a little more source energy, I stick my hand inside to illuminate the opening.

      It appears that beneath the floorboards of the alehouse is a small crawlspace, which was no doubt once used for smugglers to hide their wares. Unbidden visions of spiders and suffocating dank holes fill my mind. I quickly force them away to avoid becoming paralyzed by the sense of dread that suddenly grips me.

      "This is important," I whisper to myself, squeezing my eyes shut and wiping my now-slick hands on my robe. "What are you more afraid of, assassins or spiders?"

      Right now, spiders, but I cast the thought away and force myself into the crawlspace, feeling the oppressive darkness pressing down upon me like a weight.

      Taking quick, frantic breaths, I half-walk, half-crawl under the floorboards, making my way to the position directly under the common room where I think they will most likely meet. The ground is littered with refuse and rat droppings, and I cringe at the idea of having to be down here for an extended period of time.

      Finding a place on the ground that is relatively clear, I sit down, folding my legs beneath me as I settle in to wait for the meeting.

      I must be insane or have a death wish, coming down here. Eavesdropping on cultists beneath an abandoned tavern is hardly what I signed up for when I became a mage!

      And yet, in some way, I know that I am doing the right thing by being here.

      I attempt to distract myself by going over in my head the spells I had memorized earlier today, contemplating the possible uses for them and ways I can defend myself if I am discovered. As I ponder, I glance around the crawlspace, looking at the old boxes and crates containing long expired contraband. Thick cobwebs hang all around me, and the smell of rot and decay tickles my nostrils, threatening to make me sneeze.

      Time passes slowly, and I find that before long, my back starts to ache from being hunched in the same position. I shift, trying to stretch my protesting muscles without hitting my head on the low wooden planks above me.

      I begin to wonder if somehow the assassin found a way around my spell, tricking me into coming here and wasting my time. What time is it anyway? I wonder, shifting again to get comfortable. It feels like I've been sitting here for hours.

      Something outside the tavern catches my attention, faint voices conversing in the night.

      I swiftly release my grip on the talisman, letting the source energy drain out of me, leaving me for a time in complete and utter darkness.

      The front door creaks open, and I can hear footsteps walking on the floorboards above me.

      Light, I think to myself, my pulse picking back up again. They're here! They're actually here!

      Two men, from what I can tell, enter the common room and begin talking to each other in low voices. Light flares as they ignite a lamp and begin busying themselves above, blocking out the windows with blankets and setting up candles all around. The floorboards groan as they walk on them, causing dust to shower down on top of me, but I finally get a good view of them through the slits between the planks.

      Both men wear long dark cloaks with their hoods pulled up, dark, expressionless masks obscuring their faces and muffling their speech. As they methodically light dozens of candles, they talk about disappointingly ordinary things—the weather, the Nightingale rebellion, even the pretty girls they saw at the brothel the other night. Their crude language causes me to blush at times, but none of it is particularly incriminating.

      Soon, the common room is alight with candles, glowing with a warm, flickering light. The cloaked men sit down and continue chatting, seemingly waiting for the rest of their group to arrive.

      It isn't long, however, before the door creaks open again, admitting a handful of other figures into the tavern. The air becomes more somber as the cultists gather in the candlelit common room, their hushed voices falling silent as one of them speaks up above the rest.

      "Before we begin, there are some matters for us to discuss." The man's voice is deep and commanding, and for an instant, I think it is familiar to me. But the thought slips away as I listen more intently to the conversation above.

      "Where is the prophet?" another voice demands, this one high-pitched and whiny.

      "He will not be coming to this meeting," the first replies, and I can see through a slit in the floor that he is making a placating gesture with his black-gloved hands. "He has important business to attend to, and we as a brotherhood need to address some things."

      When no one else interjects, he continues, "The prophet has been successful in making initial contact. Right now, he is preparing a proper response befitting the Chosen."

      The cultists talk excitedly with one another, their voices low, hissing whispers.

      "This is not to inspire speculation among us," he says in a scolding tone. "It is to prepare us for what is to come. It is only a matter of time before our plans are fully realized—when that happens, each and every one of us needs to be ready."

      "But what does this mean?" asks one of the cultists impatiently, a woman by the sound of her voice. "Has the prophecy been fulfilled?"

      After a moment's hesitation, the main speaker nods his hooded head. "Yes."

      More excited whispering.

      "Please, brothers and sisters," he goes on, raising his hand in an attempt to get them to quiet down. "There is still another matter we need to discuss. There has been a... complication."

      The whispers die out, and one of the cultists, the whiny-voiced man, asks, "What kind of complication?"

      "The cutthroats we hired to guard the tombs have been killed. Someone powerful is investigating our organization, prying into matters they hardly understand. We need to be extra vigilant in the days ahead. Especially when it comes to the Conclave."

      They're talking about me, I realize, craning my neck to get a better look at the clandestine meeting.

      Something tickles my arm. I briefly glance down and freeze, noticing something creeping across me. It is large and hairy, with spindly legs as long as human fingers and fangs like tiny wet daggers. It looks up at me with black, beady eyes and moves forward, fearlessly making its way toward my neck.

      A blood wolf spider.

      I recognize it immediately, having confronted one once before in a cellar at the Academy. It has dark brown hair like a wolf and red stripes running from its head down to its thorax that resemble blood. Evoker Laramie had told us that they are extremely venomous—a single bite is enough to kill a fully-grown adult.

      And one is actually crawling on me.

      I suck in a breath to avoid screaming and swat it away, brushing the monstrous thing off my arm and onto the dusty floor.

      It wriggles its legs and tries to right itself, but I kick it with my foot, sending it flying across the crawlspace where it thuds against something in the darkness.

      "What was that?" I hear one of the cultists ask above me.

      Eleven Hells blight me! I mentally curse, sitting perfectly still beneath the floorboards.

      "I thought I heard something," another one remarks, looking around the common room in confusion.

      "I didn't hear anything," argues another. "We checked this place out before you arrived. Stop being so paranoid!"

      They bicker back and forth, and after a moment, I breathe a sigh of relief. That was a close one.

      Something tickles my ear, and I jerk to the side, twisting to see another blood wolf spider suspended from a web right next to my face. I bat it away with my arm, twisting my body away from it in fear, but something crunches beneath my leg. It feels like a piece of pottery, hard but fragile enough to crack when broken, and I look up in horror, wondering if it was loud enough to be heard.

      "Somebody's in here," one of the cultists bellows, drawing a knife from his belt. "We've been compromised."

      "Search the room," the leader orders in his deep, commanding voice. "They cannot be allowed to leave here alive!"

      The cultists begin to fan out, breaking from their circle as they begin to search the common room for signs of intrusion. My stomach twists as the floorboards squeak above me. They've found me! My cover is blown! I close my eyes and force myself to calm down. Breathe, Zara, no one has found you yet. You're safe in this crawlspace... as long as you avoid any more spiders.

      For a time, it appears that I will remain undiscovered, my hiding place proving sufficient enough to keep me hidden from their searches. However, my blood turns to ice as I hear one of the men exclaim that he has found footprints in the dust. Soon after, a grating sound comes from behind the bar, suddenly flooding the crawlspace with light.

      This is it, I think frantically, grasping at my talisman. Time to put those new spells to use!

      I begin to channel source energy when something odd happens—radiant magic begins to shimmer all around me, causing the hair on the back of my neck to stand on end. Cords of pure energy materialize around my wrists and hands, intertwining around my fingers with a strength beyond that of steel.

      I gasp as my hands are forced behind my back by some invisible source, twisting me painfully and rendering my own magical defenses inert.

      Another magic user! I realize with horror, watching as a dark figure in a mask leaps down into the crawlspace, a glowing source crystal held tightly in his hand.

      "Looks like we've found our eavesdropper," the man says in a snide, triumphant voice. "On behalf of the Harbingers, welcome, little Magus. We're so glad you've come to join us."
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      “This is madness,” I say to Talon as we stand in front of our barrack, watching the Grand Lodge prepare itself for battle. “They refuse to listen to reason.”

      Talon scoffs. “Is it reasonable to ask them to believe that this is secretly some demon plot to undermine the rangers? You sound like a bloody loon, mate.”

      He brings up a good point, I know he does. But so many lives are at stake. Why not take a moment to be sure?

      “That’s not what I’m talking about,” I insist, brushing off his snide remark. “They’re jumping into this too quickly, retaliating against the Nightingales without conducting a proper investigation first. For all they know, they could be attacking the wrong people!”

      He shrugs, sniffing through his broken nose and spitting into the dirt. “Nightingales attacked us, Owyn. Whether they were ‘mindflayed’ or not isn't important. What matters now is doing what they least expect, which, in this case, is a counter-attack.”

      “It wasn’t the Nightingales,” I reply stubbornly, placing a hand unconsciously on my wounded side.

      After leaving the meeting with the Wardens, I had taken time to properly clean my wound and bind it with bandages, as well as give myself an all-around washing and replace my stained clothes with new ones. It was necessary, and it kept my hands busy while I wondered about what to do next. There clearly is a demon about and pulling the strings of the Nightingales, but how will I be able to I convince my fellow rangers when they are so bent on revenge?

      Talon had also finally gotten around to cleaning the dried blood from his face and looked somewhat refreshed despite the dark bruises beneath both of his eyes.

      “We need to let the Wardens sort all of this out,” he remarks off-handedly, watching as another young man saddles a horse for his master. “We’re just apprentices. Our job is to observe, learn, and follow orders. Nothing more.”

      “I’d be inclined to agree with you,” I mutter grimly, “if I hadn't witnessed the horrors I did."

      With that, I turn and enter the barrack, walking up to my cot where my possessions are stored and slinging my bow and my quiver of arrows over my shoulder.

      “What in the Eleven Hells do you think you are doing?” Talon asks from behind me, his voice incredulous.

      “I’m going with them,” I state matter-of-factly, grabbing my pouch of medicinal herbs and lacing it to my belt.

      “Maybe you weren’t paying attention back there, but those rangers are going to war.” His voice has a biting tone to it, his incredulity clearly giving way to annoyance and perhaps even anger. “You’re exhausted, wounded, and emotionally invested. And you’re going to get yourself killed.”

      “It’s possible,” I reply evenly, striding past him and stepping outside.

      As I make my way to the stable, I can hear Talon calling out to me from the doorway of the barrack, “You’re on your own, Owyn. I’m not getting myself killed as well for this mad quest of yours.”

      I pay him little heed and keep walking.

      Saddling my horse proves to be a chore, and I have to move carefully to avoid tearing my stitches open. The wound throbs terribly, and I can tell that riding with it is going to be a miserable experience. Yet, my conscience, and more importantly the oath I took, keeps me focused on the task at hand. I made a vow to protect the realms of men, and I’ll do it—with or without the help of my fellow rangers.

      By the time I mount my gelding and pull into the main courtyard, most of the rangers have already begun to file out into the woods, forming a long column of horsemen who are armed to the teeth, their grey-green cloaks worn proudly.

      Leading them, oddly enough, is Advisor Creed, the weasel of a man constantly whispering in the Master Warden’s ear. He has a longbow and quiver slung upon his back, his nose turned up in a perpetual look of disdain upon his face. A couple of higher-ranking rangers ride with him, their faces as stoic as ever.

      I am about to ride over and join them when the sight of First Warden Tamara catches my eye. She is standing in front of the great hall, watching the column depart with an unreadable expression.

      Against my better judgment, I turn my horse toward her and trot over to her position.

      “So, you’re going with them?” she asks, her eyes flicking up at me and then back out at the column of rangers.

      I nod my head. “Somebody needs to go and convince them to stop.”

      She snorts derisively, though I think I see a small glimmer of approval in her eyes. “You’d have an easier time shooting the sun with your bow. Many of them lost friends in this attack, not to mention the Master Warden’s direct order to move forward with retaliation.”

      “Then why aren’t you going with them?”

      “Warden Carr and I are charged with the defense of the Lodge,” she replies coolly, resting her hand on the hilt of her sword and leaning back against the wooden wall of the building. “Not all of the rangers are leaving.”

      “But you still don’t agree with the decision,” I say, probably more confidently than I should. “I can tell. You don’t think this is the right move, either.”

      Instead of a reprimand, Tamara lets out a sigh. She looks tired, more tired than even I feel, and surprisingly, she once again drops her hardened exterior. “Sometimes, you and your commanding officer disagree on what should be done. It’s human nature to disagree. The mark of a true soldier is willingness to follow orders even when you don’t want to.”

      “Even when those orders come in direct contrast with the ranger’s oath?”

      She looks up at me sharply, her eyes narrowed. In an instant, her icy mask is back on. “Careful, apprentice. You’re treading a very fine line.”

      I bite my tongue. Stupid. Don’t antagonize one of the few allies you have in this place.

      “We will hold down the fort while you and the others are away,” she continues, eyes going back to the column. “Keep your wits about you. Our scouts report that the Nightingale base is a military encampment. You are sure to be met with much resistance when you make the assault.”

      I salute the First Warden and turn my horse about without another word, not trusting my tongue to say anymore. Even so, I can feel her gaze on my back like an auger boring deep into my soul, still trying to make what she can of me.

      Until she accepts the truth, she will never understand.

      I fall into line easily enough, pulling my horse up behind a broad-shouldered ranger with a battle-axe strapped to his back. Nobody says a thing as we enter the twisting canopy of the Ashwood, the trees swallowing us up like a great, many-armed beast.

      It is already late afternoon by the time we enter the forest, but at a word from our commanders we continue to ride through the night, following the light of several torches held by most of the riders, not including myself.

      The journey is long, and I find that I am alienating myself even further as I try unsuccessfully to convince the rangers around me that the Nightingales who attacked us were being manipulated by a demon. Expectedly, my claims are met by scorn and even hostility in some cases, but most of the rangers just choose to ignore me as I attempt to talk them out of the impending attack.

      Eventually, I decide to ride in sullen silence, contemplating what I should do instead.

      I learn from surrounding conversations that the man in front with the long face is Ranger Thacker, and he is well respected among the rest of the rangers. I also find out that most of the rangers have a general distrust for Advisor Creed but respect his authority more than anything because of his relationship with the Master Warden. Still, it is a hapless trip with few breaks, and before long, the ache in my side begins to grow worse the longer I ride.

      Maybe coming out here was a mistake after all. Damn this conscience of mine.

      The ride through the night continues slowly, the hours seeming to crawl by as we delve deeper and deeper into the Ashwood. By noon the following day, we are finally given the order to stop. Quietly praising the Light, I dismount with everybody else, stretching my weary muscles with a groan.

      At the command of Advisor Creed, we tie up the horses in a wooded glen at the base of a rocky ridge, the sheer number of rangers making it no simple feat. Even so, the cloaked men and women manage to hitch their horses securely, then make it to a small gathering point near a trail leading up to the ridge.

      "The Nightingale camp is just on the other side of this ridge," says Ranger Thacker, his voice just loud enough to be heard by all fifty rangers in attendance. "From here, we will make our way to the top and prepare for our assault. Our scouts have managed to survey them without alerting any of their guards, so be as quiet as possible as we get into position."

      The host of rangers listens patiently as he organizes us into teams and sends us climbing up the ridge. My group, with nine others, is in the middle, and we begin the long and perilous climb up the stony surface.

      In the light of the sun, I can clearly see the path in front of me, but the path is still treacherous. Fortunately, I do not slip and stumble down to my death.

      Huffing, I finally crest the top of the ridge. Making sure to stay low, I manage to creep up to the rim of the ridge and look down, trying to survey the scene below.

      Most of the occupants of the little town are busy, going about the chores of feeding the animals and drawing water from the creek. It is not what Tamara had indicated, however, and even from this height, I can see that the camp is made up mostly of civilians. There are women, children, and elderly folk.

      Hells, I think to myself in sudden realization, there doesn't seem to be any Nightingale warriors down there.

      A sickening knot forms in the pit of my stomach, and a brief look around shows that many of the other rangers apparently feel the same way. This isn't a war camp... this village contains the Nightingales' families!

      Cursing under my breath, I back away from the crest of the ridge and find the location of the ranking rangers. They are just down the way, convening in a small stand of trees. Shouldering my bow, I make my way over to them as quickly as I can, trying desperately to form some sort of a plan in my head.

      The ranger leaders converse quietly with one another, breaking off and glancing up as I approach.

      "What seems to be the problem, apprentice?" Thacker asks in a low voice. His eyes are as hard as flint.

      "Those are civilians down there," I say accusingly. "Women and elderly, there are even children. Surely you can't still be thinking of attacking?"

      To my surprise, many of the other low-ranking rangers have followed me and are now gathering around. They look displeased, as if every one of them has a bad taste lingering in their mouths.

      The leaders eye each other uncertainly, no one deigning to speak up and address my claims.

      "Not you again," says a nasally voice. I turn to find Advisor Creed materializing from the shadow of a tree. "This isn't up to you to decide, apprentice. Orders are orders, and they must be carried out to the letter."

      Thacker turns to regard Advisor Creed, looking troubled. "The boy has a point, Creed. We came to eliminate rebels, not slaughter innocent civilians."

      "Those civilians gave up their freedoms the minute they decided to align themselves with traitors and insurgents," Creed counters, his face twisting into a condescending sneer. "The Master Warden's orders were explicit, and I'll see to it that every ranger who disobeys them is court-martialed. Do I make myself clear?"

      Thacker regards Creed for a long moment before finally deflating like an empty water skin. Every ranger knows the gallows awaits those who disobey orders, and evidently, the man is not willing to take that risk.

      "We're not murderers," a ranger beside me growls. His fists are clenched angrily at his sides. I recognize him as one of the men I had tried to convince the day before—he had dismissed me easily as a petulant apprentice. Now, apparently, we find ourselves in agreement. "Our oath is to protect others," he continues, "not cut them down like a group of common thugs."

      Several of the other rangers around us murmur their agreement.

      "Silence!" Creed hisses, his face contorting in rage. "I'll see each and every one of you hanged for your insolence. Thacker, keep your rangers in line, or you'll be answering to the Master Warden personally."

      Thacker still looks troubled, and I am disappointed to see that some of the other high-ranking rangers are nodding in agreement with Creed.

      I cross my arms in front of me. "I won't do it," I declare, fixing the Advisor with a defiant expression. "I'll not take part in this butchery."

      Those around me, a large majority of the rangers, voice their discontent as well, clustering around me like an army and proclaiming their intentions to disobey.

      "To the Hells with all of you, then," Creed snarls, unslinging his bow and pulling out an arrow. "I have an exceptional memory. Your names will each be given to the Master Warden, and he'll bestow upon you the harshest of punishments, I assure you. Thacker, let's go." He departs with a swish of his cloak, slinking over to the edge of the ridge like a lynx going after its prey. The small group of loyal followers, which is still more than enough to completely annihilate the settlement, follows after him. Even Ranger Thacker hangs his head in shame and joins them, refusing to meet any of our eyes.

      This leaves me alone with the majority of the rangers standing beside the small stand of trees.

      "I've never been so ashamed to wear this cloak," the ranger beside me says, eyeing Creed's back and spitting into the dirt.

      Right now, I find myself in agreement with him.

      "Come on," I say, moving back down the ridge to where our horses are saddled. "We need to get back to the Grand Lodge as quickly as possible and inform the First Warden of this treachery." Plus, I think to myself, feeling queasy, I have no desire to watch the bloodshed that is to come.

      The group follows me, leather armor creaking as we begin going once more down into the tree line. Behind us, Creed and the others descend on the little village like foxes in a chicken coop. One thought prevails as I navigate the treacherous rocks: The Master Warden is not fit to lead us.

      By the time we reach our horses, I start to hear the screams.

      

      Quickly mounting up, we begin to ride hard and fast. The longer we are on the road, the farther away we get from the massacre behind us. The thundering hooves of our horses drown out all other sounds as they carry us onward to an uncertain fate. Keep going, Owyn, I think to myself determinedly. There’s no time to rest. Don’t let yourself give up.

      The screams of the townsfolk still haunt my thoughts as I ride with the other defectors, reminding me all too well of the slaughtered villagers at Haven, who had been cut down like wheat before the sickle.

      Only those people were murdered by demons, I think to myself in despair. Not by people who were sworn to protect them.

      Elias would be ashamed.

      The sun wanes overhead, bathing the Ashwood in an ominous red light. It reminds me of the color of blood, drawing a sharp contrast from the long shadows being cast by the trees, and making the world look like a tapestry of crimson and black.

      I ride at the head of the column, pushing myself onward and not allowing any of us a moment to rest.

      The rhythmic pounding of horse hooves on the stony forest floor are like the beating of a hundred drums, droning on in my ears until they eventually fade into nothing more than background noise. As we ride, I do my best to puzzle out the meaning of what transpired, trying to understand why everything is happening the way it is. Master Warden Thorne seemed so determined to attack the Nightingales, I think to myself. It's almost as if he wanted to start a war with them.

      Technically, the Nightingales are already at war with the crown. It is, however, a mostly bloodless rebellion on the fringes of civilization, not an armed insurgency bent on the destruction of Tarsynium and her people. My father had been killed by Nightingales, of course. And I don't think I'll ever be able to forgive them for that. But violence from the Nightingales is far from commonplace, and it usually only happens when the king’s soldiers force it upon them.

      None of this makes any sense.

      The presence of the demon complicates matters further. What is its role in all of this? Perhaps it is taking control of the Nightingales in an attempt to raise an army, but for some reason, that seems unlikely. If it was trying to build up a great host of mind slaves, why waste them on a half-hearted attack on the Grand Lodge? The other possibility causes my blood to run cold. Perhaps it wants a conflict between the rangers and the Nightingales, in an attempt to create chaos within the Arc of Radiance. That would certainly complicate matters.

      I only hope that it is a single demon and not a horde like the one Moloch had brought through.

      Riding with all haste, we run our horses into the night almost to the point of exhaustion. Eventually, we are forced to stop and rest to avoid killing our beasts before we reach our destination.

      Not to mention the darkness, I think, pulling my horse off the road. I wouldn't want it breaking a leg out here on an uneven piece of ground.

      Fortunately, we locate a stream of water for the horses to drink from. In a small clearing in the woods, we set up our bed rolls, but we don’t light a fire.

      The last thing any of us wants is to be easily found while snatching a moment’s respite.

      Lying on my back and looking up at stars through the twisting canopy of trees, I nibble on some jerky and lose myself in thought. It is a somber group of rangers this night, everyone trying to come to grips with our divided ranger family. Many of the rangers, even men much older than myself, now regard me with newfound respect, acknowledging my courage and telling me that Elias would be proud.

      To me, the praise feels odd. I only did what I thought was right.

      The events of the day have left me feeling worn out, and thankfully, I am not chosen to be put on watch. It takes me a little bit of time, but at long last, I drift off to sleep, for which I am profoundly grateful.

      Grisly dreams plague my slumber, causing me to wake up every few hours in a cold sweat. Though the nightmares quickly fade each time, they leave me feeling paranoid and shivering in the middle of the forest. By the time dawn begins to peek over the horizon, I am anxious and weary.

      Eyes burning, I untie my horse with the other rangers and start back out on the trail, eating and drinking in the saddle as we make our way back to the Lodge.

      Again, we fall into a rhythm, pushing hard to get there as fast as we can, while the rhythmic sounds of hoofbeats drill into our skulls. Like the others, I keep a wary eye on my surroundings as I travel, careful to keep a hand near my quiver and bow.
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      It is around midday by the time we reach the Grand Lodge. I smell the wood smoke even before I see the squat timber buildings, the trees eventually thinning out and revealing the broad military-like compound.

      Guards step out onto the road to intercept us but wave us through to the Lodge when they recognize us as their own.

      My side aches, and I am saddle sore from the journey, but my focus is still razor sharp. Reaching down, I pat my mount's neck as I guide him into the camp, his coat lathered and his breathing heavy. "You did good today," I say soothingly. "Good boy."

      We ride up to the barracks I stayed in the other night and dismount. Leading my horse by the reins, I take him to the spot where other horses are tied up. The rest of the rangers disperse, going to speak with the camp guards and their friends about what happened in the woods.

      The door to the barrack opens, and Talon steps out, rushing over to me with a confused look on his still-battered face.

      "You're back!" he says, eyebrows shooting up in surprise. "Wow... and you're not alone."

      "I need to speak with the First Warden," I say, tying my horse off at a hitching post near the water trough. "Do you know where she is?"

      Talon looks around the camp before pointing to the north side. "The last I saw of her, she was checking on the sentries posted over there."

      I nod, then begin walking toward that direction.

      "Hey!" Talon exclaims, jogging up to my side. "What happened out there?"

      I take a breath. "We attacked the Nightingale encampment," I reply simply.

      "Well, that's good, isn't it?"

      "No!" I reply with more vehemence than intended. "It's not good. It wasn't the military camp we were led to believe it was. It was full of civilians... women and children and elderly folk. Our rangers slaughtered them like animals."

      "Hells," Talon breathes, his expression turning into a grimace.

      "That's why I need to talk to the First Warden," I explain, rounding the corner of the Medicine Hall. "She needs to know what Advisor Creed and the Master Warden have done."

      I find Tamara on the north side of the Lodge, surveying the construction of a watchtower just within the tree line. Other rangers guard the workers as they toil, watching the forest with guarded expressions, their weapons held ready. Tamara turns to regard us, one of her eyebrows quirking up in a look of puzzlement.

      "Back so soon?" she asks, her tone brimming with ice. "Do you have something to report, apprentice?"

      "Yes, First Warden," I reply stiffly as Talon and I step up to her.

      "Well, out with it, then," she says impatiently.

      I look around, eyeing the other rangers. "May I speak to you somewhere a little more... private?"

      The rangers nearby glance at us over their shoulders, their expressions openly curious.

      She gives me a curt nod, then strides away from them, walking over to the tree line and out of earshot.

      Satisfied that no one can overhear us, I begin. "The reports that your scouts gave you were inaccurate," I say, still keeping my voice low.

      "Inaccurate?" she asks, folding her arms in front of her. "How do you mean?"

      "It was not a military camp we attacked," I reveal, looking her square in the eyes. "It was a settlement of ordinary civilians. They were defenseless and powerless to stop us, but some of our rangers attacked anyway. It was a massacre."

      Tamara is silent for a long moment before responding, her expression revealing nothing. "Who ordered the attack when this information became obvious?"

      "Advisor Creed," I reply. "The other rangers seemed uneasy about attacking the settlement, but Creed coerced them into giving the order. He invoked the will of the Master Warden, threatening any ranger with a court-martial should they choose not to attack."

      "And yet, here you are, alone." Her face is still unreadable.

      I shake my head. "Not alone. Many of the rangers came with me. We would not take part in a massacre. We made for our horses and fled as soon as they began attacking, returning here as fast as we could."

      Again, Tamara is silent for several moments, letting Talon and I stand there uncomfortably. Behind us, we can hear the sounds of mallets hammering wood as the workers continue to assemble the new watchtower. Finally, Tamara speaks up. "This is an egregious thing," she says, her usually-cold expression softening as her eyes become sorrowful. "I did not personally see the scout report, but Master Warden Thorne and Advisor Creed did. Those scouts are good men—they would not have committed such an oversight. The Master Warden knew exactly what he was doing when he ordered our rangers to attack those people."

      Abruptly, she turns toward me and rests a hand on my shoulder. I see something new in her eyes, something I have not seen there before: appreciation.

      "I commend you for bringing me this information," she says, holding my gaze. "It must not have been easy for you, knowing what awaited if Advisor Creed caught you. Thank you, Owyn Lund, for your integrity."

      I can feel my chest start to swell with pride as she pulls away, her face becoming a stoic mask once more.

      "Where does that leave us now?" Talon interjects with his usual brusqueness. "Creed and the others will be returning soon, and the rest of the Nightingales in the area are not going to be happy when they find out that we murdered their families."

      Tamara sets her jaw and places a hand on the hilt of her sword. Now, more than anything, she looks resolute, as if ready to shoulder a heavy load. "We do the only thing we can do," she replies, breaking from our group and immediately walking toward the center of camp. Without looking over her shoulder, she elaborates, "We need to confront the Master Warden at once."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24 | Zara
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      I stumble on the rough stones as two pairs of strong hands forcibly guide me through an alley.

      Unable to fight back, I feel completely vulnerable, forced to submit to these vile cultists as they take me blindfolded to some undisclosed location.

      The mage who discovered me in the crawlspace had bound my hands with the same spell I had used to bind the assassin from the crypts. Completely immobilized, the cultists took my talisman from me before they pulled me out of my hiding place like a sack of flour up into the light of their candles. They mocked me and cursed me from behind their black masks, then blindfolded me, tying my wrists as the effects of the mage's spell wore off and shoving me out into the night.

      Stumbling, I silently berate myself for my stupidity; not for putting myself into this situation, but for letting myself get caught.

      Could I have done anything different?

      No, I conclude at long last, there was nothing else I could have done. Except, maybe to check for spiders before I had settled into that dank crawlspace.

      My foot splashes into a puddle of something cold and slimy, and I grimace as I am brought back to the present.

      "Where are you taking me?" I ask my captors, trying hard to keep the fear out of my voice.

      "Shut your mouth," one of the men whispers harshly in my ear. "Say one more word, and I'll punch that pretty little mouth of yours, mage girl."

      Rude, I think sourly, biting back a retort that would likely cause the man to make good on his promise.

      The night is cold as we traverse the twisting alleyways, weaving between buildings in a dizzying pattern that makes it impossible for me to keep track of in my mind. Wherever we're going, I think as I walk, they definitely do not want me to be able to figure out how to get there.

      Stripped of my ability to channel source energy, escape proves virtually impossible. Frustrated, I decide to bide my time and wait until an opportunity presents itself. Then I will act.

      Don’t give up, I tell myself despite the terror that threatens to overwhelm me. Use your mind. It is your most effective weapon against them.

      Eventually, I am half-dragged up a set of steps and brought into an enclosed space—the footfalls of my captors on wood make me think I am in some sort of warehouse. It isn't long after that I am forced to stand against something hard, my bindings attached to clinking chains behind me.

      My blindfold is abruptly ripped off of me, and I blink against the sudden brightness of a torch flickering in front of my face.

      "Where am I?" I ask defiantly, squinting until my eyes can adjust. I can make out three cloaked figures standing in front of me, their hoods drawn and their masks imperious. The one in the middle steps forward and reaches out a gloved hand.

      "You are safe, child," the man says, pulling a lock of brown hair from behind my ear and rubbing it between his fingers. I recognize his deep voice as that of the man in charge of the illicit meeting. "You have nothing to worry about... for now."

      "Why have you brought me here?" My eyes slowly start to acclimate to the torch light, and I realize that I am in some sort of holding cell, my back to a column of splintery wood.

      The man chuckles softly to himself from behind his mask. "You're an inquisitive one, aren't you? Perhaps it was your inquisitive nature that led you to eavesdrop on us. Perhaps not. There are many spies in the city seeking to undermine our work."

      Work? What is he talking about?

      The man shakes his hooded head, continuing, "It matters not. Regardless of your motives, you will be brought to see the true light of the Chosen—and then you will be given a choice. We are all given choices, Magus, and it is our privilege as humans to live with the consequences. Such is the grand design of life."

      With that, the three figures leave, exiting the holding cell and closing the door behind them. With the torches gone, I am left in the dark, completely immobilized.

      Waiting until I hear their footsteps have faded away, I begin struggling against my restraints, trying desperately to untie the ropes binding my wrists to the chain. I rub my skin raw trying to extricate myself, but to no avail. Eventually, I give up, slumping against the post and resting my head against the rough grain of the wood.

      It's hopeless, I think, blinking away tears that come unbidden to my eyes. There's nothing I can do. They're going to kill me, and my mission will be a complete failure.

      I've never felt so helpless in my entire life. So, now what?

      Idly, I pick at the ropes with my fingers in the darkness, letting my mind wander as I focus on taking slow, measured breaths. What did that man mean that I would be given a choice? His voice seemed so confident—like a hunter who has just caught a rabbit in a trap. Maybe they’re going to let me choose my method of execution.

      The thought makes my stomach twist into a tighter knot.

      I find myself wishing Owyn was here. Even without that hatchet of his, he is a force to be reckoned with. Rangers can be deadly just with their bare hands. I, on the other hand, am helpless without a source crystal, unable to defend myself or fight to escape from my captivity. All I have is my mind, and tonight it is failing me spectacularly.

      Some mage you are, I think bitterly. And the only person you have to blame is yourself.

      I am not sure how long I am left in my lightless holding cell, but I feel my lower back and legs starting to ache from being chained in the same position. It comes as a surprise when a light suddenly appears beneath the door in front of me. The hinges grind open as it is pushed inward, admitting a broad-shouldered figure shrouded in a black cloak.

      The presence of this new individual fills me with an inexplicable feeling of dread, the shadows lurking beneath the hood seeming more menacing than the masked men who had been in here before.

      The figure steps forward, walking into the holding cell with an easy grace, cloak trailing behind, and I can see that the figure is tall, its head almost scraping the low ceiling. It regards me for a moment, watching me with unseen eyes as another cloaked figure brings in a torch and fixes it to a sconce on the wall, providing us with light. The second figure bows to the first then departs, closing the door behind them and leaving the two of us alone.

      Several tense heartbeats pass as the shadowed cowl regards me, and I have the strange sensation that every part of my appearance is being picked apart and weighed.

      "You are young for a mage," the figure says at last. His voice is male, and despite sounding muffled, it is jarringly gentle and composed. "Much younger than my flock led me to believe."

      I look deep into the blackness of that hood and raise my chin, putting on as brave a face as I can muster, but I do not respond.

      The hooded man cocks his head to the side. "You must be talented to have been admitted to the Conclave so young. Talented and brave, certainly, but perhaps not too bright. Otherwise, you would not have attempted to eavesdrop on my flock."

      He pauses for a moment, probably waiting for a response from me, then continues.

      "Forgive me for not introducing myself. I am called the prophet, and I have been chosen to guide the Harbingers through these last days. Now, I would very much like to know why you were hiding in that tavern. Who tasked you with coming to spy on us? Was it the High Magus?"

      I draw my lips in a tight line. This monster will not be getting any information out of me.

      The prophet clasps his black-gloved hands in front of him, the depths of his hood leering at me in a way that makes me want to squirm.

      "Answer me, Zara Dennel."

      A chill runs down my spine as he says my name, and for an instant, my façade cracks, clearly revealing the stunned look on my face as I gape at him. "How—how do you know my name?"

      "My agents know a great many things, child," the prophet says simply. "Knowledge is but one of the gifts given to the Chosen of the Light."

      "You are not chosen," I reply vehemently. "You and your kind are murderers and sycophants, and the Conclave will stop you, whatever you are planning."

      "Ah, yes," the prophet says calmly, turning to pace the small room. "A terrible price to pay—the killing of innocents. However, sometimes the lives of a few must be sacrificed for the salvation of many, a hard truth that most continue to refuse to learn."

      "Tyrants have the same philosophy," I reply, smoothing my features and adopting a serene expression once more. "True servants of the Light would never side with the demons."

      “And your King Aethelgar is not a tyrant?” the prophet counters sharply. “His excesses are not a secret, Magus, nor is his penchant for cruelty.” He shrugs, then begins to pace the cell, his feet padding softly on the hard wooden floor. “It matters little. I am not concerned with the life of one man, nor am I concerned with toppling a regime like the Nightingales. My concern is our entire race. You see, the R’Laar are not what you have been led to believe. They are not an existential threat, but are the saviors of mankind. The Light sent them as a punishment for the sins of man, and only by their cleansing fire can we hope to find salvation in the world to come."

      He’s a madman, I think to myself, shifting uncomfortably against my restraints. He truly believes that he is doing something good, ushering in the end of the world. How can I hope to reason with such a man?

      The prophet regards me, his tone becoming pensive. "I can tell by the look in your eyes that you do not believe me. That is to be expected. Like the necessary killing of innocents, what I have just explained to you is a hard truth to bear. However, I would entreat you to consider what I am about to say next very carefully. I will only extend this offer once."

      Pausing for an instant, perhaps to consider his own words, he continues, his voice measured and careful. "I am a man who appreciates great talent and brashness when it can serve a purpose. I find myself in need of capable mages. The Conclave has nothing of value that it can give you—it offers the praise of the world, and not a thing more. When the great fiery end comes—and make no mistake, the end is inevitable—it would be well for you to be standing among the Chosen, where your talents can serve a purpose, the greatest purpose the world has ever known. Will you join us, Zara Dennel? Will you become one of the Harbingers?"

      My brows furrow together in open confusion. Is he really offering to let me go, to become one of them? What insanity is this? Does he truly expect me to comply, after everything I know?

      I take a deep breath and study his dark form, forcing myself to stare into the depths of his hood. My lip threatens to quiver, but I offer my response as boldly as I possibly can.

      "I will never join you," I say, staring into the spot where I imagine his eyes would be. "There is no price in this world that could get me to forsake the vows I have made to the Conclave. Find your new recruit somewhere else."

      The prophet sighs, his shoulders slumping visibly, as if he is truly disappointed. "The sacred texts say that the Chosen will be few in number in the last days. But it is always disappointing when a promising young individual chooses to throw their life away in defiance of the true Light."

      He turns away from me, picking up the torch from off the wall and opening the door to my cell with a creak. Handing the torch to someone standing outside, he turns back to cast one last shadowed look at me.

      "Inform my Speakers that the mage, Zara Dennel, is to be executed, and her head delivered to the High Magus and the Circle of Magisters. I want the sentence carried out as soon as possible. But first, let Morthal work on her. See if he can tease any information out of her that may prove useful to us."

      "Yes, my lord," the other figure replies solemnly.

      A sour knot forms in the pit of my stomach.

      As the prophet leaves, I can hear him muttering the words, "What a waste."

      The door closes with a final thud, leaving me once again in darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26 | Owyn

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      This is it, I think to myself as Talon and I follow Tamara through the courtyard of the Grand Lodge. Hopefully, we can deal with this swiftly before we lose any more lives. On the outside, I attempt to portray Elias' stern demeanor, but on the inside, I feel a tangled mess of excitement and apprehension.

      There is no telling what the First Warden is about to do.

      She strides forward like a legendary warrior from the Legion of Light, her back straight and her face a stony mask. Her ranger's cloak billows behind her like a storm cloud, thrown over her shoulder to reveal a slender but muscled arm resting on the hilt of a longsword, the bow and quiver on her back bouncing with every step.

      In contrast, my own appearance feels grossly inadequate. I am dirty and tired from the road, my bow and arrows still stored with my horse's saddle bags. The only weapons I have are my father's hatchet, resting in my belt loop and my hidden boot knife.

      Nothing in comparison to the grizzled warrior striding ahead of me.

      Talon holds no weapons on his person, and I look over to see that his eyebrows are knit together in concern. "Are we really doing this?" he asks, voice cracking slightly.

      I nod my head stoically. "It appears that way, yes."

      "Eleven Hells," he murmurs. "Shouldn't we, you know... have more backup or something? I mean, the Master Warden is going to be surrounded by his honor guards. And they're probably not going to take too kindly to us accusing him like this."

      "No," I agree begrudgingly, "I suppose not. But I doubt Tamara will want to cause an uproar inside the camp. Bringing too many rangers to confront the Master Warden might appear mutinous. That just leaves us three, Talon."

      Talon mutters another curse but falls silent.

      Tamara leads us right up to the great hall, the two rangers guarding the door quickly snapping to attention. Neither of them challenges the First Warden as she climbs the steps and pushes the door open; however, both of them turn curious glances at Talon and me.

      We hurry past them and enter directly behind Tamara.

      As always, the great hall is dimly lit by its smoldering braziers, the air smelling faintly of wood smoke and earth. At the end of the long meeting chamber rests a carved wooden chair, like a humble attempt at a throne, upon which sits the Master Warden. His silver hair glows in the low light, and his blind eyes remain covered by a dirtied strip of black cloth bound to his head. Around him stand five rangers: his personal guard, and Warden Gareth Carr, Watcher of the South.

      Carr and Thorne appear to be arguing about something, but both look up to regard the three of us as we enter the great hall. Carr wears a curious expression, but the Master Warden's brow is furrowed and he appears to be annoyed.

      "Who is it?" he demands, his crackly voice carrying down the hall.

      "First Warden Moyle," Carr replies, standing up straight and bowing his head slightly at her. "And apprentices, Owyn and Talon. We seem to be seeing a lot of you two, lately."

      Tamara does not break stride, continuing at a measured pace and approaching the Master Warden where he sits. Talon and I follow her rather timidly.

      "Apprentice Owyn," Thorne repeats, his wrinkled mouth turning down into a frown. "Were you not accompanying the war band to attack the Nightingale encampment?"

      All eyes in the room, with the exception of Tamara's, turn to me.

      "Yes, Master Warden," I reply, trying to sound confident as I come to a stop before him and the others. "And I bring crucial information."

      "Not this again," he barks, the anger in his voice surprising me. He is even more moody and irate than when I first returned to the Ashwood. "You overstep your bounds, apprentice. I'll have no more talk of these stories of yours. When we are through here, I'll have you reprimand—"

      "Is it true?" Tamara cuts in, silencing Thorne mid-sentence. Her voice has an edge to it that cuts like a dagger. "Did you and Advisor Creed alter the scout reports?"

      The room falls silent.

      "I'm not sure what you are talking about," he replies after a moment.

      "That Nightingale encampment was not a military encampment at all. It was full of women and children, defenseless victims, and you knew the whole time." She glares at the Master Warden, her tone heavy with accusation. Carr looks at the Master Warden, shock and confusion plain upon his face. Thorne only scowls.

      "You know not of what you speak," he says coldly. I can see him gripping the armrests of his chair with white-knuckled, claw like hands. "The rebels need to be punished for their crimes. Our brothers and sisters have died at their hands!"

      "We needed more information to confirm that," Tamara replies without missing a beat. "We still don't know who ordered the attack. But the fact remains—our scouts told you that it was not a military encampment. You knew it was filled with civilians, and yet you ordered the attack any way. Their blood, every drop, is on your hands."

      The ranger guards look uncertainly at one another, but the Master Warden's face splits into a twisted sneer. "Yes, I ordered the attack. I did the one thing no one else in this place had the stomach to do."

      "So, you admit to your crimes, then?" Tamara seems completely unfazed by the exchange.

      "Is it a crime to eliminate enemies to the crown? Is it a crime to protect one's own? I did what I thought was necessary to preserve our ancient organization. Do not pretend to be above such actions, First Warden. Your own hands are stained bright red with the blood of others." His voice becomes enraged, frenzied even, and I can see Carr beginning to slowly inch away from him.

      "I'd never knowingly slaughter the innocent," Tamara responds icily. Reaching down, she draws her sword, prompting the four ranger guards to draw their swords defensively, filling the audience hall with the sound of rasping steel.

      "Thomwell Thorne," she says, assuming a fighting position, "you have broken the ranger's oath by ordering those under your command to murder innocents. You are no longer fit to preside over the Order of the Rangers. I hereby remove you from your command."

      Again, the room falls silent, the tension in the air so intense, that it makes me want to shrink away, to flee and not look back. All the while, Tamara faces the four swords in front of her with the cool confidence of a statue.

      The Master Warden abruptly bursts into laughter, a wheezing, menacing sound that chills my blood and puts me on edge.

      "You are a fool, Tamara," he says at length, gasping for breath. "Even with your rank, you cannot remove me from my position."

      Warden Carr now puts up his hands in a placating gesture. "Please," he says with a pleading tone, apparently trying to de-escalate the situation. "There is no need for violence. Let us talk this out without bloodshed."

      "The time for talk is over, Gareth," Thorne replies, still chuckling. Then, turning to regard the men standing beside him, he says curtly, "Kill them."

      Hesitantly, the honor guards move forward, their swords held up defensively.

      Cursing, I pull out my father's hatchet, backing up so that I will have enough room to fight.

      "Owyn!" Talon hisses, waving at me with his bare hands. He doesn't have a weapon.

      "Here!" I reply, reaching down to my boot and pulling out my knife. I toss it to him, then turn to face a guard who is now heading my way.

      Catching the weapon midair, I can hear Talon’s incredulity. "You've got to be kidding me!"

      Ahead of me, Tamara lunges forward, attacking two guards at once with the same fury I had seen at the inn. She moves like a whirlwind, slashing and parrying with a skill I can only dream of one day attaining.

      Right now, against one fully-trained ranger, I realize that I have my work cut out for me.

      The guard attacks, swinging his sword deftly in a way that is probably just meant to test my defenses.

      I bat the blade away with the flat of my hatchet, keeping a wary eye on his other movements.

      The guard feints, then goes on the attack, stabbing at my chest with enough force to break bones. I manage to dodge out of the way, but he brings his sword back around for another jab, his movements faster than I can anticipate. The blade barely misses my neck, and I am forced to back up, putting enough distance between us for me to recuperate.

      Burning Hells, I think to myself, falling into a defensive stance with my hatchet held in front of me. This man moves like a viper!

      Ahead, Tamara manages to cut down one of the guards, putting the other two on their heels. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Talon running behind a brazier, attempting to get away from the ranger guard trying to kill him.

      The wound on my side throbs with a dull ache as my movements begin to strain the stitches beneath my tunic. If I push myself too much, it'll rip back open and bleed.

      I might not have any other choice, I think as the ranger moves forward to engage me again. His face is drawn and stoic, and it looks like he is taking no pleasure in fighting me.

      He slashes at my leg, coming dangerously close to scoring a hit.

      Using my hatchet like a sword breaker, I lock the axe head around the edge of his sword, twisting and holding it fast. Before he has a chance to react, I sweep out with a kick to his knee, connecting with my boot and causing him to stagger.

      The ranger grunts but does not go down like I hoped. Instead, he dives into the attack, using his head like a battering ram and smashing it against my temple.

      I gasp and back away, vision swimming and ears ringing. For one terrifying moment, it feels like I may black out.

      Shaking my head, I bring my hatchet back up as the ranger goes on the offensive, swinging his sword with renewed vigor to quickly end the fight.

      Ignoring the pain in my side and now my head, I let my reflexes take over, knocking his blade out of the way and dodging to avoid being skewered. I move like an eel, twisting and squirming so that his blade cannot cut me, until eventually, I see what I've been waiting for: a lapse in his defenses.

      Swinging my hatchet in a sidelong chop, I drive the weapon into his thigh, causing him to gasp in pain and collapse to the ground. The wound is deep, and I can feel the blade of the hatchet grinding against his femur.

      I pull it free but halt myself from using it to end his life. This man is a brother, a fellow ranger. I will not kill him if I don’t have to. Kicking his sword from his hand, I kneel down beside him and punch the side of his face hard, knocking him out cold.

      Reaching a hand to my side, I curse when it comes back wet. So much for not breaking my stitches, I think, looking up and glancing around.

      Talon is still evading his attacker, skirting around columns like a mouse but otherwise keeping him distracted. If the ranger catches him, it won't be much of a fight. The two other honor guards appear to have put Tamara on the defensive, flanking her on both sides and attempting to sneak in a lucky jab. At the rear of the hall, the Master Warden sits in his chair, his expression cold and imperious, and beside him Warden Carr stands awkwardly, holding his sword but looking uncertain about what he should do.

      Why is Carr just standing there? Can't he see that we are fighting for our lives?

      At some point, the two door guards burst into the great hall behind me, but have remained frozen just inside the entryway, watching the fight with slack-jawed confusion. They seem troubled by what they are seeing and are no doubt uncertain about how they should proceed.

      Gritting my teeth, I push myself to my feet and go to assist Tamara. The sooner we can put an end to this fighting, the sooner we can restore sanity to the Lodge.

      I decide to take the long way around, circling a crackling brazier in an attempt to get behind one of the rangers attacking her flank. Gripping my hatchet, I move out of the shadows, striking the ranger in the sword arm and knocking his blade free.

      The guard curses and spins, shoving me back and then bending down to pick up his sword with his off hand.

      I stagger backward, bumping into the side of the Master Warden's chair, then move forward again, determined to neutralize the man before he can kill Tamara. However, as I move forward, something grabs me from behind, wrapping around my neck and choking me with an iron grip. I stumble to the ground, dropping my hatchet and bringing my hands up to keep myself from being strangled to death as the ranger in front of me continues his assault on Tamara.

      Light! I think, gasping for breath. Is Carr trying to kill me?

      No, I realize as I look up at the leering face above me. It isn't Carr.

      It's the Master Warden himself!

      The blind old man, with his wrinkled skin and frail body, has his arm snaked around my throat in a powerful hold, his grip like a vice slowly choking the life out of me. I buck, arching my back and turning my head in an attempt to break free from his arms, but it is like I am struggling against a well-trained soldier, not a frail old man.

      Unable to get him off of me, I reach a hand up in an attempt to gouge out his eyes, anything to keep him from continuing his chokehold as the edges of my vision begin to turn black.

      Frantically, I tear at his cloth blindfold, ripping it free and going for his eyes. I can hear him growl like a feral animal as I start to dig into his eye sockets.

      He releases me abruptly and drops me gasping to the ground, but in an instant, he is back on top of me, grabbing my throat again with his hands and choking me with too-strong fingers.

      Why is he so strong? I think as I claw at his vice-like grip on my neck, attempting to dislodge them.

      Looking up into his face, I see a man who has gone absolutely mad. His lips are curled back into a snarl, revealing crooked yellowed teeth and bloody gums. His milky eyes look directly at me as if he can see me, and then suddenly, I realize something—I have seen that same swirling pattern in other's pupils before. Thorne is not blind. He was never blind.

      The Master Warden is a mind slave!

      "You couldn't leave well enough alone," he hisses, flicking my face with spittle. "You had to meddle... to stick your nose where it didn't belong. Humans can be so stubborn, sometimes. Well, now it's your turn to join those filthy villagers. Now, you die!"

      I croak, trying to cry for help, but no air escapes my mouth. My chest feels like it is about to burst, and I can feel tears welling up in my eyes as the darkness creeps in.

      This is the end.

      Suddenly, the tip of a sword rips through the front of Thorne's robes, piercing his heart and causing crimson blood to bloom across his chest.

      He lets out a ragged breath and collapses, slumping to the ground and releasing his grip on my neck.

      Sucking in a shallow breath, I begin to cough, grabbing tenderly at my raw throat and rolling to the side. Standing above me, as if he cannot believe what he has just done, is Gareth Carr, holding a bloodied sword over the corpse of his former master.

      The commotion in the room stops as everyone turns to regard the three of us: me lying on the ground, him standing above me, and the Master Warden dead between us.

      Still gasping for air, I push myself to a sitting position, glancing about the room. Tamara has managed to dispatch the man with the wounded arm, where he now lays in a growing puddle of blood at her feet. The other guard who had been fighting her stands back gaping, the tip of his sword dipping to the ground. Talon, hiding on the other side of the brazier, covers his mouth, while the honor guard who had been chasing him has also come to a stop, his eyes wide with shock.

      Glancing coldly at the crumpled body of Thorne, Tamara turns to speak to the two rangers standing in the entryway.

      "Go and inform the others in camp that the Master Warden is dead," she commands, her voice measured and cool. "I shall address everyone shortly."

      They nod and rush out into the courtyard, leaving the rest of us alone in the deafening silence that fills the hallowed hall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27 | Zara

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The darkness of the cell crushes me from all sides, like a physical weight making it difficult to breathe. I struggle against my constraints for perhaps the hundredth time, attempting to break free. But it’s no use, the chains are too thick and the ropes too strong.

      Escape is impossible.

      Resigned, I hang my head in defeat, letting my hair cascade loosely around my face. The salty tears that roll down my cheeks make me hate myself even more for getting myself here.

      How could I be so stupid?

      My wrists have been rubbed raw from struggling, the coarse ropes digging painfully into my flesh as I hang forward, but the sting has long since faded into a dull throb. The ache in my shoulders and back are all I have left in the darkness—the only distraction from my traitorous thoughts.

      The indignity at being captured and the fear of being tortured and executed are almost enough to make me consider joining the Harbingers.

      But no, I think as I blink away more tears, I would never be able to live with myself if I betrayed the Conclave. Some things are simply worth dying for.

      Time melts into itself, and I lose track of how long I have been chained in this cell. Hours, maybe? Days? My rumbling stomach is empty, my lips are dry and cracked, and my throat is parched from lack of water.

      Why in the Light are they keeping me here so long? Why not just get on with it?

      To keep myself from going crazy, I let my mind wander outside of my current miserable condition. I begin to recount the things I have learned on this insane mission of mine.

      The fact that a group of people, these Harbingers, would align themselves with the demons, unnerves me. Their worldview is so strange that it defies all logic. Their cult is bent on sowing chaos within the Arc of Radiance to assist the R'Laar in conquering the realm. I'm sure they are the ones involved with causing the Heart of Light to fail; that would certainly go hand in hand with their apocalyptic vision of the future.

      And what was it that they were saying back in the tavern? I think, trying to remember exactly what words were spoken before those ghastly spiders began to crawl on me. The deep-voiced man had mentioned that they had made initial contact. That seemed to get everyone in the room excited. Who is this unknown they were able to make contact with?

      Suddenly, it dawns on me as memories of Richard's research also come flooding to my mind.

      The demons outside of the Arc! The realization makes me sick to my stomach as my worst fears are realized. The situation in the kingdom is more dire than I had originally thought. The Harbingers have actually found a way to communicate with the demons beyond the Arc of Radiance, perhaps with one of the demonic princes themselves.

      I grit my teeth in frustration, my childish tears forgotten as an inner resolve begins to well up inside of me.

      These creatures cannot be allowed to win!

      I am shaken from my thoughts as the sounds of footsteps begin to echo down the hall. I look up and see the flickering light of torches emanating beneath my cell door. Beyond, I can hear somebody fumbling with keys. Before long, the door to my cell creaks open, revealing three hooded and cloaked figures standing in the entryway before me.

      "Good evening, Magus," one of them says in a mocking voice as they bow. "I hope your stay here has been satisfactory."

      The other two snicker at the man's joke.

      Looking up at the figures, I force my lips into a pleasant smile. "My accommodations have been most comfortable, thank you very much. I would like to lodge a formal complaint about the smell, however. It seems to grow worse when you lot are around."

      The sniggering laughter dies as the figures glare at me. It's almost as if I can feel their anger radiating from behind their black-colored masks.

      "You still have quite the mouth on you, don’t you?" the first one says, stepping into the cell and holding his torch aloft. "Let's see you mouth off as the axe opens that pretty little neck of yours." He looks back at his companions and gestures for them to come inside. "Come on. Let's get this one to Morthal and the headsman's block."

      The figures shuffle in and begin unlocking my chains, removing me from the post but leaving my hands still bound behind me with the rope. They are not gentle in their handling, jostling me around and being far too free with their hands. One of them grabs my backside with a chuckle, and I feel the sudden urge to burn him to a crisp with magefyre. If only I had my talisman with me...

      Roughly, they shove me out of the cell, one of them leading me by the arm down the dark hall while the other two walk behind us.

      My legs feel like jelly after being chained in the same position for so long, but I manage to move forward without stumbling. Somehow, I think these men would not be too kind if I were to fall to the ground and cause any of them to trip.

      As we go, I cannot help but feel like a sheep being led to the slaughterhouse. Despite my stomach being empty, I feel like I am going to throw up, my mouth going dry and my insides convulsing.

      There has to be a way out of this, I think desperately, casting my eyes about. This can't be how it ends!

      The hallway is long, dark, and nondescript, with no weapons and no hidden tunnels for me to run down. Ahead, I see the light of a smoldering brazier, illuminating a staircase leading up above a heavy wooden door set into the far wall.

      My captors lead me past the staircase, and we approach the door, one of them using a gloved fist to pound three times on its dark surface. After a moment, it opens a crack to reveal another masked face on the other side.

      "What is it?" A harsh voice asks through the opening.

      "We've brought the prisoner," the man holding my arm explains. "She is to be pressed for information then beheaded, as per the prophet's orders."

      The mask on the other side eyes us for a moment and nods, opening the door all the way and waving us into the large chamber beyond.

      I am struck by the pungent smell of lye and smoke, the arched room in front of me bright with the light of multiple braziers and candles. The men hand me off to the man inside, who is dressed differently from the others. He still has a black, featureless mask covering his face, but he is wearing a sleeveless tunic of the deepest blue with brown trousers tucked into his leather boots. He has on a white apron, which is covered with old bloodstains, and I can see a small azure crystal hanging from a chain at his neck.

      A talisman.

      "You may go," the sleeveless man says, grabbing my arm with one hand and waving the three goons away with the other.

      They stand sheepishly in the doorway, staring at me from behind their masks. "We were hoping to watch, Morthal," one of the men says, addressing the magic user. "We want to see you work on this girl."

      Work on me? I think, panicking. What does that mean?

      That’s when I get a good look around. The chamber is wide and rectangular, filled with a myriad of devices constructed from wood and metal. Long shelves adorn the wall, carrying knives and other sharp instruments, and the stone floor is stained a deep crimson, especially around a drain set in the center of the room.

      Morthal seems to consider their request before finally nodding. "Fine," he says, jabbing a thumb to some chairs set up against the far wall. "But don't interfere with my work, or you'll answer to the prophet."

      The three nod their heads eagerly and go to the chairs, sitting down and chatting quietly with one another.

      My nausea intensifies as I am led to a long wooden table.

      Morthal draws a knife from his belt and steps behind me, using the blade, he mutters something and slices away the ropes binding my wrists. As soon as my hands are free, however, I feel the shimmering power of radiant magic overtake me as he channels new restraints to bind my movements once more.

      This man must have been trained by the Conclave. How did he steal a source crystal from them? How could he betray his own kind?

      I grimace as the man puts his hands on my waist and without much effort, lifts me up onto the table with his powerful arms.

      "Lay back," he commands gruffly, grabbing my arms and stretching them out across the width of the table.

      As I lay down, I am chagrined to realize that the spell he cast on me causes my wrists to stick to the table's surface. I might as well be bound with iron for how little I am able to move. Looking down, I can see that my ankles are similarly held with blue radiant bands, completely immobilizing me on the flat of my back.

      Letting out a breath, I rest my head against the table and prepare myself for the worst.

      To my side, Morthal walks over to the wall of instruments, seeming to consider which one he should pick up first to use on me. The others sitting in their chairs fall silent as they watch the spectacle about to begin.

      "They say you are a spy from the Conclave," Morthal says, picking up a twisting instrument that looks like a corkscrew. He holds it up to the light, studying it like a jeweler inspecting a fine piece of jewelry. "The prophet wants me to squeeze every ounce of information out of you before cutting off your head. But that is not why I am here." He returns to the corkscrew, shaking his head slightly as he considers other instruments of torture.

      "I am here," he continues after a moment, "to inflict pain. It is a job I take very seriously, and one to which I am very well suited." He finally settles on a long, hooked knife, picking it off the wall and holding it delicately in his fingers. "There is no doubt in my mind that by the time I am finished, you will tell me your deepest, darkest secrets in order to stop the pain and end this deadly nightmare."

      My insides writhe as he turns to face me, his vacant, black eyes filling me with an overwhelming sense of horror, more terrible than I have ever felt before. I can feel my heart beating faster, as if trying to escape my chest.

      "Ultimately, the information you give me will be useless," he says casually, walking toward me with a slow, deliberate gait. "The prophet has already begun to move against the Conclave. In the morning, your High Magus will be discovered in her chambers, slain by an assassin's blade. My only wish is that I could be the one to slide the dagger into her heart. She revoked my status as a mage, you see. Said my experiments were too extreme.” He chuckles deep in his throat. “The old hag was frightened of what she did not understand. That, ultimately, will be her undoing, I think.”

      He approaches the side of the table to my right, reaching forward with his hooked knife and slitting the front of my robes. The fabric tears easily, revealing my shift underneath, and I let out a terrified whimper.

      "Hush now, my dear," he whispers, brushing a lock of hair away from my face. "Save your screams for when the real fun begins."

      He playfully taps the flat of the blade against my cheek, the edge cutting a shallow gash in my skin. I barely feel it at all, my mind consumed with fear over what is coming. This sadistic freak seems to actually be enjoying this.

      Taking rapid, shallow breaths, I prepare myself for the pain I know he is about to inflict on me. I feel like a mouse cornered by a massive, bloodthirsty cat with nowhere to escape.

      I am about to squeeze my eyes shut when Morthal's talisman catches my eye, clutched in the hand not holding the knife. It is glowing blue with an unearthly light that I find strangely comforting as I prepare myself to die. Time seems to slow down as I gaze at that source crystal, and oddly, I am reminded of Evoker Roth's lesson before we returned to Tarsys. When someone is holding a source crystal, another person can channel their magic when making skin-to-skin contact with them. He had shown me how it worked that day in Forest Hill. Touching my arm, he had channeled source energy from the talisman I was holding, using my body as a conduit between him and the crystal. It had given me the oddest feeling.

      At this very moment, Morthal's forearm rests not an inch away from my hand.

      Reaching out with my forefinger, I touch the torturer's arm and feel an instant connection to the talisman in his grip. Desperately, I begin to channel, filling my body with as much source energy as I can for as many seconds as I can. I hope I have long enough to pull in the amount of energy I will need before he realizes what I am doing.

      Morthal glances down at my face, his gleeful demeanor twisting to one of befuddlement as he no doubt can now feel me channeling through him. "What are you doing?" he asks, his voice raspy.

      I look directly up at his mask and utter the words, "Fos lasair."

      Magefyre flares to life in my hand, burning Morthal's flesh and igniting his arm like a dry branch. He lets out a shriek of pain, jerking away from me and waving his arm wildly in the air. Both the knife and the talisman fall from his grasp and clatter to the floor, forgotten as he transforms into a human torch.

      With his source crystal gone, the magical bands binding my hands and legs evaporate, allowing me to roll off the table and land unsteadily on my feet.

      The three men sitting on the far side of the room leap up from their chairs, cursing and pulling out daggers from their belts. They begin moving toward me, murder in their shadowy black eyes.

      Thinking fast, I scoop the talisman up off the ground and embrace the power once more, feeling its comforting warmth flow through me.

      Morthal screams nearby and falls to his knees, twisting in agony, but I pay him little heed. Instead, I pull in more source energy, filling my body with its invigorating heat.

      "Fas morag ti ma'tel," I bellow, forming a tight ball of fiery energy in my fist.

      I release it a second later, sending the bolt streaking across the room and blasting a hole through one of the men. The force of the blow knocks him back, sending him colliding into his companion.

      I am already filling myself with more power as the one cultist still standing approaches me at a full sprint, his knife held high. I’m too fast for him and raise my hand, speaking the words for more magefyre and engulfing him in flames as well.

      He screams, falling writhing to the floor, just as the third and final man pushes himself back to his feet. He looks at his fallen companions, and for an instant, I think I see genuine fear in his eyes. Before he can flee, however, I pull in more energy, still clutching the torturer's talisman in a deathlike grip.

      "Fos lasair!"

      Hurling the ball of magefyre, I watch as it flies through the air and explodes on the man's chest, hungrily enveloping his body and eliciting a loud scream of pain.

      I look around, stunned at what I have just done. If not for the adrenaline coursing through me, I would likely be reeling from exhaustion right now, barely able to remain standing.

      All around me, bodies burn and ignite the wooden contraptions and odd bits of furniture, filling the room and turning the chamber into a magical conflagration. The smell of smoke and burning flesh fills my nose, nearly gagging me. I can't help but begin to shake as I consider how close I came to unspeakable torture and death had I not chosen to act.

      As I stand there frozen in time, processing the events that just occurred, the words of my tormentor come echoing into my mind. The prophet has already begun to move against the Conclave. In the morning, your High Magus will be discovered in her chambers, slain by an assassin's blade...

      Sylvania is in danger. Light, I have to warn her!

      Coughing, I stand and bring a hand up to cover my mouth as thick, black smoke fills the room. I make for the exit, stepping over the bodies of the men I have slain.

      Pushing open the door, I rush over to the staircase without looking back, my mind already racing to come up with a plan.
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      Tamara rolls the corpse of the Master Warden over with her boot.

      "He's really dead, then," Talon says quietly, his usual bantering tone subdued. "Light almighty... what are we going to do now?"

      "We move forward, apprentice," Tamara replies simply, wiping the blood from her sword with a cloth before sliding it back into its sheath. Her face is grim, but she might as well be discussing the weather for the amount of emotion she shows. "Our solemn oath is to protect the realms of men. This changes nothing."

      "We're still in danger," I say hoarsely, rubbing a hand on my tender neck. The pain is almost as bad as my side, which continues to bleed from the strain of fighting. "I got a good look at him while he was choking me. Thorne was never blind... he was a mind slave the entire time."

      Tamara, Carr, and Talon all look at me questioningly, though thankfully, none of them seem to think I am crazy anymore.

      "It was his eyes," I explain, looking down at his body. A pool of blood has begun to form on the ground beneath him, and his eyes stare sightlessly up at the ceiling. "He could see me, looked right at me when he was trying to kill me. But I've seen those eyes before, milky and glazed over. I didn’t know that a mind slave could behave in such a way—the only ones I’ve dealt with did not speak or show any emotion—but the fact remains. Somewhere nearby, there is a demon that was controlling his actions."

      "That would certainly explain a lot," Tamara says thoughtfully. She crouches down and begins to inspect the corpse more closely. "He's been increasingly erratic these last few months. When his sight failed, we all assumed it was because of his age. But there does seem to be a connection between him going blind and his strange behavior."

      She plucks something from the hem of the old man's breeches, pinching it between her fingers and bringing it up to eyelevel. "A sprig of rashweed," she mutters, leaning in to give the small bit of plant a sniff.

      "Rashweed?" Talon asks, crinkling his nose. "What's that?"

      "It's a weed that typically grows around Loch Morlach to the west," she reveals, dropping the plant to the ground. "It's not native to the Ashwood, though. Oddly, there is one place nearby where it can be found in abundance."

      "The Shattered Tower," Carr says, stepping in. He's been quiet ever since killing the Master Warden.

      Tamara stands up and nods.

      "The Shattered Tower?" I ask, looking first at Carr, then at Tamara.

      "Yeah, they are these old ruins in the foothills not far from here," Talon replies somberly. "Rickard and I have ridden past there loads of times." He is silent for a moment, then his eyebrows knit together in a frown. "What would the old man have been doing in a place like that?"

      "That must be where the demon is hiding," I reply, the puzzle coming together in my mind. Finally, we can put an end to all of this madness. "We have to go there and kill it before it can cause any more trouble!"

      "We need to speak with the rangers, first," Tamara says, putting a hand on her sword. "They need to know what has happened and what we are up against."

      "What about Creed?" Carr asks, his deep voice sounding troubled. "And justice for the murdered villagers?"

      "We will deal with him and the Nightingales later," Tamara replies, jaw set. "He will not likely return with the war band until tomorrow. In the meantime, this demon, or whatever has been manipulating us, has to be dealt with."

      He nods, deferring to her leadership on the matter.

      "Come," she says, gesturing for us to follow her outside. "It's time to inform our brothers and sisters."

      The two remaining rangers who had been in Thorne's honor guard stand awkwardly off to the side. They had thrown down their swords when Carr had killed the Master Warden, surrendering to him and Tamara, but had seemed unsure about what to do next. At a gesture from Carr, the two of them step outside.

      Following them, we exit the great hall and walk out into the sunlight. The remaining rangers and occupants of the Grand Lodge have gathered in the courtyard and now face us. In total, it appears to be about a hundred people, including rangers, apprentices, builders, cooks, and surgeons, all standing uncertainly in front of us. As we walk out of the front doors, everyone falls silent, looking expectantly to the First Warden to tell them what is going on.

      Gazing out over the gathered people, Tamara takes a deep breath before speaking.

      "Master Warden Thorne is dead," she proclaims, prompting many in the crowd to gasp in surprise. She waits a moment for the noise to die down before continuing. "Warden Gareth Carr and I have taken matters into our own hands, and it is because of us that he is dead." This causes more gasps and whispers.

      "She certainly doesn't beat around the bush, does she?" Talon mutters in my ear.

      "The Master Warden was not in his right mind," she says, her voice carrying out across the courtyard. "He was being manipulated by forces that seek the destruction of the rangers. He knowingly ordered an attack on innocent civilians who were powerless to defend themselves, commanding our rangers to slaughter them like sheep. His actions have done much to soil the legacy of our great order, and he has broken the sacred oath that we all have taken."

      She pauses, the crowd silent as they hang on to her every word.

      "There is still much work to be done. We will need to choose a new Master Warden to lead us, but not before we eradicate the true threat that is still out there. We must band together and strike before any more innocent people are killed. Now, who will go with me?"

      For a moment, nobody speaks up, the silence hanging heavy in the air. Then, one of the rangers steps forward from the crowd, a slender woman with jet black hair pulled back into a ponytail. "I will fight, First Warden," she declares, unslinging her bow and thrusting it into the air.

      "And I as well!" says another, a burly man holding a two-handed battle axe.

      More begin to step forward, hoisting their weapons and shouting their intentions to fight, until almost the entire host has spoken, stepping forward with earnestness in their eyes.

      "Very well," Tamara says, lifting up a hand to quiet them. "Prepare yourselves. We leave within the hour. May the Light be with us all."
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      It takes little time for the rangers to prepare themselves for our departure, and so many volunteer, that Tamara is forced to turn some of them down, tasking them instead with the defense of the Grand Lodge while we are away.

      I spend the time before we leave to once again patch up my side and eat a quick meal to recover my strength. There's no telling what we will find in these ruins, and I want to make sure I have as much energy as I can to face it.

      Soon, we are leading fifty armed rangers into the forest, the midday sun beating down on us as we walk.

      Talon makes sure to bring along his short swords, claiming that he is finished getting into fights with inferior weapons. The statement, delivered so boastfully, brings a faint smile to my lips.

      He assures me that it should not take more than two hours to get the Shattered Tower on foot, but I still find myself wishing we are riding. The war band had taken most of the Lodge's horses, leaving us with no other choice but to walk.

      It is a grim, quiet journey to the ruins, without much in the way of conversation or discussion. Most of us walk the rugged trails silently, with our hands staying close to our weapons.

      I find it strange how quickly the rangers seem to accept the death of the Master Warden, especially at the hands of his subordinates. But what I gather from snippets of whispered conversations, the man was not very well-liked in recent days. And judging by the way the others look at Tamara and Carr, they seem to respect the Wardens much more than they had the old man.

      Eventually, we make it to the place where the demon must be hiding, nestled in the foothills at the base of one of the ranges that make up the Southwall Mountains.

      The Shattered Tower rises before us like a pillar of broken stones, hollowed out and overgrown with different shades of moss and lichen. It sits perched upon an outcropping of rock at the base of a sloping hill, surrounded by gnarled trees reaching toward the sky with finger-like branches, twisted and white as bone. The area surrounding the tower is littered with weathered stones and weeds, and I begin to think that this must have been some sort of fortification built by settlers long ago.

      "There it is," Tamara says quietly, stepping up beside me and peering through the brush. "How do you think we should proceed?"

      "Me?" I ask, amazed that the First Warden would defer to me.

      She nods. "You're the only one here who has any experience fighting these things. That makes you the best person to lead the assault."

      "I suppose," I mutter, looking back up at the ruins in front of us. There does not appear to be any movement ahead, but that does not mean it is abandoned. Even from here, I can see that the ruins go deep, the mounds of broken stones providing ample places to hide.

      "We'll need archers to watch our flanks," I say after a moment, pointing to a low ridge off to the left. "That way, they can ensure we don't get ambushed from the side. If this demon is anything like the ones I fought at Forest Hill, it will have more mind slaves as guards. They seem to like gathering them into hordes around themselves to use as arrow fodder. It may even have shadowlings to support it."

      Carr steps up beside me, apparently listening in. "What about killing it?" he asks, face grim. "Do you have a plan?"

      I grimace. "Magic works best," I admit. "But conventional weapons work as well. I watched Elias kill a gorgon named Moloch with nothing but his belt knife. We'll have to weaken it with archer fire before going in with swords. A few of our strongest fighters should be able to bring it down, assuming we can get close enough."

      Tamara nods at my words. "Then that is what we will do."

      She divides the rangers in half, commanding one group to set up on the ridge watching the ruins, and the other to follow us with melee weapons drawn. It is all done quietly, using nothing but whispers and hand signals, and before long, the archers are moving toward the ridge, bows out and arrows nocked.

      The rest wait silently for my direction, swords drawn.

      After the archers are in position, I cautiously lead the way out of the brush and toward the Shattered Tower, my father's hatchet gripped firmly in my hand. The sun is high overhead, and yet, I can't help but shiver at the thought of facing down another demon. What would I find up there—a gorgon, darkhounds, or perhaps some other unidentified monstrosity?

      Maybe all three, I think to myself nervously, stepping over a toppled column covered in vines.

      I've seen what these creatures can do. And the thought of facing them again fills me with apprehension. Even so, I try not to let my feelings show. I do my best to emulate Tamara and the others, smoothing the lines on my face and taking deep, measured breaths.

      The others move forward silently with their weapons out, creeping like a pride of lions moving in for the kill. Tamara's golden braid is pulled over her shoulder, sword gleaming in the sunlight as more than two dozen rangers walk behind her. The sight of them fills me with confidence, making me grateful that I do not have to go in there alone.

      We make it to the top of the rocky outcropping without incident, not seeing anything out of the ordinary as we make our ascent. By all appearances, the hollowed-out tower is empty, save for the tall growths of rashweed and moss growing in between the stones.

      "There's nothing here," Talon says after a few minutes of searching, gesturing around with his short swords. "This whole place is abandoned."

      "This can't be all there is," I say, mostly to myself, as I survey the ruins. It certainly does seem like there is nothing here but rubble and decay.

      I am beginning to feel like a fool for leading everyone here, when the shouts of one of the rangers causes me to look up.

      "Over here!" the man calls, waving his quarterstaff high in the air. "I think I've found something!"

      We hurry over to his position, going to the far side of the tower where a dark cave descends into the hillside. It appears to be some sort of abandoned mine shaft.

      "There are tracks leading in," he says, pointing to depressions on the ground. "Human tracks, by the looks of them."

      "This must be it," Tamara says, fearlessly stepping up to the mouth of the cave. Looking over her shoulder, she glances at Talon, Carr, and me. "Coming?"

      Taking a deep breath, I begin to follow her along with the other rangers in our vicinity, slipping back into a stealthier gait.

      No sooner have we taken a few steps into the cave, when a massive whooshing noise fills the air behind us, scalding my neck and back with a wave of heat. I spin to see that a massive wall of green fire has just formed at the mouth of the cave, igniting a handful of rangers and cutting off our escape. The burning men, both inside and outside of the cave, scream in agony as they attempt to put out the magical flames, but to no avail. The fire only seems to grow brighter the more they struggle.

      Through the translucent wall, I can see that those outside of it are being assaulted by a hailstorm of arrows, with figures emerging from the woods around the ruins, weapons drawn.

      Damn, I think, gripping my hatchet tightly. They were waiting for us!
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      I reach the top of the stairs, still reeling from the exertion of channeling so much source energy. Panting, I force myself onward, willing my legs to move and ignoring my growing sense of fatigue.

      Aside from the dead men below, the building seems to be abandoned.

      I cast my eyes about as I exit the stairwell, searching for signs of any cultists prowling about, but I find no one. I am completely alone in what appears to be an abandoned warehouse.

      For the first time in who knows how long, I allow myself to take a deep breath and say a little prayer, grateful that I am no longer in any immediate danger.

      This must not be their main base, I realize, looking at the dusty shelves lining the walls. They probably have places like this all over the city, never staying in one location for long.

      Looking out one of the grime-covered windows, I notice that it is mostly dark outside. The sun must have just set, casting the world in a deep purple light. I have to make it to the Conclave, I think to myself, locating the door on the far side of the room. The High Magus needs to be warned that she is in danger!

      Smoke has already begun to boil up from cracks in the floorboards. Soon, the whole building will catch fire. When that happens, the rest of the Harbingers will know that something went wrong and come looking for me.

      Clutching my new talisman, I rush over to the front door and push it open, stepping outside into the cool night air. The breeze feels good on my sweat-covered face, but I do not stop to enjoy the pleasant temperature. I spin around, locating the Pillar of Radiance by the beam of light shooting into the sky, and begin running toward it, my robes rustling softly around my legs.

      Like the warehouse, the streets are mostly abandoned. I notice that this section of the city consists mostly of tenement buildings and storage facilities, with probably limited foot traffic even during the daytime.

      Before long, my weakened state begins to take its toll. My blood pulses loudly in my ears, thundering with every step, and my breath comes to me in painful gasps, reminding me of just how weak and tired I feel.

      I shove these feelings aside, trying to stay focused on my task. The Harbingers are somehow communicating with the demons directly, and they are working together to destroy the Conclave and bring down the Arc of Radiance. And now, they plan on going after the High Magus next. If I fail, then Sylvania dies, leaving the R’Laar one step closer to destroying us all.

      Everything that could doom Tarsynium seems to hinge on the Harbingers' success. They are, by all appearances, a key piece of the demon's plot to crush the last remnants of humanity.

      And right now, they are winning.

      Light almighty, I think as I run. Things are bad… much worse than any of the other mages thought! I need to get to the Pillar... now!

      I catch a glimpse of something out of the corner of my eye and find myself skidding to a stop to look over at it. A squat stone building stands next to a large intersection, lit with lamplight from inside the windows. A sign out front carries the words, "Fine horses, finer prices.”

      A stable, I realize, an idea forming in my mind.

      Taking a deep breath, sweat running down the sides of my face despite the chill air, I jog over to the stable and peek inside, trying to determine who is in charge. A gruff-looking man with a scraggly beard sits inside a small room, eating a meal beside a roaring fire. He appears to be alone. To the side of the building, rows of wooden stalls stand behind closed doors, obscured from view of the stable man but locked tight to prevent the horses from getting out. And most likely from others getting in.

      I reach into the pockets of my robes, cursing quietly to myself. No money, I think, looking back inside. The man now has his back to the window, pouring himself a drink out of a clay pitcher.

      Conscription has been outlawed for years, which means mages cannot simply order people to surrender their wares. However, on foot it would still take me an hour at least to make it to the Conclave. I simply do not have the time to waste. That leaves me with only one option.

      I have to steal a horse.

      Creeping silently over to the door of the stables, I find that it is secured with a heavy, solid-iron lock. Inside it is dark, but I can hear the gentle braying of horses from within.

      Looking around to make sure that I am not being watched, I grasp my newly-acquired source crystal and begin to channel, gathering a pinprick of energy into my fingertip. I angle the lock so I am pointing directly at the keyhole, then speak softly the words for magefyre, using my body to shield the light.

      A small tendril of flames shoots into the lock, sputtering and hissing as it melts the tumblers inside. Acrid smoke rises up to my nostrils, but soon the lock is loose, and I am able to pull it off the door.

      I toss the useless hunk of metal to the cobblestones and pull open the stable door, wincing as the hinges creak.

      The stable man, sitting in his humble abode, does not seem to notice the sound.

      Once inside, I approach the first horse I see: a dark-colored animal chewing hay in one of the first stalls. I slowly open the door and step inside the stall.

      "Easy, girl," I say quietly as I gently approach it from the side. In truth I do not know if the horse is male or female, the phrase is just something I had heard Owyn once say. "Easy, girl," I say again, reaching out a trembling hand and patting the horse's side. I'm not sure why I am suddenly so nervous. I had ridden plenty of horses while staying in Forest Hill. Perhaps it is a combination of things—including the fact that I have never stolen anything before in my life.

      The horse nickers at me, shaking its head and blowing air out of its nose with a puff. I let out a squeak of alarm, then silently berate myself for being so jumpy. A quick look out of the stall reveals that the stable man still has not heard me.

      This stupid beast better not bite me, I think as I inch my way closer, timidly petting its mane and getting into a position to climb on top of it.

      There is no saddle on the horse, which means I will be forced to ride bareback. I had managed the feat once in the Emberwood, but it was not particularly comfortable. And I am not looking forward to doing it again.

      Using the edge of the stall as a support, I push myself up onto the horse's back, settling in without much trouble. The horse does not seem fazed.

      I let out the nervous breath I didn’t know I was holding.

      "Okay, girl," I whisper, grabbing onto its mane with my fingers and gently kicking it with my heels. "Let's go."

      The horse obeys, clopping out of the stall and beginning to make its way toward the open stable door before us. I did it! I think, actually smiling. What an odd thing to be excited about. I actually managed to steal a horse!

      "Hey!" shouts a voice to my side. Well, not quite yet.  I look over to see the stable man stepping out of his house, his expression irate. "Get off of there!"

      "Hells," I curse, kicking the horse harder, trying to get it to go faster. It whinnies and bolts, shooting out of the stable and into the night with a burst of speed, forcing me to wrap my arms around its neck to avoid falling off.

      "Help!" the man shouts, attempting to run after us. "Thief!"

      I look back, hair whipping around my face. "Sorry!" I shout at him, hoping he can hear the sincerity in my voice.

      He shakes a fist at me and slowly fades into the darkness as I ride away.

      Poor man, I think as I turn back to the road, guiding the horse with my legs and turning onto a larger street. He has no idea how important my mission is. I fully intend to repay him once this is all over.

      The clopping sound of hooves on stone echoes around me as I ride through the city, mixing with the sound of the wind roaring in my ears. I push the animal to a near gallop, racing through the darkened streets as I ride toward the Conclave in the center of the city. Blessedly, I am making much better time than I would have on foot.

      Aside from a few bystanders and clumps of watchmen, I see no one on my ride. The path remains virtually clear all the way to the gates of the great towers.

      I race up to the guards and quickly dismount, barely noticing the pain in my legs from riding without a saddle. They regard me uncertainly, not sure what to make of my torn robes and frantic demeanor. I channel a little source energy and flash them the entry symbol, hardly breaking stride as I walk past them. As I pass, I tell them to look after the horse until I return.

      I do not stop to listen to their protests.

      Even at this late evening hour, the courtyard outside the Pillar of Radiance is alive with activity, a welcome contrast to the near empty streets of Tarsys. Pairs of mages hurry between towers, while others sit on benches, reading scrolls by the light of the many magefyre lamps dotting the paths.

      I pick up my pace, jogging past these people and running directly for the Pillar of Radiance. Nobody stops me as I rush through the grand double doors and find the lift that will take me to the High Magus' personal rooms. Nobody, that is, until I come face to face with the mage standing guard outside of the lift.

      "Name?" the man asks, his short beard coming to a point beneath his angular face.

      "Zara Dennel," I reply breathlessly, coming to a stop before him.

      His face twists up in an expression of disapproval as he looks up from his slate and takes in my appearance. "I'm sorry, Magus, but you are not on the list of approved guests. We have a strict rule that no uninvited mages are allowed on this level. And at this hour, there are no more appointments."

      I ignore him and press on. "I'm going up there," I reply impatiently. "One way or another."

      The hawkish man looks unimpressed. "I'm afraid that your request is quite impossible. Come back tomorrow after you have received written permission from the Circle."

      "Look!" I exclaim, exasperated. "There is a very real threat on High Magus Holdyn's life. Someone is going to have her killed tonight, and I refuse to let that happen. So, unless you are prepared to strike me down with magic, you will get out of my way. Now!" By this point, I am standing face to face with the mage, having strode right up to him, bringing my face just a few inches from his.

      Bystanders look on with shocked expressions, their jaws agape as they bring up hands to cover their mouths. Whispered conversations soon follow, murmuring things like, “Did I hear her right?” and “An assassin? In the Conclave?”

      The man visibly pales, and he glances about as if searching for someone to help him. After a moment, he looks back at me and nods, stepping quickly out of my way. "Very well, then," he mutters, casting his eyes downward.

      "Thank you," I reply tersely, still glaring at him. "Now, go and notify the guards.”

      I place my hand on the column and channel, pushing radiant magic into the stone and willing the doors to open. Once inside, the blue platform forms beneath my feet and begins propelling me upward, taking me to a level somewhere near the top.

      During the ride I find myself clutching my talisman tightly, my palms already beginning to sweat. There’s no telling what I might find up there.

      I only hope that I am not too late.

      The doors open, revealing a darkened floor of offices devoid of any mages. It almost seems abandoned, save for the immaculate cleanliness of the place.

      I begin making my way down the hallway, passing empty offices and windows offering a dazzling view of the city. My head swivels back and forth, ears straining to pick up any sound at all, aside from the noise my own footsteps make.

      Nothing looks to be out of the ordinary.

      Ahead I can see the High Magus' office. Lights glow from within, but for some strange reason, something feels out of place.

      The door to her office is standing slightly ajar.

      I begin to sprint, dashing through the hall as I make my way to her office chamber, my pulse quickening as I go. I pull up short, however, at the open door, not wanting to burst inside and alert the assassin to my presence. Instead, I creep into the room with all of the stealth I can muster.

      Her office, like the rest of the floor, is empty, save from her desk and a stand containing dozens of books. The wide window overlooking Tarsys, brightens the room with its winking city lights from far below. To the side, I can see the door that connects to her personal chambers also stands ajar. Inside, I can faintly hear a woman humming.

      It sounds like the High Magus.

      I dash across the room and slowly push this door further open as well, where I find myself in what looks like a sitting room, replete with luxurious couches and artful tapestries. There is a mid-length hall leading deeper into the apartment, and at the end, I can see a room well-lit by candles, its door standing halfway open.

      The humming is coming from within.

      Walking quickly but cautiously, I approach this room and peer inside. Tightening my grip on my stolen talisman, I'm ready to channel at a moment's notice.

      It appears to be a bed chamber, cozily furnished and containing a plush-looking canopy bed with thick blankets. There is a wide window to the right that stretches from the floor to the ceiling and overlooks the city. A large desk sits up against the far wall, covered with papers and open books and scrolls. Sitting at the desk is Sylvania Holdyn, hunched over and writing something with a quill. She is in her nightgown, feet resting bare on the cold stone floor, and she appears to be deep in thought as she writes. The tune she is humming is a hymn from the Church of Light. She looks surprisingly frail sitting there with her short-cropped wispy hair and her gown draped over her visibly thin shoulders.

      For a moment, I breathe a little easier, overjoyed that I have arrived before any harm could befall her. But then, my breath catches in my throat.

      On the far side of the room, a shadow materializes from out of a darkened corner. A dark form in a mask, carrying a gleaming silver dagger.

      Oh, Light! I think to myself. The assassin is here!

      "Look out!" I blurt out loud, pushing the door all the way open and channeling source energy through my talisman.

      Sylvania twists in her chair, eyes wide as she looks first at me, then at the man standing behind her with a brandished knife.

      Cursing, the assassin lunges at her, clearing the distance between them in a fraction of a second, his blade held high. Sylvania cowers where she sits, with no way to defend herself from the attack. In a last-ditch effort to save her, I throw my hand out in front of me and shout the words of power just as the blade is about to slash her throat.

      The man is thrown back against the wall, a wave of blue radiance crashing into him with the force of a thunderbolt. He gasps as he collides with the wall, his dagger falling from his grip and clattering to the floor.

      Sylvania nearly falls from her chair in the commotion.

      Stepping inside the room, I close the door behind me and turn to stare at the two of them, my heart beating so fast that I fear it will burst from my chest.

      The man, struggling to find his breath, looks over at me from beneath his mask, hatred burning intensely in his eyes.

      "You are now in the custody of the Conclave," I say more bravely than I feel. I begin pulling in more source energy, preparing myself for another spell. "You're going to tell us everything you know about the Harbingers. Then, you will be judged to the fullest extent of the law."

      The assassin stares at me for a moment, trapped against the wall as I block his only exit. I can see his eyes dart to the glowing source crystal in my hand. Then, he shakes his head, chuckling softly to himself in a way that chills my blood.

      "No," he gasps, voice muffled by the mask. "No, the Conclave has no claim over my soul. I will not be your slave. Long live the Chosen, the true followers of the Light!"

      Then, before I can cast my spell, he jumps to his feet and runs—not at me or Sylvania, but at the window, driving his shoulder into it at full speed.

      The glass shatters with a loud crack, sending the man plummeting out into the night without so much as a scream. A gust of wind blows into the room as the window breaks, blowing out many of the candles and filling the chamber with freezing cold air from outside.

      I instantly run up to the lip of the broken window, leaning out as much as I dare to catch a glimpse of the assassin. But I cannot see him in the darkness as we are easily hundreds of feet above the ground.

      There is no way he survived the fall from this height.

      Backing away, I turn to see the High Magus gaping at me from her desk, a look of shock painted plainly upon her aging face.

      "What, in the name of the Light, was that?"

      I gesture vaguely at the window. The energy created by the tense situation is rapidly receding and being replaced by a crushing fatigue. "That was an assassin sent by the Harbingers to kill you."

      She looks at me for a long moment, clearly trying to process this information. "And how, might I ask, did you know that he was going to be here?"

      I hesitate before responding. "Because I was told that someone was going to try and murder you tonight." I proceed to tell her everything, from my research in the library to my discovery of the strange symbols in the crypts. I explain about my eavesdropping on the secret Harbinger meeting, and my capture by the cultists and ultimately, my escape, going over in great detail my encounter with the prophet. The more I talk, the faster the words gush out of me, as if they have been waiting a lifetime to be released.

      When I finish, I take a deep breath, feeling relieved to finally get everything off my chest.

      Sylvania is quiet for a long moment after I finish my story, her face a contemplative mask that reveals nothing.

      Finally, as I am beginning to feel nervous from her prolonged silence, she opens her mouth to speak, "I took you into my confidence by allowing you to join me at the scene of Magister Hale's murder, Magus. Then, I explicitly forbade you from looking into the matter and swore you to silence." Her eyes become hard as she speaks, and I find myself shrinking before her gaze. "You disobeyed direct orders, put yourself in mortal danger, and nearly compromised the safety of every mage in the Conclave by going after these madmen."

      She pauses, her expression softening as she regards me and lets out a sigh. "And... you saved my life."

      I look up at her, surprised by her sudden change of tone.

      "Your actions, while brash and foolhardy, have exposed our enemies for who they truly are, and will no doubt help the Conclave persevere throughout these dangerous times. I am in your debt, Zara Dennel."

      "So... you're not mad?"

      "Oh, I'm furious," she replies, though her lips turn up in a knowing smile. "But I am also surprised at the amount of progress you were able to make in your own investigation. It would seem that our decision to raise you to become a full mage was not ill-conceived."

      Despite everything, I find myself openly beaming at her words. Receiving praise from the High Magus is almost enough to make me forget about how exhausted I feel.

      Almost.

      "Come, Magus," Sylvania says after a moment, standing up from her chair and gesturing for me to follow her. "Get away from that window. Let's get you back to your chambers to rest. Light only knows that you have earned it. In the morning, we will meet with the Circle to decide what our next steps should be."

      I walk away from the broken window and follow her back down the hall, feeling almost like I am gliding across the floor. I listen with only half an ear as the High Magus continues to talk, musing about how fortuitous it was for me to arrive when I did. My mind wanders elsewhere, still worrying about the prophet and the Harbingers that I know are still out there. It is difficult for me to relax, even though the immediate threat is over.

      There is still much more work to be done, I fear.
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      Eleven Hells!" Talon curses as the two rangers caught in the conflagration fall to the earth, their flesh popping and sizzling. Their screams choke off in a matter of seconds, the green flames consuming them.

      "The men are under attack!" Carr exclaims, striding up to the flickering wall of fire as if trying to find a way through. "We have to help them!"

      "There's nothing we can do for them now," Tamara says, pointing at the tunnel behind us. "They're going to have to fend for themselves. The only path for us now is forward."

      "She's right," I agree, tightening my grip on my hatchet. "The only way we can help them is by slaying the demon behind all of this. If we kill it, the spell will be broken, and the way should become clear once again."

      Carr grunts in disapproval but backs away, turning to face the darkness of the cave before us.

      As a group, the four of us begin making our way deeper into the tunnel, feeling our way by reaching out our hands and touching the rough stone walls on either side. The farther away we walk from the wall of fire, the harder it becomes to see, and soon, we find ourselves in complete and utter darkness.

      Light, I think as I stumble over a loose rock on the ground. I can't see a thing down here!

      I silently begin to pray that nothing comes and devours us while we are helplessly lost in the blackness.

      The path takes a few twists and turns as we delve deeper into the hill, but it isn't long before we start to see a faint glow emanating from the cave ahead of us.

      "Do you see that?" Carr whispers, his voice echoing off the close stone walls. "It looks like torch light!"

      "Be on your guard," Tamara hisses in reply.

      We continue moving forward.

      As we draw closer to the light, the tunnel begins to widen, eventually opening up into a wide cavern lit by small wooden fires smoldering on the rocky ground. The smoke rises up to the ceiling high above, where it escapes through fissures in the rock, interspersed between dripping stalactites.

      In the center of the great cavern is a mound of rock, bulging from the ground and surrounded on one side by a pool of still, dark water. On top of the mound, sitting on a throne that appears to be carved from solid stone, sits a creature that I know all too well. It has mottled greenish skin, the color of spoiled meat, pulled tightly over knotted muscles. It wears a strange uniform of black fabric studded with spikes, and a pair of twisting horns protrude from its forehead, adorning its head like a twisting crown.

      A gorgon.

      Sitting near its feet is a pair of darkhounds, snarling with feral intensity and regarding us with glowing red eyes. Even from here, I can see that their fangs are bared.

      I hear Tamara suck in a breath as she lays eyes on them, and Talon spits out a curse somewhere off to my left. This is the first time any of them have seen a demon—they must be wondering as I had long ago, if this is some sort of nightmare. It is, I think to myself, only this is a living nightmare that you never wake from.

      As we enter the cavern, it grins at us with a toothy smile, a rictus of inhuman nature. Standing up from its chair, it gestures broadly as if welcoming us home.

      "You are the ones who destroyed my vessel," the gorgon says, its deep voice rumbling throughout the cave. "Months of careful planning, cast aside in a matter of minutes. Do you understand how infuriating that is?"

      A low growl emits from the throat of one of the darkhounds, and we stop at the base of the mound, looking up with awe at the demons before us.

      "This was to be my ultimate achievement," the monster continues, its lips turning down into a snarl. "I was going to single-handedly turn the rangers against the realm, to ignite a war that would consume the whole of Tarsynium. Then, my Prince would be sure to reward me handsomely."

      "Your manipulation is at an end, demon," Tamara interjects, lifting her sword in front of her, voice menacing. "We are here to stop you."

      "No doubt," the gorgon replies smugly, reaching down a hand and scratching one of the darkhounds between the ears. "Unfortunately, I cannot allow you to do so. You see, I find myself in need of a new puppet to lead the rangers... my previous one recently met an untimely end. You, my dear, appear to be a perfect specimen."

      Looking down at the hound-like shadowlings, the gorgon then utters something in a guttural language that I do not understand, which causes the beasts to perk up, their hackles rising.

      "Oh, Light," I mutter, readying my weapon. "Everyone, prepare yourselves!"

      The demons burst into action.

      Claws clicking loudly on the stone, the darkhounds rush down to meet us, fangs bared and eyes glowing with hate. As a group, we wordlessly fan out, forcing the bestial demons to spread out and attack us two at a time. I stand with Tamara off to the left, while Talon and Gareth Carr take the right, each group engaging a demon while the gorgon laughs maniacally above us.

      I dodge as our darkhound lunges at us, leaping from the rock and sweeping out with a swipe of its claws. It seems to focus its attack on me, all but ignoring Tamara.

      It skids through a puddle as it lands, snapping its head around at me and letting out a bestial roar.

      Warily, I begin to circle the monster, my weapon raised up in a defensive position. The darkhound snaps at me, but I manage to keep it back by waving my hatchet threateningly as I search for an opportunity to strike.

      Seeing the darkhound's back to her, Tamara stabs with her sword, nicking the monster in the flank and managing to draw a small bit of dark blood. It shrieks, spinning around with a claw and knocking the sword out of her hands. The blade clatters to the other side of the cavern.

      Realizing my chance, I rush up to the demon, hacking at its back with a powerful chop of my hatchet. The axe head bites deep into its flesh, causing it to scream again in pain.

      Using its tail like a club, it whips me across the chest and sends me flying backward, where I land hard on a pile of stones. The wind is knocked out of my lungs, and I am left gasping on the ground, dazed. Get up, you idiot! I think to myself, blinking away the black spots that are swimming around in my vision. The tail had hit me so hard, it feels like several of my ribs are cracked, or at least badly bruised. Luckily, it did not strike me on my wounded side.

      Lifting my head up, I frantically try to locate my hatchet, which I dropped when I landed. In the low light of the cave, I can't seem to find where it has fallen.

      A noise, like metal grinding on slate, forces me to look up to where the darkhound is prowling its way toward me, its mouth open and dripping saliva on the ground. I sit up on my elbows, trying to scamper back, but I cannot move fast enough.

      The beast is almost upon me.

      To the side, something glints and catches my eye. My father's hatchet juts out from a dark puddle of water, the handle just out of arm's reach. I grab for it anyway, extending my arm and fingers as far as they will go. It's too far, I realize in horror, looking up to see glistening fangs just a few inches from my face. I can feel hot, foul-smelling breath on my skin.

      I am about to squeeze my eyes shut and accept my fate when Tamara appears behind the darkhound, sword once again in her hands. She raises the blade high and slams it down into the demon's back, driving it deep into its spine. The monster howls in pain, twisting to turn and attack Tamara, but she is too quick. She abandons her sword and backs away, leaving it sticking out of the darkhound like a banner made from steel.

      Sucking in a breath, I roll away from the wounded beast. Finally managing to grab a hold of my hatchet, I quickly scamper to my feet.

      The darkhound appears a little unsteady, a stream of black blood now leaking onto the ground from its back, but its claws can still do considerable damage, and now, it looks like it is about to attack Tamara.

      Without thinking, I run forward, bringing my hatchet down in a powerful overhand chop. I make contact with its shoulder, gouging the skin and fur in a deep gash. It turns, trying to snap at my arm, but the angle is wrong. Its teeth only bite air, and I manage to attack again, bringing my hatchet down atop its skull.

      Bone crunches and gives way to soft brain tissue, killing the demon instantly and causing it to collapse, its muscles twitching as it goes to the ground.

      "Good work," Tamara breathes, rushing up and yanking her sword from its corpse.

      A scream from Talon forces us both to look in his direction where he lays on the ground with his forearm gripped in the second darkhound's mouth. "Help!" he yells, using his own arm as a shield to keep the demon at bay. Blood oozes from where the razor-sharp teeth are scoring his flesh. On the other side, a wounded Carr slashes at the demon's legs with his sword in his left hand, the right hangs limply at his side. His attacks have little effect.

      Tamara and I spring into action, leaping upon the darkhound and attacking its side ferociously. Our intervention forces it to let go of Talon's arm, and it swings a claw at my chest, missing it by mere inches.

      Somehow, Tamara is able to slide her blade into the beast's neck, which allows me to bury my hatchet in between its ribs. It shutters, falling to the earth with a gurgle before finally dying, its red eyes growing dim.

      Reaching down, I help Talon to his feet, watching with concern as he cradles his bleeding arm. "I'm alright," he says with a forced smile. "I still have one good hand."

      The four of us look up abruptly at the sound of clapping, and see the gorgon grinning as it puts its hands together in a mockery of applause. "Well done," it says with a sneer. "I must say that I am impressed with your fighting prowess. Your abilities will be well-used fighting for the R'Laar."

      "Your minions are dead, monster," Tamara boldly proclaims, gesturing at the corpse of the darkhound with her bloody sword. "Now, it is time for you to join them."

      "Such confidence," the gorgon replies, squatting down atop its stony perch. "Your pride is foolish, little human. You meddle with powers that you scarcely understand."

      Instead of attacking, the gorgon reaches down and touches the stones at its feet, resting its open palm on a bed on green-colored moss growing there. As I watch, however, the moss begins to change, transforming from a vibrant green into a dull grey, the color and life of the plant draining away at the demon's touch. As the moss turns to ash, the gorgon flushes with power, the same infernal green magic that I had seen used at Forest Hill. It races up its arm like green flames, making the monster glow. Standing up to face us, its eyes are like two white-hot coals that have just flared to life.

      "Run!" I yell, shoving Talon out of the way and diving down to the ground. Our group scatters like a family of mice before a cat as the gorgon raises its hand and points at us, raw energy culminating at its fingertip.

      Then, in a flash, a bolt of black smoke erupts from the light, like living shadows hurtling through the air. They smash into Warden Carr, enveloping him and forcing him to his knees, the tendrils of smoke entering his ears, nose, and mouth as he lets out a bloodcurdling scream. He writhes, pain twisting his face, but in a matter of seconds, he grows perfectly still, almost statue-like in the way he stands there.

      "Gareth?" Tamara calls out uncertainly, slowly peering out from behind a large rock. "Are you all right?"

      His eyes snap open, revealing the all too familiar dead gaze that I have come to associate with mind slaves.

      "Stay away from him!" I warn from my place on the ground. "He's a mind slave now! There's no chance of saving him!"

      As I say the words, Carr turns his head towards me, his expression blank. He hefts his sword in his good hand and begins moving in my direction at a deliberate pace, his footsteps heavy but sure.

      The gorgon begins cackling with laughter again, and I scramble to my feet, backing up to stand with Tamara and Talon.

      "We have to take out the gorgon before he turns us all into mind slaves," I say in a low voice. "It's the only way we are going to get out of here alive."

      "You two go," Tamara says, turning to face her fellow Warden. "I'll take care of Gareth."

      "We'll do it together," Talon says.

      "No," replies Tamara sharply. "This is my fight. Only I can match Gareth's skill. I'll hold him off while you take care of the demon. Now, go!"

      Talon and I glance at each other before backing away from the First Warden, turning to face the horned creature laughing at us from atop the mound. It fixes its blazing eyes on us, its toothy grin widening as we begin tentatively making our way toward it. Its hands are still shimmering with power.

      "It doesn't have a weapon, but it can still use magic," I warn Talon as we climb up the mound. "If you see an opportunity to strike, take it. It can die just like anything else."

      He nods stoically at my words, holding his short sword in a white-knuckled grip with his good hand.

      We crest the mound and come face to face with the gorgon, its powerful frame towering above us.

      I immediately strike out with my hatchet, forcing it to take a step back to avoid being sliced.

      Behind me, I can hear the clash of steel on steel, and I know that Tamara has engaged Warden Carr in combat.

      Talon strikes at the gorgon right after me, his blade getting close to the demon's torso, but he misses as well, his swing going wide.

      The gorgon lifts up a hand at Talon, releasing more of that black smoke that had entranced Carr, but instead of going into his mouth and nose, it swirls around his hands and feet, curling over them to create vaporous chains.

      "Wait, what's going on?" Talon asks as he begins to turn towards me. "What's happening?"

      The gorgon starts to laugh again as Talon raises his sword against me, blade slashing the air and forcing me to back up.

      "Owyn! This isn't me, I promise! He's controlling me somehow! You have to stop him!"

      "Hells," I curse under my breath, dodging as Talon releases a flurry of attacks at me, his arms possessed by the gorgon who stands atop the mound, watching us with glee. Talon's eyes look horrified, and I can see in his face that he is trying to fight against whatever magic has bewitched him.

      But his struggle is in vain.

      I have to get at the gorgon, I think to myself, jumping out of the way of another attack. It's the only way. If only I can get around Talon...

      Talon swings at me again, relentless, and I find myself on the edge of a rocky outcropping where a pool of water lies just beneath a steep drop behind me. Letting my battle instincts take over, I dodge into the next attack, letting his short sword cut painfully into the underside of my arm. Gritting my teeth, I wrap my arms around him, wrenching him to the side and tossing him off the mound, where he falls with a splash into the water below.

      The way between me and the gorgon now stands clear.

      The demon's laughter is cut short as I take a step toward it. Its eyes narrow into glowing red slits, and its hand rises up and points directly at me. I can see power start to coalesce there, forming into crackling green fire.

      It's going to burn to me to a crisp before I ever even get close to it.

      Changing my plan, I bring my hatchet up and take aim at the demon, winding my arm back to throw. I release just as the green flames leap out at me, hitting me square in the chest and knocking me backward with an intense heat.

      As I fall, I watch the hatchet fly through the air, end over end, burying itself directly into the monster's forehead with a resounding crack!

      The gorgon screams, its howls filling the vast cavern as I crash into the icy pool below, dark water washing over me and automatically extinguishing the flames. For a moment, I float weightlessly in the pool as everything goes black, all sights and sounds swallowed up by the watery void. Once I orient myself, I swim up to the surface, breaking free from the water's freezing grasp as I gulp in a breath of air.

      The cave seems quiet now, as I look around, trying to understand what is going on, the only sound being the water lapping on the stone.

      "You're one crazy bastard, you know that?"

      I look up to see a dripping Talon standing on the rocky shore, looking down at me with a wide grin splitting his face.

      "What?" I ask, confused and blinking water out of my eyes.

      "You did it, Owyn! You killed the demon!" He gestures up to the mound, where a dark green form lies still on the rocks with a hatchet embedded in its head. Only now do I realize that Talon seems to be in charge of his body once again.

      The spell is broken.

      "Let's get you out of that water," he says, extending his good hand toward me. I swim over to the edge of the pool and take it, allowing him to help me out.

      Dripping wet, I do a quick check to make sure I am not harmed. The water, apparently, had done a fine job extinguishing the magical flames. I bear no serious burns—only scorch marks on my leather armor and cloak and some singed hair on my arms.

      Letting out a sigh of relief, I walk with Talon to the front of the cave, where Tamara is standing solemnly over the body of Gareth Carr. He has a sword wound in his chest, and his eyes are closed shut, making him look surprisingly peaceful despite the blood pooling beneath him.

      "It is finished, then?" Tamara asks, unable to look away from the fallen ranger. I am astonished to see a single tear rolling down her cheek.

      "Yes," I reply tiredly, "the demon is dead."

      Tamara is quiet for a long moment, staring at Carr with her sword held limply in her hand. Talon and I stand beside her reverently, not wanting to disturb the silence that has fallen over the cave. Eventually, she sighs, tearing her eyes away from the body and turning to look at me. In that moment, I see an emotion I have never seen on her face before.

      Regret.

      "You tried to tell us what we were up against, and none of us would believe you," she says, a helpless gaze in her red-rimmed eyes. It seems like I am no longer looking at the stoic and powerful First Warden, but at a sorrowful woman on the verge of shedding tears of remorse. "I'm sorry, Owyn Lund. I hope that you can forgive me."

      I soften my gaze and take a knee, which prompts Talon to do the same. "There is nothing to forgive, First Warden," I reply, bowing my head. "It is an honor serving beside you."

      She nods, letting the cavern fall once again into silence. It seems that for a few heartbeats we are not wounded and worn in a dank cave, but covered by the Light in the midst of a hallowed hall. Then, in an instant, the moment has passed and Tamara's cool air of command has once again returned.

      "We have tarried too long," she says after clearing her throat. "We must go and aid the others outside."

      I push myself to my feet, helping Talon up as well, then wordlessly go to retrieve my hatchet from the gorgon's skull.

      As a group, the three of us make for the exit of the cave, walking up the tunnel with our weapons aloft, toward the glowing light of the sun outside. The wall of green flames is gone, and we step out into the fresh air, ready to do battle once more, only to find that the fight is already over, and our fellow rangers have been victorious. They all look up, standing over the bodies of the fallen mind slaves, and let out a cheer as one, thrusting their bloodied weapons into the air.

      There seems to be few casualties among our brothers and sisters, and the relief on their faces is a testament to the worry they felt about whether or not we had survived. As we stand there at the mouth of the cave, with the sun streaming from up above, shouts of exultation rise up around us. The Order of the Rangers has won a great victory. Not against demons or some unknown threat, but against ourselves.

      The dark cloud that has been hanging over us has finally been lifted, for our true enemy has been revealed.

      Now, it seems that, finally, all of the rangers have been brought into the fight.
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        One Week Later

      

      

      

      The Harbinger's feet fall heavy on the stones as he walks down the vacant alleyway. A chilly autumn wind gusts through the City of Mages, rustling his black cloak and sending a slight shiver down his spine. The night sky is a sable canvas, cloudless, with the lights from the Conclave drowning out the winking stars of the heavens.

      He does not break his stride and keeps his eyes focused on the direction of his destination. The nights are getting colder, the winds more biting with every passing day. Soon, rainstorms will buffet the Heartlands, and snow will cover the mountain peaks like an alabaster shroud.

      With each step he takes, fear grips his every movement, and he must force himself to will his body forward. His thoughts are as dark as the abyss above him. The cold of the oncoming winter is nothing in comparison to the tempest I am sure to face when I stand before the prophet.

      The Chosen have not yet convened since the debacle at the Conclave, causing many within the brotherhood to wonder what the prophet's next moves will be. The botched assassination and the escape of the mage girl have laid the Harbingers' plans bare, exposing their existence and their motives for all of Tarsynium to see. Most damning of all, though, is that now they appear weak.

      It is the largest catastrophe the Harbingers have endured in many, many years.

      Stay strong, he reminds himself, turning to go through a bleak alleyway in between two structures. Do not show any weakness. If the others smell blood in the water, they will devour you like a swarm of eels.

      It is not as if the Harbingers have never dealt with setbacks before. The organization's history is fraught with betrayals and catastrophes that have kept it from achieving its ultimate goal time and time again.

      Even so, the Harbinger can't help but berate himself. This most recent catastrophe points directly to myself. My failures caused the plot to overthrow the Conclave of Mages to go awry. I was the one who put everything on the line. Knowing the prophet had already expressed to him the last time they had spoken that there would be no room for errors, he begins to feel sick to his stomach. I only hope that the prophet is in a forgiving mood tonight.

      He has almost arrived at the predetermined meeting place, an old manor house on the edge of the city, an abode that has sat vacant for quite some time. It is built within a row of similar-looking manor houses, wrought from white marble and constructed in a blocky, timeless style, similar to the edifices located near the center of the city.

      He has little trouble finding the building, easily spotting it from the others by its overgrown garden and boarded up windows.

      Compelling his feet to move forward, he makes his way to the front door, where he finds the barely noticeable, yet telltale Emblem of the Chosen scratched upon its surface. Before heading inside, he takes his mask from his pocket and affixes it to his face in one smooth motion. Anonymity is important even among allies, and he has no idea how many of his fellow brothers and sisters will be present at the meeting.

      The only person with the knowledge of every Harbingers' identity, is the prophet himself.

      Satisfied that his face is properly concealed, he places his hand on the latch, hesitating before he pulls it up. Last chance to run.

      Shaking his head to clear away his trepidation, he resolves himself as he opens the door and steps closer toward his unknown fate. No, I will not be a coward. The prophet may just yet show mercy.

      The inside of the manor house is dark, but a faint light glows up ahead of him. Striding down the hall, he soon arrives at a wide room lit with flickering candles, a customary practice among the Harbingers. Candlelight represents the ephemeral glow of the true Light, shining down on mankind, dispelling the darkness and exposing men for what they truly are—vile sinners beyond redemption.

      Standing alone amid the candles is an all too familiar figure, a towering individual shrouded in mystery, and yet, no others are present.

      The prophet.

      The Harbinger drops to his knees before him and bows his head reverently. "My lord," he says humbly from beneath his mask. "I live to serve you."

      The prophet does not reply immediately but instead, remains quiet for a long moment seeming to be pondering before he speaks. Moment of truth. Then, finally, he breaks the silence, "Rise, my child. We have much to discuss."

      The Harbinger silently lets out the breath he had been holding and gets to his feet, standing tall before the deep blackness of the prophet's hood.

      "Much has happened in recent weeks," the prophet remarks, almost off-handedly. "And I must say that I am disappointed by a great deal of what has transpired."

      "Forgive me, my lord," says the Harbinger, his head dropping in disgrace. "I take full responsibility for the escape of Zara Dennel and the failed assassination attempt. If I can but have a little more time, I promise that I will redeem myself."

      "More time?" the prophet says incredulously, his voice suddenly full of anger. He takes a threatening step toward his inferior, causing him to shrink away. "You let a mage who has spoken face to face with me escape. And now, you have the audacity to ask for more time!" His words are spoken with such venom that the Harbinger, having never heard him speak in such a manner, takes a step back, his insides binding up in fear.

      Then, as suddenly as the prophet's outburst arrived, it disappears. Taking a deep breath from beneath his cowl, as if to calm himself down, he smooths out the front of his robes with his black-gloved hands. "Regardless, our strategy is about to change. There has been a... development, you see."

      The Harbinger tries to keep his voice from sounding strangled with alarm. "A development, my lord?" he questions, hoarsely.

      He nods his hooded head. "Yes," he replies. "The missive we sent beyond the Arc has been received, and full communication has been established. The Speakers have been hard at work the past several days, and at long last, we have been able to do what no other Harbinger has been able to do in history. I have spoken with the Prince of Darkness himself."

      All terror momentarily flees from the Harbinger as he hears the prophet's words, replaced with unadulterated excitement. "You actually spoke with the demonic prince?"

      The prophet nods his head again.

      "My lord, this is amazing news! I—I am honored to serve you." He drops to one knee and bows his head in deference.

      "Yes," the prophet replies, his tone becoming ominous once more. "This is an extraordinary development, one that ultimately brings us closer to the day of reckoning. But as I said, this changes things. The Prince of Darkness has a special duty for us to perform, and we will do it using every possible resource we possess."

      "Whatever it is, I am yours to command," the loyal subservient replies fervently. Filled with mirth, he thinks to himself, The Prince of Darkness is ruler of Fallen Byhalya, the last demon lord remaining on our miserable world. The fact that the prophet has managed to speak with him directly is a feat unparalleled in the history of the Chosen. What a blessing it is to serve at such a time.

      The prophet regards his minion before going on, his dark eyes glittering in the light of the candles. "In this new order, there will be little room for mistakes. Everything needs to be executed perfectly for us to achieve our ultimate goals. Imperfections will need to be cut away, like infected tissue from a wounded man. Only then, can the brotherhood become healthy once more."

      The Harbinger's smile falls from his face as he looks up at the prophet sharply, fear quickly washing over him. And from the shadows around them, he can see movement.

      Hooded figures enter the room from the dark corners, more than a dozen creeping in from side passages and hallways that he had thought empty when he arrived. Brothers and sisters watch from behind their masks, though their eyes, heavy with judgement, can be seen through the darkened holes.

      "Failure must not be tolerated," the prophet continues, his tone becoming regretful. "In life, we are all subject to the consequences of our actions. Not even I am exempt from this truth."

      "I have only ever served you with full purpose of heart," the man says from his kneeling position, beginning to sweat beneath his cloak. "I swear to you, my lord, that I will make up for the problems my actions have caused. Please, give me a chance to prove my worth."

      "Too many failures, too many excuses. The time for proving one's worth has long passed, Elwyn Mathis," the prophet says, causing the disgraced Harbinger to stand up in alarm.

      Names are sacred in the brotherhood, Elwyn thinks, as his body floods with terror. Did the prophet really just use my name in front of my brothers and sisters? "My lord," he says weakly, his mouth becoming dry. "Please..."

      A swift glance around the room reveals gleaming knives in everyone else's hands, knives that they have ever so quietly pulled from the folds of their cloaks.

      The prophet gives his outcast follower one final look before turning his back on him, his figure retreating through a door on the far side of the room. "Kill him," he says casually over his shoulder before closing the door behind himself.

      The circle of Harbingers around the condemned man starts to close in, their daggers rising up in a deadly ring of blades.

      "No!" Elwyn yells, spinning around, desperately searching for an escape. "No, my lord, please!"

      But the prophet is long gone, oblivious to the cries of his outcast follower.

      Then, all at once, they descend like wolves, knives flashing violently in the damning candlelight.
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        Thank you for reading Doom Bringers, book two in The Fall of Radiance.

      

      

      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 on Amazon and Goodreads. Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.

      If you liked this book, check out the rest of our catalogue at www.aethonbooks.com. To sign up to receive a FREE collection from some of our best authors as well as updates regarding all new releases, visit www.aethonbooks.com/sign-up.
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