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Prologue

The Prophet
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"This way, my lord," the Chosen says in a hushed voice, gesturing for me to follow him into the tunnel. He holds a flickering torch aloft which casts a garish light in the confined space, revealing that he, like the rest of the Chosen, is bound from head to foot in pitch black robes. His eyes glitter behind his lacquered mask as he regards me eager intent. "The viewing chamber is not much further."

I nod my head in acquiescence, ducking into the stinking sewer and following his lead. Even with the floor of the tunnel dredged out, I have to hunch in order to avoid hitting my head on the roughly-hewn stone.

"Please forgive the location of this meeting, my lord," the Chosen says as we make our way deep beneath the city. "Increased scrutiny from the Conclave has forced us to seek out... less desirable locales."

"The location does not matter," I reply evenly as my foot splashes into something foul. "What matters is that the Speakers manage to establish two-way communication with the Great Prince. I hope, for their sakes, that this does not turn out to be another failure."

We continue in silence, creeping through the tunnels and delving deeper beneath the city streets of Tarsys, the crackling torches our only light.

There are six of us in total, the very most elite and trusted of the Harbingers. All of us know what we are getting into, and exactly what is at stake. The salvation of our souls, and the very mission of our religion, hangs in the balance.

My thoughts take a dark turn as I descend into the bowels of the city. If we do not make contact tonight, then I fear we will be discovered and destroyed. There were not many of us to begin with, and with the mages intervening, it is only a matter of time before our places of resort are discovered, are members unmasked and executed.

The Radiant Church does not take well to heretics.

We eventually emerge from the cramped tunnel, stepping into a wide chamber of stone, its high ceiling peaked and its walls lined with torches. A smoldering brazier rests in the middle of the large, circular room, casting long shadows behind the ring of hooded men standing around it.

As I enter the chamber the men turn, all bowing themselves down in respect. I raise my hand, gesturing for them to stand, then take a deep breath, preparing myself for what I know is coming.

"Is everything ready?" I ask, my voice reverberating off the stone walls.

"Yes, my lord prophet," one of the men replies. He points to the brazier with a gloved hand. "We are preparing to begin the ritual now."

I nod my head. "Excellent. Continue as you were."

The men, all clad in red robes and masks instead of black, resume their positions in the circle, chanting with low, muffled voices in a long-forgotten language. These men are the Speakers, the highest among the Chosen apart from myself, and their job is simple: to make contact with those living beyond the Arc.

My retinue and I gather quietly behind them, waiting for the connection to be made. As I stand there, listening to their foreign words with only half an ear, I ponder the implications of what we are about to do. So far, the Harbingers have been unable to establish direct communication with the R'Laar, though not for lack of trying. The spells are complicated and have not been attempted in centuries. If the Speakers manage to make the connection, then the very foundations of the kingdom will likely be shaken.

Actually, I think, bowing my head in thought, we will probably shake the heavens themselves...

A sound like thunder abruptly fills the chamber, rumbling the stones and causing everyone to look up in surprise. A rift of violent green energy suddenly appears in the air above the Speakers' heads, twisting and thrumming with otherworldly power. It looks like a whirlpool suspended above the brazier, and I can actually feel the heat coming off it like the fury of the sun itself.

I sink to my knees, prompting everyone else to as well, and lift my hands up in the rapture of the moment, taking in the marvelous display of demonic magic.

Could it be? I think to myself, unable to suppress a smile. Have the Speakers finally done it?

A face begins to materialize in the swirling pattern of light, forming from a dark shadow and eventually coalescing into the shape of a man.

No, I realize with awe. Not a man...

The floating head is robust in its shape, with a firm brow and powerful jawline. The flesh is white-grey, the color of ash, and it is pulled tightly over an angular skull, making it devoid of any wrinkle or blemish. A crown of black horns twists up from the top of the head, but the eyes are what hold my attention. Smoldering red orbs, like two burning coals, stare out at us with an appraising air, as if the being is silently weighing the very value of our souls.

"Oh, great Asmodeus, Prince of Darkness," I utter, bowing myself down before the magnificent deity. "Your humble servants await your commands."

The unfathomable being regards me for a moment as if considering, before bellowing a response. "With whom do I speak?" His voice is like the sound of rushing winds.

"We are the Harbingers," I humbly reply, "the Bringers of Doom. Our sole purpose is to hasten the last days by offering Tarsynium up to the R'Laar. We are here to serve you, Prince of Darkness."

Again, the demonic prince seems to consider my words, pausing for a moment before responding. "It is well," Asmodeus replies at last, his lips turning up in a grin of satisfaction. "Many centuries have passed since man has managed to speak with me. Stand, mortal."

I push myself to my feet, and I can see that the other Chosen are doing the same. "We have been attempting contact for years, my prince," I say, gesturing at those around me. "Our enemies have sought to destroy us, but we still remain."

Asmodeus flicks his ruby eyes around the room before settling back on me. "The time has come, then? My armies thirst for the blood of your people."

"Yes," I reply solemnly, bowing my head. "The time has come."

The Prince of Darkness begins to laugh, a booming sound that rocks the chamber, causing the stones beneath my feet to vibrate. I cannot help but shy away from his glowing visage, along with the other Chosen.

When the laughter subsides, he glances around the room again, his expression becoming more thoughtful. "My brothers have long since abandoned this little world, having harvested most of its resources, but I knew that one day the rest of the humans would be mine. The Arc of Radiance is failing... I can feel it. Already my children are testing its weakness, finding ways to slip through the cracks. We must find a way to hasten its demise, lest the mages discover a way to strengthen it once more."

I take an eager step forward, my eyes cast up at the rift. "We are here to serve you, my prince. Anything you desire, we shall do."

Asmodeus considers for a moment before eventually nodding. "Come to the borders of your kingdom, to the place you humans call the Emberwood. There, I will bestow upon you a great gift. My armies cannot yet come through in force, but with your aid, we will eliminate your magical barriers and tear your cities down brick by brick."

I bow my head, falling to my knees once more. "It will be done, my prince. I swear it. We will make for the border at once."

"See that you do," Asmodeus replies solemnly. "Eternal suffering awaits if you fail – but if you succeed, you will be rewarded more than your mortal minds can possibly comprehend."

With that, the rift begins to fade, the green energy dissipating until the chamber is once again cast in shadows. The Chosen all rush to my side as soon as it is gone, talking excitedly about what has just transpired.

I put up a hand, motioning for them to be silent. "Notify the other Chosen at once," I command, brushing the dust from off of my cloak. "Tell them to prepare themselves for a great journey. We must leave this city at once."

Hooded heads all around me nod in agreement, and I watch as they scurry off to do as I say.

My mind begins to flood with thoughts and implications, going over the things that the Prince of Darkness has just told me. The end days are truly upon us, I think, taking a torch from one of the men and slowly walking to the tunnel exit. At long last, our work here is almost over.

I pause before climbing inside, glancing over my shoulder at the brazier. Though, I amend, looking up at the spot where the prince's head had been just moments before, in a way our work here is just beginning.

I duck my head into the tunnel and begin making my way back to the surface.
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Chapter One

Owyn
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A cold wind gusts down from the mountains, howling through the forest and causing the trees to whisper. The wind carries with it the biting chill of winter, along with a faint scent of pine from the peaks. I note that more than a few leaves fall as the chilly air shakes them loose. Autumn has arrived in Tarsynium, replacing the dusky greens of the Ashwood with yellows, reds and oranges.

Shivering, I pull my cloak more tightly around myself and turn to regard the grim host gathered before me in the clearing.

"Advisor Egbert Creed," Warden Quinn declares, his voice carrying loud enough for everyone to hear. "You have been found guilty of perjury, manipulation, and willfully ordering those beneath you to murder the innocent. Most egregious of all, you have been found in violation of the Ranger's Oath. What have you to say for yourself, brother?"

Advisor Creed kneels on the grass with his hands bound behind his back, looking haggard and worn. His deep-set eyes have a haunted cast to them, and they dart around as if desperately searching for a way to escape. "I was only following the will of our Master Warden. Any of you would have done the same."

Tamara steps forward, eyeing the wiry little man with contempt. "Your quarters were searched, and we found stashes of gold and precious stones. You were bought, Creed, by the demon that was possessing Master Warden Thorne. Your lies will not bring you salvation."

Creed blanches at her words, his bent frame shrinking as his last defense is thoroughly crushed. He looks pleadingly from one Warden to the other, tears welling up in his eyes. "Please," he croaks, voice breaking. His defiance has completely vanished. "I was weak... I didn't know that Thorne was being controlled by a demon. The money was too tempting... Please, give me another chance."

Warden Quinn shakes his head, expression grim. "I'm sorry, brother. Your crimes are unforgivable. By the authority of the Wardens assembled here today, I sentence you to die. May the Light have mercy on your soul."

I watch numbly as Creed begins to cry, his blubbering sobs making his words indistinct. The Advisor is a conniving, greedy creature, but I do not relish watching him suffer.

The sound of rasping steel fills the air as Quinn pulls his sword from its sheath. One of the rangers from the crowd brings forward a wooden log, dropping it to the grass with a thud, while a pair of men approach Creed from behind and pick him up, dragging him over to the makeshift chopping block. The sobbing dies out, replaced by panicked begging, as the man pleads with the others to sentence him to exile instead.

His words, apparently, fall on deaf ears.

The two rangers force him to his knees, bending his figure over the log with his neck outstretched. Creed tries to struggle against them, but it does no good. Warden Quinn approaches him from the side, his gleaming sword in hand.

"Our solemn duty is to protect the borders of the realms of men," he intones, face resigned, "from those enemies who would seek our destruction. The wilderness shall be our homestead, the sun and stars our only hearth. We will sacrifice everything, even our very lives, for the defense of the kingdom, unto the death of those who would do us harm."

He raises the sword up, both hands gripping the hilt, and I can hear Creed begin to cry again.

I have to force myself to not look away.

"We are the watchers in the woods," Quinn continues gravely. "The arrows in the darkness. None shall pass by while we stand guard."

With that, he swings the sword down in a smooth, powerful motion. Creed's whimpers are abruptly cut off as the blade passes effortlessly through his neck, separating head from shoulders. Blood spurts out onto the grass like a fountain, and his head bounces to the ground, rolling end over end until finally coming to a stop several feet away, eyes staring sightlessly into the heavens.

The crowd shuffles uneasily, whispered conversations rising up as Warden Quinn steps away from the body. He pulls out a cloth and begins wiping the blood from his blade, expression hard.

"Eleven Hells," Talon mutters to my side. "They actually did it."

I tear my eyes away from the severed head, turning to regard the other apprentice. "He broke the Ranger's Oath, Talon," I reply softly. "That's the price all oathbreakers must pay."

Talon visibly shudders. "Still," he says, favoring his wounded arm. "I didn't think they'd actually go through with it."

I try not to let my unease show on my face, adopting the same stoic mask I have seen Elias wear so many times. Executions are not easy things to watch, especially when you know the individual being executed, but that's what separates rangers from ordinary folk.

We don't blanch at the sight of death.

The crowd begins to break apart, filtering out of the clearing and back through the woods to the Grand Lodge. Talon and I stay behind, watching as the assembled Wardens gather together, talking in hushed tones. The same pair of rangers who had held Creed down now work together to dispose of his body. One picks up the head by the hair, while the other begins dragging the rest out to the trees, no doubt to be left for the animals of the forest.

I grimace and look away as Tamara breaks off from the other Wardens, coming to approach Talon and I with a concerned look on her face. Her blonde hair is pulled over her shoulder in a braid, and her hand strays close to the sword on her hip. As always, she looks ready to do battle at a moment's notice.

"You two," she says stiffly, looking first at Talon, then at me. "You should head back to the Lodge. There are still plenty of chores that need to be done."

"We were waiting for you, First Warden," Talon says, glancing over at me out of the corner of his eye. "Have you given any more thought as to who will be our new master?"

Tamara sighs, fixing both of us with a frown. "Not this again. I've already told you that we have been preoccupied with other matters. As soon as everything has been dealt with, we will discuss your training."

"I know," Talon replies, abashed. "It's just that – we thought that with the... you know... execution being done with, you would have time to figure out what to do with us." He awkwardly lowers his voice when he says the word 'execution'.

Tamara gives him a flat look and folds her arms, causing her leather armor to creak. "The execution was not the only thing we have been dealing with, Talon. The Wardens have all been returning to the Lodge over the past two weeks so that we can meet and choose a new Master Warden. That meeting takes precedence over anything else, including the future training of a couple of apprentices. Now, get yourselves back to the Lodge and make yourselves useful. Understood?"

"Yes, First Warden," both of us reply in unison, though Talon's tone is more sullen.

She nods curtly then turns on her heel, striding back to join the other Wardens who are still talking quietly with one another.

"Thanks for that," I mutter to Talon sarcastically as we begin walking back to camp. "That was real helpful."

"What?" He replies, scratching his head in confusion. "I thought you wanted to know what was going on with us."

I shake my head at his lack of self-awareness. "First of all, did you really think the best time to ask her was right after an execution? We just watched a man get his bloody head get chopped off!"

He frowns, grunting. "Fair point."

"Second of all," I continue, "you know full-well that I'm not interested in finding another master. Elias is still my master, and he'll be coming to get me soon. The only reason I joined up with you and Shaw was because I needed something to do in the meantime."

Talon's frown deepens. "Mate, it's been more than a month since you've last heard from your master. Don't you think it's time to face the facts and move on?"

I stop dead in my tracks, rounding on the other apprentice. "What facts are you talking about?"

Talon eyes me, but does not back down. "He's gone, mate. Plain and simple. No ranger simply walks away from his apprentice. Either he's dead, or he's wrapped up in something bad – something that would keep him from fulfilling his oaths as a ranger."

I have to struggle to keep my anger in check. Talon doesn't know Elias, I remind myself. He's just trying to look out for my best interests. I take a deep breath before responding. "He's not dead, Talon," I reply coolly, continuing to walk again. The forest surrounds us on the overgrown game trail, making the cloudy sky appear even darker. "I'm not sure what he's up to, but I know that it is for the good of the realm. He'll be coming for me soon... I can feel it in my gut."

"If you say so," he replies, though he does not sound convinced.

We make our way through the woods and into the small vale sheltering the Grand Lodge. It is a wide clearing of trees containing low, wooden buildings constructed in neat rows. Campfires blaze in pits near the middle of the clearing, and everywhere I look I can see green-cloaked rangers going about various chores and training regiments. The entire place has the feel of a well-organized war camp.

As we enter the Lodge, looking for something to occupy our time, we are quickly appropriated by one of the rangers.

The black-bearded man in charge of the lumberyard sees us walking and flags us down, apparently eager to put the two of us to work. He swiftly hands each of us a woodsman's axe and sets us to the task of chopping wood, gesturing to a large pile of logs on the edge of the compound.

Grumbling under his breath, I follow Talon to the logs and begin working, letting the labor-intensive work take my mind off present troubles. I lose myself in the repetitive motion, and neither Talon nor I make any attempts to converse as we work on splitting the logs.

Lift.

Set.

Chop.

Repeat.

It feels good to have an opportunity to use my muscles.

I lose track of time, splitting log after log, only pausing to wipe my brow and to take a drink from the nearby water barrel. Exerting myself as I am, it is easy to forget the chill of autumn as I constantly hack away at the lumber with my axe.

Eventually, someone calls my name from behind, which forces me to look up from my labor. One of the Lodge's rangers, a man named Corrin, gestures at a tall, lanky man in red livery. He begins making his way toward me, crossing the lumberyard quickly with the aid of his long legs.

I rest the haft of the axe on my shoulder, glancing up at the sky as I wait for him to approach me. Light, I think to myself, guessing the position of the sun through the clouds. Have I really been at this for two hours?

The man steps up to me, and I can see that embroidered on his uniform is the roaring lion of Tarsys. The royal seal.

"Owyn Lund?" The man asks, one of his eyebrows arching up. He has an angular face that reminds me of a hawk.

"That's me," I reply gruffly. I can hear Talon stepping up behind me.

The man reaches into a pouch on his belt and pulls out a sealed letter, handing it over to me with a black-gloved hand. "I was told to deliver this to you. It is a written summons from the capitol."

I frown at the man then reach forward, accepting the letter and breaking the red wax seal.

"Come find me when you are through," the hawk-faced man goes on. He speaks with a self-important air, like a man accustomed to being obeyed. "I will be at the Mess Hall getting some food. We need to speak about travel arrangements, as well as what will be expected of you."

He promptly turns around and departs, walking straight-backed back toward the Lodge with his chin held high.

"Travel arrangements?" I mutter to myself as I begin skimming the letter.

"That man wears the colors of the king," Talon remarks, stepping up beside me. He cranes his neck to look at the letter, eagerness creeping into his voice. "What does it say?"

My mouth goes dry as I finish reading the finely written words. I look up at him, my eyebrows knitting together with concern. "It's from the royal palace," I reply uneasily, folding the letter back up. "The king has requested an audience with me."
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Chapter Two

Zara
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"Magus Dennel, please reiterate what happened on the night the High Magus was almost assassinated." Magister Roth, newly raised to the Circle to replace the murdered Magister Halle, questions me in front of the assembled mages. "Please detail what led up to you intervening on her behalf."

I take a deep breath, mentally preparing myself to address the most powerful mages in all Tarsynium.

"Of my own volition, I was investigating the heretical group known as the Harbingers," I reply, glancing at each of the magisters sitting before me. "My research began in the Great Library, but eventually extended beyond the walls of the Conclave, taking me to the crypts beneath the Cathedral of Light. There, I discovered that the ancestors of the city's elite were members of the Harbingers, and was attacked by three assassins who were guarding their tombs."

I glance over at High Magus Sylvania Holdyn, who is sitting on her high-backed seat, sapphire robes immaculate. She gives me a small nod of encouragement, the lines at the corners of her eyes crinkling as a faint smile graces her lips.

"I managed to defeat two of the assassins and capture the third," I continue, "appropriating city watchmen to escort him to the Tower of Recreants. Using a vial of truth serum I... stole from the High Magus' office, I was able to learn of a secret meeting between members of the cult the following night. The assassin has since committed suicide, slicing his own wrists while incarcerated."

Most of the magisters nod their heads knowingly. Though this is the first time they are hearing the story together, they have no doubt gathered bits and pieces over the past two weeks.

"And what," asks Roth, "did you do next, Magus Dennel?"

"I left early and hid at the Golden Barrel, an abandoned tavern in the Merchant Quarter. This was where the assassin said they would meet. When they arrived, I overheard parts of their overall plan, which included overthrowing the Conclave itself. I was discovered and taken captive... that is when their leader, a man who calls himself the prophet, told me of their plans to kill High Magus Holdyn."

"And how did you escape?" Asks a bearded magister. I believe his name is Iver.

"One of the cultists was a mage," I reply, turning to regard the man. "He had been tasked with torturing me, but I managed to touch him while he was using his source crystal. This allowed me to cast a spell and get out."

"Reports of these cultist mages is troubling news indeed," remarks a woman with long, white hair. "It seems that the very Conclave itself has been corrupted."

Many in the Circle begin to converse quietly with one another, putting their heads together solemnly.

"Please," Roth says, raising his hands in an attempt to quiet the others down. "Let the Magus finish. We will have time for deliberation later."

As soon as the muttering stops, he looks over and gestures for me to continue.

"After getting out, I knew that I would not have much time to warn the High Magus," I continue, unconsciously smoothing out the front of my robes. "I took a horse from a local stable and rode for the Pillar of Radiance, where I found the assassin waiting in her quarters. When I stopped him from killing her, he threw himself out of the window."

I flick my eyes over to Roth and give him a small shrug, indicating that I am done.

"Thank you, Magus Dennel," Sylvania says, her commanding voice drawing all of the attention back to her. "Your actions not only saved my life, but doubtless others within the Conclave as well. Would that other mages would display such initiative and courage."

I smile at her and bow my head, but continue to stand there awkwardly as she continues speaking. The wide, circular room extends all around me, with the assorted magisters sitting in intricately-carved wooden chairs against the curving wall.

"Magisters of the Circle," she declares, "you may rest assured that we have not been idle during these past two weeks. My most trusted associates and I have been doing everything within our power to make sure that our people are protected. The secrecy surrounding these proceedings has been to ensure that no information could get leaked back to the Harbingers."

Roth steps forward, his face as grim as ever. He has, I have learned, been working closely with Sylvania to rid the Conclave of potential conspirators. "We are pleased to report that since the attempt on the High Magus' life, no other murders have been committed within our order. We have increased the security at the Conclave and the Academy threefold, and have conducted an in-depth investigation to discover any traitors hiding within our midst."

"And what of the steward Elwyn Mathis?" The bearded man interjects. His bushy eyebrows are pulled together in a deep frown. "Was he not working with these Harbingers the entire time?"

"Elwyn Mathis is dead," Roth replies evenly. "He was found stabbed to death in an alleyway on the outskirts of the city. We believe that it was he who killed my predecessor, Magister Halle."

This prompts even more whispers from the assembled mages.

"While our efforts have successfully turned up several traitors, things have been quiet for a few days." Sylvania raises her voice to be heard over the chatter. "It's as if the Harbingers have suddenly gone underground. The city watch even believe that they have fled the city."

"But how can we be sure?" A mousy woman asks. She is wearing more makeup than I have ever seen on another person. "For all we know, the cultists could be biding their time, waiting for another chance to strike."

Roth turns to address her. "The truth of the matter is, Magister Sala, that we will never know for certain. What we have are the facts as they stand today – all traces of the Harbingers have seemed to vanish from Tarsys. We will still continue our efforts to eliminate them, but it seems that, for now at least, we can all rest a little easier."

This time, an elderly man named Jona speaks up. "Our primary concern is still the Heart of Light," he says, voice cracking like old leather. "We have been hearing reports of creatures lurking in the night all over Tarsynium, and our artificers still cannot determine why they are getting through."

The arguing continues to go on for some time, all while I continue to stand there uncomfortably. Every so often, the High Magus looks over at me and gives me an encouraging smile, but other than that, it is as if I am some sort of odd decoration, mostly ignored but strangely out of place in the middle of the great chamber.

Finally, after what seems like an eternity, the debating seems to have died out, and I am shaken from my thoughts as the High Magus begins speaking again, her powerful voice echoing off the domed ceiling.

"Magisters of the Circle," Sylvania declares, standing up from her seat and casting her eyes about the room. "Before we depart this day, I move that we vote on one final issue."

She turns to me, gesturing with both hands. "At the Conclave of Mages, we believe in the divine attributes set forth by the Radiant Church. Honor, temperance, wisdom, courage, and self-sacrifice are the most chief among these. Magus Zara Dennel, acting on her own moral compass, displayed all of these attributes by exposing the Harbinger cult for what it really is."

Feeling the eyes of the room once again on me, I can't help but blush. Such flattery from the High Magus is so... unexpected.

"I submit to the Circle," she continues, "that Magus Dennel be raised to the office of Seeker, which is reserved only for the most distinguished of mages. All those in favor of this decision, please make the sign."

She raises her talisman into the air and it begins to glow a bright blue, so fair that it is almost white. All around me, magisters raise their own talismans up in like manner, channeling source energy and causing their crystals to shine. My heart flutters as I see every hand, including Roth's, go up, and I have to remember to close my mouth, which is hanging open in shock.

A Seeker? Me? But there have only been a handful of Seekers in the history of the Conclave!

"A unanimous decision, then," Sylvania says, giving me a satisfied nod. She lowers her hand, and the room seems to grow dimmer as the rest of the magisters do so as well. "Congratulations, Seeker Dennel. May your new title set you apart from your colleagues, and allow you to shine a light in even the darkest places."

"Thank you," I reply, truly humbled. "I uphold this calling to the best of my ability."

The High Magus smiles at me, then once again turns to address the Circle. "With no other matters to discuss, our meeting is adjourned. Go forth and serve."

"Go forth and serve," the magisters murmur back, and everyone begins getting up from their seats.

Still standing dumbfounded in the middle of the audience chamber, I watch as the elder mages begin to filter out, their whispered conversations filling the air. The High Magus touches my shoulder affectionately as she departs, and Magister Roth approaches me from the side, his severe features an unreadable mask.

"Congratulations on your new appointment, Seeker," he remarks after a moment. "It is a great honor indeed."

I glance around uncertainly, and see that most of the other mages have already left the chamber. "Thank you, Magister," I reply, offering him a strained smile. "I have to admit, though, that the appointment is a little unexpected. I'll admit that I'm not even sure what a Seeker is supposed to do."

Roth waves his hand dismissively, turning to walk out. I follow him, hands clasped tightly before me. "It's mostly symbolic," he says with a slight shrug. "A title with no real special privileges. In truth, it simply means that you will report directly to High Magus Holdyn on all matters relating to the Conclave. You become her eyes and ears in the kingdom."

"Oh," I reply, some of the tension leaving my shoulders.

"Still," he continues, leading me out into the hall, "it is a great distinction. You should be proud."

"Thank you, Magister," I reply as graciously as I can muster.

He nods and departs, leaving me alone in the long, marble hall. Well then, I think, idly fingering my talisman. At least I don't have any added responsibilities. I feel like I have enough on my plate with everything else that is going on.

Behind me, someone clears their throat, prompting me to turn.

Evoker Laramie, my old professor from the Academy, stands off to the side beside a stone pillar, beaming at me beneath his wire-rimmed spectacles. His white hair has been cropped short, and his wrinkled hands clasp a writing tablet and a bit of chalk.

"Already making waves within the Conclave?" He asks, his smile widening.

"Evoker Laramie!" I exclaim, rushing over to where he stands and throwing my arms around him in a hug.

He pats my back and chuckles, his robed frame smelling of old parchment. "I was hoping to find you here," he says, taking a step back and pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his nose with a gnarled finger. "We never went on that walk you promised me when you were first raised."

I can't keep myself from grinning. "I've been rather busy," I reply. "Things move quickly around here."

He nods knowingly. "That they do. Still, I've been meaning to speak with you for some time. Do you have a moment to spare an old mage, or are you too busy with the duties of a Seeker?"

I can feel myself redden at his teasing, but I find myself nodding emphatically. "Of course, Laramie. Anything for my favorite professor."

Still smiling, he gestures down the long hallway, leading me away from the audience chamber and chatting amiably by my side. It feels good to take a break from worrying about the Harbingers.

Even though I know that the threat still looms like a dark cloud.
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Chapter Three

Owyn
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"Owyn, wait!" Talon rushes to catch up to me, his voice frantic. "What do you mean that the king has requested an audience with you?"

I don't look back at him, my eyes focused straight ahead. "I mean exactly that," I reply evenly. "The king wants to meet with me, and has insisted I leave for Tarsys as soon as possible."

"Eleven Hells," he breathes, still following me. "It's never a dull minute with you, is it mate?"

"Apparently not," I mutter dryly, rounding one of the squat wooden buildings and striding into the main courtyard of the Lodge. A dozen rangers, all wearing their grey-green mottled cloaks, bustle about the wide expanse of hard-packed dirt, their movements hurried as they go about the chores for the day. Things have been tense since the death of the Master Warden, and it shows in the way everybody moves about, their eyes cast down.

Uncertainty seems to hang in the air like a thick layer of fog.

We approach our barracks and I pull open the door, stepping inside without holding the door open for Talon. He curses as it nearly closes on his arm.

"What are you doing, Owyn?" He asks, exasperated. "Aren't we at least going to talk about it?"

"What is there to talk about?" I reply back to him, flashing him a look over my shoulder. "The king has called, and I must answer."

He scoffs. "That's all well and good, but what if it's a trap? I mean, why in the name of the Light would the king want to meet with you? It seems rather suspicious to me."

I open the trunk at the foot of my bed, pulling out my extra clothes and tossing them on the straw mattress. "The letter bore the royal seal, and the messenger wore the king's colors. What more do you want? The man wasn't a mind slave, and a Nightingale wouldn't be caught dead in those colors."

Talon grunts, leaning against the frame of another bed. "I suppose you're right," he replies grudgingly. "But that doesn't mean you have to leave right away. There are things you have to do here! Hells, we don't even know who is going to be put in charge of the rangers."

Shoving the clothes into my traveling pack, I sigh, hanging my head. "I know, Talon. I don't like this any more than you. But something is going on in this kingdom... something big. For some reason, I find myself in the center of it all. If we're going to defeat these demons once and for all, we are going to need the king's help. If that means that I have to drop everything and head back to the capitol, then I will go."

He chews his lip, watching me with an unreadable expression. Then, abruptly, he curses and rushes over to his own trunk, pulling it open and rummaging through its contents.

I fix him with a questioning look. "What are you doing?"

"You're going to need help," he replies, bending down and pulling out a pair of short swords from inside the trunk. Though on the mend, he still favors arm that was wounded in the fight with the Nightingale mind slaves.

"So, you plan on following me up to Tarsys," I reply flatly, standing up straight and crossing my arms.

"Last I checked," he responds, plopping his own pack down on the mattress, "you weren't the boss of me. Besides, the Wardens haven't chosen a new master for me yet. I'm a derelict, just like you." He glances over and gives me a lopsided grin.

I stare at him for a moment, chagrined, before sighing and returning to my trunk. At least I won't have to head out alone, I think, picking up a pouch of coins and cinching it to my belt. There's no telling what will be waiting for me in that blasted city.

As I continue packing, my thoughts turn to Zara, and I find myself wondering what she has been up to in the weeks since we departed. Somehow, I doubt things have been as exciting in that stuffy Conclave of hers. Still, the prospect of seeing her again causes me to smile inwardly, even though we didn't say farewell on the friendliest of terms. Will she forgive me when I see her again, or will she try to avoid me? Wondering about encountering her fills me with more anxiety than I expect.

Because rangers have very little personal property, it takes Talon and I less than half an hour to fully pack. Nodding at each other, we shoulder our packs and make our way to the exit, ready to saddle our horses and depart.

We step outside, only to find that the Wardens have returned from their meeting and are gathering out in front of the Main Hall. A good number of rangers have clustered around them, and many of them are talking excitedly with one another, as if they have just learned some very important news.

Talon and I glance at each other then head in their direction, wordlessly deciding to investigate whatever caused the commotion.

Tamara, apparently catching a glimpse of us through the crowd, breaks off from the group of Wardens and hurriedly makes her way toward us, longsword bouncing on her hip.

"Where are you two off to?" She asks, looking pointedly at our packs and quirking an eyebrow at us.

"We're leaving for Tarsys," Talon replies matter-of-factly, resting a hand on the hilt of one of his short swords.

Tamara raises her eyebrow even higher. "Tarsys?" She repeats, voice skeptical.

I nod my head. "A courier just delivered a message to me from the king himself." Fishing in my pocket, I produce the crumpled letter and hand it over to the First Warden. "He's requested an audience with me, and has asked that I leave for the capitol immediately."

"Yeah," Talon says as Tamara takes the letter and begins to read. "And I'm going with him for support."

"Hmph," Tamara grunts, eyes skimming the letter. After a moment she looks up, handing it back to me. "An odd invitation, but we are servants of the king. If that is his request, then you must go."

I take the folded piece of paper and stuff it back into my pocket. Well, that was easier than I thought. I look over at Talon, and I can tell by his surprised expression that he is thinking the same thing.

Clearing my throat, I change the subject. "What is everyone talking about over there? Have the Wardens come to a decision?"

Tamara eyes me for a moment before nodding. "They have," she replies slowly.

Talon and I regard her expectantly and she glances away, showing uncharacteristic discomfort. Finally, she continues, her tone making her sound awkward. "I have been chosen to become the new Master Warden."

"Whoa," we reply in unison, then, realizing the full weight of the revelation, we both drop down to one knee.

"None of that," Tamara snarls, gesturing for us to stand. "Don't go treating me like I'm some queen. That was the problem with the last Master Warden... he wasn't nearly approachable enough."

Talon and I eye each other uncertainly, then stand back up, unsure about how we should proceed.

"Congratulations," I reply lamely, giving her a small but friendly smile. "For what it's worth, I think you will make an amazing Master Warden."

"Yeah," Talon replies, shifting his pack on his shoulders. "You're certainly more formidable than the last one. One look at you, and the Nightingales will all be frightened away."

I shoot the other apprentice a glare, but Tamara doesn't seem angry at his statement. In fact, she seems a little relieved that we aren't awed by her new station.

"Well, it won't be official until they announce it at the moot later tonight," she says, replacing her expression with one of stoicism again. "But know that you two have my blessing. I wish you safe travels to the capitol, and will offer you any help that I can."

I give her a grateful nod. "Thank you Tama – erm, Master Warden," I say, calling her by her honorific.

She turns as if to leave, then pauses, glancing over her shoulder and looking back at us. "I will arrange for some rangers to go with you. These are dangerous times, and trouble seems to follow you, Owyn Lund. You'll no doubt need added protection in the days ahead." With that, she departs, returning to the Wardens and the clustered group of rangers in front of the Main Hall.

"That's comforting," Talon remarks, nudging me with his elbow and moving toward the Mess Hall. "Even after all we've been through, she still thinks of us as a couple of kids."

I go with him, walking away from the central yard, but I can't help but sparing a look back at the mysterious ranger woman, her golden braid dancing behind her as she walks. I find myself wondering if I'll ever see her again, the thought filling me with a strange feeling of sorrow. She's a brusque woman, but we've come to respect each other. I hope that our paths cross again.

Pushing my feelings aside, I follow Talon into the Mess Hall and pull the door closed behind me, trying to spot the messenger in the dimly lit room. I see him sitting at one of the tables, hunched over a steaming bowl of stew. His brightly-colored tunic makes him stand out from the earth tones of the Lodge like a sore thumb.

He looks up as we approach, slurping from a spoon and giving each of us a flat look.

"My friend Talon is coming with me," I say to him in a tone that brooks no argument.

The man simply shrugs his shoulders, returning to his stew. "I don't care," he replies, continuing his meal.

We stand there for a minute, unsure of what to do next, when the man swallows and continues talking. "Have you gathered all of your things? We will not be returning once we depart."

"I am ready," I respond.

"Me too," Talon says a second later.

The man grunts. "My name is Raloes," he says after slurping another spoonful of stew. "I am a courier from the royal palace. That means I carry the authority of the king. Once we are out there, you will do as I say. Understand?"

I glance over at Talon, who shrugs. "Fine," I reply, mildly annoyed.

Raloes drains the remnants of his bowl and stands, turning to regard the two of us. Despite his haughty demeanor and refined accent, he is solidly built, with the broad shoulders and heavy muscles of a soldier. I suspect he knows how to use the side sword on his hip.

He brushes past us, making his way to the door. "Come along," he says after a moment. "We will set off at once. I'd like to be out of this dreadful place as soon as possible."

Grumbling to ourselves, we go after him. Somehow, I feel like I am once more getting involved with something perilous.
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Chapter Four

Zara
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Evoker Laramie places his hand on the stone column, channeling source energy and igniting the artifice within. The doors slide open, revealing an open chute in the center with a platform of pure magic shimmering beneath our feet.

He gestures for me to enter the lift first, then follows me inside, letting the doors slide closed behind him.

"So, you're the one in charge of researching the Heart of Light?" I find it difficult to keep the surprise out of my voice.

He nods as the platform begins to lift us upward, his expression humble. "The High Magus selected me for my knowledge of artifice," he explains, clasping his hands behind his back. "She seemed hopeful that where other mages have failed, a scholar might succeed."

"A wise woman," I reply genuinely. "You know more about artifice than anyone I've ever met."

"Bah," he says, shaking his head. "You exaggerate. Still, I am grateful for the opportunity to work on such a high-profile project. It's nice to take a break from academia every once in a while." He winks at me from behind his spectacles.

My stomach lurches as the lift comes to a stop, and I watch in wonder as the doors open once more, revealing the massive, domed chamber at the pinnacle of the Pillar of Radiance. As we step out onto the viewing deck, I marvel at the great floating source crystal known as the Heart of Light. Its smooth, multi-faceted surface glimmers with an otherworldly light, even as it shoots radiant magic through the oculus at the top of the ceiling, fueling the Arc.

"It's quite a sight, isn't it?" Laramie asks, noting my stunned expression. "Even after seeing it a hundred times, it still feels magnificent."

"Yes," I reply, eyes still transfixed by the Heart. "Magnificent."

We stand there for a moment, gazing up at the floating crystal, before Laramie guides me down the steps to the main floor. There, I can see a handful of concerned-looking mages, furiously writing while periodically glancing up from their notebooks. Each of them carries an assortment of odd-looking instruments, none of which even remotely recognizable to me.

"This is where we conduct the majority of our research," he says, gesturing to the wide chamber around us. There are tables and desks set up around the Heart of Light, all of which are piled with copious amounts of parchment and books. "We have mages here at all hours of the day, trying to discern what could be causing it to fail."

I look over at Laramie curiously. "Has anyone discovered the cause of the problem?"

He strokes his short, white beard. "Nothing conclusive yet, no. There are theories, though, some more plausible than others."

"And what do you think?" I ask.

He frowns, staring up at the enormous artifice. "If you ask me, I'd attribute the Arc's gradual decline to something called artificeral attrition. Have you heard of it?"

I shake my head.

"It's the natural wear of an artifice over time," he explains, continuing to stroke his beard thoughtfully. "When an inanimate object is imbued with radiant magic, it has a life cycle, like anything in the natural realm. Things break down over time, and artifices are no exception. The Heart of Light is an extraordinary feat of magical engineering, certainly, but it cannot last forever. We wrongly assumed that it would happen sometime in the future. I certainly never anticipated that it would happen in my lifetime. After a thousand years, it seems that its intended function is beginning to die out."

"Interesting," I reply, looking away from him and back up at the crystal. "But I thought that the Heart was blessed by the Light to protect us for eternity? That's what the Church teaches, anyway."

"Perhaps it is," he concedes, though his tone suggests that he doesn't believe it. "Though, I think it is more likely that over the centuries, mankind has attributed special religious significance to the Arc of Radiance, forgetting that in the beginning, it was created by man to protect man. It is unlikely that the Light was involved at all."

"Oh," I say, troubled by the religious significance of his theory. Could it be possible that the Heart of Light is failing because of something so mundane?

"Nothing lasts forever," he says softly.

We stand there for a moment in silence, contemplating the meaning of it all. The mages surrounding us continue to observe the artifice, scratching down notes and whispering to one another in hushed tones. The constant droning thrum of the magic seems to rumble the very stones of the chamber, filling my ears with a strangely comfortable background noise.

"Is yours the prevailing theory?" I ask at length, glancing back over at Laramie. "Do most mages believe that the failure is natural, and not due to sabotage?"

"It is," he replies, once more clasping his hands behind his back, "at least among my associates. Though, it is not as popular with the rest of the Conclave as you might think."

"What do you mean?"

"Oftentimes, the simplest explanations require the greatest amount of work," he clarifies. "There are those within this tower that are content to believe that the failure is due to some evil plot, and that it can be solved by finding the people responsible and simply stopping them. It takes the responsibility out of their hands, you see."

I frown, but allow him to continue without interruption.

"If artificeral attrition is the cause," he goes on, "then that would mean we have greater problems than a simple cult of bloodthirsty assassins. It would mean that we have to either fix the Heart or construct a new artifice entirely. The older you get, Zara, the more you will find that most people are afraid of the truth – they are perfectly content to believe in convenient lies."

Still, some things about all this bother me, and I can't help but ask what I see to be obvious questions. "But why hasn't some form of a backup plan been put into effect? It seems that if this were a possibility, then someone would have come up with something to prevent the end of the world from occurring. Also, what is causing it to degrade so fast? Is there some sort of outside force working against us?"

He considers this for a moment before replying. "That is what we are trying to find out," he says, gesturing to the other mages. "Though, I suspect it has more to do with gross miscalculations on the part of our progenitors." He pauses again before continuing. "As for your other question, I'm not entirely sure. I know that the records indicate that the early Conclave searched the width and breadth of the kingdom for alternate source crystals large enough to replace the Heart – though their searches eventually proved futile. I imagine that the best answer I can give you is complacency. For generations we have been safe beneath the protection of the Arc, and the Conclave as a whole became distracted. Instead of searching for a replacement, they forgot about the threats beyond and began tinkering with far less important things."

My next question, too, seems like the obvious one. "How long do you think we have before it completely fails?"

His face clouds over with something mirroring discouragement. Then, he says, "At most, a few years. At the very least, no more than a few months. As of now, we are still unsure."

I do not reply, instead letting his words sink in. Light... a few months? I think to myself, feeling twinge of hopelessness. This is a dire problem indeed. Though, I still find it hard to believe that most mages would refuse to fix the problem while the world crumbles down around them.

After a minute, Laramie continues to talk in his soft, grandfatherly voice, his expression becoming hopeful once more. "We are getting closer to proving my theory to be true. Fortunately, if I am correct, then we will be one step closer to actually doing something about it. Problems like these are much easier to solve when you understand the why behind them. Perhaps there is a way to rejuvenate the Heart after all. We won't know until we try."

I turn to face him, fixing my former professor with a more serious expression. "If you don't mind me asking, why did you bring me here? It seems like a rather strange place to take me on a simple walk."

He gives me a small smile, then gestures for us to walk back up the steps to the viewing platform, probably so our conversation will not disturb the other mages. Once we reach the top, he pauses and gives me a curious look. "You are extraordinarily bright, Zara, one of the best students I have ever taught. Even so, it is highly unusual for one so young to be raised to full mage, let alone Seeker. It means that you are special."

I raise a questioning eyebrow at him. He said that word with such a strange tone. "Special?" I repeat, crossing my arms in front of me.

"Yes," he replies, nodding. "High Magus Holdyn has taken a liking to you, and in the short time you have been a mage, you have accomplished much."

He briefly looks away, letting out a tired-sounding sigh before continuing. "I admit, I didn't invite you here simply for the pleasure of your company. I would like to ask for your help."

"My help?" I ask, suddenly feeling uneasy.

"Indeed," he says, casting his eyes up at the oculus above, where a solid beam of radiant light shoots into the sky. "There are a lot of politics within the Conclave, more than anyone would care to admit, and unfortunately the Circle is split on how the Arc failing should be addressed. I find myself in need of allies here, especially when it comes time for me to submit a solution... if we ever find one." He looks back at me, and for a moment I can see concern behind his spectacled eyes. "I am a scholar, Zara, not a politician. I find myself woefully ill-equipped to be able to convince the High Magus and the Circle to agree on anything, let alone something of this magnitude."

"What are you suggesting?" I respond, fidgeting with the talisman around my neck.

"When it comes time for me to present my case to the Circle, can I count on you to sway the High Magus in my favor? I know that you have her ear, and her support would go a long way toward ensuring that my proposal gets passed."

I feel taken aback, stunned that Laramie would want me to intervene politically on his behalf. Did I hear him correctly? Does he want me to talk to the High Magus for him?

"I... don't know what to say," I reply lamely.

"You don't have to reply right away," he says, making a placating gesture with his hands. "Take some time and think about it. I think you'll eventually come to see things from my perspective, given time."

Nodding, I move to change the subject, commenting on the size of the crystal and asking him a handful of unrelated questions.

We chat for a few minutes longer about small things, but eventually the conversation dies out. I bid him farewell, citing my desire to get some rest, and smiles and pats my shoulder. I leave him standing there on the viewing deck, taking the lift down from the pinnacle.

The lift ride to the middle levels passes slowly, and I find myself pondering the things Laramie has just told me. A feeling of unease still hangs over me like a dark cloud, making me itch with the uncertainty of it all. How does it make sense for me, still a youth, to hold so much clout in the Circle? Mages that were once my superiors now ask for my aid, suddenly interested in my opinions about vastly complicated issues.

The bloody world seems to have turned upside down.

I exit the lift and begin making my way to the sky bridge connected the Pillar of Radiance to the Azure Tower, where my quiet rooms are waiting for me. It seems like it has been an eternity since I have been able to relax, and I find myself looking forward to taking a warm bath and falling asleep early tonight.

Ever since the assassination attempt on the High Magus' life, things at the Conclave have been rather volatile. Between meetings with members of the Circle and investigations into the Harbingers' secret plot, it seems like I haven't had a single moment to myself. Only now, after two weeks, have things started to calm down. The Harbingers have seemingly disappeared, and the conversation has seemed to turn back to restoring the Arc of Radiance to its former power.

Perhaps now I can return to studying in the library, instead of trying to root out assassins from every shadow.

It is a sunny day as I cross the sky bridge, the crisp autumn winds buffeting me and causing my robes to whip about me. By the time I make it across, I am sniffling from the cold. Summer seemed to go by in a blur, I think to myself as I enter the double doors and begin climbing a flight of stairs to my rooms. I don't think I'm ready for winter.

The narrow staircase twists upward, but I climb it in short order, making it to my floor in just a few short minutes. As I walk down the hall, however, I notice something strange sticking out from beneath the door to my apartments.

A note, folded parchment sealed with a red daub of wax.

Approaching the door, I bend down and pick it up, breaking the seal and reading the words scrawled within:

Magus Zara Dennel,

King Gregor Aethelgar, Lord Regent of Tarsys and High Ruler of Tarsynium, requests your presence in his court three days hence. He is desirous to learn more of your recent exploits, and is anxious to protect his kingdom from the encroaching demonic threat that the Conclave has informed him about. You will be testifying before his majesty and the court with the ranger's apprentice Owyn Lund, to inform him about your experiences in the Emberwood, as well as the current situation with the traitors known as the Harbingers.

Please notify your superiors at the Conclave that you will be attending, and bring with you a delegation as the High Magus sees fit. If the kingdom is to survive the looming threat, the Crown and the Conclave must stand firmly together.

Court will be held at the midmorning bell. Please come early in order to be briefed by the royal attendants.

-Leila Olson

Head Stewardess

Folding the letter, I push open the door and step inside, a wash of different emotions coming over me. The anxiety I feel at being called to testify before the king is far overshadowed by the nervous excitement I feel at seeing Owyn again.

He's coming back! I think, heart fluttering as I scan the letter again. Oh, Light! Will he forgive me for the horrible way I acted?

A genuine smile graces my lips for the first time in weeks, and I immediately make my way over to my wardrobe. "I have three days," I mutter to myself while grinning like a fool. "Hopefully that will be enough time to pick out a decent outfit."
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Chapter Five

Owyn
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My mare's hooves thud softly on the forest floor as the Grand Lodge fades in the distance behind me. Ahead, the straight back of Raloes leads the way, his red livery accented with gold and making him stand out in the woods. Ordinarily, such clothing would make me uncomfortable, as it would cause our group to stand out, but today I find myself distracted, my thoughts on other things as we ride toward the Heartlands and the City of Mages beyond.

Beside me rides Talon, his messy dark hair ruffled slightly by a chill breeze, expression thoughtful as he grasps the reins of his roan. Three other rangers, stoic, green-cloaked men from the Lodge, ride behind us in silence. Tamara had asked them to accompany us on our journey as protection, though I also believe that they are with us to act as messengers for the new Master Warden as well.

Thinking of her makes me grateful that she was chosen to lead the rangers in the wake of Thorne's betrayal and death. She's strong, capable and a natural leader – an excellent choice to don the mantle of Master Warden.

As we depart into the afternoon, we ride mostly in silence. The dreary, cloud-covered sky shrouds the forest in a chilly gloom, and memories of the Nightingale attack still weigh heavily on our minds. The prospect of facing more mind slaves or demons is enough to keep conversation mostly subdued.

The elevation of the forest gradually gets higher as we leave the vale sheltering the Lodge, entering the heart of the Ashwood. Thick, gnarled trees surround us, and furry animals skitter through the branches, causing the orange leaves to rustle.

I hope that Elias can track me down whenever he finishes his mission, I find myself thinking as I ride. I keep getting sent back and forth, never staying in one place for long. Though, now that I think about it, if anyone could find me in this kingdom, it is Elias. The man seems to have a sixth sense for finding elusory things.

The last few weeks have been difficult without my master. Without his guidance, I find it difficult to progress in any of my ranger-related skills. The freedom that I experience without a master is unnerving, although it has been rather liberating as well. Unfortunately, with that freedom comes a lack of discipline. It is only a matter of time before I start falling into bad habits, falling from a mindset of growth and slipping into complacency.

I wonder if Zara is having any of these same problems?

Since being raised to full mage, Zara has probably grown by leaps and bounds – she always seems so naturally driven. Even without a master, she has likely already learned a large number of new spells, and become one of the greatest mages the Conclave has ever seen. It's entirely possible, I think with a grimace, that she has already forgotten about me. How can I compete with the refined and accomplished mages of Tarsys?

"You look like you ate something that just isn't sittin' right," Talon observes, looking over at me from his horse. "What's on your mind?"

Shaking my head to clear away my thoughts, I turn to reply. "It's just... I didn't think I'd be returning to Tarsys so quickly. That's where I was before I came to the Lodge."

Talon nods his head knowingly. "I've seen that look before," he says, lips turning up in a small smile. "This is about a girl, isn't it?"

"What?" I reply, eyebrows shooting up. "A girl? No, that isn't–"

"No need to explain, mate," he responds, grinning slyly at me. "Girls can make a man crazy. Unable to think clearly, you know? I can see why going back to the city would make you uneasy."

I give him a flat look. "That isn't what this is about."

"Then what is it, then?"

"It's just that... there are some unpleasant memories in Tarsys. Things that I thought I would have more time to sort through." I glance away from him and sigh. "It's hard to explain."

He's quiet for a moment, the sounds of the forest filling the silence. Then, he snickers. "She must be really pretty, then, to have you at a loss for words."

The annoyed look I shoot at him causes him to start chuckling.

Giving my mare a nudge, I ride ahead of him, leaving him leering at my back as I pull in front. Obnoxious git, I think to myself, shaking my head in irritation. He doesn't know what he's talking about. Zara doesn't have me out of sorts... it's a combination of things.

Even to myself, it sounds like a hollow argument.

I continue the duration of the ride brooding, staring out at the foliage of the woods and losing myself in thought. Talon doesn't try speaking to me again.

Night falls, and we decide to camp a little way off the main road. Raloes keeps to mostly himself, setting up a tent of heavy canvas embroidered with the king's colors. The three rangers accompanying us ensures that neither Talon nor I are required to stand watch. This allows us to get a full night's sleep huddled around the dying embers of our fire.

In the morning, we set off early, traveling northwest from the heart of the Ashwood toward civilization.

Another uneventful day of travel passes, ending with us making it to the township of Ashview, the capital of the province. Its thick, wooden walls surround a sleepy town of thatch roofs and brick chimneys, and grant us access to a warm inn with actual beds to sleep on. After our meal, Raloes approaches me, his haughty expression looking for the first time troubled. He had been even more quiet than usual for most of the evening.

"May I speak with you a moment, apprentice?"

Glancing around, I see that most everyone else is heading down the hall to our rooms. "Sure," I reply, resting a hand on my father's hatchet.

He hesitates at first, looking around the room before taking a step closer to me, his voice pitched low so that we are not overheard. "Living in the palace, one tends to overhear bits of conversation. Some tend to be nothing more than gossip and conjecture, but others? Well, let's just say that every rumor is rooted in some kind of truth." Again, he glances around the common room before continuing. "From what I've been able to understand, you have been called to speak to the king because you are involved with something at the Conclave. Something big. Rumor has it that it may have something to do with the recent disturbances that have been cropping up all over the kingdom."

I narrow my eyes at him, keeping my voice even. "I'm not sure what you mean."

"Oh, come now," Raloes presses, furrowing his brow in consternation. "I'm not an idiot. There is something big going on here, something that both the Crown and the Conclave don't want getting out. All I want to know from you is are the rumors true?"

I find myself gripping my father's hatchet as I look the man in the eyes. There is something crafty about him, a political savvy that I can barely comprehend. "What rumors?" I reply, trying hard to match his stare.

His frown deepens. "The words that are whispered by every hearth and in every tavern in Tarsynium. Demons. The R'Laar. Have they truly returned?"

For an instant my stoic mask slips, revealing a look of concerned shock. Apparently, this is all the courier needed to confirm his suspicions.

"Interesting," he murmurs, taking a step back from me. His expression turns to one of careful contemplation. "Terrifying... but also fascinating. This revelation will no doubt make waves when you testify before the court. The political ramifications of this will be... intriguing."

For the moment, I find myself at a loss for words.

He straightens, giving me a slight nod of the head. "Thank you, apprentice, for the information. It is good to get in front of these sorts of things. They give a man a chance to prepare."

With that, he turns on his heel and strides away, making for the private bedroom that he purchased at the end of the hall.

That was strange, I find myself thinking, waiting for a moment before heading off to the room I am sharing with Talon. Apparently, the return of the demons is still not common knowledge. Hopefully my meeting with the king will change that.

I begin getting ready for bed, still feeling a little uneasy about my conversation with Raloes. Talon and I chat amiably for a few minutes, then we snuff out the candles.

Sleep finds me easily, but as usual it is rife with terrible nightmares.

When we awake, we set off almost immediately, quickly eating breakfast and getting back into our saddles. The rough, dirt-packed roads of the forest give way to paved roads as we enter the Heartlands, the trees disappearing and being replaced by miles of rolling green fields. In the interest of time, and at the urging of Raloes, we pick up the pace, riding hard through farm country and north toward the capitol.

There is nothing to see here but sheep and the odd farm house.

The closer we get to Tarsys, the more I find myself thinking of Zara. It is a strange combination of emotions I feel, thinking about seeing her again, a mixture of excitement and dread that leaves me feeling confused. One thing, however, is certain: if she agrees to see me, I will apologize for the way I acted and try to rekindle our friendship.

I only hope that she would want to become friends again as well.

The day passes slowly, the grey clouds eventually dispersing and giving way to the waning light of the sun. It warms the air, warding away the cold wind from the mountains, and makes the greens of the fields stand out in stark contrast to the reds and golds of the trees.

As the sun begins to set, I begin to see lights ahead, winking brightly on the horizon like tiny stars that have fallen to the earth. These lights, however, pale in comparison to the solid glowing beam rising up into the heavens, wear it fans out into a gigantic dome high above.

"The Arc of Radiance," Talon mutters in awe, looking ahead and seeing the light as well. "I've never seen it this close before."

I nod. "We're here," I reply solemnly, urging my horse forward. "We've arrived at the City of Mages."
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Chapter Six

Zara
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“The king, you say?” Richard Dawson asks, eyebrows shooting upward. “That’s quite prestigious, Zara.”

I nod my head, leaning forward on the wooden study table. We sit together in a quiet nook in the Great Library, surrounded by massive shelves of books and relatively secluded from the other mages. “Yes,” I reply, trying hard not to fidget with my talisman. “It seems that our work against the Harbingers has reached King Aethelgar’s ears. He wants to hear more about it.”

He shakes his head in disbelief. “That’s... incredible. And a few days after you are raised to Seeker, no less. Congratulations.”

I wave my hand dismissively. “It’s nothing. Merely a ceremonial title. I think the High Magus did it just to keep me closer to her.”

“Being close to the High Magus isn’t a bad thing,” he replies, running a hand over his newly-shaved head. He had been elevated among the stewards no more than a day or two ago. “It’s going to do wonders for your career.”

“I’m not sure if any of that matters anymore,” I mutter, briefly glancing away from him.

“What do you mean?”

I begin chewing my lip, watching as a pair of mages walk past our section a little way down the hall. “All of this that’s going on with the Harbingers... it seems like the world itself is coming to an end. If that happens, it doesn’t really matter what promotions we’ve had, does it?"

I look back, and Richard is giving me a warm smile. “You worry too much,” he says, his voice sounding relaxed. “These rumors about demons are just a myth. Besides, didn’t you say yourself that the Harbingers have seemingly left the city?”

Forcing a smile myself, I shrug. He doesn’t know about the Emberwood, I remind myself. Things are much worse than he realizes. In response, I simply respond with, “I suppose.”

“Exactly,” he replies, leaning back in his seat. “You have nothing to worry about, Zara. Things will continue on as they always have, and perhaps one day you will even sit on the Circle yourself.”

I snort at his statement, given so earnestly, and let out a deep breath. “Yeah,” I mutter. “Maybe.”

Richard stares at me for a moment, white robes reflecting the low light of the chandeliers above us, before once again breaking the silence. “So, what are you going to do now, now that the Harbinger threat has been supposedly dealt with? Are you finally going to take some time and relax?”

“I would love to,” I reply, glancing at a clock artifice hanging from the far wall. “Though, in a minute I have to leave.”

“Leave? Why?”

This time my faint smile is not forced. “Some of us actually have lives outside of this Library, steward.”

He chuckles, not taking offense at the teasing. “Despite my bald head, I’m not a steward yet. I still have several years before I’ll be given any real responsibility. So, where will you be off to today?”

I push back my chair and stand, smoothing out the front of my mages robes. They are a form-fitting pair, expertly cut in a way to accentuate my feminine qualities. “I am meeting a friend today,” I reply, trying not to sound overeager. “Someone that I never thought I would see again.”

For just the barest instant, it looks as though something flashes through his eyes. Sadness? Jealousy?

“A friend?” He asks, voice even.

“Yes,” I reply smoothly, moving to depart. “I’ll have to introduce you two, sometime.”

“Well,” he says, standing up as well, “I should probably get going, too. Those returned books aren’t going to sort themselves.” He glances over at me and smiles again, his expression carefully neutral. “See you around, Zara.”

I wave at him and turn a corner, making my way to the stairs leading to the main floor of the Pillar of Radiance. The maze-like corridors of the library rise up all around me, surrounding me with the leather spines of books and the musty smell of parchment.

According to the porters, a band of rangers arrived at Tarsys late last night, renting rooms at an inn near the royal palace. Since our meeting with the king and his attendants is supposed to take place tomorrow morning, I can only assume that this group came from the Grand Lodge, and that Owyn is with them. After having fretted and gotten ready, accomplishing all of my most important tasks for the day earlier, I am finally ready to go and meet him.

Light, why am I so excited about this?

Owyn and I did not say farewell on the friendliest of terms. In fact, if I remember correctly, he had come to apologize to me when I had snapped at him, telling him to leave.

Even as I think of him, climbing the stairs to the main floor of the Pillar of Radiance, I can't help but feel a little anxious about the whole thing. Will he forgive me for the way I treated him? Will things be like they were in the Emberwood, or will they be forced, strained by our different stations and the harsh words we said to one another?

The only way to know for sure is confront him head on.

Mages flood the main level of the tower, bustling this way and that through the cavernous chamber. I step out of the staircase and make my way to exit, the grand double doors standing open, admitting mages and aristocrats from all over the city. There is a flow to the traffic, and rhythm that can take some time to get used to. Fortunately, I have spent enough time at the Conclave that the flow of bodies has become second nature to me. I weave my way through the crowd, flitting from one end of the chamber to the other without much trouble. As I step outside of the Pillar, the sunlight greets me from high above, warming my skin despite the cool autumn air.

The manicured gardens of the Conclave stretch out before me, the shrubs and trees all tinged with orange, reflecting the changing seasons. On the other side of the gardens are the gates to the Conclave, which is where I will be able to secure a carriage to take me to the inn.

I set off at once, hurrying down the steps and making my way through a row of hedges that have been expertly trimmed to appear like castle walls. Off to my side, a fountain babbles softly, spilling crystal water into a pool carved from marble.

My eyes remain forward on my destination, and I find it difficult to take in the beauty of the scenery around me as I think about my meeting with Owyn.

Blasted boy, I think, striding past an elderly mage studying a scroll on a bench. I haven't even seen him yet and he still manages to turn my brain into mush.

As I near the gates, a plan begins to formulate in my mind, detailing exactly what I am going to say when I meet him. Be cool and professional, I silently tell myself, attempting to adopt a sufficiently mage-like mask. He may very well be awkward when you start talking. Don't let things get uncomfortable. Keep him from realizing how hurt you were when he left, and express interest in beginning again. He'll be sure to understand.

The guards give me one look and wave for me to exit the gates, seeing my blue robes and immediately recognizing me as a mage. As I step past the iron-wrought fencing, I turn to approach the line of carriages waiting on the edge of the city street. However, before I can take three steps I stop dead in my tracks, being confronted with something that I did not expect.

A tall young man stands frozen before me in mid-step, his forest-green eyes wide as he stares at me. His features are sturdy, skin tanned by the sun, and his defined jaw hangs open slightly as we eye one another, as if at a loss for words. A green-grey mottled cloak adorns his body like a shroud, and a familiar hatchet hangs from his belt, worn but lovingly taken care of.

Instantly, all of my carefully-planned poise is thrown out the window.

"Oh," I say inelegantly, heart fluttering. "Hi, Owyn."

He hesitates for a moment, as if unsure, then rushes toward me, enveloping me in a powerful, yet tender, hug. It happens so quickly that I have little time to react. One moment, we are standing apart from each other, speechless, then the next thing I know, he is embracing me tightly, my body pressing against his.

I can feel myself melting in his arms, inhibitions vanishing like smoke on the wind. His scent is clean but earthy, like the woods after a rainstorm, and I find my thoughts becoming even more muddled as I breathe him in.

What was I thinking about before? What was I going to say?

For the moment, I find it difficult to care.

After a while, I'm not sure how long, Owyn releases me, stepping back with a lopsided grin plastered on his face. "Sorry about that," he says, seeming a little abashed. "It's a been a while since I've been with Elias. He normally wouldn't approve of such behavior."

"It's alright," I reply, blushing. "I don't mind at all."

"Light, it's good to see you again, Zara," he says after a moment. I catch his eyes wandering over my figure before they glance back up at my face, which only causes my blush to deepen.

Light curse this boy!

"It's good to see you again too, Owyn," I reply, trying to regain some of my lost composure. "Welcome back to Tarsys."

He looks around, glancing up at the towers rising up behind me. "It's good to be back," he lies. I know that he is only saying it for my benefit.

"So..." I say after a few seconds of silence passes between us. "How have things been for you lately? Have you been keeping out of trouble, ranger boy?"

He snorts. "Things have been... interesting for me. Not at all what I expected. What about you? Have things been quiet in the Conclave?"

I smile impishly at him. "You have no idea."

"Well," he replies, "I'd love to hear about it. Are you busy right now? The clouds have finally cleared up. Maybe we can go on a walk?"

"I'd like that very much."

I lead him back to the gates of the Conclave, gesturing to the guards that Owyn will be accompanying me. They eye him warily but open the gates, granting us access to the gardens.

We begin to wander, walking past fountains and beds of autumn flowers, all the while chatting about what the past few weeks had consisted of for us. He regales me with a harrowing tale of intrigue within the organization of the rangers, about how a rogue gorgon had been pulling the strings and manipulating the Master Warden. I, in turn, tell him about my encounters with the Harbingers, and how I eventually saved the High Magus' life. We laugh and we listen with rapt attention while the other speaks, asking questions when appropriate but otherwise enjoying the company.

Eventually, after having traversed the garden paths three times, we settle down on a bench, sitting a friendly distance apart.

"What a strange life the both of us lead," he says at length, shaking his head in wonder. "How do we find ourselves in these sorts of situations?"

I smile faintly at him. "I don't know. But it certainly makes things interesting."

Owyn grunts in agreement, then falls strangely quiet. He glances up at me, his expression suddenly serious. "Listen, Zara – my time in the Ashwood has given me a chance to think. I want... I wanted to say I'm sorry. For everything. Elias leaving put me all out of sorts, and I'm sorry about the way things happened."

I reach forward and place a hand on his. "No, Owyn, I'm the one who should be sorry. You tried to apologize on the day I was raised, and I wouldn't listen. I shouldn't have snapped at you the way that I did."

He looks down at my hand on his, then meets my eye. Suddenly feeling presumptuous, I pull away.

"Friends?" He asks, voice heartfelt.

"Friends," I reply, giving him a grin that he matches.

Somewhere off in the city a bell rings, signaling the time. Looking up at the position of the sun, I find myself cursing under my breath. Light, I think. Midafternoon already? Where had the time gone?

"I should probably go," I say regrettably, turning my gaze back to Owyn. "There is still a few more things that I need to do before sundown."

"Yeah," he agrees, standing. "Me too. We have a big day tomorrow, meeting with the king."

I stand as well. "Court doesn't start until midmorning. Would you want to meet up before then? I could give you a special tour of the Conclave."

He glances uneasily up at the Pillar of Radiance, but nods. "Sure, that sounds... nice. I look forward to it."

We hug again, more awkwardly this time, before bidding each other farewell. When I begin making my way back to the Azure Tower, I find that I am smiling uncontrollably, my spirits lifted up. Even as I go about my required chores, reading up on the city's nobility in preparation for tomorrow's meeting, I am hopelessly distracted, thinking about those deep, green eyes and that lopsided grin.

Light almighty, I think to myself wistfully, trying unsuccessfully to concentrate on my books. You still have a long way to go before you're as focused as High Magus Sylvania.

Though, a part of me feels that maybe that isn't such a bad thing.
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Chapter Seven

Owyn
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My disposition is noticeably brighter as I return to the inn, the sun waning in the afternoon sky. When I push open the door to The Crown's Grace, I immediately locate Talon and the other rangers sitting at a table on the far side of the common room. Raloes had left us shortly after we entered the city, so for now, it is only myself and the rangers staying at the inn.

Approaching them, I notice that each of them is holding a set of cards, a handful of copper pieces resting on the table beside their drinks. "What are you playing?"

"Demon Scum," Talon responds without looking up from his hand. He wears a look of concentration that I have never seen on the apprentice before. "Want to play?"

I shake my head, sitting down at an empty seat next to him. "No," I reply, letting out a deep breath. "I'll just watch."

Out of the corner of his eye, Talon glances over at me then lets out a snort. "You look like an iron miner on pay day. What's got you so happy?"

Shrugging my shoulders, I try to stifle the grin splitting my face. "It's nothing. Just glad to be back in the city."

He turns, eying me for a moment before clicking his tongue and returning to look at his cards. "Uh-huh. Sure, lover boy. You strike me as the sort of person that just loves being in cities." His voice is absolutely dripping with sarcasm.

I clear my throat, attempting the change the subject. "I've never heard about this game. How do you play?"

"It's a game of bluffing," deep-voiced Ian replies from across the table, his ranger cloak tossed over his shoulder as he regards his cards thoughtfully. "The goal is to get rid of your hand before anyone else can. If you call someone's bluff, they have to pick up more cards."

He glances up from his cards and lays them face-down on a pile of cards in the middle of the table. "Two growlers."

Nobody says anything.

Next, beard-faced Derth lays down two cards. "Two banshees."

Again, nobody replies.

All eyes turn to Talon, who fixes everyone with a sly look. Then, with obvious nonchalance, he discards three cards from his hand. "Three princes," he says coolly, as if he didn't have a care in the world.

"Scum," growls Ian, which I assume is to call his bluff.

Talon leans forward, placing his other cards down in front of him. "Are you sure you want to do that, friend?"

Ian nods. "Let's see them," he replies gruffly, gesturing to the three cards he placed.

Reluctantly, Talon picks them up and lays them face-up for everyone to see. Depicted on the cards are two little imp-looking things and a seductive woman with razor-sharp claws instead of hands. A succubus?

The other rangers grin and Talon curses. "Eleven Hells," he mutters, picking up his cards and drawing three more from the deck. "That's the third time already."

Ian lets out a low chuckle. "You need to become a better liar, apprentice."

"I'll make sure Master Warden Tamara knows you said that," he replies bitterly, looking down at the cards in his hand.

The other rangers laugh.

I sit there for a time, observing their game and engaging every so often in conversation. Eventually, we order food from the bar maid, succulent pork and steamed vegetables covered in a brown, peppery sauce that makes my mouth water. I manage to down two plates of the stuff before finally becoming full.

After the meal, I decide to retire to our rooms upstairs. Even though it is only early evening, I find that I am exhausted. I'd frankly rather sleep than stay up late talking anyway.

Nobody follows me, for which I am grateful. I want some time to think about tomorrow's meeting, as well as my reunion with Zara.

I climb the stairs, polished wood creaking beneath my boots, and close the door to my shared room behind me, letting out a sigh and moving to undress. Three days in the saddle can wear out even the most seasoned riders, and within the relative safety of a city, it would be easy to find rest.

Curiously, however, sleep manages to elude me as I lay down on the bed. Even through the walls of the inn, I can hear the sounds of the city as easily as if I was standing on the streets myself. The unnatural noises are not what keep me from falling asleep, though. Thoughts of Zara flit in and out of my mind, teasing me and preventing me from relaxing. Memories taunt me of our embrace. Light, what came over me? I should have never been so forward with her.

And yet, she seemed to have liked my forwardness, blushing so red that she might have well had red paint smeared on her face.

I smile up at the ceiling as I think about it. She seems to have grown even more beautiful over the past few weeks, I realize fondly. Those playful eyes of hers, and her figure...

Shaking my head, I squeeze my eyes shut and try not to think about her that way. Stupid, I think, berating myself. Friends don't think about each other that way. Besides, she's still a bloody mage. It'll never work between you two.

I roll over onto my side and attempt to think of other things, but it is a struggle not to let my thoughts drift back to her.

Eventually, blessedly, I am able to finally fall asleep, my mind fading into a comfortable blackness. Sometime in the night, however, my pleasant dreams turn into a terrible nightmare, with snarling darkhounds in the shadows and cackling laughter from a gorgon with a flaming sword. I watch in horror as the city burns around me, piles of human corpses heaped upon the blood-soaked streets.

When I wake up, sweating and panting, I can see the purple light of dawn filtering through the bedroom window. Talon snores softly in the bed on the other side of the room, and everything in the world is exactly the way it had been when I left it.

Hells, I think, running a hand through my matted hair. It seems like these dreams are getting more frequent. I wonder why that is?

Taking a few deep breaths to calm myself, I pull myself out of bed and begin doing pushups on the floor. The repetitive motion settles my nerves as it strains my muscles, and after a few minutes I begin to feel much better.

Eventually, I push myself to my knees, chest and arms protesting from the exercise. The purple light has transformed to light gold, indicating that the sun has begun to fully rise.

Knowing that I will no longer be able to sleep, I begin getting ready for the day. I wipe off my face and beneath my arms, water splashing softly in the wash basin, and rinse my mouth with some minty solution resting on the nightstand. Feeling refreshed, I start getting dressed, pulling on my trousers and tunic and pulling my cloak over my shoulders.

Looking over at Talon, I find that he is still sound asleep. He will likely be annoyed that I did not wake him to go explore the city, but I don't really care. He insisted on coming with me to the capitol, knowing full well that he was not invited to attend my meeting with the king.

I'm sure that he will get over it.

Quietly, I make my way downstairs to the common room, where a handful of patrons sit near the hearth, eating steaming bowls of porridge. The matron hands me a bowl and a spoon and I thank her, eating quickly while standing before going to the bar and handing it back to her. Hunger sated, I decide to go looking for Zara before heading out to the palace. If I walk fast, I should have a few hours to spend with her before our meeting with the king.

Stepping out of the inn, I take a deep breath of the cold morning air and immediately grimace. My nostrils, so accustomed to breathing in the fresh scents of trees and earth, are assaulted by the smells of the city: sewage, smoke, cooking food, and unwashed bodies, all intermingling to create a truly disgusting stench.

Taking care to breath only through my mouth, I walk out onto the cobblestone street and begin making my way toward the Pillar of Radiance, which rises up from the stone buildings like an obelisk carved from burnished silver.

Traffic this morning is relatively light, probably due to the temperature and the early hour, though I do not doubt that soon the streets will be flooded with human activity.

In less than an hour, I arrive at the great complex in the center of Tarsys, an area that is noticeably cleaner and more austere than the rest of the city around it.

I approach the guards standing watch outside of the Conclave gates, their breastplates gleaming in the morning sun and their halberds held up, sapphire-colored tassels waving in the wind. Surprisingly, as I approach, they step aside, pushing the iron-wrought gates open for me to enter the main plaza. Quirking a questioning eyebrow, I inquire as to why they are letting me in without an escort.

"Seeker Dennel gave us instructions to let you through," one of the guards replies, eyes straight ahead. "Said that the same ranger that was with her yesterday would be coming, and that he was to be allowed in."

"I see," I murmur, walking past them and up to the steps leading to the gardens. "Well then... thank you."

They do not respond, merely close the gates shut behind me.

Striding up the steps, I glance around to the see that the gardens, though not quite as busy as they were yesterday, are still quite crowded with well-dressed people. They meander through the paths, flanked on all sides by the massive towers that make up the Conclave, which cast long shadows in the morning sun.

Surprisingly, I do not get very far before I find Zara sitting on a bench, reading a book covered in strange, silvery symbols. Just like yesterday, she is wearing the blue robes of a mage, along with doeskin boots and delicate white gloves, probably to ward off the autumn chill.

She glances up at me as I approach, closing the book and giving me a heart-stopping smile. "Good morning, Owyn. Did you sleep well?"

I return the smile and move to sit down next to her, shrugging my shoulders casually. "Well enough. How about you?"

"Wonderfully," she replies, tucking the book under her arm. "Shall we begin our tour?"

I give her a quizzical look. "Right now? I've only just arrived! Don't you want to sit and talk for a bit?"

"We did that yesterday," she says, standing up and taking a step toward the Pillar of Radiance. "And there's something that I want to show you. Besides, we're on a strict time schedule. We'll need to hurry if we are going to make it to the palace before midmorning bell."

I can't help but chuckle at her eagerness to show me around. "Alright," I reply, standing up and gesturing. "Lead the way."

I follow her up the steps and through the massive double doors. Although I have been in the Pillar of Radiance a couple times before, back when I first came to the city weeks ago, the sheer size of the place still fills me with a profound sense of awe. The main floor consists of a great domed chamber, bustling with mages and nobles from all over the city who converse with one another and make their way to and from the forest of columns in the center.

I regard them warily, eying the strange multi-colored pillars with a growing sense of dread. Memories of shooting up the hollow tubes on platforms of magic flood my mind, causing my stomach to churn as we approach them.

Zara glances over at me as we walk up to one in particular. “Are you alright?” She asks, voice soft. “You look like you’ve just seen a demon.”

I smile, but it feels more like a grimace. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

She raises an eyebrow, lips turning up at the corners. “If you say so,” she says, turning to look at the elderly mage guarding the front of the column. “Seeker Zara Dennel. I’m escorting this ranger to the pinnacle.”

The old man fixes me with a stern gaze, but does not dispute her. Instead, he steps to the side and places a hand on the stone, causing it to glow faintly beneath his touch. A door materializes on the column and slides open, revealing the hollowed-out middle.

Zara steps inside without hesitation, and I reluctantly follow her, feeling my pulse start to quicken as the door slides shut behind me. Blue energy, like shimmering, translucent water forms beneath our feet, and I can feel us start to rise as it takes us up into the tower.

I take in a deep breath through my nose, stiffening against the motion, but fortunately the ride doesn’t last long. The platform slows and eventually comes to a full stop as the door opens once again, revealing a completely different floor in front of us.

As light from the hall floods the lift, I realize that in my anxiety I had taken Zara’s hand in mine. My hand clutches her in a vice-like grip, and I quickly let go, flushing with embarrassment.

“Sorry,” I mutter, exiting the lift beside her.

“It’s alright,” she says with a small smile. She does not seem at all bothered by the situation.

Zara proceeds to lead me down a long, curving hallway, walking briskly past windows offering a dazzling view of the city. I recognize this hall as the place we had come on that first night to report to the Circle. Why in the Light has she brought me here?

Soon, we approach yet another lift, this one much smaller than the one we had just exited. Another mage guards this one, but he seems to recognize Zara as we approach, stepping aside and opening the door. As we enter, I pointedly do not reach for her hand again, instead thrusting them into the pockets of my cloak. If anything, this seems to amuse her.

This ride feels even shorter than the first, and it isn’t long before the door slides open again, revealing a wide, domed chamber with a large opening carved into the ceiling.

My mouth drops open as I step onto a platform, looking up at an enormous bluish crystal floating in the air. Its face, roughly-hewn and multifaceted, glistens like polished marble, and swirling patterns of light dance within, pulsing beneath its surface like something alive. The light, which looks a lot like the radiant magic that I have seen Zara channel, gathers near the top of the crystal, shooting up in a beam that disappears through the hole above.

Almost instantly I realize what I am looking at: the power source of the Arc of Radiance itself.

“The Heart of Light,” Zara remarks reverently to my side.

“Light almighty,” I murmur, eyes fixating on the pulsing energy within the great source crystal. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

All around it, mages with strange tools and notebooks prod the thing and hurriedly write down notes, apparently testing the crystal for something. Next to its massive size, they look like little more than insects.

"This is what we are fighting for, Owyn," she says, her voice soft and ponderous. "This is what the demons and the Harbingers are trying to destroy."

"It's all that is holding back the armies of the R'Laar," I reply, eyes still glued to the crystalline structure. "Without this, we're all doomed."

"Yes," she confirms after a moment's hesitation.

We stand there for a time, staring up at the Heart of Light, shoulder to shoulder on the platform. My skin prickles as the pulsing magic thrums above us, but I don't know if it is some side effect of the radiant magic or my own imagination.

"It certainly puts things in perspective," I mutter, tearing my eyes away and turning to look at Zara. "Next to this thing, all our petty problems seem small."

"It's more fragile than it appears, I'm afraid," she says, perhaps a little more anxiously than she intended. "For some reason the Heart is failing. That is why demons are starting to get through the Arc."

"Well," I say, offering her a mirthless smile. "We'll have to do something about that, won't we?"

"I wanted you to see it before we go meet with King Aethelgar," she continues, brushing off my attempted humor. "I wanted you to grasp exactly what it is we are dealing with. This is bigger than you and I, even bigger than the Conclave itself. If the Heart dies, every living person in Tarsynium will be destroyed. That is what we will have to impress upon the king."

I exhale slowly, looking back over at the giant crystal. "No pressure, then."

For a while we continue chatting, but the tone feels more subdued than it had before. In the face of the Heart of Light, it is difficult to find any measure of levity. Before long, we head back into the lift and begin descending to the main level of the Pillar of Radiance.

"We'll need to start getting ready for our meeting with the king," Zara says as we ride down. "Would you like to take a carriage with me to the palace?"

"Thanks, but I will need to return to the inn, first," I reply, trying not to let my uneasiness of being back in the lift show. "The rangers who came with me want to escort me to the meeting."

"Ah," she replies as the lift slows down and the doors slide open before us. "I see."

We step out onto the main level, the noise of the grand chamber washing over us as we make our way to the exit.

"Well then," Zara says after a moment, turning to regard me. "I will see you there, Owyn Lund. Remember what we talked about."

"Of course," I reply, flashing her a small smile. "I'll see you soon, Zara Dennel."

With that, we go our separate ways, Zara to another lift and me to the great double doors. In my mind's eye I can still see the massive source crystal pulsing in the air, its magical light almost overwhelming. The thought of such a device failing fills me with dread and wonder, my heart troubled as I step out into the sunlight.
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Chapter Eight

Zara
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My carriage bounces on the bumpy cobblestones, jostling me as I sit nervously within. "Light, give me strength," I mutter to myself, gazing out the veiled window at the city beyond.

Even after having met with the Circle of Magisters and the High Magus herself on multiple occasions, the thought of facing the king of Tarsynium fills me with anxiety. After the excitement of seeing Owyn faded, I quickly realized that my station and my accomplishments mean very little to the king, who has long maintained a distance between his court and the Conclave. It is not his brash reputation or even his superior legal authority that now has me feeling nervous.

It is the thought of what will happen if I fail to convince him of the demonic threat.

Of course, I have heard stories of the king's hot headedness, of his short temper and penchant for swift and brutal justice. King Aethelgar has assured that absolute power in the kingdom rests upon his shoulders. However, after facing down an army of demons and fighting against murderous cultists, the only thing that worries me is my inability to sway him into helping us fight the R'Laar.

Though, I admit to myself as the carriage pulls to a stop in front of the palace, I suppose the fact that he could exile me on whim is more than a little troubling.

Taking a deep breath, I push open the door a step out onto the street, where a retinue of guards stands waiting for me. They wear polished steel armor and longswords, their pauldrons painted with the red and gold of the king, and their helms sprout crimson plumes that remind me of the feathers of a bird.

They salute as I step out of the carriage, and one of them steps up to me, lifting his faceplate up with a gauntleted fist. "Seeker Dennel?" He asks, voice strong and deep.

I give him a curious look. "Yes?"

"We have been tasked with escorting you to the Head Stewardess. Please, come with us."

Glancing up at the carriage, I meet the eyes of the driver. He shrugs, and I gesture for him to go. He cracks the reins and pulls away, leaving me standing in front of the grand edifice.

Unlike the towers of the Conclave, I would not describe the palace as lofty. Rather, it is sturdy, built like a fortress with thick walls and domed inner buildings. The plastered walls are covered in ivy and carry banners bearing the king's sigil. Where a castle is sparse and defensible, the palace is austere and even a little gaudy, with gold leaf adorning the rooftops and rich, polished woods holding up the structure.

Staring up at the walls, noting the many crossbowmen on guard up there, I steel myself, adopting the cool look of serenity that many associate with the mages of the Conclave.

"This way," the knight says, marching with the other men into the raised archway marking the entrance.

I go with them, walking beneath the wicked-looking portcullis and into the wide courtyard beyond. It is not as well-manicured as the gardens of the Conclave, but it is still beautiful, bearing a militaristic style reminiscent of the army encampments stationed outside the city.

The knights lead me to a large staircase leading into a great building of timbers and stone. Armor clinking, they walk up the steps to where four pikemen guard the double doors, resplendent in blood-red tabards. Without speaking, they push open the doors, allowing my retinue and I to step through without breaking pace.

Light almighty, I think, glancing at the many kill slits in the walls and the soldiers walking about. I'd hate to be the army invading this place.

The chamber inside is just as austere as the exterior of the palace, with great columns and polished marble floors stretching on before me. My retinue leads me in several dozen paces, then veers to the left, pushing open a nondescript door and motioning for me to step inside.

"The Head Stewardess will be with you shortly," the guard says to me in a bored-sounding tone. "Please wait here for the time being."

I walk into the room and am pleased to see that Owyn is there waiting for me, along with a handful of other rangers. They wait, sitting on a row of benches before a stain glass window lit by the sunlight beyond.

Upon seeing me, Owyn immediately stands up and approaches me, beaming despite the glint of uneasiness in his eyes.

Glad I'm not the only one feeling uncomfortable by all of this, I think to myself wryly.

"It's been a long time," I say teasingly as he steps up to me. "How have you been?"

"Under the circumstances, quite well." He glances around, giving me the impression of a wolf in a cage. "Are you ready for this?"

I heave a sigh. "As ready as I'll ever be, I suppose."

He gives me a comforting smile. Then, an unrefined voice speaks up from the group of rangers behind him.

"Hells, Owyn, you didn't tell me that your friend was a mage. And you also failed to mention that she is absolutely gorgeous."

A black-haired young man, about the same age as Owyn steps up beside him, looking me up and down without reservation. He wears the same green-grey ranger cloak that Owyn does, though he is not nearly as well-built. Finally, after running his eyes all over my body, he winks at me with his dark eyes and gives me a salacious smile.

"Talon Meacham, my lady," he says, bowing slightly. "At your service."

I purse my lips and raise an eyebrow at him, and Owyn jabs an elbow into the boy's side, causing him to grunt in pain.

"She's a Magus from the Conclave, idiot," he growls. "Not some barmaid. Show her a little respect."

Was that a flash of jealousy in Owyn's eyes, or was that just my imagination? "It's alright, Owyn," I say coolly, turning to regard the wincing ranger. "Well met, Talon Meacham. My name is Zara Dennel. I am pleased to make your acquaintance."

"I – uh... yours too, Magus."

Just then, the door on the far side of the room bursts open, prompting the rangers to stand and place hands on their weapons.

A willowy woman in elegant white and red robes sweeps into the room, followed by a train of anxious-looking servants. Her grey hair is pulled up into a tight bun, and her pale blue eyes flick over to Owyn and I, the corners wrinkling in apparent distaste as she recognizes us.

"You two must be Owyn Lund and Zara Dennel," she says, waving for the servants to leave her. After they depart, scurrying away like frightened rodents, she turns to regard us, glancing us over with an imperious gaze. "My name is Leila Olson," she continues after a moment. "I am the Head Stewardess of the palace, and the secretary of the king. It is my place to educate you on the court before proceeding into his majesty's council chambers."

Owyn and I look at each other, and I can see in his expression the same uncertainty that I feel. This woman already has a way of making both of us feel like children.

"This is your first time coming to the royal palace is it not?"

Both of us nod.

"I see." She pulls out a small notepad from a pocket and begins flipping through pages. "Well, let us start with the basics. The king will be attended by many of the most important nobles in the kingdom. They will be in the periphery, and will only passively participate in the proceedings. When first enter the court, you will approach the king's throne and bow. I will be introducing you. When he asks you to speak, you may address him as 'your majesty'. Anything else will be a serious breach of protocol. Are you with me so far?"

"Yes, Head Stewardess," I say at the same time Owyn grunts in the affirmative.

"Good," she replies tersely, glancing back down at the notepad. "King Aethelgar has requested to speak with both of you personally, and so all of his questions should be answered to the best of your ability. Please indulge all of his requests. When it comes time to leave, thank him for allowing you to grace his presence, then bow again before departing. Oh," she adds, looking down at the hatchet on Owyn's belt, "and you must remove all of your weapons before being admitted to the court."

Grudgingly, Owyn reaches down and pulls out his hatchet, handing it over to Talon while giving the Stewardess a look of pure iron. I reach up and remove my talisman as well. Although she did not mention the source crystal specifically, I think it best not to antagonize the woman.

Satisfied, she places the small notebook back into her hidden pocket. "Do you have any questions for me before we move forward with the proceedings?"

Owyn shakes his head, but there is something that I am curious about. "How much does the king know? About what happened in the Emberwood, that is."

Leila furrows her brow at me, lips tightening into a thin line. "I'm afraid I can't answer that," she replies at length, her tone carrying a tone of finality with it. "The king must ultimately decide which information to share with you. However, I am able to impress upon you the seriousness of the matter. His majesty is very concerned with what you two experienced all those weeks ago."

I nod, though I have to resist letting out a sigh of frustration. It'll have to do, I think to myself. I suppose I'm going to find out soon enough, anyway.

With that, we all settle into a brief period of waiting, the Head Stewardess claiming that we will be heading for the council chamber shortly. Time seems to pass by at a crawl, but eventually a servant pokes her head into the room and nods to Leila, prompting her to ask us to follow her.

"Good luck, mate," Talon says to Owyn, sliding the hatchet into his own belt loop and stepping over to wait with the other rangers. Even from the corner of my eye, I can spot him glancing over at my backside.

Owyn certainly has an... interesting choice in friends.

The straight-backed woman then leads us from the waiting room and through a series of hallways, eventually settling before a richly carved door that has been painted and laquered crimson. Two porters in livery stand outside, and I can hear voices coming from within.

"Alright," I whisper to Owyn, heart beating nervously. "Here we go."

The porters push open the doors, admitting us to a wide hall lit with golden windows and flickering torches, a vaulted ceiling high above our head painted with beautiful frescoes and scenes of heroism. Flanked on either side of the walkway, which consists of a red carpet on the polished marble, are legions of nobles and their attendants, looking eagerly at us from behind a balustrade. They chatter softly as we step inside, one of the porters walking up behind us.

"Announcing Seeker Zara Dennel of the Conclave, and ranger's apprentice Owyn Lund!" His voice rings out in the vast chamber, drowning out the excited whispers.

We begin walking forward anxiously, Leila leading us.

At the end of the hall rests a throne that appears to be carved from wood and inlaid with ivory and gold. The high-backed seat rises up from a platform, and bears a man sitting in regal robes of the deepest red. The man is wide of girth and wears a thick, black beard, blending perfectly with the curling locks cascading about his shoulders. Above his face, which is ruddy of complexion, rests a crown of the purest gold, set with massive rubies that glitter in the filtered sunlight.

King Aethelgar watches intently as we walk toward him down the long hallway, his fingers tapping restlessly on the armrest of his throne.

We come to a stop before the steps leading up to where he sits, and the Head Stewardess turns to regard him, gesturing at us with an outstretched hand. The whispering in the hall behind us immediately dies out.

"As requested, your majesty," she says, speaking each word with practiced refinement and respect. "Magus Dennel and Ranger Lund have come to answer your questions on the incident that occurred in the Emberwood."

Aethelgar regards us for a moment, apparently considering before leaning forward and resting his hands on his knees. "You two are much younger than I imagined. If the reports are true, then you've experienced much in the past weeks. Tell me – are my spymasters correct? Have demons begun invading Tarsynium?"

The grand hall falls deathly quiet at his words, and Owyn and I glance at one another uncertainly.

"You may speak freely," the king says after a few heartbeats, waving his hand and leaning back in his throne. "Please, I must know."

"The reports are accurate, your majesty," I find myself saying, unnerved at how my voice echoes in the cavernous chamber. I can practically feel the eyes of the dozens of men and women on my back. After a brief pause, I continue. "The R'Laar have begun breaching the Arc of Radiance. Owyn and I have faced them myself, and I can attest that they are terrible foes."

Hushed conversations break out behind us, and I watch as the king begins stroking his beard, apparently considering my words.

"This is troubling news," he says at last, prompting the nobles to stop talking. "How bad is the situation with the Arc?"

"The Arc is... still under review, your majesty. The demons can apparently only come through a few at a time, and then it is only at random. My colleagues believe that it is only a matter of time before the Heart of Light completely fails, allowing the R'Laar to come at us in force."

Aethelgar continues stroking his beard, his slumped posture in the throne making his belly appear much larger. Abruptly he turns his gaze over to Owyn.

"And what of you, ranger's apprentice? Word has reached my ears of some tumult within your organization."

Owyn hesitates, clearly unsure about how he should proceed. Then, he begins speaking, the words coming out cautiously. "Master Warden Thorne was being controlled by a demon, your majesty. He was removed, and First Warden Tamara Moyle was chosen to take his place."

"I see," the king replies, thoughtful. "It appears that even our most trusted institutions are no longer safe. And is it true, Magus, that demon worshipping cultists have infiltrated the Conclave?"

I try to answer as diplomatically as possible. "I'm not sure if 'infiltrate' is the right word. Assassins and a rogue steward carried out a string of murders, trying to subvert the Conclave, but they appear to have been wiped out. We have not seen signs of the Harbingers for some time."

"Perhaps they are gone," the king replies musingly, "perhaps they are not. Only time will tell." A silence settles over the hall, prompting whispers to rise again from the congregated nobles. After a few moments, though, the king begins speaking again.

"The situation is dire indeed," he mutters, mostly to himself by the sound of it. Then, heaving himself up from the throne, he stands to face the nobles crowded in the peripheries of the hall. "It is just as I feared... the survival of the whole of Tarsynium now hangs in the balance. The heroes of the Emberwood," he gestures to Owyn and I, "have confirmed what I already knew: the R'Laar have, at long last, come to finish what they started more than a thousand years ago."

I spare a quick look over my shoulder to see pale faces looking toward us, fear showing plainly in their eyes. This is good, I think to myself, turning back to stare up at the king. With the king on our side, we now have a powerful ally in the fight against the R'Laar.

Light send that it will be enough.

"In light of these new revelations," the king continues, starting to pace on the dais supporting his throne, "it will be important for us to unite our fractured kingdom against this common enemy. A king cannot hope to fight such a foe with rebels roving in his lands."

Clasping his hands behind his back, he stares imperiously down at Owyn and I, brow furrowed deeply. "You two have proven yourselves on multiple occasions to be competent and loyal subjects. Your king would ask something of you, something of the utmost importance. Will the two of you carry a message to Dunmar City for me? I wish to extend an offer of peace to Xander Thel."

Several people gasp behind me, and I can't help but wear a look of shock myself. Did I hear him right? Did the king of Tarsynium just admit before the court that he wants peace with the Nightingales?

Owyn, who had been standing there quietly, takes a step toward the dais, his expression troubled. "Your majesty... we are willing to serve, but nobody knows the location of Dunmar City. It is a secret that the rebels guard with their lives."

"That, my young apprentice, is where you are wrong." King Aethelgar looks over at a pair of servants and claps his hands twice, prompting them to run over to a door on the side of the hall. "Fortune has smiled upon us, it seems, for we have recently captured a Nightingale insurgent. In exchange for clemency, he has agreed to guide you to the hidden city to deliver my terms for peace."

Owyn and I look over to see a man being pulled toward us by an armored guard. He is dirty and disheveled, with clinking manacles binding his hands and feet. Despite his appearance, however, he walks tall, head held proudly as the nobles begin to boo and jeer. Everything seems to fade into the background as I recognize him, my mouth literally dropping open in surprise.

The Nightingale prisoner is none other than Owyn's master, a man who has been absent for nearly a month.

Elias Keen.
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Chapter Nine

Owyn
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The world seems to stand still as I stare at an impossibility.

My master, the man who taught me everything I know about being a ranger, is a Nightingale... a traitor and a liar.

White hot rage begins to boil inside of me, threatening to burst out in a violent explosion, but surprisingly it soon vanishes, replaced by a strange detachment that leaves me feeling sick to my stomach.

Vaguely, I can hear the king droning on in the background.

"This Nightingale, a former ranger, will escort you with a retinue of guards to Dunmar City, where you will deliver my offer of peace to Xander Thel. Then, with the kingdom finally united, will we be able to face what is to come."

With a handful of flowery words, he then dismisses the nobles and closes the meeting, but my eyes do not leave Elias.

He stands there, eyes straight ahead, heavy chains binding his wrists and ankles, and yet he looks as confident and strong as I remember him. Briefly, our eyes meet, and I think that I see the stoic visage crack somewhat, revealing something akin to regret, even sorrow. He holds my gaze for a moment then glances away, looking forward and setting his jaw firmly.

Eleven Hells, I think to myself, feeling that somehow all of this is some sort of nightmare. How could this be?

Someone begins tugging on my arm, and it takes me a moment to realize that it is Zara. Her voice, spoken softly in my ear, sounds like it is coming through a haze.

"Let's go, Owyn. The king has adjourned the meeting."

Sure enough, Head Stewardess Olson stands halfway down the hall, eying the two of us with annoyance as the remaining nobles exit through the grand double doors.

Finally managing to look away from Elias, I allow Zara to tow me out of the audience chamber, though I don't really remember walking away. Before I know it, I am back in the waiting room, Talon and the other rangers glancing over at me in concern.

"How did it go?" The other apprentice asks, practically leaping up from the bench. "What did the king want with you?"

The words fail on my tongue. I simply look down at my boots, eyebrows pinched together in consternation.

"King Aethelgar wants us to deliver a peace treaty to the leader of the Nightingales in Dunmar city," Zara says at length, reaching down and squeezing my arm. "Then he brought out his master in chains, claiming that he was a captured Nightingale."

Talon takes a step back, muttering, "Eleven Hells," under his breath. The ranger Ian jumps up from his bench and approaches us, looking bewildered.

"Elias Keen?" He asks urgently. "Are you certain?"

"Yes," Zara replies, her voice sounding small.

This causes Ian to curse, and the other rangers put their heads together, talking in hushed but urgent tones.

Still, I say nothing, my thoughts a jumbled mess. This whole time... he was lying to me. Was anything he taught me real? The sick feeling in my gut still persists, but it is slowly being replaced with cold, tempered anger. It takes me a few minutes, but eventually I come to grips with a single fact: I am going to have to confront Elias about these allegations personally.

“Owyn... are you alright?” Zara’s soft voice shakes me out of my darkening thoughts.

I turn to her, attempting unsuccessfully to smooth out my troubled features, and give her a smile that is little more than a grimace. “Yes,” I reply gruffly. “I’m fine.”

“Bloody terrible,” Talon says, almost apologetically. “Truly, just rotten damned luck. Sorry about all this, mate.”

Zara’s hand slides down my forearm and wraps tightly around my fingers, squeezing them as she looks deeply into my eyes. “I’m here for you, Owyn.” Then she glances over at Talon and amends, “We’re here for you.”

Talon nods emphatically. “She’s right. We’re all in this together.

I take in a deep breath and exhale slowly, steeling myself for what I am about to do. “I need to go speak with him,” I say, looking at each of them in turn. “I need to confront him about all of this.”

Talon nods slowly, but Zara does not seem convinced.

“Owyn, I’m not sure if this is the best idea. I think you should take some time to think everything over.”

Looking her directly in the eyes, I squeeze her hand back. “Thank you, Zara. I’m alright. But this is something that I have to do.”

She chews her lip, looking for a moment like she is about to say something else, but she finally nods, releasing my hand and taking a step back. She gives me an encouraging smile, but her expression still looks concerned.

Turning away, I head out of the waiting room and back into the hall, where I find a pair of guards chatting beside a massive wooden column. I approach them, adopting a hard, stoic expression before speaking.

“Take me to him,” I say, looking at each of them in turn. “I wish to speak with the Nightingale prisoner.”

The guards look over at me and hesitate, glancing at each other before one of them fixes me with a suspicious look. “I’m not sure if that is advisable, ranger.”

I do not back down. “The king has ordered that I travel with this man, a request that every noble in the capital overheard. He is my former master, and I would have words with him before I depart.” I cross my arms in front of me, as if to emphasize the fact that I will not budge on the matter.

Again, the guards look at each other. “No weapons,” one of them replies at length, resting a hand on the sword at his hip. “He’s the king’s prisoner, and must not be harmed.

I spread my arms apart, showing them that I am unarmed – Talon has not yet returned my father’s hatchet to me.

They look me over, then, apparently satisfied that I am not carrying a weapon, turn to lead me through the labyrinth of the king’s palace. As we round a corner and begin going down a set of stairs, I notice that my pulse is beginning to race. Light, why should meeting my master make me so nervous? It hasn’t been that long since I have last seen him.

It’s the betrayal, I realize at length, waiting as one of the guards produces a heavy, iron key from his pocket and unlocks a stout door at the bottom of the stairs. I have no idea what he is going to say to me. Hells... I don’t even know what I am going to say.

Suddenly, I find myself regretting coming down here. I think that I should ignore that this man even exists.

No, I remind myself forcibly. This has to be done, for my own peace of mind, if anything.

The guard pushes open the door, gesturing for me to step inside the shadowy dungeon. A long corridor stretches before me, lit only by flickering candles set into lanterns on the wall.

“Third cell on your left,” the guard says, his voice lacking any sympathy at all. “We’ll be right here when you’re ready to go.”

Nodding, I walk through the doorway and make my way over to the cell. It smells of mildew and rot down here, mixed with the stench of human excrement. Somewhere in the dungeon, water drips incessantly into a puddle, and figures shift away from me in their cells as I pass, as if afraid of what I might do to them.

I approach the third cell on the left, peeking through the bars at a figure sitting straight-backed on a bench. Even in the low light of the candles, I can make out Elias’ grim expression, the way that his slate grey eyes watch my every movement. Chains still bind his wrists, but he still reminds me of a taut bowstring, ready to snap at a moment’s notice.

For a time I just stand there, staring at him, his face an unreadable mask. Then, after what feels like an eternity, he breaks the silence, his voice sounding scratchy in the quiet stone prison.

“You look well,” he says, examining me from the darkness. “Stronger. You’ve grown much since I last saw you.”

I do not reply, simply continue staring.

Clearing his throat, he speaks again. “I trust things at the Lodge are going well? I overheard from some of the guards that you had just come from the Ashwood.”

Again, I do not reply.

He shifts in his seat, causing the chains around his wrists to rattle. His impenetrable mask begins to crack somewhat, showing that he feels uncomfortable under my gaze. “Owyn... I can explain. Not everything is as it seems. Let me tell you where I have been–”

“You were a traitor this whole time,” I say softly, cutting him off.

His eyes harden, glittering dangerously at me from the back of the cell. “I am no traitor,” he replies, voice a low rumble.

I can suddenly feel the fury bubbling up from within me. Reaching forward, I grab the bars of his cell and snarl at him. “Swear to me, right now before the Light, that you are not a member of the Nightingales.”

Elias hesitates but does not say anything.

“I knew it,” I respond bitterly, glaring at him through the bars. “You lied to me, and I trusted you... trusted you to teach me how to be a ranger. Really, you were not even a ranger yourself.”

“I am a ranger,” he growls. I can see that his iron-bound fists are clenched before him. “It’s more complicated than that, lad. All of this is so much more complicated than you know."

"What about the Emberwood?" I ask, fuming. "Dagger's Point, General Pyke, Barus? Were all of them in on it, or was us being captured some elaborate ruse to keep me from finding out?"

"Not many Nightingales even know who I am," he replies after a moment. "I've been with the rangers for the last few decades, serving the realm the best way that I could. Now, only the Protector and a few others even know I am still affiliated with the Nightingales." He pauses, as if waiting for me to respond, but I merely stand there, glaring coldly at him. He sets his jaw and continues. "Allow me to explain, to tell you everything, and I promise that you will begin to understand.”

“No,” I reply, my voice barely above a whisper. My rage begins to cool, smoldering like coals beneath a blanket of ash.

Elias furrows his brow. “Please, Owyn. Trust me–”

“No!” I say more firmly, my voice raising. I can hear the other prisoners scuttling in their cells on either side of me. “The king has commanded me to go with you to Dunmar City, so I will go. Oaths still mean something to me. But that doesn’t mean that I have to listen to a single word you have to say. I waited for you for weeks, trusting that you would return and continue training me, but I was a fool. The master I had known in the Emberwood is dead.”

I release my grip on the bars and step away, leaving Elias sitting in his cell. He actually looks distraught beneath his usual stoic demeanor, the lines on his face deepening as my words hit home.

“I am no longer your apprentice,” I say, turning my back on him. With that, I stride from the dungeon, allowing the guards to close the door behind me.
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Chapter Ten

Zara
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I stand anxiously in the waiting room, wringing my hands as I wait for Owyn to return.

Part of me still can't believe that Elias, the brave and unflinching ranger, is a Nightingale rebel. He fought beside us at Forest Hill, and by all appearances did it to defend the kingdom, including the king and the Conclave.

This is madness, I think, pacing the small room for perhaps the hundredth time. Is there no one left on Byhalya that we can trust?

Talon watches me from his place on the bench, the lecherous gleam that had been in his eyes all but vanished. Instead he looks contemplative, his angular face scrunched up in a perpetual frown. The other rangers, I did not catch their names, had left the palace, muttering something about needed to send a missive to the Master Warden.

When the door finally bursts open, admitting a sorrowful-looking Owyn, I practically squeal in relief, rushing up to his side and grabbing his arm.

"How did it go?" I ask, not really knowing what to say. "Is everything alright?"

His eyebrows are knit together in a look of sadness mixed with frustration, but he nods his head. "Yes," he replies, reaching over and placing his hand on mine. "Everything is alright."

Talon comes up behind me, pulling out the hatchet from his belt and handing it over to Owyn. "Did you spit in his treacherous face?"

I shoot a glare at him over my shoulder, but Owyn does not seem bothered by his comment.

"No," he says with a sigh. "But I did tell him how I feel. That man... that man is no longer my master. He's a traitor and a liar, but I will allow him to lead us to Dunmar City."

Disappointed, but understanding, I reach my arms up and wrap him in a hug. He leans into it and rests his hand in the small of my back, some of the tension melting away from his posture. After a few seconds, I release him and step back, offering him an encouraging smile. 

"Well," Talon says, shrugging his shoulders and giving Owyn a hesitant grin, "I guess we're both orphan apprentices now. Officially, anyway."

“Yeah,” Owyn replies, though he does not share his friend’s mirth.

An awkward silence follows, and all three of us stand there, shifting uncomfortably. Finally, I speak up, breaking the silence in an attempt to change the topic of conversation. “After you left, the Head Stewardess spoke to us. She let us know that we would be leaving for the journey tomorrow morning, and that we should spend the rest of the day readying our things and saying our goodbyes.”

“Ian and the others are planning on returning to the Ashwood,” Talon adds, scratching his chin. “They are sending a carrier bird to the Lodge to carry word ahead of them. Don’t worry, though. I let them know that I would be going with you, not with them.”

This actually seems to bring a faint smile to Owyn’s lips. “I wasn’t worried,” he says, fingering his hatchet before sliding it into his belt loop.

“Well, I should probably go,” I say after a moment, smoothing out the front of my robes. “There are some things I need to take care of before I set off on yet another grand adventure.” I hesitate, then grab Owyn in another hug, this one much quicker than the one before.

Blushing, I say farewell to both of them, then leave the waiting chamber, setting off for the Conclave. As I go, I can hear Talon muttering to Owyn, “Rather fond of touching you, isn’t she?”

This causes my blush to deepen.

***
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BY THE TIME I FINALLY make it back to the Conclave, it is already well into the afternoon.

I step out of my carriage and make my way immediately to the Azure Tower, flagging down stewards and instructing them to begin the process of packing up my things. We will no doubt be riding on horseback through the mountains, so I will have to pack light, but I make sure they are aware of bringing the essentials – my makeup pouch among them.

Satisfied that they can take care of the rest, I exit my rooms and descend a flight of stairs, making my way to the sky bridge leading to the Pillar of Radiance.

There are books I need to secure for the journey, but before that I will need to say goodbye to two people in particular.

First, I take a lift down to the Great Library, where I begin traversing the maze of bookshelves. As always, the immense chamber is lit by massive chandeliers, providing the perfect amount of light to read by, though I pay them little heed. Instead I focus my attention on navigating the twisting pathways to the center of the library, where I finally manage to find Richard Shaw sitting behind a desk, a pile of dusty-looking scrolls resting in front of him.

He perks up as I approach, his eyes lighting up as I walk up to where he sits. Then, noticing my expression, his expression falters, turning into one of concern. “What’s wrong?” He asks, pushing himself up from his seat.

“Am I really that easy to read?” I ask, placing my hands on my hips.

He nods. “Like a book.”

I sigh. “I have just been commanded by the king to leave the city on an assignment. I will be leaving first thing in the morning.”

“Oh,” he replies, a look of sadness coming over his face, though he tries to hide it. “How long will you be gone?”

“I’m not sure,” I answer honestly. “And I’m not sure if I’m really supposed to talk about it. It’s important, though, and it could quite possibly be very dangerous.”

He regards me for a moment, his bald head reflecting the light of the chandelier above him, before responding. “Well,” he says, forcing a smile, “if anyone could handle a dangerous assignment from the king of Tarsynium himself, it is you. I’m sure you’ll manage to save the world when you are out there.”

I go to say something, then hesitate, not really sure on how to approach my next request. He seems to notice my hesitation, his body language becoming more guarded.

“You didn’t come here simply to say goodbye to me, did you?”

I shake my head, trying unsuccessfully not to look abashed.

He nods, as if this were something that he had expected all along. “You want books, don’t you?”

“Maybe?” I give him an innocent-looking smile.

He lets out a sigh, his shoulders slumping somewhat. “You know the rules, Zara. Even mages are not allowed to take books outside of the Conclave. I could lose my job as a steward.”

“I understand,” I reply, taking a persistent step toward him. “But this is important, Richard. The very realm hangs in the balance, and the knowledge contained in these books could help give me an edge when I’m out there, fighting the R’Laar.” I look into his eyes and give him my best attempt at a pleading look. “Please?”

He stares at me for a moment, considering. It seems as if I can actually feel the struggle going on inside of him. Finally, after what feels like an eternity, he deflates, letting out a long breath, shoulders sagging. “Fine,” he says, looking down. “I’ll do it for you, Zara. Light help me, but I want to do everything I can to help you.”

I grin, taking another step forward and pulling him into an embrace. Light, I’ve been doing this a lot, lately. “Thank you,” I say softly into his ear.

He stiffens, not sure of how to react, and after a moment pats me awkwardly on the back.

Letting go, I immediately begin listing off the books I will require. “I need anything you have on the Nightingales, preferably something older and not doctored with by the royal archivists. Ancient lineages would be great, as well, and anything on ancient magic. I’m particularly interested in spell books that predate the Doom.”

“Is that all?” He asks, reaching up and rubbing his bald head as if he has a headache.

“If you find anything on the R’Laar that I haven’t read, I’ll take that too.” I give him as sweet a smile as I can muster. “Thank you so much, Richard. I really do appreciate it.”

“Don’t mention it,” he replies gruffly, going back to sit at his desk. “I’ll make sure to smuggle the books out of the library tonight. They’ll be dropped off to your rooms before you depart.”

I turn to leave, making my way back to the lifts, but stop as he speaks up again.

“Oh, and Zara?”

I look over my shoulder, regarding him curiously.

“I meant what I said earlier, about you saving the world.” His tone is sad but hopeful. “Best of luck to you on your journey. I hope we meet again soon.”

“Me too,” I reply before rounding a bookshelf and disappearing from sight. The conversation leaves me feeling more than a little melancholy.

I weave through the library, my thoughts consuming me. On the one hand, I am pleased to have achieved my goal in getting books for the trip, but on the other, I am sad to be saying goodbye to a friend. Light knows I have far too few friends as it is, I think to myself as I move to the exit.

Something deep down tells me it will be some time before I am able to return to the Conclave again.

Climbing the stairs, I reach the main chamber and make my way back to the lifts, heading over to the one I know will take me to the High Magus’ office. The mage standing guard instantly recognizes me and lets me through, and before long I am shooting up into the Pillar of Radiance, a platform of shimmering magic radiating beneath my feet.

As the doors slide open, I begin walking down the sterile hall, stepping past the secretary and passing offices dedicated to members of the Circle of Magisters. Nobody gives me so much as a second glance as I go by.

I’m going to miss this place, I think to myself, listening as my footfalls echo on the marble floors. There’s no telling when I will have an opportunity to come back.

I find Sylvania’s office open, the door slightly ajar. Approaching, I push it open and seeing that her desk is empty. I turn, looking around inside and find her standing before a carved statue set into an alcove on the wall. The bust is of a regal-looking woman with wise eyes, staring forward with indomitable determination. She looks more like a goddess than a natural person, with chiseled, yet delicate features and hair framing her face perfectly. Near the bottom of the statue, which rests upon a short pillar, is a depiction of a talisman, the mock source crystal cut from blue sapphire and resting on her neck line.

The High Magus does not look back at me as I slip inside the room.

“I assume the meeting with the king went well?” Her voice is pensive, as though she is still using half her brain to think about deep things.

“As well as one could expect,” I reply, glancing past her to stare at the bust of the regal woman. Has that always been there? “He asked me to go on a mission to him.”

“I know,” she replies, back still toward me. “He wants you to go to Dunmar City.”

Even though this shouldn’t surprise me, I still marvel at how quickly she is able to learn information within the court. “Spies?” I guess, fingering my talisman.

“A High Magus must retain her secrets,” she replies cryptically. I can almost hear the smile in her voice. “They help me keep this place fully functioning.” After a moment she turns around, fixing me with her stern but intelligent gaze. Something about the way she looks at me gives me the impression of profound tiredness, masked only by the mantle of being the most powerful mage in the kingdom.

“And what do you think about it?” I ask, genuinely interested in her opinion. I find myself desperate for guidance, for her to give me sage advice before I once again leave the city.

“Honestly, I’m not certain,” she says, and I try not to let my disappointment show on my face.

She pauses before continuing, appearing uncharacteristically vulnerable. Then, she gestures back at the statue.

“Do you know who this is?” She asks, the pensive tone entering back into her voice.

I shake my head. “I’m afraid I don’t, High Magus.”

“This,” she explains, “is Sophronia Kent, the High Magus who helped create the Arc of Radiance. It was because of her that mankind was able to survive the Doom, and her genius built the Conclave into what it is today – a bastion for magical learning and innovation.”

“Oh,” I reply, feeling stupid. Every new mage at the Academy knows who Sophronia Kent is. In the thousand or so years since her death, she has achieved an almost mythical reputation.

“She was a High Magus for the ages,” Sylvania goes on, turning back to admire the bust with a distant look in her eyes. “Taking a fractured world and ensuring that a little piece of it was able to survive. Sometimes I wonder that if she were here, what she would do in my place.”

I open my mouth to reply, then close it. Somehow, it feels like no response will be the best response in this situation.

Sylvania seems to consider her own words for a moment, gazing at the bust before finally turning to regard me. "I give you permission to leave the Conclave on this mission, as well as my blessing. If the king requires this of you, you must go. But be sure to keep your wits about you." She lowers her voice and leans in toward me, eyes looking around conspiratorially. "I don't trust the king. Men like him are only interested in two things: maintaining their power and finding more of it to sate their lust."

I reply, "Yes, High Magus," though in truth, I feel uneasy. I have never heard any speak of this king like this before, least of all the leader of the Conclave.

She takes a step back and looks over me, her face softening and a small smile gracing her lips. "You are a fine mage, Zara Dennel – one of the brightest I have had the privilege of knowing. Be safe out there, and let me know if there is anything I can do to aid you."

I thank her and say farewell, heading over to the Azure Tower to get my things ready. Once again, I need to prepare myself to embark on another adventure. With any luck, this one will be much less eventful than the one before.
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Chapter Eleven

Owyn
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I watch from the bedroom window as the sun begins to crest the eastern horizon.

Another day, I think to myself, eyes burning from lack of sleep. Another long journey to an uncertain fate.

Behind me, Talon’s pack rustles as he picks it up from off the floor and slings it over his shoulder. “You ready to go?” He asks with a yawn.

Nodding, I turn away from the window and move to pick up my own pack, my saddle bags practically bursting with supplies and my quiver full of arrows. Already fully dressed, we leave the inn’s sleeping quarters and make our way downstairs, where a breakfast of oats, butter, and fruit preserves awaits us.

The food tastes like ash in my mouth, but I force it down anyway. I understand that I will need the strength as we head out to deliver ourselves into the hands of the Nightingales.

Even thinking of Elias and his betrayal turns my stomach, making me feel hurt and angry and depressed all at the same time. Somehow, I manage to push those thoughts from my mind and instead focus on once again spending time with Zara. Thinking of her always seems to shine a light in the gloom.

We quickly devour the food, and before long, we are leading our horses from the stable, making our way to the meeting place that the Head Stewardess had told us about.

The city still seems to be waking up at this early hour, shopkeepers sleepily opening up their stalls and guards starting off on their morning patrols. Talon and I mostly ride in silence as we make our way to the northernmost gate, following street signs posted at every intersection as we go.

My horse’s hooves clop noisily on the cobblestone street, making me look forward to when we are finally out of civilization. It’s so noisy here, I think in annoyance, watching as a pair of men in scruffy clothing slink into a shadowed alleyway. I cannot wait until I am finally back in the forest. Cities are just too... unnatural.

By the time we reach the northern gate, the sun has already fully risen on the eastern horizon, bathing the city in a soft, golden light. The enormous stone structure, set into the outer wall of the city, rises before us like a monolith, archers standing on the parapets like gargoyles carved from granite.

We ride through the gatehouse’s massive portcullis, the cobblestones beneath us giving way to hard-packed dirt. There, on the other side, we approach a rather large gathering of people, including soldiers, porters, and more than a dozen horses outfitted for travel.

Pulling up beside the group, we dismount and take our horses by the reins. Nearby, Zara steps out from the inside of a black lacquered carriage, her brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. She smiles as soon as she sees me, waving a white-gloved hand at me in greeting. I return her smile, and beside me, Talon snickers at my sudden change in demeanor.

I shoot him a look, which only causes his stupid grin to widen, so I look away, choosing instead to just ignore him.

A porter walks a horse over to Zara, handing her the reins before departing. She eyes the beast warily, but continues toward me, towing the reins behind her and keeping a respectful distance from the animal.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” she says cheerily as servants unload her things from the carriage and begin securing them to the horse’s saddle. “Are the two of you ready for another adventure?”

“Thrilled,” Talon mutters sarcastically, placing his hand on one of the short swords on his belt.

She responds by sticking her tongue out at him, to which he replies, “Real mature, mage.”

I glance around, looking at all of the armed troops that are to accompany us. “Is all of this necessary?” I ask, watching as a man in chainmail pulls himself up onto a massive warhorse. “I doubt the Nightingales will be very accommodating to so many of the king’s troops.”

“It’s just a precaution,” Zara says dismissively with a wave of her hand. “The roads aren’t as safe as they used to be, and even with Elias, the rebels may choose to attack us on sight.”

The mention of my former master causes me to stiffen, and I begin casting my eyes around the group, searching for any sign of him. Not here yet, I think to myself, only seeing the soldiers and the servants. I wonder if the king has had a change of heart.

Then, I see it – a carriage rumbling toward us, flanked by four armored knights.

It comes to a stop before the group, and one of the knights steps forward, pulling open the door. Elias, still looking rather disheveled, steps out into the open air, wrists still shackled and face looking hard and stoic as ever. The guard, with one hand on the hilt of his sword, pulls out a ring of keys and proceeds to unlock his restraints. They unlock with a metallic clink and drop to the ground, allowing Elias to rub the tender skin beneath with his hands.

Another one of the knights, a man with a flat face like a shovel, walks up to one of the mounted soldiers that is to accompany us and jabs a thumb toward Elias. “He’s all yours,” he says, in a tone that indicates he is happy to be done with him.

The mounted soldier merely nods his head, expression perfectly neutral.

A porter nervously brings Elias a horse, handing him the reins then scampering away. He accepts them and reaches up to pet the animal, whispering soft words to it in a way I have seen him do a thousand times.

“You alright, mate?” Talon asks behind me, voice tinged with concern. “You look like you just drank some sour ale.”

Grunting, I look away, trying to wrestle with the troublesome emotions welling up inside of me.

Oddly enough, Raloes, the courier who had escorted Talon and I to the city, approaches me, leading his own horse by the reins.

“Apprentices,” he says cordially, nodding to the two of us. When his gaze lands on Zara, he bows his head in a sign of respect. “Magus.”

“What are you doing here?” I ask, unable to keep some of the bitterness out of my voice.

“Why, going with all of you to Dunmar City, of course,” he replies smoothly, reaching down to his belt and pulling on a pair of black leather gloves. “This is an opportunity to make history – I wouldn’t want to sit this out and let other men get all the glory.”

“This is a war,” Zara replies coldly. Judging by her expression, she doesn’t think too much of the oily man. “Demons are on the verge of invading and people are dying. There’s nothing glorious about it.”

He fixes her with an angry look, but it vanishes almost instantly, replaced with a small, knowing smile. “There’s always glory to be had, little Magus. Especially when there’s war.” With that, he turns on his heel, leading his horse away to one of the groups of soldiers.

“I do not like that man,” Zara says after a moment, her expression dark.

Talon raises an eyebrow at her. “You know him?”

“Men like him,” she replies. “They are everything that is wrong with this kingdom. Personal ambition comes before everything else, even at the expense of other’s lives.”

The three of us watch him go, an uneasy silence falling over us. However, before long, one of the soldier mounts up, riding over to where we stand. He introduces himself as Gent, and tells us that we will soon be leaving.

After a brief exchange, we mount our horses as well, joining the group along with Elias, who seems completely at ease with his current situation. Even without his ranger cloak or any visible weapons, he moves like a skilled predator, eying those around him with a quiet confidence that makes him seem much more impressive than those around him.

I even find myself admiring him, a fact which causes me to curse under my breath.

Eventually we set off, a long train of horses riding away from Tarsys and into the rolling hills of the Heartlands. The air is cool, but not as cold as it has been lately, and a light breeze ruffles my hair as I urge my horse forward, eyes straight ahead.

The farmland surrounding the City of Mages, once so vibrant and green, has begun to turn to a dull yellow, indicating the changing seasons. Once we get a good distance from the city walls, I even begin to spot farmers in their fields, gathering in the last of the harvest before the winter sets in.

Within a few hours, the capitol is nothing more than a smidge on the horizon, the Pillar of Radiance like a silver needle shooting a beam of shimmering light into the sky.

I do my best to keep my horse as far away from Elias as possible. Fortunately, he is mostly in the front of our little caravan, directing the soldiers forward as we ride toward the Ironback Mountains. Ahead of me, Talon rides slouched in his saddle, periodically pulling out a short sword and twirling it about before returning it to its sheath. Zara rides beside me on the dirt road, pulling me into conversation and helping me to fend off the despair before it can set in.

She chats amiably with me, riding her horse with relative ease as we plod along.

Looking over at her, I can’t help but smile, remembering just how scared of riding she was when I first met her. Memories bloom in my mind, and for a moment I can see her struggling to get into a mule’s saddle for the first time, indignantly telling me that she doesn’t need any help.

“What do you think about it, Owyn?” She asks, raising a questioning eyebrow at me.

I silently berate myself, realizing that I had not been listening to what she had been saying to me for past few minutes. “I’m sorry,” I say, cheeks flushing with heat. “Could you repeat the question?”

She sighs, reaching up and brushing a stray hair from out of her face. “I was asking, isn’t it strange how the king has had such a change of heart? I mean, it seems that before he was bent on destroying the Nightingales, and now he wants to befriend them. It seems... odd. What are your thoughts?”

I take a moment to consider. "People can change, I suppose. Though, I admit, his request was a little unexpected. We went in there expecting that we would have to convince him to negotiate a peace with the Nightingales, when the whole time he was already convinced of the matter."

"Exactly!" Zara replies. "It almost makes me wonder if the king has ulterior motives."

"I don't know," I say, a bit more cautiously. "We both saw him in person, and it didn't seem like he was being manipulated by some demon. I'm not sure it's our place to question the motives of the king."

"Some people have shadows in their hearts," she muses, seemingly oblivious to the treasonous sound of her words. "Not everything has to be some intricate demonic plot."

We let the conversation drop for the time being, allowing the noise of the horses' hooves fill the air. My side still aches from when I was wounded in the Ashwood, and although it is almost completely healed, the jostling movement of the ride does not help. As we go, I find myself looking forward to where Elias rides at the head of the column, his posture indicating that he is completely aware of his surroundings.

After a minute, I glance over at Zara to find that she is staring at me, a worried look on her face.

"What?" I ask, immediately feeling defensive.

"Nothing," she replies, quickly looking away. Not a minute passes, however, before she sighs and continues talking. "I'm just worried about you, Owyn. About this whole situation. I know how much Elias returning is hurting you."

I look away from her, suddenly becoming guarded. This is not what I want to talk about right now. "I'm fine, Zara," I reply, keeping my eyes on the road.

"Are you certain?" She asks, tone heavy with concern. "If you need to talk about it, I'm here for you."

"I don't need to talk about it," I reply quickly, then take a deep breath to calm myself down. "Look, I appreciate the concern, Zara. Really, I do. But this isn't something I really want to talk about right now. Alright?"

She nods then drops the subject, allowing another silence to settle between us.

The hours pass without much to see. The Heartlands, unlike the forests of Tarsynium, are vast, flat expanses if nothing as far as the eye can see. Distantly, I can make out the great mountains of the north, though in between us and them, there is only farmland.

Something pricks my ears as we ride, a distant, high pitched screeching sound. I immediately look up to search for the source of the noise. Out of the corner of my eye, I can notice Elias doing the same, though no one else in the group seems to notice anything out of the ordinary.

Casting my eyes about, I cannot see anything besides rolling hills of yellowed grass. Yet, even as I look, I hear it again – a chirping, squeal that reminds me of the screech of a bat.

I look upward and spot something strange in the sky: black, flapping shapes moving high above our heads. There are three of them, growing larger as they descend like buzzards circling a carcass.

Pulling my horse to a stop, I squint, feeling the unease that usually comes when I sense that something is wrong.

“What is it?” Zara asks, stopping beside me and following my gaze. “Is something wrong?”

“I’m not sure,” I mumble, hand going down to my hatchet.

She watches for a moment, and then her eyes go wide. The black shapes are getting close now, and from this distance I can see that they are huge.

“Light preserve us,” she says, yanking her talisman from her neck. “Everybody stop!” She yells, prompting the others to look over their shoulders at us.

Elias, apparently noticing the creatures as well, curses and leaps from his horse, adopting a battle stance in the middle of the road despite him not having a weapon.

“What are you on about?” Raloes asks in annoyance. “We are still a long way from the next town.

Zara points upward as the creatures begin to swoop down. I can see them clearly now, like giant bats with glowing, red eyes.

“Blackwings!” She shouts, filling her hand with magefyre. “We’re under attack!”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twelve

Zara
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The blackwings hit, like hawks descending on a family of mice.

Men scream and horses whinny, scattering as razor-sharp claws grasp for exposed flesh. Immediately two of the soldiers go down, their horses lacerated by the shrieking demons.

“Run!” Raloes screams, his eyes wild with fear.

“No,” Elias shouts in return, running toward one of the flapping beasts and waving his hands in the air to make himself appear larger. “Draw your bows! Fend them off! They’ll follow us all over these plains unless we kill them now!”

This seems to rally the bulk of the soldiers, who pull out their weapons and attempt to calm their stamping mounts.

Pulling in source energy, I launch a ball of magefyre at one of the blackwings, striking a glancing blow but still managing to ignite a part its wing. The monster screams in pain, jaws snapping, and flies back up into the air, attempting to extinguish the flickering blue flames.

Cursing, Owyn puts back his hatchet and reaches for his bow, nocking an arrow and quickly loosing at one of the other demons. He hits it in the leg, prompting the claws to release a bleeding soldier, dropping him hard to the ground.

The man groans, but does not get back up.

Talon, who had pulled out a pair of short swords, leaps from the back of his horse and cautiously approaches a group of soldiers struggling with the third monster. He engages it, fighting with almost as much prowess as Owyn.

Readying myself for another spell, I glance out of the corner of my eye and see Elias stride up to one of the fallen soldier, a look of determination on his face. He bends down over the man’s broken and bleeding corpse and picks up his bow, grabbing a handful of arrows from the quiver and driving them into the ground in front of him. Nobody seems to be troubled by this in the chaos, and he almost casually nocks an arrow and begins aiming at the blackwings, taking sight and then loosing within a matter of seconds.

Well, I think, pulling in more source energy, whatever his allegiances, at least he’s fighting on our side.

Feeling the surge inside me, I turn to face the nearest demon, lifting up my open palm and speaking the words of power. “Fos lasair!”

Source energy courses through my veins, manifesting in the form of magefyre between my fingers before I launch it into the air, the flickering ball of blue flames rushing up to explode directly on the monster’s chest. It screams in fury and pain, diverting from its attack and attempting extinguish the fire with the beating flaps of its wings.

Its efforts prove futile.

The beast plummets to the earth like a meteor, crashing into the road and writhing about, black claws rending the earth. In a matter of seconds three soldiers descend on the thing, stabbing and kicking and cursing in a vicious attempt to end its life. With one final, shuddering wail the demon dies, its flesh sizzling like burning tar.

One down, I think to myself, grasping my talisman and pulling in more source energy. Two more to go.

To my left, another of the black-winged monstrosities swoops down and grabs a soldier by the arm, claws puncturing his chainmail and yanking him straight from the saddle. The poor man screams as the blackwing flies into the air, carrying him up the way a hawk carries off a rodent. It climbs high into the air, perhaps fifty feet, before releasing him, his body falling to the ground and hitting with a sickening crunch.

I quickly look away, my stomach lurching at the sight.

“Zara!” Owyn cries out from somewhere down the road. “A little help, please!”

Still clutching my talisman, I turn around to see Owyn and Talon fending off the third blackwing, which hunches over the flayed body of a soldier. Roughly the size of one of the horses, with coarse black hair and triangular ears, the great beast leers at the two of them with a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth. Its hind legs are clawed, much the way a darkhound’s are, and it walks on its folded-up wings like forelegs, a single, hooked barb adorning the front like a curved finger.

It lunges at the two of them, a hungry look in its red eyes, and it is everything the two of them can do to keep it at bay.

Using magefyre once again, I hurl a fireball at the blackwing’s side, engulfing its entire wing in magical flames. The beast shrieks, whirling on me, but in so doing exposing its flank to the two rangers. Both of them lunch at it, striking with hatchet and shortsword and causing its screams to grow even louder. Dark blood spills upon the hard-packed dirt, and in less than a minute the thing is dead, sizzling like the other one with its insides splayed out.

The final remaining blackwing does not relent, however, running down a horse and ripping open its flesh with its claws.

The soldiers, those that have not died, anyway, rally around Owyn and Talon, taking up defensive positions as the demon takes to the air once more.

Elias, bow still in hand, launches another arrow into the sky, barely missing the monster as it whips around, wings flapping. He curses, reaching down and picking up another arrow, his face a mask of grim determination.

Starting to feel exhausted, I begin taking in more source energy, watching warily as the blackwing begins flying toward us.

“Eleven Hells,” one of the soldiers curses, cringing as the beast screeches again. “It’s coming straight for us!”

Sure enough, the blackwing begins to dive, making as if to bowl into the crowded soldiers in the middle of the road. It’s so big, I realize in horror, still channeling. If it hits, it’ll scatter them like a bundle of sticks!

Owyn, seemingly realizing the same thing, begins frantically waving his arms at the cluster of men. “Fan out!” He shouts, trying to shove some of the soldiers away. “Quickly! Fan out!”

It does little good. The creature is already almost on top of them.

I hear a faint snap as Elias releases his bowstring, a white-fletched arrow soaring through the air and arcing over the cowering soldiers. It strikes the demon in the eye, puncturing deep into its brain, and just as the thing is about to descend on the men it crumples to the ground, wings snapping with the force of the impact.

Soldiers scream as the thing goes down right in front of them, then all goes quiet, an eerie silence settling over the expanse of fields.

“Light almighty,” Talon breathes after a moment, glancing over his shoulder at Elias. “That was one Hells of a shot!”

I sigh, letting go of my talisman and letting the source energy seep out of me.

The battle is over. The day has been won.

Raloes, who had been cowering behind some of his fellows, straightens and brushes himself off, fixing Elias with an angry glare. “Put down that bow, traitor,” he says coldly, snapping his unused sword back into its sheath. “Demons or no demons, you are still not permitted to handle weapons.”

“But, sir, he saved our lives,” a white-faced soldier says quietly to his side.

The man blanches farther at the look Raloes gives him. “Relieve that man of his weapons now!” He shouts, pointing at Elias.

Scrambling from his place on the road, the soldier jogs over to Elias and moves to take his bow. Elias complies, handing over the weapon with a perfectly neutral expression. Even from this distance, though, I can see a dangerous glint in his eye.

“Let’s get this place cleaned up,” Raloes goes on, looking around to survey the scene. “Hide the bodies – we wouldn’t want travelers to find these brutes and panic. And someone find our bloody horses!”

Most of the mounts had bolted in fear.

The three of us gather together as the soldiers attempt to get everything in order. Talon seems to be wearing a look of uncertainly on his face.

“How did they know where to find us?” Talon asks Owyn, his tone indicating that he is clearly shaken. “Either you’re the unluckiest person I’ve ever met, or these things are following you, mate.”

"Yeah, I've wondered the same thing myself."

Something tickles the back of my mind, reminding me of something I once read about humans interacting with demons, but I quickly brush it aside. I will have to do more research before diagnosing our apparent streak of bad luck.

It takes some time, but eventually the men manage to wrangle the last of our horses and we begin making preparations to depart. Oddly enough, we bury the blackwings' bodies to prevent them from being found. Elias waits patiently astride his mare, watching the proceedings with his usual mask of stoicism.

Finally, we begin heading out, riding north toward the distant mountains. Most in our party, myself included, keep a wary eye on the sky.

Never a dull moment, I think to myself wearily. Never a dull moment indeed.
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Chapter Thirteen

Owyn
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The dying embers of the coals smolder before me, warming my face as the eastern horizon gradually brightens with the coming dawn. Around me, the sleeping forms of our group, several men smaller than it had been when we left Tarsys, huddle beneath blankets for warmth. I will be waking them shortly to continue on our journey.

My restless mind preventing me from falling into a deep sleep, I relieved the guard standing watch so that he could get some sleep. The latter half of the night passed slowly and quietly, for which I am still grateful.

With everything that has been going on, I just wanted some time alone to think.

Elias, who would have usually taken first watch, sleeps on the outskirts of our camp. These men do not trust him to watch over them in such a vulnerable state, and the guard I replaced had impressed upon me to keep an eye on him before going to bed. Apparently, they fear that he will abandon us in the middle of the night, leaving us without a guide to Dunmar City.

I snort and spit into the fire pit, my saliva sizzling on the bed of coals.

To be honest, I’m not sure what to believe anymore, or what I should be doing in this situation. The king’s directive makes sense, in a way. Peace with the Nightingales is the only way to have a united front against the demons. However, Elias’ betrayal still weighs heavy on my soul, making me question everything he has ever taught me as a ranger. He always said that he knew my father, but I always assumed that they knew each other as rangers. Could it be possible that Elias was the Nightingale who killed my father, or that he at least had knowledge of the murder? Dark thoughts, to be sure, but right now, I find it difficult to think about anything else.

Zara snores softly to my left, and as I glance over at her I find a faint smile gracing my lips. She seems so peaceful sleeping there, beautiful even while in the midst of dreams. Light, what I wouldn’t give to have her level of control, her self-assured and confident outlook on life.

If anything, I am grateful that she and Talon are accompanying me on this bizarre journey. Their companionship provides me with a welcome distraction from being in the presence of my former master.

Eventually, the sun crests the horizon, bathing the land in a light that gradually grows from orange to cold. Rubbing my hands together, I stand from where I sit by the fire and begin the process of waking everyone up, pointedly staying far away from Elias. It isn’t long until the camp is filled with the sounds of yawns and groans as everyone starts pulling themselves out of their bedrolls.

We eat a plain breakfast of bread, jerky and fruit, washed down with tea boiled on the coals. There seems to be a pall on everyone as we prepare to resume our journey, the events of the previous day apparently hanging in everybody’s thoughts.

I’m content to brood just like everyone else.

Untethering the horses from the spike we had driven into the ground, we mount up and make our way back to the road heading north.

The day drags on without further incidents. No more demons attacked us from the air or the land. Horses plodding, wind blowing, we cross the Heartlands at a crawl, the great, snow-capped peaks of the Ironback Mountains looming before us as we draw near.

During the ride, Talon, Zara and I make small conversation, talking about our backgrounds and musing about our destination, but for the most part we ride in silence, shivering within our cloaks as the autumn chill seeps into our bones. As nightfall draws near, we come to one of the great towns known as Omkirk, a settlement nestled into the foothills of the mountains beside one of the tributaries leading into the River Blackwater.

Our troop enters the gates of the town, the squat stone walls protecting the thatch-roofed buildings nestled on the banks of the rivers. The guards immediately recognize the king’s colors and let us through, not even questioning who we are or why we are here.

Raloes, taking point ahead of Elias, leads us to the town square, pulling up in front of a cozy-looking inn built in-between two large buildings. The light emanating from within, as well as the fragrant smoke rising up from the chimney, gives the place an inviting feel, and as we dismount in front of the side stable, a pair of handlers come out and taking our reins, guiding them inside.

The ten of us filter through the front door of the inn, warm air and the smells of food greeting us pleasantly. The common room is about half full, and several empty tables stand waiting for us to sit down and relax.

After the deaths of several of their fellows, the soldiers are more subdued as they settle into their seats, their eyes haunted after having fought actual demons. Even if they were to speak of their experience with the other patrons at the inn, I doubt anybody would believe them.

The three of us pick a table next to the hearth, Zara sitting on one side of me and Talon on the other.

Fortunately, the meal provided is delicious – cuts of pork slathered in gravy, with cooked vegetables and onion soup. Loaves of fragrant bread are set out on each of our tables, and pitchers of mulled wine are brought over, condensation beading on their pewter surfaces. After a few minutes of digging into the feast, the mood starts to become lighter.

“Burning Hells,” Talon mutters, chewing a big bite of pork with his mouth open. “I always heard that the swine farms of Omkirk were the best in the kingdom, but I never thought they would taste this good.”

Eating more primly, Zara glances over at him and makes a disgusted sound. “Close your mouth when you eat,” she says, cutting off a piece of meat with a fork and knife. “Actually, you should probably close your mouth when you’re not eating as well.”

“Ha ha,” he replies sarcastically after swallowing his food. “We’re not in your fancy city any more, mage. Out here, we eat like rangers.” He promptly picks up a bowl of soup and begins slurping noisily, causing Zara to grimace once more.

I listen to their banter with only half an ear, subtly peering over at Elias whenever I am sure he is not looking.

The man sits alone at a far table, hunched over his food and eating like a wolf – hungrily but always alert to danger. The barmaids and the other patrons give him a wide berth, even though he is weaponless, and he looks forward with an unreadable look in his eyes, as though he is considering something deeply.

Chewing the last bite of meat thoughtfully, I realize that Zara and Talon have already finished their plates. Both of them eye me uncertainly, as if neither of them are sure of what to say to me.

Leaning back in my chair, I force a smile. “It isn’t very late,” I say awkwardly, trying to appear like nothing is bothering me. “Do you two want to play cards or something?”

They both glance at each other, almost as if they are having some unspoken conversation, before Talon reluctantly shakes his head. “I overheard the soldiers saying they were going to get some games of dice going. I think I’m going to try and earn a little extra coin.” He stands up, stretching and letting out a belch. Zara rolls her eyes in disgust. “I’ll leave the two of you be.”

He walks over to one of the soldiers’ tables, and sure enough, they are preparing a game of dice. For a moment, Zara and I sit there in silence, the hushed conversations of the others in the common room washing over us. Then, she perks up, nodding her head to the front door.

“It feels rather stuffy in here,” she says, brown eyes connecting with mine. “Want to go out and get some fresh air?”

Part of me, the denser, more practical side, wants to point out that we have already been outside all day, and that evenings in the mountains can be particularly cold. Fortunately, the other, more sociable side of my brain picks up on the subtle meaning of her words. “Sure,” I reply, pushing my chair back and standing up. “That sounds nice.”

Pulling her robes tightly around herself, she follows me to the front door and I push it open, stepping out into the town square of Omkirk.

As I expected, the air is uncomfortably cold outside. The town’s proximity to the mountains and higher elevation gives it a frigid climate in the colder months, and I can see my breath puffing out in front of my face as I breathe.

Together, we walk out in front of the inn, stepping on the cobbles and making our way to the town center just ahead of us, stars and street lamps alight.

A wide pool of crystal clear water rests in the middle of the square, roped off and ringed by a low wall of bricks. Steam rises lazily from the water, wafting into the air and dissipating at about eye level, making the area around pool warmer and muggier than the rest of the town. A small bronze plaque set into the stone reads The Hot Spring of Omkirk – from the depths of Byhalya.

"A hot spring," I say, stepping up to the pool of water and looking into it. I can see the stones beneath almost perfectly, and in the middle of the pool, there is a deep rift that descends down into infinite blackness. "I've heard of these things before. They're supposed to be pretty common here in the north."

"It is said that hot springs like this allowed the early settlers of this region to thrive," she replies thoughtfully, joining me beside the rope barrier. "I'd wager that Omkirk was built up around this little pool – a source of good luck as much as a source of clean, hot water."

"I wonder if anyone bathes in it," I think out loud. "In weather like this, it's got to be pretty tempting."

"Only if you're tempted by having your skin scalded off," she replies lightly. "That water is practically boiling."

We stand there for a few minutes, watching in silence as the steam rises up from the water’s surface and disappears into the air. A few townsfolk walk through the square, but the temperature and the late hour keep most of the town’s occupants indoors. The sun has already sunk beneath the horizon, bathing the mountainous foothills in darkness.

“I’m worried about you, you know,” she says, glancing over at me with those big, brown eyes. “I can see how this mission is affecting you. Elias coming back has taken us all by surprise, but you... I can tell that his return has hurt you.”

I hold those eyes for a long moment, but surprisingly I find that her observation has not made me defensive. It actually has the opposite effect. I can feel myself becoming less guarded.

Looking away, I let out a sigh, the humid vapors of the hot spring rising up and warming my cheeks. “He betrayed me, Zara,” I reply after a moment, voice full of emotion. Oddly enough, I am not embarrassed by the vulnerability.

“I know that it feels that way, but he still cares for you.” She reaches over and places her hand on mine. Though her fingers are icy to the touch, the gesture is comforting. “I can tell by the way he looks at you.”

“Then what should I do?” I ask, honestly seeking for an answer. “Should I just forget that he has been lying to me this entire time – that he has secretly been a part of the very organization that murdered my father?”

“No,” she says at length. “No, something like this would be impossible to forget, even with time.”

She falls silent, and as I look back over at her, I see that her brow is furrowed in concentration, as if she is trying to puzzle out something complicated in her mind. Finally, she gazes up at me, her expression softening. “So much is happening in this world right now,” she says. “We have already been through so much, but I fear that we will face much worse in the days to come. I guess that I just wanted to tell you that I... that I’ll always be there for you, when you need a friend.”

As if to emphasize her point, she squeezes my hand, and for a moment it feels as though all that is wrong in the world has faded away, leaving the two of us alone in this perfect moment. My lips turn up involuntarily and I smile at her, truly grateful that whatever happens, she will be there with me.

She smiles back at me and takes a step closer, resting her head on my shoulder in a sort of side-hug.

I breathe in the fragrant smell of her hair, trying not to move so that I do not spoil this moment. This time, the silence that settles between us does not feel awkward or uncomfortable.

It feels perfect.

Time passes, though in truth, I’m not sure how much. Eventually, though, the steam from the spring causes the front of our clothing to become damp. A chill wind gusts down from the mountains, blowing away the mist and causing both of us to shiver. Reluctantly, we begin to make our way back to the inn, only to find that the common room is almost empty, though Talon and a few of the guards are still dicing at one of the tables.

“We should probably go to bed,” Zara says, rubbing her hands together. “Another long day of riding ahead of us, and all that.”

“Yeah,” I agree, making my way with her inside. “Why don’t you go on up without me. I think I’ll stay and chat with Talon for a while.”

She smiles at me in reply. “Alright, but don’t stay up too late. I wouldn’t want you falling asleep in your saddle. If that happens, I might just have to throw a rock at your head to wake you up.”

“Goodnight, Zara,” I say with a grin, before walking over to Talon’s table. She heads up the stairs without another word, disappearing up the second floor.

“Done talking with your girlfriend?” Talon asks as I approach his side. He picks up a mug and takes a pull on what looks like ale.

I pull up a seat and promptly drive my elbow into his side. This causes him to grunt and spill a little bit of his drink down the front of his tunic. “She’s not my girlfriend,” I reply gruffly. “The two of us are just... friends.”

“Aye!” He exclaims, setting down his mug and wiping the front of himself off with his hands. “Hells, I was only joking. Light knows I’d be out talking to a pretty girl if there was anyone else besides these ugly louts.” When the guards all glare at him, he adds, “No offense.”

I grin, but refuse the dice when one of the men tries to hand them to me. My training taught me that gambling was a waste of time and money. Elias may be a traitor, but that advice still seems rather sound to me – especially considering the amount of coin Talon has lost since we left the Ashwood together.

I sit there for a time, warming myself by the hearth and listening to the men as they talk and boast with one another. It isn’t long, however, before I begin to grow bored by the conversation, and opt to go to my room to get an early night.

Bidding goodnight to the others, I stand up from my seat and make my way over to the staircase, walking up to the comforting darkness above. As I reach the top of the stairs, I hear hushed voices coming from the hallway, and I pause before I get to the top, pressing myself against the wall and listening to what they are saying. I recognize those voices, I think to myself, trying to tune out the noise of the common room. That’s Zara and Elias! What are they talking about?

“...agreeing to meet with me,” Elias says, his deep voice low and gravelly.

“Just tell me what you want,” Zara replies coldly, her voice pitched to almost a whisper. “It’s past time for me to go to sleep.”

“You need to speak with him,” he says after a moment’s hesitation. “Tell him to talk with me alone.”

“Why don’t you do that yourself?”

“He will not listen,” he replies, voice sounding pained. “The boy is as stubborn as his father was. He’ll listen to you, if you press him hard enough.”

“And why,” Zara asks, exasperated, “should I listen to you?”

“Because this is a matter of grave importance. It could very well have dire consequences for all of us if Owyn continues to ignore me. Not everything is as it seems, Magus. There is much intrigue in the court of Tarsynium.”

Zara sighs, and I get the impression that she is crossing her arms in front of her, brows creasing. “Explain.”

“I cannot say everything here,” he says, his voice growing softer. “The king’s agents ride with us. Just know that the Nightingales, the king, the demons... all of this is connected, and if we don’t unite ourselves, the Prince of Darkness will destroy us all.”

"The Prince of Darkness?"

"Yes," he replies darkly. "In my travels, I have learned that it is he who is leading the R'Laar in this effort to invade Tarsynium. He goes by many names, but his most common is Asmodeus – the demonic prince of darkness and shadows."

"I have heard this name," Zara says, voice distant. "From my studies..."

"Please, young Magus," Elias insists. "You must speak with him."

She pauses, and I can tell that she is actually considering his words. Finally, after what feels like an eternity, she speaks up again. “Fine,” she says. “I’ll speak with him. But no promises. Owyn is hurting, and I’ll not push him into doing anything that will cause him more pain.”

“Fair enough,” Elias says.

Footsteps sound on the floorboards up and around the corner, signaling the end of the hushed conversation. A pair of doors opens and then closes

After waiting for several heartbeats to make sure that they are no longer in the hall, I make my way up the final few steps and walk stealthily to my room. In just a few short moments, my heart is full of darkness once more.

Light, I think to myself, reaching to open my door. What in the Eleven Hells is going on here?
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Chapter Fourteen

Zara
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The morning comes as it has the past several weeks: abruptly with the faint memory of horrific nightmares.

Blinking away sleep, I blearily make my way to the door to find the annoyingly chipper guard who had knocked on my door just moments before.

"We're heading out soon, Magus," the man says, peeking through the door and obviously trying to get a glimpse of me in my shift. "Breakfast is being served downstairs."

I close the door on his bulbous face without even replying to him.

Yawning, I proceed to the nightstand to wash my face, clean my teeth and brush my hair, then make my way over to my saddlebags, pulling out a fresh set of robes and getting dressed. Filtered sunlight shines through the shutters on the room's only window, lighting my way as I prepare to head downstairs.

I miss my quarters at the Conclave, I think to myself, turning my back on the lumpy bed on the far side of the room. I should have appreciated my mattress more when I was there.

Gathering my things, bags only carrying a fraction of what I am accustomed to, I push open the door and make my way to the common room. There, I find Owyn, Talon, Elias and the others already eating, huddled around several tables and devouring eggs and fried potatoes.

I set down my bags beside Owyn and sit down, annoyed that I am once again the last person to be ready to depart. As if on cue, a server rushes over to my position and places a plate of food in front of me.

"Thank you," I mumble, reaching forward and pouring myself a cup of cold milk.

"You look lively this morning," says Talon around a mouthful of eggs. "Did you get the beauty rest you required, Magus?"

"Shut it, Talon," Owyn growls, but I take the gibe in stride.

"I was just enjoying my time away from you," I say sweetly, taking a sip from the cup. "I only wish that it had been a little longer."

Talon grins, still chewing with his mouth open.

Insufferable git, I think, picking up my fork and spearing a few potatoes. Though, if I'm being honest, he does make things a little more interesting around here.

Chewing thoughtfully, I swallow and pick up my cup for another drink. “In truth, I had difficulty sleeping. Last night, I had terrible dreams.”

Both Owyn and Talon grow quiet, their faces becoming troubled.

“What?” I ask, the cup halfway to my lips.

Talon glances at the both of us before clearing his throat and responding. “I had a nightmare last night as well. In fact, I’ve been having a lot of them over the last several weeks.” He shivers visibly.

I give him a flat look. “Oh, come now, Talon. I wish you wouldn’t poke fun. I was being serious.”

“So was I,” he protests, his stupid little smirk absent for once.

“I’ve been having nightmares as well,” Owyn says more softly. “Ever since I first saw the darkhound in the Emberwood.”

All of us fall silent, a strange, dark feeling settling over the table.

Eventually, though, Talon just shrugs. “It’s probably nothing,” he replies off-handedly with an uneasy chuckle. “We’ve been through a lot, us three. Probably just having an effect on our minds.”

Owyn and I nod and turn back to our food, though the conversation remains dead for a time.

While picking at my meal, suddenly feeling less hungry than before, I begin glancing around the room, taking stock of those around us.

As always, Elias sits by himself at one of the tables, devouring his food the way a wolf might devour a freshly killed deer. Seeing him brings back memories of our whispered conversation last night. Talk with Owyn, he said, his eyes full of pleading. Not everything is as it seems.

I find myself pondering the meaning behind those words as I eat my breakfast.

Soon, the other men begin to finish their food, standing up from their seats and heading outside to see to the horses. Through the front door, I can see that it is a grey day outside, the mountains cold and foggy.

The thought of going outside on a day like this makes me feel even more glum. Despite this fact, I paint on a pleasant face, determined to forget about nightmares and warnings so that I can lift Owyn up. He seems to have fallen back into his brooding, eyes distant and expression troubled. If anything is going to bring him out of his malaise, it is going to be his friends – me and the insufferable git.

When we finish, the three of us shoulder our packs and leave the warmth of the common room, stepping out into the cold autumn air. I shiver as I take in an icy, humid breath, and pull up my hood to offer some semblance of warmth.

With the horses saddled, we head out once more into the wilderness, passing the stone and wooden gates of Omkirk onto the rarely-traveled north road.

The Ironback Mountains loom like monoliths before us, their sheer, stone faces rising from the earth and disappearing into the low-hanging clouds above. Even so, I can see snow on the heights of those mountains, not so far from where we now ride. Ahead, the road winds up into the hinterlands, disappearing into a forest of pine trees that grow on a rough, undulating incline.

Suddenly, I find myself missing the flat, relatively easy terrain of the Heartlands.

Elias leads the way with Raloes in tow, the straight-backed, oily man wearing a brightly colored tabard of red and gold over his chainmail suit. A longsword bounces on his hip, and he wears a permanent expression like everything around him is nothing but a disappointment.

I don't trust that man, I think to myself as my horse carries me into the pine forest. Something about him makes me feel like he knows something I don't... and it isn’t good.

Owyn rides beside me, his bow resting on his lap and a bristling quiver of arrows slung over his shoulder. Just like Elias, he always looks like he is ready to do battle, posture indicating that he is constantly on the lookout for danger.

Something about that is rather fetching to me, though I cannot determine exactly why. Perhaps it is because he is different from all the other men I have met in the Conclave. Owyn is the exact opposite of the scholarly type – his rugged, weathered features bespeaking years spent outdoors, and his hard muscles suggesting time spent working and fighting. Even the way he speaks, slow and thoughtful but unrefined, is appealing to me, making him both fascinating and infuriating to have a conversation with.

Owyn is, in short, a fascinating individual. Maybe that's why I find him so attractive.

"What are you looking at?" He asks, shaking me out of my thoughts.

I feel a blush creeping up my cheeks, immediately realizing that I have been staring at him this whole time. Stupid girl!

"Um, nothing," I reply eloquently, turning away and trying to hide my reddening cheeks. "Sorry."

"It's alright," he replies encouragingly, and behind us I can hear Talon making a disgusted sound.

"I've never been this far north," I say after a moment, reaching into one of my saddlebags and pulling out my white, rabbit fur-lined gloves. "It's like we're heading back onto the very fringes of civilization."

“I know what you mean,” he agrees. “I’ve never been this far north either... nobody lives in these mountains besides bandits and Nightingales.”

“Which,” I reply offhandedly, “is why we are here, after all.”

He nods, looking ahead as the road curves upward and to the right. Through the trees, I can see the road twisting into a series of switchbacks that leads deeper into the Ironbacks. A few mines and quarries dot the landscape north of Omkirk, and I even spot a few bearded workers as we ride, but the farther we delve into the mountainous wilderness, the more secluded we become.

The switchbacks lead up the face of one of the first, and smallest, of the mountains, and after an hour or so of riding, we reach the top. I glance back over my shoulder and see the town far below us. Beyond that, I can see the sprawling plains of the Heartlands stretching on before disappearing into the fog. From this distance, I can’t even see the Pillar of Radiance or the beam of radiant magic as it shoots into the sky.

Being up this high gives me an odd sensation of vertigo, and I have to look away to avoid getting dizzy. Strange, that even after living in a tower of all things that these mountains can give me a fear of heights.

Something about these peaks feels more dangerous than the lofty towers of the Conclave.

The road, now little more than a dirt trail, leads into a canyon between two mountains, the crumbling walls of granite wet-looking and interspersed with scraggly-looking trees. Memories of an ambush at the Heart of the Forest come rushing back to me as we approach the divide, and I notice that my heart has begun beating faster in nervous anticipation.

A quick glance at Owyn reveals that he feels much the same way. He grips his bow tightly in one hand, the other straying to the hatchet on his belt. The way his eyes dart this way and that makes me feel better for having him beside me. If anything does try to ambush us in this canyon, Owyn will surely spot it in time.

Fortunately, my fears prove unfounded as we pass through the mountain pass unhindered, though the way the wind gusts through the rocky crevasse makes me wish I had another layer of clothing. Passing through in short order, we find ourselves in a breathtaking mountain vale, the great, misty valley beset on all sides by tall mountains and forested meadows. Streams and rivers run down from the snow caps above, cascading down the rocks in a way that reminds me of an idyllic painting, and the raw, natural beauty of this place makes me wish that our visit is under less stressful circumstances.

Elias leads us through the vale without pausing to allow us to gawk at the sight, though everyone besides him and Raloes is awestruck by enormous Ironbacks.

“Eleven Hells,” Talon mutters, watching as an eagle soars above our heads. “Now these are mountains!”

“Aren’t you from Yarrin?” Owyn asks, seemingly looking past the beauty and searching for signs of danger. “The Southwall Mountains were practically in your backyard.”

“Those mountains are nothing compared to these giants,” he says, still watching the flying bird. “It rarely snows there, and they’re about half as tall.”

"I have always seen the mountains from a distance," I say, mostly to myself. My breath mists in front of my face like a cloud. "Even when we visited Dagger's Point, we were just in the foothills. I never dreamed that they were actually this big up close."

We continue on, delving into the vale and back up the face of another mountain. Despite the altitude, the wildlife seems so abundant up here, with deer grazing in the meadows and foxes and other furry creatures darting throughout the trees at our passing.

It makes the stony mountains feel just as abundant as any of the kingdom's forests.

The switchbacks we climb take us even higher into the peaks, depositing us once more into another canyon. This time my uneasiness is not so keen, though the continuing drop in temperature is enough to make my teeth chatter. By the time we make it out into another vale, the sun has already fallen behind the great mountains, casting us all into shadow.

"We camp here for the night," Elias proclaims, taking us off the trail and into a clearing amidst the pines. "These mountains are dangerous at night, especially because of the coming winter. We'll need to get a fire going at once."

With that, we get to work, hitching up our horses and setting up camp. Several of the soldiers set to the task of gathering firewood, while others clear a space for us to sleep. Within a half hour, a cozy fire is crackling in the pit, brightening the clearing with the dancing light of the flames.

Much as we have the past few nights, with the exception of our night in Omkirk, we eat our evening meal and prepare ourselves for bed. Unlike the mages, the rangers and soldiers travel light, without the use of tents or carriages. Owyn and Talon lay their bedrolls in their customary positions beside mine, and Elias lies down on the far side of camp. Fortunately, I had not left the Conclave without a healthy assortment of blankets, and I bundle myself so much that only my nose and eyes are visible to the cold night air.

Within moments I am asleep, tossing and turning as nameless horrors torment my dreams.

***
[image: image]


OWYN SHAKES ME AWAKE, his voice hushed but urgent in my ear.

"Zara," he whispers. "Wake up! Something isn't right."

I blink my eyes, seeing the hazy light of dawn in the sky above me. My nose and cheeks feel like they are frozen, but the rest of my body is relatively warm, thanks to my blankets and proximity to the fire.

Pushing myself to a sitting position, I glance around, trying to wake up and take stock of the situation.

Owyn is crouching beside me, his posture tense and indicating that he is preparing himself for a fight. Around us, most of the guards are still asleep, snoring softly beside the glowing coals in the fire. It takes me a moment, but I soon realize what Owyn is talking about – the guard who was supposed to be keeping watch over us is missing.

That, and Elias, too, is gone.

"Light!" I hiss, my mind snapping into sharp focus. "Where did Elias go?"

Owyn shakes his head. "I don't know, but we aren't alone here. Someone is out there, watching us."

I look around at the still-dark mountain vale, but of course I don't see anything out of the ordinary. Cursed ranger, I think, bringing up the sleeve of my robe and dabbing beneath my nose. He has the eyes of a bloody hawk.

He shakes Talon awake and whispers into his ear. The apprentice immediately wakes up, his eyes panicked as he reaches for his short swords.

The three of us put our heads together, conferring on what we should do.

"We need to have a look around," Owyn suggests, pulling out his hatchet. "I'm not sure, but I think we still have the element of surprise. If we hurry, we can–"

His voice cuts off as Elias steps out of the tree line, carrying a bow with an arrow nocked to the string. Behind him, I can see many dark shapes materializing from the foliage, their black cloaks hooded and their weapons drawn. As the figures draw near, I can see the silvery bird embroidered on their breasts, a symbol that I have seen many times before.

"Nightingales," I breath, voice shaky. I reach a hand up and grasp my talisman, beginning the process of channeling source energy.

"Eleven Hells!" Talon curses under his breath. "There are so many of them! I don't think we can take them all, Owyn..."

The sound of the men stomping through the underbrush causes the rest of our group to stir, and several of the soldiers cry out as they notice the dozens of black-cloaked men bearing down on them.

"Put down your weapons," Elias commands, his voice as cool and confident as ever. "You are now in Nightingale custody. They will be taking command of this expedition from here on out."
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Chapter Fifteen

Owyn
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Captured again by Nightingales... Light almighty, when will I learn?

The three of us stand up, along with the other soldiers, as the rebels close in, taking away our swords, bows and arrows. Elias himself takes my father’s hatchet, giving me what I assume to be an apologetic look.

I respond by fixing him with a glare.

One of the Nightingales forces Zara to remove her talisman, then turns to Talon, snatching his short swords away and depositing them into a sack. They both look at me, their eyes full of concern, but I merely shrug. “Best to see how this plays out,” I mouth to them, which prompts both of them to nod.

Fully disarmed, our band turns to regard Elias, who stands beside a tall Nightingale with a long scar on his cheek. At a satisfied look from the man, my former master begins to speak.

“This is not a betrayal,” he declares firmly, eying Raloes in particular, who gives him a withering look. “This is merely a precaution. The Nightingales will not stand to allow armed fighters into their city. We will escort you the rest of the way, and then let Protector Xander Thel decide what to do with you. Until then, do not cause any trouble, and no trouble will befall you. Now, get ready to move out. If you must eat, do so in the saddle. You have ten minutes.”

Cautiously, we begin breaking up camp, gathering our things and kicking dirt on the coals. A few Nightingales materialize from the pine forest, carrying the reins of horses, and we move to the saddles of our mounts as well, preparing once again to ride.

The missing guard, who is guided out of the woods with an armed escort, looks disheveled, like he has been in a fight, but otherwise looks unharmed. He returns to his fellows, rubbing his jaw and wincing.

With everything packed away, we begin making our way back to the mountain road, our long column made even longer by the addition of the black-cloaked rebels. They ride split between us, half of them in the front, leading the way, and the other half behind us to ensure no one breaks away and escapes. Nearly all of them ride with their weapons in hand, their eyes watching us suspiciously as if itching for an excuse to run us down.

I try my best to ignore them, riding beside Zara and Talon near the middle of the column.

“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again,” Talon mutters, fishing in his saddlebags and pulling out some jerky. “Bad luck follows you around like a bad stench, mate.”

“Our adventures never seem to be easy,” Zara agrees, though she seems reluctant to be in agreement with the dark-haired apprentice. “If it isn’t demons or assassins trying to kill us, it’s rebel freedom fighters.”

“They haven’t tried to kill us yet,” I reply grudgingly, though I find myself secretly wishing for a reprieve. It would be nice for something to go smoothly, for once.

Much as it had the day before, the road curves up the mountainside in a steep incline, winding back and forth in a series of switchbacks before disappearing into a crevasse between two peaks. Oddly enough, the road branches off in several directions on the way up, but the Nightingales navigate the divergences easily, choosing a narrow path that leads us ever upward into the heights.

We make our way through the pass and come out into a mountain vale, complete with forests of pine and low-hanging clouds. Again the road diverges, and we stray to the left, delving into a wooded glen and past a creak running through the grass.

I spot an elk, a massive animal that would have put the deer in the Emberwood to shame, grazing not far from where we walk. It looks up at us curiously but does not bolt, its large, pronged head brushing against the branches of the trees. For an instant, it seems like we regard one another, examining the other with a distinct air of curiousity. Then, a bend in the road takes it from sight, and I find myself wondering what sort of beast can possess such courage.

Hours pass, and eventually we make it to the edge of the vale, the road sloping upward beyond the line of trees.

Elias and the scarred Nightingale lead us up another steep ridge, beset with crumbling stone and scraggly bushes that are more roots than anything else. At some points, we are forced to dismount and guide our horses along, the footing too loose to safely ride. When we reach the top, we are taken into yet another canyon, this one more secluded than any of the others we have traversed. Big horned sheep watch us quietly from the perimeter, standing on impossible footing, their powerfully-built bodies on the verge of flight. The road, no more than a game trail, winds through the trees and stones, occasionally taking us by a small river that runs through the canyon and spills out onto the ridge below.

The canyon soon comes to a dead end, the sheer rock faces rising in front of us and converging into a wedge, as if the two mountains on either side have grown up together to become a single, stratified peak. From the top of the wedge, pouring from the bare rock like a crystalline spout, is a waterfall, which crashes into a pool and runs off behind us, creating the creek we had passed earlier.

Dismounting, Elias and the scarred man guide their horses to the very edge of the pool, motioning for the rest of us to do the same. We do so reluctantly, the spray from the waterfall icy cold and quickly dampening our skin and clothing.

“Strange,” remarks Zara, blinking against the tiny water droplets flecking her face. “Why have they brought us here? Is there a secret door or something?”

We watch curiously as the scarred man steps up the wall of the canyon, where a strange, metal bell has been set into the stone. Pulling out a dagger, he uses the butt of the weapon to strike the bell, which rings out in the canyon above the roaring of the waterfall. He proceeds to do this two more times, pausing for a few heartbeats between each ring, and then steps back, the sound dying out as it echoes through the crevasse.

For a few moments, nothing happens, the Nightingales just standing there expectantly. Then, with a grinding rumbling like stone on stone, something happens to the waterfall and the cliff from which it springs.

Great metal beams, like arms forged from iron, protract from a hidden place in the rock high above. Several of the men around me gasp and point, marveling at the strange engineering as it groans to life. The arms push into the source of the waterfall, effectively diverting the water off to the side, where it runs down the wall of the canyon in rushing rivulets. This parts the water, revealing the mouth of a cave that was hidden behind the waterfall, gaping just on the other side of the now-still pool.

“Come,” the scarred man commands, gesturing for our group to make their way inside. Many of the Nightingales produce torches from their saddle bags, using flint and steel to ignite them before holding them aloft for light.

We begin making our way inside the hidden cavern, leading our horses around the perimeter of the pool, which I now realize has been paved with smooth stones for just this purpose.

As I step into the dripping cave, it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. When they do, I notice that the natural walls have been augmented with man-made tools, widening the cave so that it could be wide enough to comfortably walk horses and supplies.

“This is amazing,” Zara whispers beside me, horse hooves clopping noisily in the confined space. “The technology used to divert that waterfall... I doubt that even the Conclave could replicate it.”

“The Nightingales have been resisting the crown for generations,” I reply, keeping my eyes forward to avoid tripping over anything in the gloom. “That’s probably how they’ve avoided defeat this whole time. Between these mountains and devices like that, it’s little wonder they’ve avoided discovery.”

Zara nods but does not reply, her eyes wide as she examines the cave around us. It isn’t long, though, before I begin to see a light at the end of the tunnel, the grey haze of the mountains extraordinarily bright compared to the darkness of the cave.

We exit the tunnel and find ourselves in a vale similar to the one we had just left, a wide basin surrounded by grand, impassible mountains. Something inside me realizes that the cave behind the waterfall must be the only way into this part of the Ironbacks. Nothing on this side seems to indicate any sort of civilization, however.

Elias and the Nightingales lead us down into the basin, where we are once again surrounded by pine forests. Everything seems so peaceful and quiet in these mountains, untamed and untouched by the enterprising hands of man.

The nightingales lead us deeper into the woods until eventually, we are confronted by an enormous mountain, one that puts all others to shame. It rises before us like a giant among giants, its top covered by a dense layer of snow and ice, and the clouds hugging its jagged walls.

We turn to go up the road leading to the mountain, entering another ravine at its base. This time, however, it does not narrow into another canyon. Instead, it widens into another small valley. This mountain vale is filled with trees and interestingly enough, a dense layer of fog. It permeates the valley so thickly that, at first, it is impossible to see to the other side. The farther we venture inward, however, the clearer the landscape becomes.

Vast swathes of the forest have been cleared away, harvested to make way for large stretches of farmland. As we ride our horses into the little valley, I am amazed to actually see men and women tilling the fields, harvesting crops beside bubbling pools of steaming water.

"Hot springs," Zara says, her voice brimming with wonder. "The heat they generate must be enough to allow them to farm at such a high altitude. Without them, the cold would likely kill the crops."

The farmers look up as our column passes them, many looking up at us with outright hostility. These were people accustomed to being left alone. Outsiders undoubtedly represent a threat to everything they have built here.

We pass them without stopping, making our way through the steamy valley to the great mountain looming on the other side.

That is when I finally see them.

Set into the walls of the mountain are a pair of enormous doors carved seemingly from the stone itself. They stretch from bottom to the top about a hundred feet, looming above the valley like two great slabs of granite. A curving archway, also carved into the mountain, frames the doors perfectly, and geometric patterns are etched into its surface, making it look like a thing of gods, not of men.

"Light almighty," Zara breathes, staring up at the massive doors with wide eyes. "I never dreamed that men could build such things." Coming from her, a mage that has spent years under the shadow of the Pillar of Radiance, the statement carries weight.

When Talon lays eyes on the doors, he curses, eyes bulging as he stares up at the magnificent construction. "Eleven Hells below," he says, jaw going slack.

Elias turns to look at all of us, his expression as grim as always. Unlike the others in our band, he looks completely unfazed by the giant set of doors. "Welcome to Dunmar City," he says, gesturing behind him. "Welcome to the hidden city of the Nightingales."
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Chapter Sixteen

Zara


[image: image]


The great doors of Dunmar City rumble outward as we approach, stone grinding on stone as the mountain appears to open its wide, gaping mouth at us. Massive gears, with rivets like metal teeth, propel the doors open with deliberate slowness, worked by some unseen machinations that I can scarcely even imagine.

Elias leads us up the road toward the mountain, past the farmers and the hot springs bubbling around us.

Our Nightingale escorts take all of it in with ease, as if the grand display is something they have seen a hundred times. In fact, several of them snicker at our dumbfounded expressions, jeering to their comrades and calling us names like ‘stupid kingsmen’. I pay their taunts little heed, though, my eyes on the enormous rectangular stones before us. How much do those doors weigh? I wonder, studying the strange patterns carved onto their surface. And how did common people manage to build such monstrosities? The physics alone are mind boggling!

I have to force the scholar in me to quiet down, understanding that now regrettably is not time to think about engineering.

Now is the time for negotiation.

With difficulty, I manage to suppress my sense of awe and adopt a cool, regal expression, indicative of one representing the Conclave of Mages. I ride straight-backed up the slope leading to the mountain’s gaping maw, my eyes forward with a look of careful neutrality.

Ahead, I can see lights emanating from inside of the large cave, which looks to have been hallowed out by man-made tools. Lanterns, hanging from ropes strung together by poles, bob above roughly-hewn streets, providing light in a world of eternal darkness.

When we actually enter the large opening, however, stepping through the threshold and into the city proper, the sight is even more astounding.

Built into a cavern spanning hundreds of feet in circumference is a city, bustling with life and teeming with strangely-built stone buildings. People, ordinary despite their living conditions, fills the streets en masse, going about the daily tasks that exist in any major city on Byhalya.

Children run laughing through the streets, weaving between their elders who are haggling or conversing in front of various shops and merchant shanties. Many of them look up as we enter the city proper, every emotion from curiosity to panic flashing in their eyes. All appearances aside, these are apparently not the type of people who are used to cosmopolitan city life – these are people accustomed to being completely isolated from the outside world.

For an instant, I am struck by how commonplace the citizens of Dunmar City are, while at the same time being of a completely different culture. Fashions and building styles sharply contrast the rest of the kingdom, even though the citizens bustle about in similar form. They go about their daily lives much as anyone else I have ever seen in Tarsynium.

"They're just like us," I whisper to myself, watching as a woman gathers her children about herself, hurrying them away from us as we approach. "I don't know what I was expecting, but this certainly wasn't it."

"We've only seen the militaristic side of the Nightingales," Owyn replies quietly to my side. "The domestic side... well, it certainly makes you pause and consider things."

The great cavern, which seems to be a massive dome bored into the very heart of the mountain, houses many buildings built from wood and stone. Stalactites are abundant on the ceiling of the cave, dripping water down into pools that appear to be public baths and wells. Homes, stores and houses of worship sprout from the rocky floor like vegetation, and light emanates from a thousand sources, making the city seem to glow.

Curiously, I notice several magefyre torches burning along the streets as well, their bluish flames blending with the orange hues of regular fires and giving the light an odd cast. Strange, I think as we delve deeper into the city. Does this mean that the Nightingales have mages of their own?

Ominously, the doors begin to grind shut behind us, sealing inside the city and leaving us to our fate. My eyes quickly adjust to the strange lighting of the streets, even as the sunlight disappears with the closing doors.

Even with the city's enormous size, we manage to cross the diameter of the cave in short order, taking a direct route that cuts through the center of Dunmar.

Ahead of our column, near the back of the cavern, looms a structure that towers above the underground city, nearly brushing the top of the domed ceiling. It is a fortress that is apparently carved from the stone itself, a multi-tiered behemoth with thick walls and stout towers. A citadel perches at the pinnacle of the structure, a blockish keep with long banners bearing the silvery bird in flight that represents the Nightingales.

“That thing looks impregnable,” Talon observes as we make the final ascent to the fortress’s main gate. “I doubt even the demons could break it open.”

“Every castle is impregnable,” Owyn replies, examining the walls with an appraising eye. “The trick is to find its weakness and properly exploit it.”

I glance at him and raise an eyebrow. “Stormed many castles in your day, have you?”

He meets my gaze then looks away, abashed. “I’ve heard stories,” he replies, reaching to feel for his hatchet only to realize that it is no longer on his belt. “This may come as a surprise, but I’ve actually spent some time studying warfare. Part of ranger training dictates that apprentices read up on siege tactics and fighting in battles.”

Talon nods knowingly, still looking up at the structures lofty towers.

“I’m not as surprised to learn you studied warfare, as I am to learn that you actually know how to read.” I give him a deadpan expression, then grin at him after a few moments, unable to keep a straight face.

He eyes me then shakes his head, the corner of his mouth quirking up in a small smile.

With a rattling of chains and a groaning of metal, the iron-wrought portcullis rises at our approach, allowing three armor-clad men to stride out and meet us. They hail Elias and the scarred man, prompting them and the rest of us to stop.

“What is this?” The lead soldier asks, glaring at us and placing a hand on his sword. “You bring outsiders to us, Elias?”

“I do,” Owyn’s master responds boldly, not the least bit intimidated by the man’s hostile expression. “They come bearing a message from King Aethelgar – an important message that must be delivered directly to Protector Thel.”

The three soldiers each draw their swords, the sound of rasping steel ringing in the air. Out of the corner of my eye, I see men with crossbows lining the wall above us, their weapons not only trained on Elias, but on us as well. My heart begins to beat faster, and I suddenly find myself wishing that I had a talisman so that I could cast a radiant shield in case things got bad.

“You bring kingsmen and assassins in our midst,” the lead soldier hisses, his eyes alight with fury. “You would take them to our king, so that he can be murdered while he sits on his throne?”

“They have been disarmed,” Elias replies calmly, pointedly not reaching for his weapon. “I trust them not to do anything that would endanger the king. As I said, they carry a message of great import, and it has to do with the demonic threat that threatens to destroy us all.”

The soldier looks us over appraisingly, though he does not lower his sword. “Perhaps King Aethelgar is merely frightened for his own skin. Perhaps we should just let the demons ravage his kingdom while we take solace in the mountains.”

“Don’t be a fool, Sturgis,” Elias says. “The might of the R’Laar will reach us even in here. Besides, the decision is not yours to make. It is Protector Thel’s, and his alone.”

The solider, Sturgis, wavers slightly, then finally sheaths his sword, along with the other two Nightingales. The tension in the air immediately dies away.

“You may bring three,” he snaps, gesturing at our group. “I do not want to be responsible for all of them in the court.”

“Done,” Elias replies, turning to regard Owyn and myself. “Owyn, Zara, come along,” he says gesturing for us to follow him. “Talon as well. The Protector of the Nightingales awaits.”

As we begin making our way to the entrance of the fortress, Raloes cries out, breaking away from the rest of our group and scrambling up to Elias. Sturgis moves to draw his sword, but Elias motions for him to stay his blade, which he does reluctantly.

“What do you want, Raloes?” Elias growls, eying the black-haired man suspiciously. “You should go with the others to await our return.”

“The king,” he replies, attitude condescending, “sent me personally to ensure his interests are protected. I demand that I be allowed entry as well.”

Elias regards him for a moment, considering but revealing nothing on his stony face. Finally, after what seems like an eternity of silence, he nods. “Alright,” he says, taking a step closer and looming over the courier. “But know that I have my eye on you. If you make even a single wrong move, I will not hesitate to kill you myself.”

Raloes matches his stare, unblinking, and smiles.

The soldier Sturgis begins leading us into the castle, his hand never straying far from the hilt of his sword.

The inside of the fortress is just as stark as its outside appearance, with a simple, militaristic style and bare stone walls. The inside is lit by a variety of candles, torches and braziers, giving everything an orange cast as we traverse the tunnel-like halls.

Owyn and Talon seem to be feeling the same nervous apprehension that I myself feel, and I take comfort in knowing that the two of them are coming with me to confront the leader of the Nightingales.

Weaving through the hallways, we eventually come to a large, rectangular room with a high vaulted ceiling. It is lit by rows of smoldering braziers and a great chandelier carrying dozens of burning candles. A handful of attendants fill the room, all congregated around a large, stone throne resting on a dais at the far end of the chamber. The throne is rather plain compared to the one I saw in Tarsys, but it is solid, giving the distinct impression of unmovable agelessness. Upon it, sits a man in a crisp military uniform, with a silver bird pin on his breast. A circlet of pure iron rests upon his greying head, and his clean-shaven face is marred by deep lines that only grave responsibility can create.

He looks up as we enter, his blue eyes watching us with cold, calculating scrutiny. Then, one of his attendants springs forward, questioning Elias with a look of incredulity.

“What is the meaning of this?” He asks, striding up to us as we approach the throne. “Elias, is that you? Why have you brought strangers to this court?”

"We come on special assignment from Aethelgar of Tarsys," he replies as cordially as I have ever heard him speak. He stops before the dais and bows, his posture indicating great respect.

"King Aethelgar?" The attendant replies, aghast. "You have defied the laws of Dunmar City, and your good sense, and have brought agents of the enemy into our midst?"

"They mean you no harm," Elias says evenly, straightening and fixing the man with an unblinking stare. "The message they bring is of the utmost importance to the Nightingales."

The attendant, whose face is beginning to turn bright red, begins to snap a retort at Elias, but Xander Thel cuts him off.

“Peace, Edward,” the Protector says, lifting his hand in a placating gesture at the man. His voice is calm but commanding, deep and powerful sounding. "I've known Elias Keen for many years. If he has brought these people into my court, then he must have a good reason for doing so."

The attendant, Edward, sputters for a moment, but then visibly forces himself to calm down. He takes a deep breath and steps back, allowing Elias to have the floor.

The grizzled ranger nods appreciatively to the Protector of the Nightingales, then turns to regard our group. "These two," he declares, gesturing to Owyn and I, "have been on quite the adventure over the past few months, and have been commissioned by King Aethelgar himself to deliver a message to you. I have brought them here in full confidence, knowing for myself the importance of the message they bear."

With that, he clasps his hands behind his back, looking at the two of us expectantly. In fact, everyone in the throne room seems to be leaning toward us, interested in what we have to say.

I glance over at Owyn, who gives me a look as if to say, "Don't look at me, Zara. You're the diplomatic one."

Fine, I think, resisting the urge to sigh. I suppose I will be the one to speak with the rebel leader.

"My lord," I begin, trying hard not to sound intimidated. "I am Seeker Zara Dennel of the Conclave of Mages. This is Owyn Lund of the kingdom's rangers. We've come to speak with you about a long-forgotten threat that has resurfaced in our day – the demonic horde known as the R'Laar."

"I am no lord," the Protector replies coolly, waving his hand in dismissive fashion. "And I have heard plenty of reports. My men have fought these creatures all over Tarsynium."

"Then you know the gravity of the situation," I respond without missing a beat. "The R'Laar have a single purpose: to destroy the world and everyone in it. They do not care for our wars or our petty squabbles. In fact, they will use our division to their advantage and more easily conquer Tarsynium when the Arc of Radiance falls."

Xander Thel eyes me for a moment, as if carefully considering my words. Then, finally, he asks, "Is it true, then? Is the Arc of Radiance truly failing?"

I nod my head gravely. "Yes, your majesty. The cause of the failure is still subject for debate, but one thing is certain... eventually, it will completely fail."

"That's how the demons have been able to get through," Owyn adds, stepping up beside me and setting his jaw, reminding me of his master. "They can only come through a few at a time, but the attacks are definitely becoming more frequent."

"This... is important information," the Protector replies, stroking his chin thoughtfully. "But surely, you did not come here merely to divulge information about the demons."

"No," I agree, "we did not. We come bearing a message from King Aethelgar of Tarsys, an offer of peace. The king wishes to end the war between his forces and the Nightingales, at least until the R'Laar have been dealt with. Only united, can we hope to survive."

This time, my words prompt the various attendants to sputter and exclaim. One of them even laughs.

"A truce?" The man named Edward says, his voice incredulous. "Are you daft, woman? The minute we present that snake with an opportunity, he will stab us in the back."

"The Nightingales have been at war with the crown for years," another asserts, shaking her head emphatically. "It would be folly to attempt putting aside decades of prejudices, demons or no."

Protector Thel raises his hand, quieting them almost immediately. His face, unlike the others, looks contemplative. Contemplative, and troubled.

"I thank you for delivering this message," he says, voice regal and diplomatic. "But you must understand, a decision to make peace with Aethelgar cannot be made in haste. I must speak with my closest advisors, and do what will be best for my people. In the meantime, please by my guests in Dunmar City. I will see that you are given lodgings and food, and that your associates will be watched over. Of course, you cannot be allowed to leave the mountain, but you may explore the city at your leisure, so long as you do not make trouble."

"So, we're to become your prisoners, then," Owyn mutters under his breath. I shoot him a look and he glances away, looking down at his boots with a chagrined expression.

The Protector, thankfully, does not comment on the outburst. "Please," he says, motioning for us to leave. "Go, and see to your men. I will send for you when a final decision has been made."

At the urging of the guards, we begin to shuffle out, making for the exit at the back of the throne room. Elias comes with us, until Thel calls him back, his voice echoing in the cavernous hall.

“Elias," he says, "may I speak with you for a moment?”

The grizzled warrior lets out a breath and turns, his face becoming like stone. "Of course, your grace."

By the time they begin talking, we are already out of earshot, shuffling through the tunnel-like halls to the city proper.
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Chapter Seventeen

Owyn
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“This way,” grunts one of the Nightingale attendants, gesturing down a cluttered street toward a tenement building that looks to have been constructed with clay bricks.

Zara walks beside me, looking troubled, along with an unusually somber Talon and a dour-looking Raloes. Nightingale soldiers, armored in chain and wielding heavy clubs, flank us as we leave the fortress, shooting glares at us every time we make eye contact with them.

The meeting with the traitor ‘protector’ had gone just about as well as I expected it would – the man seemed unwilling to work with agents of Tarsynium, even in the face of certain destruction. Even more infuriating, he seemed more than willing to turn us into his prisoners, ordering us locked inside this tomb of a city.

Light blasted Nightingales, I think bitterly as we approach the building’s threshold. I doubt their personal vendetta will be worth anything when demons coming knocking on their mountain doors.

The guard leading us thumps on the front door with the butt of his cudgel, prompting a man within to push it open. We follow the man inside and find ourselves in a wide, sparsely furnished common room, which is filled with the soldiers King Aethelgar had sent with us. They perk up as soon as they see Raloes come inside.

“These will be your quarters while in Dunmar City,” the guard says, his rough, unshaven face surly as he eyes each of us in turn. “It is heavily guarded, so don’t even think of trying to slip out. Protector Thel has granted you limited access to the city. If you decide to leave this place, be sure to take one of the guards with you. If we find you wandering around the city alone, you will be killed.”

He says the words in such a way as to imply that he would enjoy killing us, given the opportunity. Looking our group over, giving us one final sneer, he turns and exits the building, shutting the door behind him.

The soldiers who had accompanied us from Tarsys surge forward and begin pestering Raloes with questions. He quiets them down and begins grimly answering them one at a time. Glancing at one another, Zara, Talon and I slip to the back of the room, sitting down on some chairs that have been arranged in one of the corners.

“Well,” Talon says after sitting down, some of his brashness returning, “that could have gone better.”

Zara raises an eyebrow at him. “How do you mean?”

Talon leans back in his seat, running a hand through his unruly black hair. “I mean that the Nightingale Protector did not seem interested in any sort of alliance. The only bright side is that he did not immediately execute us for coming to his secret city.”

“On the contrary,” Zara replies, adopting a thoughtful expression. “I think that despite everything, things went rather well.”

Talon rolls his eyes in an exaggerated fashion. “Please enlighten us, Magus.”

Ignoring him, she looks over at me and elaborates. “Remember when we were captured by the Nightingales in the Emberwood? General Pyke gave us a similar treatment before they eventually agreed to help us defend Forest Hill.”

“Yes,” I reply, nodding. “I remember.”

“The Nightingales have every right to be wary,” she continues, her hand going up as if to fidget with the talisman around her neck, then falling when she realizes that it isn’t there. “They’ve been at war with the crown for generations. The fact that they are taking time to consider King Aethelgar’s offer bodes well for us, I think. With time, I have a feeling that they will agree to our terms. The R’Laar are simply too big a threat to ignore.”

“I hope your right,” Talon mutters, glancing around the room. “For all our sakes.”

The soldiers and Raloes seem to be arguing about something on the other side of the common room, their heads close together as they speak in hushed voices. Light emanates from several candle sconces on the walls, giving the room a flickering, uneven cast, and dust motes float in the air around us, indicating that this building hasn’t seen much use. In fact, the whole building has a grimy cast to it, with stained walls and filthy floors that look like they haven’t seen a broom in years.

I look back to find Talon and Zara staring at me, apprehension weighing heavily on their expressions. “What?” I reply defensively, sitting back in my chair and frowning.

The two glance at each other before Talon speaks up. “It’s nothing, mate,” he replies, before shifting uncomfortably and going on. “It’s just that... with your past and everything, and what’s being going on between you and Elias, we’re just worried about you being stuck in the middle of a Nightingale city.”

Zara nods, as if she agrees with the apprentice’s concern.

I shrug my shoulders. “It really isn’t a big deal,” I reply, attempting to sound unbothered by the whole thing. “I’ve been behind enemy lines loads of times. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“That’s just it,” Zara says, her voice soft. “You just said, ‘behind enemy lines’. Don’t you realize that our whole purpose is to make these people our allies?”

I open my mouth to reply, but the words die on my tongue.

“You’ve got a pretty big chip on your shoulder, mate,” Talon agrees. “I don’t like the idea of working with these people any more than you do, but they’re all we have. Fighting that gorgon in the Ashwood terrified me... I’d overcome any prejudice if it meant I’d have more backup when they return.”

I look at each of them in turn, unsure of what to say. Do they really not trust me, after all that we have been through? I fought beside the Nightingales during the Battle of Forest Hill, and defended them in the Ashwood when the Master Warden ordered their extermination. Finally, I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. My frown deepens, but my shoulders slump. “I won’t do anything stupid,” I say, deflating somewhat. “I promise. It’s not like I have any weapons to use, anyway.”

This seems to satisfy them somewhat, but I can see that Zara still looks uneasy.

“That’s good,” she says, still fidgeting with her talisman. “But I still think you should consider speaking with Elias. He’s worried about you, and he–”

“I know,” I reply, cutting her off. “I overheard you the other night, when you were talking with him at the inn.”

She stiffens, but I make a placating gesture, attempting to put her at ease. “Don’t worry,” I say, softening my expression. “I’m not angry with you. I... I’ll talk with Elias eventually – on my own time. I still need to work a few things out in my own head, first.”

She relaxes visibly, apparently grateful that I am not displeased with her. She gives me a small smile, and the energy between the three of us seems to lighten, become more positive. The muscles in my face relax as well, and I find the tension in my shoulders easing as I stare into her eyes.

Talon coughs, which causes both of us to look at him. “Anyway,” he says, looking a little annoyed, “we need to figure out what our next move is. What we need to do in order to complete the mission.”

“I imagine,” Zara replies, “there is only one thing we can do. Wait and hope that Elias will be able to convince the Protector to work with us.”

He sighs. "I hate waiting around." He looks over at me, then gives me a hopeful look. "Maybe tomorrow the two of us can do some training. Anything to make the time pass."

"Sure," I reply, still trying to sort through my thoughts. Maybe it will be good to do some sparring with Talon. I usually think the clearest when I'm using my muscles.

We go into talking about Dunmar City, about how strange and unnerving the underground construction is. Zara talks about how she is looking forward to exploring the city in depth, and how she thinks there are mages among the Nightingales, in addition to ordinary soldiers.

Eventually, everyone begins to filter upstairs, where sparse bedrooms have been prepared along a dank, musty hallway. Like the other buildings in Dunmar City, the structure has been built from wooden beams held together with hardened clay, and the roof is constructed from woven thatch, also slathered liberally with the brownish clay. Bedrolls have been laid out on the dusty floor, and each room contains a bowl of fruit, a loaf of bread, and a pitcher of room-temperature water.

Talon and I choose a bedroom near the back of the house, setting our things down beside the bedrolls and settling down on the floor to eat our food. We eat mostly in silence, munching by the low light of a dripping candle in the far corner of the room.

When we finish, we begin getting ourselves ready for bed, stripping out of our ranger cloaks and climbing into our bedrolls on the floor.

Surprisingly, sleep finds me fairly easily, the darkness overcoming my mind and carrying me into a quiet rest. No dreams haunt me, and my body becomes comfortably numb, a restfulness I have not encountered in days finally enveloping me like a warm blanket.

Sometime in the middle of the night I find myself blinking awake, feeling the need to relieve myself. Pulling myself out of my warm bedroll, I stumble through the darkened room searching for the chamber pot, which I eventually find on the other side of the room.

I let out a sigh as I urinate, a dim light emanating from beneath our door. When I am finished, I pull up my trousers and begin making my way back to my bedroll. However, as I step away from the chamber pot, I can hear voices speaking just outside in the hallway. Frowning, I creep over to the door and press my ear against it, straining to hear the talking on the other side.

Immediately, I recognize one of them as Raloes, his haughty, refined voice distinctive, even through the thick wood of the door. The other one, much gruffer than the first, is likely one of the soldiers. It sounds like they are arguing.

“–need to continue with the plan,” Raloes says, his voice urgent but hushed. “The King will be awaiting our report.”

The other voice is more muffled. It sounds like he says, “...have to be careful... rebels are suspicious of us... watching us closely.”

Raloes scoffs. “King Aethelgar is not a patient man,” he whispers derisively. “He will not be pleased if we are forced to stay here long.”

“The mission... complete. We cannot afford... discovered.”

“Dev, my good man,” Raloes replies, his tone slick like oil. “You worry too much. Just like always, I have a plan.”

With the sound of boots on wood, the two depart from their place in the hall, their voices trailing away and becoming indistinct.

I wait there for a moment, trying to force my still-sleepy mind to process what I had just overheard. Raloes is planning something with the king’s soldiers, I think, running a hand through my hair. It sounds like we are being intentionally kept in the dark.

After a few minutes, I return to my bedroll, still curious about their hushed conversation. When I nestle back into my blankets, though, my head hitting the pillow, sleep swiftly overtakes me, causing me to forget about the whole event.

Whatever it is, I think drowsily as I drift off, the Nightingales are the enemy. Their plans probably don’t concern us at all.

Blackness swallows me up.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eighteen

Zara
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The morning comes with the ringing of bells in Dunmar City, though it is hard to tell due to the perpetual darkness of the place.

Yawning, I get myself ready and head downstairs, where a plain meal of bread and cheese is waiting for us. The soldiers all seem restless as we eat breakfast, shifting uncomfortably and eying our Nightingale guards as they stand watch just outside the front door.

Talon and Owyn talk about taking the day to train in hand-to-hand combat, going over the exercises they will do and the various forms they will practice.

I have to resist rolling my eyes at them. Rangers, I think to myself, taking a sip of water to wash down a bite of bread. Always trying to think up ways to pummel each other... so uncivilized.

Owyn belatedly offers to have me join them, so he can show me some moves in self-defense. I politely decline, stating that I would rather dig my eyes out with my talisman than have to smell Talon while he is sweating.

To be honest, I am quite excited to take this opportunity to explore the city, so that I can learn about Nightingale society and what makes them different from the rest of the country. Owyn protests, claiming that it will be dangerous for me to go out into the underground city alone, but I assure him that I will be all right.

I am a mage, after all.

Having finished my meal, I bid them farewell and head outside, emulating the High Magus as I inform the guards that I will require an escort.

"I wish to go out into the city," I say with an air of command. "One of you will please accompany me so that I will have a guide. Thank you."

They eye each other for a moment before one of them steps forward, a youth in mail armor that cannot be more than a few years older than myself.

"I'll go with you," he says, his voice actually quite polite. "I know this city like the back of my hand."

"Excellent," I reply coolly, stepping away from our dismal building and heading toward the street. I call back to him without looking over my shoulder. "Come along, then."

The rattling of chainmail tells me that he has fallen into step behind me.

Without the sun, it is difficult to judge time in Dunmar City – the effect of eternal night being rather eerie. Bells, rung from what looks like a lighthouse in the center of the city, let the citizens know what time it is without having to go outside, and the bulbous, glass lamps hung from poles light the streets at all hours of the day, giving the cavern the appearance of a city full of stars.

Stepping out onto the street, I am immediately greeted by the familiar sounds of city life, the din of many people talking over one another and the noise of carts rattling and merchants hawking their wares. A group of children passes by, running and laughing while adults look on with annoyance, probably wondering where their parents are and why they are letting their children run rampant.

I breathe in the air, taking comfort in the fact that, despite being in a massive cave, the smells of the city are very similar to what one would expect to find in Tarsys.

For a time, we wander through the crowded streets, passing shops and people haggling with merchants at various stalls. Once again, I am taken by how similar these people are to the citizens of Tarsynium. They go about living their lives as if the war is some distant thing, a trivial bit of news that has little impact on their day-to-day living. Every so often, I do catch glimpses of what sets the Nightingales apart. Every able-bodied man in the city appears to be armed, and banners flying the silver bird can be seen hanging from buildings, proudly proclaiming their independence.

It is an odd sensation, but I actually find myself enjoying my forced incarceration in the city. The scholar in me loves observing these rebels in their natural environment.

We pass an iron brazier on the side of one of the streets, smoldering with a giant ball of shimmering magefyre. I pause before the brazier, pointing at the flames and looking over to my guard. “This is magefyre,” I state, arching an eyebrow at him. “How was this created?”

The guard glances at the flames then back at me, shrugging and causing his mail armor to clink. “It was created by the mages,” he says, as if his response is the simplest thing in the world.

“The mages?” I ask dubiously, crossing my arms in front of me. “You mean the Conclave?”

He shakes his head. “No, I mean the Cabal. Their base is located over in the Liberty Quarter.” He points to a section of the city far to the right of the great fortress.

“Take me there,” I demand, starting off in that direction. “I would speak with these mages, if possible.”

The guard hurries off after me without another word, taking the lead and guiding me through a series of roads and side streets.

A rogue group of mages, I think to myself, amazed by the revelation. The Nightingales actually have their own version of the Conclave... here, in the city! If the High Magus ever found out about this, she’d probably come knocking down those gigantic doors herself!

When we arrive in the Liberty Quarter, I see a large domed structure in the middle of a wide, paved courtyard of stone. Blue lamps, burning with magefyre, give the area and azure cast, making it contrast sharply with the rest of the city, which otherwise seems to resonate with an orange glow. The building itself is only three stories tall, but the dome encapsulating it, made from polished bronze, gives the structure an austere look different from anything else in Dunmar City.

“There it is,” the guard says, sounding reverent. “The Cabal.”

Taking in one last look at the building, I begin making my way toward it, robes swishing as I walk. “Thank you for bringing me here,” I say without looking over my shoulder.

“Wait!” The guard exclaims, rushing to my side and grabbing my arm. He pulls me to a stop, and none too gently. His eyes are full of panic. “The mages do not receive visitors,” he says, releasing me as I pull my arm away. “It is forbidden to approach their base uninvited.”

I draw myself to my full height, raising my chin and giving him a look of superiority. “I’m going in there,” I say firmly. “With, or without you. I am a mage as well, and it is important that I find out what this ‘Cabal’ really is.”

He swallows, eyes darting from me to the building, before finally wilting, his shoulders sagging. For a guard, he doesn't seem to have much of a backbone, though I suppose that has more to do with my status as a mage than anything else.

Pulling my arm away from him, I cross the distance between him and the domed structure in short order, climbing the steps before he curses and finally begins to follow me again.

I push open the doors, stepping into the building without hesitation and find myself in what appears to be a dimly lit library. Orderly rows of metal bookshelves are set up in the large, rectangular room, filled with books and scrolls of every size, shape and dimension. As I step inside, the nervous guard trailing behind me, I am immediately confronted by the scent of incense mingled with old parchment, the sweet, slightly mildewy aroma filling my nostrils and reminding me oddly of home.

The doors creak shut behind us as I make my way inward, examining the tall bookshelves with an appraising eye. While not as impressive as the Great Library of the Conclave, this collection is certainly extensive and well-maintained.

Where, I wonder, are the mages in charge of this place?

Wandering down a row of bookshelves, I spot a wizened old man in a dusty black robe snoring softly in a plush chair behind a desk. His white beard, long and thick, rustles gently as he breathes, and a long, crooked nose adorns the middle of his face, upon which is perched a pair of round spectacles. Embroidered on the breast of his dark robes is a silvery flying bird, the symbol of the Nightingales, set inside of an upside-down triangle.

This man, I realize, must be one of the mages.

I approach him, despite the whispered protests of my guard, and attempt to get his attention. “Excuse me,” I hiss, leaning forward and knocking gently on the wooden desk in front of him. “Can I ask you some questions?”

The old man does not stir.

Glancing over my shoulder, I see that my youthful guard is pale-faced, clearly uncomfortably with what I am attempting. I ignore his pleading eyes and renew my efforts, striving to wake up the black-robed man.

"Excuse me," I say a little louder, rapping my knuckles even harder on his desk.

Still, the old man remains asleep.

Sighing, I take a step back and reach for my talisman, channeling a little source energy to lend me aid. Then, raising my other hand, I utter the words of power associated with radiant lashings, "Ceangail an fhir."

Shimmering blue magic shoots from my fingers and wraps itself around the old man's head, covering his mouth and nose and cutting off his only source of air. In a matter of seconds, his eyes buldge open and he sits bolt upright, reaching up to his face and struggling to breathe. Almost immediately I release the spell, causing the magic to dissipate and allowing the ancient mage to suck in a deep, panicked breath.

Looking back over at my guard, I see that he is now wearing a look of absolute horror, his jaw slack as he regards the sputtering old man.

I do little to hide my satisfied smile.

"My name is Seeker Zara Dennell of the Conclave of Mages," I say in a strong voice, still holding on to the source crystal around my neck. "I have come to speak with the mages of the Cabal. Can you point me in the right direction?"

The old mage regards me for a moment, bushy white eyebrows knitting together in confusion, before finally responding in a voice like creaking leather. “Well, that’s one way to wake an old man up. From the Conclave you say? Interesting. I assume you’re with the group that came in from the outside yesterday?”

I nod.

“Interesting,” he says again, stroking his beard with a bony, liver-spotted hand. “Well, we heard rumors that there was a blue robe with the king’s delegation, but I didn’t think we’d be hearing from you so quickly, or at all, for that matter. King Aethelgar’s agents have an awful habit of ending up in the castle dungeon before too long.”

I give him an indignant look. “I am not one of King Aethelgar’s agents. I represent the Conclave of Mages.”

He waves a dismissive hand. “If you live in Tarsys, then you're an agent of the king. But, no matter. I suppose I should introduce myself. My name is Ignus, and I am one of the three mages that make up the Cabal.”

“Three?” I quirk a curious eyebrow at him. “The Cabal has only three members?”

“Indeed,” he replies, nodding. “We lack the recruiting pool and the source crystals to support as many mages as the Conclave. But still, we support the free people of Dunmar in all things magical.”

I stare at him for a moment, dumbfounded. Three mages, I think to myself, to support an entire city? It must be quite an endeavor. Even so, it is amazing that three rogue mages supporting the Nightingales have gone unnoticed for so long. After an awkward pause, I give Ignus a slight bow. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance. I am also interested to learn more about the Cabal, and how we can promote peaceful discourse between our two great organizations.”

“Bah,” says Ignus, scooting back his chair and getting to his feet. “The Conclave makes us look inconsequential by comparison. But your diplomacy is much appreciated. Come on, then. I’ll introduce you to the others.”

He totters off, leaving my guard and I to look at one another uncertainly. Then, taking a breath, I stride after the old man, passing rows of bookshelves while my guard clinks reluctantly behind me.

"The Cabal is a relatively new institution," Ignus says, his voice reverberating loudly off the metallic shelves. "Compared to the Conclave, anyway. It was founded by myself, Edna and Aldor, when we defected from Tarsynium and sought a new life in these mountains."

He approaches the far wall, pushing open a door and climbing a set of stairs. I follow him, listening intently to his story as we go.

"As you can imagine, the Nightingales soon found us," he continues, huffing as he makes his way up the stairs. "It was a good thing, too. Scholars were not meant to survive in such a hostile environment. We offered them our services, and in exchange they took us in, bringing us to Dunmar City to aid them in any way that we could. That was... oh, perhaps fifty years ago."

We reach the top of the stairs and he pushes open another door, leading us into what appears to be a study, with three armchairs set in a semicircle beside a roaring fireplace. Strange trinkets line the walls, and two other elderly mages sit facing the fire, a man and woman.

They look up as we approach, both of their bespectacled faces twisting into looks of curiosity.

"Ignus," says the woman, who I assume to be Edna. "Who have you brought us today?"

"Blue robes," rasps the other man, Aldor. He is bald with drooping cheeks, and a patch covering one of his eyes. "She must be the mage who accompanied the kingsmen."

"This," Ignus says, gesturing to the two of us, "is Zara Dennell and her escort... erm, what is your name?"

"Will," says the guard, his voice sounding small beside me.

"Will," repeats Ignus, turning to face his companions. "Zara here wanted to 'ask us questions', so I thought I'd bring her up here to speak with all three of us."

"You old fool," Aldor says before descending into a fit of coughing. When he finishes, he goes on. "You'd bring a rival mage into our base of operations?"

"She's just a girl," Edna adds, her tone in agreement with the man sitting next to her. "I doubt she's even worn that robe for very long."

"She's not going anywhere," Ignus replies, shuffling over to the empty armchair by the fire. "I doubt she will be a threat to us, and she seems earnest enough. So, what questions do you have for us, girl? You have the Nightingale Cabal all together, ready and listening." He sits heavily down in the chair and looks up at me, expression mildly amused.

For a moment I just stare at them, bewildered by the whole exchange. After barging my way in and demanding an audience, these rogue mages, who are old enough to be my great-grandparents, simply welcome me in and become compliant?

After about a minute of uncomfortable silence, the sound of the popping fire the only noise in the room, I open my mouth and begin asking my questions.
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Chapter Nineteen

Owyn
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Talon thrusts out with his quarterstaff, attempting to strike me in square in the stomach.

Dodging to the side, I quickly bring up my own staff and try to hit the other apprentice on the shoulder. He manages to block my attack, the sound of hardened lengths of wood smacking together resounding in the sparring circle, reverberating off the cavernous walls around us.

Panting, the two of us break away from one another, backing up to the edge of the wide circle and eying each other warily.

"You've gotten better," I remark, watching as Talon twirls the staff around in a showy display of skill.

"I've been practicing," he replies off-handedly, shrugging as he rests the staff against his shoulder. "Experience has taught me that there isn't always going to be short swords laying around, and if I'm going to be spending time with you, I'd better be ready to fight with anything."

I grin at him, feeling alive for the first time in weeks. Something about sparring, the struggle between two skilled opponents, makes me forget about my own personal troubles. The feeling of the wood grain on my fingers, the soreness of my muscles, and the sweat trickling down my face fills me with satisfaction, helping me to remember why I became a ranger in the first place.

Taking a deep breath, I move back to the center of the ring, adopting a defensive stance with my hands shoulder-width across on the staff. Several Nightingale soldiers watch as we square off once again, their snickering voices carrying over the sand of the pit. I pay them little heed.

My entire focus is on the fight at hand.

Talon approaches warily, his stance also defensive as he closes the gap between us in a few measured steps. For a moment, time seems to stand still, as if the thrill of the fight is holding its breath.

Then... movement.

Talon launches forward in a flurry of attacks, striking first with the butt of his quarterstaff, then with the forward haft. I block both times, absorbing the shock of the blows as I back up, surprised by the ferocity of his push. Crack, crack, crack! The blows continue to come, both of our wooden staves waving back and forth in a blur of motion.

Backing up to the edge of the ring, I pivot my foot and use my momentum to dive into a counter-attack, striking at his neck and then his chest in short, successive strikes. He manages to block those as well, weaving deftly as I push him back toward the center of the ring.

Light, he really has gotten good, I think as I search for an opening. Is this what he had been up to those times when he had been alone? Practicing with the staff?

While unconventional weapons by ranger standards, skill with the quarterstaff could easily translate into skill with the spear, which is a weapon commonly used in the Tarsynium military. The edicts surrounding the Ranger's Oath dictate that rangers should be well-versed in all manner of martial weaponry, and it would seem that Talon has taken this admonition to heart, driving himself to fight with great prowess.

He lunges at me in a stabbing motion, the top of his staff making for my heart, and I barely manage to get out of the way before he can score a hit.

Talon growls, falling back and adopting a defensive posture with his staff held out in front of him horizontally.

Not wanting to give him a chance to recuperate, I launch into another series of attacks, swinging my weapon in a wide arc and trying to sweep out his legs from under him.

He brings down his staff and blocks, then uses the top half to punch out at me in a short, savage blow. The wooden haft connects with the side of my head, sending searing pain into my skull as my vision bursts with light. The next thing I know, I am lying flat on my back in the sand, blinking furiously as I try to clear my vision of the floating stars.

Laughter fills my ears, the Nightingales jeering loudly at my collapse.

"Eleven Hells!" Talon curses, dropping his staff and falling to his knees beside me. "Owyn, I'm sorry! I didn't mean to hit you that hard! Are you alright?"

Struggling to sit up, I bring a hand up to my cheek and wince. The skin is painful to the touch, and judging by the throbbing pain, it is probably going to become a nasty bruise.

My head still ringing, I turn to look at Talon, his face lined with concern.

Then I grin.

"Light, Talon. I never thought I'd see the day when you actually bested me in sparring."

His brow furrows in a look of confusion, but after a moment he smiles ruefully at me. "Well, I couldn't let you go on forever undefeated. Not good for my ego."

He stands up and offers me a hand, which I take gratefully, pulling myself up to my feet as well.

The Nightingales are through with their chuckling and seem confused that I am taking the blow so well. Good, I think, bending down and picking up my staff. Let them be confused. Bloody rebels.

"I think that's enough sparring for the day," Talon mutters, picking up his own staff and using it to stretch his shoulders. "I know I'm going to be feeling this tomorrow... though probably not as bad as you."

I grimace, trying to ignore the pain in my cheek. "You just want to end the day while you're on top," I complain, though I follow him out of the sparring circle toward the weapon racks. "Just wait... the next time we spar, I won't go so easy on you."

He gives me a lopsided grin as he places his staff on the rack, then holds out a hand to take and replace mine. When we had asked the Nightingales for weapons to spar with, the quarterstaffs were all they had been willing to give us. Even so, it provided us with a great opportunity to work some of our anxiety out.

"Come on," he says, putting his arm around my shoulders. "Let's head back to the house. There's a mug of ale with your name on it that'll make that ugly face of yours feel much better."

We make our way back to our prison of a house, walking from the training grounds and into Dunmar City. The constant gloom of the place brings back some of the depression I had been feeling earlier, but fortunately the energy from the fight still pulses within me, banishing most of the darkness for the time being.

Eventually we arrive at the house and step inside, separating from our guards and sitting at one of the tables set up in the main common area. A few well-placed coins from Raloes and the other king's soldiers the night before had brought a barrel of ale to the common area, and Talon fills the two of us a couple of mugs before settling down, laughing and joking in his usual way and helping me to relax.

Normally, I detest ale, the bitter stuff never quite sitting well with me. But right now, after an extended morning of exercise, wrestling and sparring, the liquid feels good on my tongue, giving me a tingling sensation the more that I drink.

For a time we sit amiably and chat, recalling days before we joined with the rangers and regaling one another with tales of our childhood. The pleasant conversation is almost enough to make me forget about our dire situation, the way the Nightingale soldiers regard us like invaders and whisper to themselves. After what seems like an hour of idling and drinking, the front door bangs open, causing everyone within to look up in curiosity.

Zara walks in, trailed by a nervous-looking Nightingale guard, and proceeds to approach our table, a thick book tucked beneath her arm. The guard breaks away upon seeing his fellows, allowing her to come and sit by us in relative privacy. As she sits down, she looks at the angry red mark on my face and arches an eyebrow.

"Please tell me you stumbled into a wall," she says dryly, setting the book in front of her and resting her hands primly on the table.

I give her an apologetic smile. "Sparring practice," I say simply, then reach for my mug and take a long drink.

Zara looks over at Talon, her eyebrows going up in shock. "You did this to him?"

Talon raises both his hands in front of him, as if in surrender. "It was an accident," he replies defensively, looking to me for support. "I didn't mean to mess up his face... Light knows how much you like looking at it."

She ignores the jibe and turns her attention back over to me, her expression softening. "Are you alright? It looks like you took an anvil to the face."

I lean back in my chair and give her a nonchalant shrug. "I'm fine. Just stings a bit. By tomorrow, you won't even know that it's there."

Zara doesn't look convinced.

Clearing my throat, I attempt to change the subject, gesturing at the book in front of her. "What's that you got there?"

She glances down and rests a hand on the leather-bound cover. "It's a gift," she replies, excitement creeping into her voice. "A one-of-a-kind spell book called Legends of the Arcane."

"Sounds... mystical," Talon says, tipping back his head and draining the last of his ale.

"Spell books typically are by nature," she replies dryly. She strokes the cover fondly, as if she is holding something extremely precious to her.

"Where did you get it?" I ask, prodding.

She looks up at me, tone growing enthusiastic. "I've made a discovery, one that will come as a great surprise to my colleagues at the Conclave. There are mages in the city, allied with the Nightingales. They call themselves the Cabal. I met with them, and allowed me to take this book as a parting gift."

Talon leans forward, suddenly intrigued. "Mages, you say? How many?"

"So, they have their own version of the Conclave?" I ask my question at practically the same time as Talon.

She beams, looking at each of us in turn. "Yes, but there is only three of them, and they are very old. I don't think they have put very much effort into recruiting more. They came here many years ago seeking asylum, and have been allowed to live with the Nightingales on condition that they would use their powers to help their society."

"That's... well, that's good, right?" Talon looks perplexed by the revelation, as if unsure about whether or not Nightingale mages is a positive thing.

"It's extraordinary news!" Zara replies, her smile widening. "It means that they have independent research that they can share with the greater magical community, not to mention the aid they can lend in defending Tarsynium against the R'Laar."

I lean back, contemplating this information. If the Nightingales have mages, what else could they be hiding? This city is much more complicated than any of us could have expected.

"We'll have to let Raloes and the others know," Zara says off-handedly, looking back down at the book. "The presence of magic in the ranks of the Nightingales will be a tremendous asset for the entire kingdom."

Talon frowns, glancing around the common area curiously. "Where is Raloes, anyway? I haven't seen him since last night."

Zara looks about as well, eyebrows knitting together as she too notices the vacancy of the common room. Aside from a handful of King Aethelgar's soldiers quietly dicing in the corner, and their Nightingale minders, the room is fairly empty, with Raloes nowhere to be found.

"Maybe he's carousing around the city," I offer, though part of me seriously doubts that. The man has a contempt for the Nightingales that appears to rival my own.

"Perhaps," Zara says, looking back down at her book and beginning to flip through the pages.

It isn't long until our guards bring us food from the outside, plates of bread and cheese and thin slices of meat, which tastes a little like pork. We eat and talk, the topic of conversation shifting to the rebel king and how long it will take him to come to a decision. I only listen with half an ear, picking at my food as my melancholy sets back in. Something about being here, in a giant cave surrounded by untrusting insurgents makes me think about Elias' betrayal, as well as the death of my father. No matter what I experienced, fighting alongside the Nightingales in the Emberwood, there seems to be a prejudice that I find myself incapable of overcoming, like a cliff that's impossible to climb.

Time passes and when I finish my food, I excuse myself from the group, pushing my chair back and muttering about how I want to lay down and rest.

Zara regards me with concern but Talon just shrugs, turning to ask the guards if he can have a second plate.

I give her a reassuring smile and head upstairs, making my way to my room.

Walking down the hall, I notice that the door to Raloes' bedroom stands ajar, no light peeking through the crack and no sound coming from within. Looking around and finding myself alone, I silently creep over to the door and gently push it open, peeking inside.

The bedroom is empty, save for a pair of ruffled-looking bedrolls and chamber pot sitting in the corner.

Glancing around my shoulder again, I step inside and investigate closer, looking for any signs of where the courier might have gone. Something about that man is off, I think to myself, crouching down and picking up a crumpled piece of paper. The ink is smudged, and it is written in a script that I do not understand. A code of some kind?

A noise sounds from outside the room's only window, and I look up to see that the glass has been smashed. Broken shards lie on the floor beneath the windowsill, where a gaping hole leads to the outside alley between buildings.

Cautiously, I approach the window and gaze outside, looking down into the alley and trying to piece together what had happened.

He must have escaped, I realize, suddenly feeling very wary. He smashed the window, then ran out into the city.

"But where would he have gone?" I mutter to myself, perplexed. The doors remain heavily guarded, and we are far from any friendly villages.

A sudden urge to investigate further comes over me, and I find myself crawling through the open window and lowering myself to the ground below. The alley is narrow and cluttered with refuse, but even in the dim light of the cavern city I can see footprints in the grime leading around a corner.

Cautiously, I follow them, making my way through the alley to the streets beyond.

People bustle about as normal, walking this way and that and paying little heed to their surroundings. The mouth of the alley opens up on a wide boulevard, with old, empty crates stacked up against the clay brick wall. Something catches my eye, hidden in the shadows of the crates, and I bend down to investigate, squinting to see in the dark. A figure sits slumped against the wall in between the crates, its head hanging forward on its bare chest, a dark stain glistening on the skin.

I hesitantly reach in and push up the head, realizing with horror that it is one of the Nightingale guards, his eyes frozen open in shock and his throat slit wide open. The corpse sits without clothing, the uniform of the Nightingales stolen and the body left behind amid the trash.

"Light almighty," I mutter, taking a step back and stumbling into the street. People around me start to notice me, giving me a wide berth as I run a hand through my hair, thoughts racing.

That man must have been guarding the alleyway, I think, trying to piece together the puzzle in my mind. Raloes must have murdered him and stolen his clothes so that he could escape. It was a risky plan, but if one was desperate enough, it was possible to succeed.

I need to get back to Zara and Talon, I think to myself, turning to head back to the safe house. I need to warn them that Raloes...

Three Nightingale soldiers walk up to me, their swords drawn and their expressions dark.

"Well, well, well," one of them says, stepping up to me and levelling his sword at my throat. "Looks like the Protector was right to have us guard this lot. You never can trust a kingsman."

The other two soldiers grunt their agreement, and I curse bitterly, raising both of my hands in the air in surrender.
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Chapter Twenty

Zara
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Nightingale soldiers burst into the house with weapons bared, their black cloaks billowing as they stride inside and point at Talon and myself. The other guards in the room leap to their feet, obviously confused by the sudden motion, their hands going down to their weapons.

“You two!” One of the newcomers declares, striding toward us with anger in his eyes. “You’re under arrest for conspiring against the Nightingales!”

“Uh-oh,” Talon mutters, grimacing. “This doesn’t look good.”

Rough hands grab me by the arm, hauling me to my feet as another guard grabs Talon and yanks him forward as well. “Hey!” I shout, reaching for my book and barely managing to get a hold of it. “What is the meaning of this? We’ve done nothing wrong!”

King Aethelgar’s men protest as well as they are apprehended, the Nightingales now all working together to subdue us.

“A guard was found dead not far from here, and your friend was found skulking about nearby,” the lead soldier says, lip twisting up in a sneer. “The sullen boy with the green cloak.”

“Owyn?” I ask, looking to Talon in alarm.

He shrugs, his face a mask of confusion.

“We’ll see you all hanged for this,” the soldier growls, then orders us all dragged out into the streets. Clutching onto the book for dear life, I try to look unperturbed as we are hauled away like petty criminals, bonds of sinewy rope tied around our wrists. Once outside, I find Owyn standing beside a pair of guards, his eyes downcast and a troubled look shrouding his face.

He glances up at the two of us and mouths the words, “I’m sorry,” before the lot of us are led toward the back of the city, where the great, black citadel looms like a giant shadow. As we march, the citizens of Dunmar gawking at us, I manage to get within earshot of Owyn.

“What happened,” I hiss, praying to the Light that he didn’t do anything stupid.

“Nothing!” He replies, sounding honest. “Raloes escaped, killing a guard and sneaking off into the city. Zara, you have to believe me.”

“I believe you,” I say with a sigh. “Light, why can’t anything ever go smoothly for us?”

He shakes his head, not deigning to reply.

We reach the citadel in short order, the enormous fortress looming like a monster ready to devour us. The mouth-like gate opens wide to admit us, and the guards force us through the dimly-lit halls, our footfalls echoing loudly off the stone walls.

“What’s going on?” Asks a gruff voice. I recognize it immediately as belonging to Elias. Looking up, I see that he is standing directly in front of us, forcing our group to stop.

“Out of the way, ranger,” the lead guard replies, his voice sounding annoyed. “These kingsmen have been caught conspiring against Protector Thel.”

“And what do they stand accused of?” Elias asks, his expression as grim as ever.

The guard growls. “Murdering one of our brothers and attempting to escape their confinement.”

Elias looks at Owyn and myself, then back at the guard, crossing his arms in front of him. He looks completely unconvinced. “You saw this happen?”

The lead guard shifts where he stands, chainmail clinking. “We didn’t witness the actual murder, no. But we found the guardsman’s body, his throat slit from ear to ear. And that one,” he says, jabbing a thumb at Owyn, “was caught next to the crime scene.”

The grizzled ranger raises an eyebrow at Owyn, who shrugs, looking defiant.

“Perhaps I will accompany you, then,” Elias replies at length, stepping to the side. “The Protector will no doubt be interested to hear my take on this matter.”

“Fine,” barks the guard, gesturing for the rest of us to continue down the hall. “Little good it will do them. Lesser crimes than this have resulted in execution, especially when kingsmen are involved.”

With that he pushes forward, leading the rest of us even deeper into the fortress. Elias falls into step behind us, his brow furrowed but his posture indicating total confidence. Even when he was a prisoner back in Tarsys, he still managed to portray a look of control.

A few minutes later, we enter a door leading to the great hall we had been in the day before, the high vaulted ceiling rising up before us and the polished stone columns flanking us on either side.

As we enter the court room, I am surprised to find that it is empty, the Protector's throne sitting vacant on the dais and the braziers smoldering softly, giving the room an orange glow. The soldiers lead us front and center, commanding that we wait before the dais while the Protector is notified of our presence. Then, we wait, men with swords surrounding us and preventing us from escape.

Elias stands off to the side, stroking his chin thoughtfully as he stares into the coals of a brazier with a far-off look. None of us speaks, the austerity of the chamber with its high ceiling weighing upon us, the throne reminding us that we are at the mercy one extremely powerful man.

Finally, a side door swings open and Xander Thel strides inside, trailed by a pair of attendants who appear extremely displeased. They glare at our huddled group, whispering quietly to themselves, but the Protector maintains his composure, his face as hard and regal as ever.

He walks up the steps to his throne and sits down, his posture perfectly straight and his eyes appraising as he looks down at us.

"Lieutenant Marr, please explain why I have been summoned."

The lead soldier steps up and sheaths his sword, dropping to one knee as he addresses the Protector. "My lord, there has been a murder in the city, and we have reason to believe that these people are responsible."

Protector Thel raises an eyebrow, but does not otherwise change his expression. "Explain," he says, tone perfectly neutral.

"One of them escaped, breaking a window and sneaking out through an alley," the soldier Marr says, expounding on the accusation. "We found Guardsman Edward Gibbs slain and this ranger lurking near his body."

"It wasn't me," Owyn protests, boldly stepping forward and gazing up at the Protector. One of the guards curses and grabs his shoulder, roughly pulling him backward and almost causing him to stumble.

The Protector raises his hand, fixing the soldier with a stern look. "Let him speak," he says, his voice soft yet commanding at the same time.

Owyn shrugs away the man's hand then continues, his voice carrying in the cavernous chamber. "I found the broken window and went out to investigate. The man was dead when I found him, and Raloes was nowhere to be seen."

Thel looks to the soldier Marr. "Raloes is the man who escaped?"

The soldier nods. "Yes, my lord."

Even from several feet away, I can see the Protector's jaw tightening. Beneath his cool composure a storm is raging, which doesn't seem like a good thing for us.

While Thel contemplates this information Elias steps forward, looking up at the dais with a look of determination. "My lord, if I may – I've known these people

Thel gazes at Elias, looking concerned. "That may very well be so, Elias, but one very troubling fact remains: a Nightingale patriot is dead and one of these newcomers is loose in the city. This is a security threat that I cannot simply ignore."

"They've endangered us all," Marr says, speaking up with barely-contained rage in his voice. "Dunmar's greatest strength is its secrecy, and if that kingsman escapes, then–"

"That's enough, soldier," the Protector says, cutting him off with a wave of the hand. He pauses, then continues, his tone sounding more thoughtful. "Though uncouth, what Marr says is true. We must order a strict lockdown on the city until the criminal Raloes is caught. If he manages to leave this mountain, then I fear what King Aethelgar will do with the information he will receive."

Unfazed, Elais takes another step toward the dais. "Allow me to aid you in searching for the man," he says, resting a hand on his belt knife. "I will bring him to justice. These others had no part in what Raloes did."

"No," the Protector replies, his voice carrying with it a tone of finality. "Though we readily accept your help, Elias Keen, we cannot allow these people to go free. Not yet. If any more of them have treacherous intentions, then more of our people may be put in danger. They must be incarcerated for the good of the Nightingales."

The decision, though severe, does not surprise me. As the guards seize us yet again, I try not to let out an exasperated sigh. The whole point of this mission was to bring peace between the kingdom and the Nightingales... despite everything that is going on in the world, it appears that people cannot set aside their differences for even one moment.

Owyn and Talon both protest as the guards begin towing us away, and behind me I can hear Elias arguing softly with Xander Thel. By the sound of it, he is trying to persuade the rebel leader that we are innocent and that we should be allowed to go free.

I’ll give it a day or two, I think to myself, still clutching my book beneath my arm. The Protector will see reason eventually, and then we will be released.

We are led like prisoners from the great hall, taking a turn down a hall we have never travelled before, then descending into a twisting stairwell. This undoubtedly is where the fortress’s dungeons are located.

I only hope that the world doesn’t end in the meantime...
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Chapter Twenty-One

Owyn
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Torches smolder just outside of the prison cell, casting a flickering light against the damp stone but offering little warmth. Inside the stout iron bars, our group huddles on coarse furniture stuffed with straw, our empty food bowls sitting hollowly in front of us. The handful of Aethelgar’s soldiers mutter quietly to each other in bitter voices, and I can hear curses and talk of escape amid the otherwise incoherent murmurs. On one side of me, Talon scratches some lines into the wooden frame of our sofa with a pebble, his expression dark and his hair unkempt. On the other side of me, Zara sits with her legs folded beneath her, reading that strange book of hers by the wavering light of the torches.

For perhaps the hundredth time, I push myself up to my feet and begin pacing, walking the length of our cell and attempting to sort through my muddled thoughts. Nobody pays me any heed as I march, my steps short as I stride from the bars to the stone wall and back again.

Why would Raloes do something like this? I wonder dully, my anger a cold weight resting in the pit of my stomach. What could possibly possess him to want to jeopardize our mission by killing one of the Nightingale soldiers?

My thoughts drift back to the conversation I had overheard earlier in the week, talk of a ‘plan’ and the king ‘awaiting a report’. Could this whole expedition been some sort of elaborate ruse? But what would King Aethelgar stand to gain from such deception? Whatever the truth is, it must lie with the other soldiers from Tarsys – but now they refuse to talk to any of us. He has been acting strangely, since coming to the city, I muse, thinking back on Raloes behavior. He insisted on coming to our initial meeting with the king, then merely stood there, not adding anything to the conversation. Why did he want to see the inside of the castle so badly?

I take in a deep breath and exhale slowly, trying not to let my frustration get the best of me. To my side, my fists clench and unclench as I walk, my fingernails biting deep into my palms.

“You’re going to wear out the soles of your boots, pacing like that,” Zara remarks without looking up from her book. Hells, she looks so unperturbed by all of this. How on Byhalya does she manage that?

“If I don’t move, I’ll end up going mad,” I reply quietly, turning my back on the iron bars of the cell. “Three days we’ve been in here, and not a word from anyone!”

“How do you know it’s been three days?” Talon asks, still scratching the wood with his pebble. He looks more somber than I have ever seen him before. “We can’t see the sun down here.”

“They feed us two meals a day,” I say, boots scuffing on stone. “They’ve fed us six times. That means we’ve been down here for three days. More than enough time to track down Raloes and bring us news, in my opinion.”

“It won’t be long now,” Zara mutters, flipping a page in her book and scanning the text with her eyes.

I stop my pacing, crossing my arms and regarding her with a look of mild annoyance. “How can you be so sure? They could be leaving us down here to rot for all you know.”

“They won’t,” she replies, her voice aggravatingly calm. “We’re diplomats from Tarsys, who have shown no outward signs of aggression, other than Raloes. We’re too important to be left to die. Why else would they insist on feeding us?”

I stare at her a moment longer, unable to come up with a solid argument. And so I continue pacing, muttering to myself about how I knew that this would happen, how the Nightingales can never be trusted.

Time passes slowly, the minutes blending into hours at a maddeningly slow pace that makes me want to scream. Somehow, though, I manage to control my anger, suppressing it into a simmer deep within my gut.

I lose myself in thought for a time, but unexpectedly, something eventually catches my ear.

Perking up, I turn as the sound of footsteps echo off the stone walls beyond our cell. The sounds are faint, much quieter than normal footfalls, and I doubt that anyone else in the chamber can even hear them yet. Is it time for our next meal? We couldn’t have eaten more than an hour ago. Staring past the flickering torches, I watch as a figure steps out of the stairwell at the end of the hall, a tall man wearing a cloak of forest green mottled with greys.

My former master, Elias Keen.

He strides through the hall like a lynx, moving with the fluid grace of a predator on the prowl, ranger cloak billowing behind him. Even in the low light of the dungeon I can make out his features, his grey eyes glinting in the darkness. He looks directly at me through the bars of the cell, his face stoic and impassive, and I feel my jaw tightening as he approaches.

Finally, when he is practically standing in front of the cell door, the others seem to notice his presence.

“Elias?” Zara says, perking up from where she sits. “What are you doing here?”

Everyone around us stares at him, listening intently for his response.

“It’s taken some time,” he replies, voice a low growl, “but I finally managed to convince the Protector to allow the three of you to walk free. The man has a will of iron, when his mind is made up.”

Zara glances over at me, a small, knowing smile gracing her lips. Her eyes seem to say the words, “I told you so.”

“Just the three of them?” One of the king’s soldiers asks, his voice incredulous.

Elias nods. “I’m afraid so,” he replies, producing a ring of keys from a pocket on his cloak. “I know these three, and thus could vouch for their innocence in this matter. You men, on the other hand, are King Aethelgar’s loyal soldiers.”

Another of the soldiers jumps to his feet, face contorted in rage. He spits on the ground and shakes a fist at the ranger. “Traitorous scum,” he curses, taking a threatening step toward the still-unopened cell door. “We are anointed knights of the realm, and by the grace of the king you are allowed to live.”

“Careful, friend,” Elias says softly, hand straying down to his belt knife. His eyes flash dangerously in the light of the torches. “You take another step, and I’ll be forced to drop you to the stones.”

The man’s friends reach up and pull him back, restraining him and muttering about how now is not the time. Reluctantly, the soldier sits back down, though his expression still brims with hatred.

“Smart move,” Elias remarks, inserting one of the keys into the metal lock. Even as he unlocks the door, his eyes never leave the men huddling against the far wall, hand never straying far from the wicked, curved knife on his belt.

The door grinds open, and Zara, Talon and I scramble out, crowding behind Elias on the side of freedom. Once we are all out, he slams the door shut, locking it and returning the key ring to his pocket. Giving one final disdainful look at the soldiers, he turns and begins striding back down the hall, not even glancing back to see if we are following him.

The three of us tail him past the line of torches toward the staircase, feet padding quietly on the damp stone floor. It is eerily quiet in the dungeon, and I find myself breathing a little easier as we enter the stairwell and begin going upward, the oppressive weight of the dank prison becoming lighter the higher we climb.

Eyes still ahead, Elias speaks in his typical, gruff fashion. “Seems to be a pattern with you two, me breaking you out of prison.”

Memories of him rescuing us from the jail in Forest Hill come rushing back into my mind, and I find myself biting my tongue to avoid saying something stupid. It wasn’t that long ago that you, too, were a prisoner, Elias.

“Tell me about it,” Talon says, some of his characteristic candor returning. “Trouble seems drawn to this lot like flies on a dead pig.”

“We appreciate your help,” Zara interjects diplomatically. “The Protector probably wouldn’t have let us out if you hadn’t intervened.”

Elias grunts, continuing his climb up the winding staircase. “It was nothing.”

I follow a few feet behind him, my brow furrowed in consternation. Finally, unable to contain myself, I blurt out, “Why did you let us out? It would have been awfully convenient to let us die down there.”

He pauses, forcing the rest of us to stop in the narrow stairwell, then turns to regard me over his shoulder, eyes hard. “I’m no murderer, Owyn. Nor am I some shill for Xander Thel. I am only interested in what is right, and what is best for protecting the realm. You of all people should know that.”

With that he turns his gaze forward, once more climbing up the steps. Talon elbows me in the ribs and climbs past me, and Zara gives me an encouraging, if not a little pitying, look. Letting out a breath, I move to follow them, putting one foot in front of the other in the cold, dark stairwell.

“The murderer Raloes was never discovered,” Elias continues, pushing open the door at the top and leading us into a candle-lit hall. “We suspect that he managed to slip out the front doors wearing a guard’s uniform and slipped out into the mountains. There are teams searching for him now, but it appears that he has been able to evade them.”

“What does that mean for the Nightingales?” Zara asks, stepping up to walk beside Elias through the fortress.

He shakes his head grimly. “I’m not sure. My instincts tell me that King Aethelgar sent you all here under the guise of peace, merely to uncover the secret location of Dunmar City. I blame myself for leading that snake here. I fear that my foolishness has put us all in danger.”

We make our way through the front gates of the black fortress, striding past dour-looking guards as we walk toward the city proper.

Elias pays them little heed as we pass them, his expression reserved as he no doubt wrestles with dark thoughts. “You will stay at the same house for the time being,” he says after a few brooding moments. “You will not be as heavily guarded, but know that you will still be watched. Any missteps will land you right back into a cell. Is that understood?”

We all respond in the affirmative, and quickly navigate the crowded city streets. After being imprisoned for so long, the great cavern seems a little brighter to my eyes, the mountainous hall a bit less depressing than before. Compared to the dismal cell, the lights of the city and the sounds of the people seem warm, even uplifting.

I take a deep breath of the air and continue forward, grateful for the opportunity to stretch my legs and walk more than a few steps at a time.

Eventually we come to a familiar sight, the blockish, nondescript house that had been our lodging before we were thrown in jail. Legions of soldiers no longer stand guard outside, and judging by the windows, warm light emanates from within.

“You will be sent for within the next couple of days,” Elias explains, stopping just in front of the house. “Until then, your time is your own. Please do not wander off too far, and always leave at least one person waiting inside. The cupboards have been stocked with provisions, so you won’t go hungry. I will stop by every once in a while to check in on you.”

Talon and Zara nod and thank him before hurrying toward the house, eager for a meal and some privacy. I go to follow them, but am stopped short when Elias places a hand on my shoulder.

“May I speak with you a moment, Owyn?”

I turn to look at him, keeping my face perfectly neutral. “Sure,” I reply, shoving my hands into my pockets.

He eyes me for a moment, his face impassive, before crossing his arms in front of him and giving me a stern look. “You’re still angry with me. That’s understandable. I wasn’t... entirely truthful with you during your apprenticeship. I’m sorry about that. I didn’t want to make things difficult for you while learning to become a ranger.”

I sniff. “It’s fine.”

He ignores my flippant demeanor, continuing on as if I had said nothing at all. "Despite everything, Owyn, I still care about you. I want you to succeed. Everything I did... everything I am is to protect the people of this realm." Then, he takes a step closer to me, lowering his voice to a low growl. "After all the time we spent together, you should know this most of all: I would not leave you to die in some cell. If you were my enemy, I would face you man to man, with both of us armed. That's how I kill my enemies, apprentice. Never forget."

He gives me one last look, disappointment hiding behind his stony exterior, before turning on his heel and walking away, disappearing into the crowd as easily as I've seen him disappear into the forest.

For a time, I stand there watching the place where he just vanished. Despite myself, a shiver runs down my spine.

He's right, I think to myself at last. If he were my enemy, I would already be dead. But where does that leave us? Why, after everything, does he still care about me? Was I not just a means to an end, a way to help him remain an undercover Nightingale?

Sighing, I turn and make my way to the house, troubled thoughts swirling within my mind like smoke swirling above a dying camp fire.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

Zara
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I sink my teeth into a sticky bun covered in sugar, chewing happily as I walk away from the street vendor. The doughy morsel is filled with some sort of tangy fruit paste, and it is still warm from being cooked in a big pan of sizzling oil. The man, wearing a flour-dusted apron, had seen my blue robes and recognized me as a mage, pulling me over to his cart and insisting that I take some of his food for free. I ended up obliging him all too eagerly.

Sometimes, it really pays to be a mage.

Several days have passed since our liberation from the prison – long days where little has been expected of us by our Nightingale captors. No news has been shared with us regarding the escape of Raloes, though Elias has dropped by at least once a day to ‘check in’ on us.

Truth be told, things have been rather dull. Without a defined purpose, it seems as if we have been left to float aimlessly in this strange city.

Owyn has taken to brooding by himself most days, interspersed with bouts of sparring with Talon, while the other apprentice frequents the taverns and gambling halls, idling away his time with foolish games. I, on the other hand, have determined to learn everything I can about Dunmar City and the Nightingales, allowing the scholar within me to completely take over in order to pass the time.

I wend my way through the busy streets, making my way to the Cabal to visit the elderly mages yet again. Popping the last of the sticky bun into my mouth, I shift Legends of the Arcane to my other hand and dab at my lips with a handkerchief from my pocket.

I wonder how they get sugar this high up in the mountains, I wonder, still savoring the delicious treat. They must have some sort of a trade network established with the other cities... one that does not reveal the true location of this mountain.

My thoughts drift as I continue toward my destination. Fortunately, I have become familiar enough with the city that the Cabal is not hard to find. In no time at all, I enter the wide courtyard in the center of the city that marks the location of the mages’ base of operations.

The domed edifice looks much less formidable to me than it once had, its sturdy, stone structure rising from the courtyard like a monument dedicated to magic itself. As always, no guards stand outside of the Cabal, the steps leading up to its entrance bare and its doors unlocked. I quickly approach the building and climb the steps, pushing open the door and stepping inside without any hesitation. I have become a frequent visitor to the Nightingale mages, and they have come to expect my visitations on something of a daily basis.

Striding past the bookshelves, I make my way to the staircase and reach the top, finding the female mage Edna sitting at a table, scratching on some scrolls with a quill. She does not look up as I approach, her gaze intently fixed on the words she is scribing.

“Back again, I see,” she murmurs to herself, dipping the quill in a jar of ink and continuing her scratching. “You are an inquisitive one, aren’t you?”

“Where are the others?” I ask, pulling up a chair and sitting down across from her.

“Ignus and Aldor are out inspecting the doors,” she replies off-handedly. “The hinges require a good deal of maintenance, and it is their turn to make the trip.”

I rest the tome on the table in front of me and lean forward intently, fixing the elderly mage with an inquisitive look. “So it was you three who created those great metal doors?”

Edna glances up at me, sill writing. “Who else?”

I shrug my shoulders in reply.

She pauses for a moment, staring at me and appearing to be weighing me silently in her mind. Then she looks back down, her quill working furiously as she continues scratching where she left off. “When we first arrived at Dunmar City, the Nightingales were little more than cave-dwellers, scratching a living in these mountains and trying to raise crops by the hot springs. We brought with us a knowledge of radiant magic, but more importantly we were experts in engineering. Over the years we have been able to hollow out this mountain and bolster its defenses, until it became what you see today.”

“That’s extraordinary,” I reply, not dishonestly. The sheer genius it would have taken to turn this cavern into a bustling city is staggering, especially in as little as a few decades. “I’m curious... how does the ventilation work? Surely in a city so large, the need for fresh air is enormous.”

“Indeed,” Edna replies offhandedly. “We bored holes into the ceiling of the cavern, which takes care of most of the fumes created by the fires. As for the fresh air – we open the doors once a day. During a siege, auxiliary vents can be opened in the side of the mountain, but so far it hasn’t ever come to that.”

“Fascinating.”

The conversation lapses into an awkward lull, the fire in the hearth crackling and filling the silence along with the sound of quill on parchment. I subtly pull out a scrap of paper of my own, as well as a pen to take notes. Finally, the elder woman breaks the silence, setting down her quill and fixing me with a questioning stare.

“Miss Dennell,” she says, lacing her fingers in front of her. As always, she forgoes the honorifics that usually apply to one of my station and treats me like a child. “You have come here every day for the last four days, questioning us and poring over our collection of books. What is it exactly that you are trying to learn?”

I eye Edna before responding, considering my next words carefully. I need to make sure I don’t say anything that will cause her to close herself off. The things I am learning here could prove imperative in the days to come. “I’m simply here to gain knowledge, Magus,” I reply as affably as possible. “The things the Cabal has been able to accomplish here are amazing, and I want to understand everything I can before we depart.”

Edna gives a dismissive wave of her hand and leans back in her chair, causing it to creak. “Flattery is like manure, child. Use too much, and the stench becomes unbearable. You’ll not find me an easy source of information, simply by wagging that silver tongue of yours.”

I can feel my cheeks start to redden at her candid response.

“What,” she continues without missing a beat, “are you really doing here?”

“It’s as I said, Magus,” I reply after a moment’s hesitation, expression hardening. “I come merely to gain information.”

“Call me Edna, dear,” she responds dryly.

I pause, re-evaluating my plan. Unlike the two elderly men, who are more than willing to talk the day away, though not about anything particularly useful, this woman seems to be a much tougher nut to crack. She seems suspicious, which she has every right to be. I’ll just have to take a different approach, I think to myself, adopting a more determined look. If diplomacy will not sway her, perhaps being more direct will.

“Edna,” I begin, leaning forward. “I am not above using a little flattery to achieve my goals. Especially considering what it is we face. This is bigger than Nightingale and kingsman – it is bigger than all of our petty squabbles and prejudices.”

She arches an eyebrow but does not interrupt, clearly intrigued and even a little bit amused by my words.

I continue. “The Arc of Radiance is failing, which means it’s only a matter of time before the R’Laar return to conquer our world once and for all. What you and the other members of the Cabal have been able to accomplish here is extraordinary, and if the knowledge you’ve accumulated can help us in any way, then I will do anything within my power to acquire it. Do I make myself clear?”

A small smile rises the corners of her lips, and she appears to eye me in a new, respectful light. After a few heartbeats, she breaks the ensuing silence. “Well said,” she replies, then pushes back her chair from the table. She stands, walking over to the fireplace and staring into the dancing flames with a pensive look on her face.

Another silence lapses, and I find myself clearing my throat in order to prompt her to talk.

“These demons,” she says, voice thoughtful, “are they really as terrible as we have been led to believe?”

“That, and more,” I reply, suppressing a shudder. “We know next to nothing about their magic, and their technology is vastly superior to our own. When the Arc falls, and it will in all likelihood fall, I fear that our fractured kingdom will not be enough to stop them.”

Edna clasps her hands behind her back, bent frame still facing the hearth, head slightly bowed. “Youth,” she mutters softly. “All hustle and bustle, always hastily jumping to conclusions.” She turns, turning her crystal blue eyes on me, and lets out a small sigh. “I do not think the problem is as bad as you say, child. People don’t get to live as long as I have without a healthy measure of skepticism. However, you seem earnest enough, and Protector Thel seems to trust you. I suppose that’s good enough for me.”

She lingers a moment longer beside the fire before returning to her seat, wincing as she sits back down. “Go on, then. Ask your questions. I’ll answer them to the best of my ability.”

Giving myself a nod and a self-satisfied smile, I pick up my pen and rest it on my paper. “Let’s start from the beginning...”

***
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SEVERAL MORE DAYS PASS in Dunmar City, drifting by like clouds sliding across the cold autumn sky. Even with my frequent trips to visit the Cabal and my late-night studying sessions, things have begun to grow stale, with no news coming back to us from Elias or Xander Thel.

Fortunately, my conversations with the elderly mages have started to bear fruit. New spells and information on artifice that I had not previously encountered at the Conclave have been well documented by my own hand. With any luck, it will aid us in the days to come, I think to myself, my robes swishing around my ankles as I take a step off a curb. Light knows we’ll need all the help that we can get.

Owyn and I walk side by side near the great double doors of the cavernous city, an icy breeze blowing in from the outside and giving the people within a chance to breathe fresh air. We have developed something of a habit lately, going on walks most afternoons to pass the time. Today, we have decided to take a tour of the outer defenses, to admire the engineering and hopefully catch a view of the valley outside.

“I think Talon might have a gambling problem,” Owyn says, leading the way past the double doors and toward a staircase carved into the inside rock of the cave.

“Oh?” I reply, my voice carrying the faintest hint of sarcasm. “What makes you say that – the fact that he practically lives in the taverns, or the fact that he’s already gone through nearly all of his money?”

“Both, I suppose,” he replies with a smirk. “I’m just worried that he’s going to have to be bailed out of prison again. The guy always seems to think he’s one game away from making a fortune.”

We begin climbing the stairs, the Nightingale soldiers we pass eying us suspiciously as we stride past them.

“Maybe that’s what it’ll take for him to learn how to stop,” I say, breathing heavily from the climb. “In my experience, rangers are a particularly hard-headed bunch.”

He chuckles softly to himself and shakes his head. “I’d try and argue with you, but I fear that you are mostly correct.” The man doesn’t even seem winded from climbing the stairs.

Light blasted ranger, I think to myself in annoyance. Why does he have to be in such great shape?

The staircase leads up to a walkway carved into the inside wall of the cavern. Soldiers patrol here with crossbows, looking down on the city from their vantage high above. As we reach the top, Owyn gestures to a doorway set into the stone, sunlight seeping through and bathing the walkway in a golden light.

Together, we make our way to the door and step through, walking out onto what seems to be a ledge hewn into the outside of the mountain itself. It stretches out beside the great doors and resembles a castle wall, with parapets and crenellations built into it to provide the defenders with ample cover. Beyond those fortifications, I gaze out at a sight that takes my breath away.

The hidden vale that we had passed through more than a week ago stretches out before us, an idyllic valley nestled between the snow-capped peaks of the Ironback Mountains. Gouts of steam rise into the air from the boiling hot springs, and gaps in the swirling mists reveal terraced farmland being worked by farmers, the stretches of green standing out like veins of emerald against the stones of the mountains.

“Wow,” I murmur, pulling close to him. “That’s something you don’t see every day.”

“Yeah,” Owyn replies softly, allowing me to press against his rock-hard shoulder.

We stand there for a moment admiring the incredible view, the chilly wind blowing in our ears. After a time, though, I turn and glance up at him, studying his face with a look of concern. He looks more like Elias with every passing day, a hardened expression drawing lines in his suntanned skin. His eyes, blue like an angry ocean, stare out at the vale in a silent smolder, and I find my gaze wandering down to his lips, my heart beginning to flutter within my chest.

He notices me staring at him and adopts a look of curiosity, eyebrows pinching together. “What are you looking at?” He asks gently.

I look away, and I can feel my cheeks flush with heat. “Nothing,” I reply, taking in a brisk breath of mountain air. “You just seem pensive. Is something bothering you?”

He hesitates before answering, then lets out a sigh. Leaning forward, he rests his elbows on the wall and looks back out at the misty valley. “I’m just thinking about the forest,” he says wistfully. “About the Emberwood, and my life before all of this happened. It was a lot... simpler back then.”

I nod but do not reply, resting my arms on the wall as well.

“I’m not saying that I’m not happy to have met you,” he adds hastily, giving me a sidelong look. “It’s just... I sort of miss the peace and quiet, you know? The world seems to have become a much more complicated place lately.”

Reaching over, I place my hand on his, giving him a comforting look and a smile. “I know what you mean,” I reply quietly.

He takes my hand and gives it a squeeze, his mouth turning up in a sad half-smile. I meet his eyes and for a moment it seems like he is about to say something, but something below catches his eye.

“What’s that?” He asks, letting go and pointing down at the road leading up to the great doors.

A man, riding a horse at breakneck speed and bent with fatigue, races out of the mist and up to the entrance of Dunmar City, a handful of guards rushing out to meet him.

“I’m not sure,” I reply, frowning at the rider far beneath us. “A messenger of some sort?”

Owyn takes a step back from the wall. “Think we should go check it out?”

“Sure,” I say, trying hard to keep the disappointment out of my voice. A perfect moment ruined, I think, biting back my frustration. Just when he’s about to open up, something comes along and turns him back into the stoic ranger.

We head back into the cavern, quickly descending the staircase and heading to the open doors. The late afternoon sun greets us once more, and we find a group of troubled-looking soldiers conversing with the rider, who has dismounted and is waving his arms wildly.

The two of us approach, inching past the guards and getting close enough to overhear their conversation.

“...need to see Protector Thel!” The rider exclaims, gesturing at the massive open doorway in front of him. “We haven’t any time for this!”

One of the guards, the same one who had questioned us when we first arrived at Dunmar, runs a hand though his hair. “Is it as you say, Geraul? Is it true?”

The rider nods emphatically, his eyes wide with fear. “Yes, Sturgis. An army is on the march, and they are coming straight for us. We must prepare the city for a siege immediately, before it is too late.”

Cold dread settles in the pit of my stomach like an iron weight. “Light almighty,” I mutter, reaching up and grasping my talisman. “We’ve been played for a bunch of fools.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Owyn
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Zara and I make our way through the city in a silent daze, following the rushing soldiers as they make their way to the Protector’s Fortress.

Eleven Hells, I think to myself in consternation, dodging pedestrians as I walk. Things keep going from bad to worse. Being betrayed by an oily git like Raloes is one thing – I always thought there was something off about him. But being betrayed by one’s own king?

I shake my head bitterly, consciously slowing my gait so as to not outpace Zara.

On the way, we pass one of the ale houses that Talon has taken to patronizing. Luckily, I can see him through the front window, dicing with a handful of unsavory-looking men. I gesture for Zara to wait, then duck inside, making right for Talon’s table.

“Hey, Owyn,” he says cheerily upon seeing me. “Care to spot me a few coins? I’m running a bit low at the moment.”

“You need to come with me, now,” I say urgently, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him to his feet.

“Hells mate,” he protests, glaring up at me. “What’s got your trousers in a bunch? I’m in the middle of a game!”

I pause, fixing each of the grimy men at the table with a glare, then ball my fist at my side. “Game over,” I reply coldly, doing my best to be intimidating.

The men grumble and curse, but do not try and stop me as I tow Talon away from the table. Talon on the other hand tries unsuccessfully to shove me away, uttering a string of profanity that causes others in the tavern to turn toward us and stare.

“Shut up,” I snap as soon as we are back out on the street. “Something has happened.”

Talon brushes the front of his tunic indignantly, eyes narrowed. “Well, it better be big. You just cost me ten silver pieces!”

“I think that there is an army coming to lay siege to the city,” I say quietly, moving over to rejoin Zara. “It seems that King Aethelgar has betrayed us all.”

“Burning Hells,” Talon mutters, eyes going wide. “That’s pretty big, all right.”

As a group we continue on our way, making for the towering fortress at the back of the cavern. It isn’t long until we find ourselves standing on the causeway leading up to the main entrance, a group of soldiers clustered outside.

We approach, walking tentatively up to the massive portcullis as several of the guards, including Sturgis, rush through. The rest turn to face us, expressions hard but eyes troubled.

“What do you lot want?” One of the guards asks, resting a hand on the hilt of his sword.

“We need to go in there and speak with the Protector,” Zara replies, stepping forward boldly and looking every bit the powerful mage.

The men eye each other uncertainly, but do not immediately respond.

I step forward as well, adopting a self-assured yet stoic expression. “We have intelligence that will prove vital to the coming siege,” I say, projecting confidence despite the fact that what I am saying isn’t necessarily true. “The Protector needs to hear what we have to say.”

The guard who had spoken before grunts, then shakes his head, moving to step out of our way. “Bloody world’s going mad,” he mutters, though he does not remove his hand from his sword hilt. “Let them through, but keep an eye on them. If they try anything funny in front of the Protector, cut them to ribbons.”

A handful of soldiers nod and salute, then move to lead us into the fortress.

“That was easier than I thought,” Talon says under his breath. “Let’s hope they don’t turn on us as soon as they realize we haven’t got any intelligence.”

“Shhh!” Zara hisses, shooting him a look as we head inside. The light of the torches dances on her silky brown hair, making it practically shimmer.

We follow a familiar series of twisting hallways before eventually entering the Protector’s audience chamber, the smoldering braziers and flowing tapestries set up in their usual places. Xander Thel stands imperiously on the dais beside his advisors. Arrayed before him is the rider and the soldiers from the gate, along with Sturgis and Elias, who both look equally concerned.

Thel notices our presence but does not immediately acknowledge us, instead flicking his gaze back to the scout who is now giving his full report.

“There are thousands of them, Lord Protector,” he declares, voice practically quivering with anxiety. “Maybe as many as ten thousand, all bearing the royal colors of the king.”

“Light protect us,” one of the advisors whispers, along with the muttered responses of almost everyone else in the room.

“They’re heading right for the mountains,” he continues, wringing his hands in front of him. “Heavy infantry and a whole division of mounted knights.”

“It was that scoundrel Raloes,” Sturgis says angrily, his mouth twisted in a furious snarl. “We failed to capture him, and now the bastard will lead them right to us. This whole thing was nothing but an elaborate ruse to expose our city.”

The soldiers surrounding him voice their approval, and out of the corner of my eye I can see the guards surrounding us tighten their grips on their weapons.

Thel raises a hand into the air, quieting the dissenting voices. “Please, let us remain calm.” He turns his attention back to the scout and clasps his arms behind his back in perfect military posture. “How many days before they arrive?”

The exhausted-looking man cocks his head, taking a moment to think. Then, he replies, “Within the week, maybe sooner. Mostly depends on how long it will take them to get through the falls.”

Thel lets out a breath, then turns to regard his advisors, leaning in and pitching his voice low so that they cannot be overheard.

Talon fidgets beside me, clearly unnerved, and Zara furrows her brow thoughtfully, no doubt trying to puzzle out what our next move should be. I, on the other hand, suppress a sigh of resignation and wonder how in the Hells we have managed to put ourselves in such a terrible position. The world crumbles down around us, and we spend our time killing each other... we might as well be working with the R’Laar!

It takes a few uncomfortable minutes, but eventually the rebel leader faces the assembled crowd, which has swelled to include about a dozen more people. For the barest instant, it appears as if the man slumps because of the weight of his responsibility, his eyes blinking wearily, but it is gone a second later, replaced by his militaristic rigidity.

“It seems that our options are limited,” he begins, once again clasping his hands behind his back. His pressed uniform, black and accented with silver, makes him look the very archetype of a disciplined soldier. “Dunmar City, which has stood secluded for generations, must prepare itself for war.”

Sturgis and the other chainmail-clad guards nod their heads eagerly and appear to stand a little taller.

“We will do what we can to bottleneck them at the falls,” he continues, “but I fear their superior numbers will overwhelm what little defense we can muster. We must focus the bulk of our efforts here, and prepare ourselves for a siege.”

Elias steps forward, expression determined as he regards Xander Thel. “Dunmar has been designed for such a fight. An enemy army, even one with ten thousand troops, will be hard-pressed to break through the outer defenses. Our stockpiles will ensure we can hold out for months, maybe even years.”

Thel strokes his short beard thoughtfully, a distant look appearing in his eyes. “The farmsteads will need to be evacuated, their inhabitants given temporary lodging within the city.”

“We will begin the process at once, Lord Protector,” one of the advisors says, scratching something down with chalk on a slate. “With luck, we should be able to get everyone safely inside before the invaders arrive in the valley.”

“Excellent,” Thel replies. Again, he appears thoughtful, his brow scrunching up as he continues to stroke his beard. Then, his gaze finally settles on us and his eyes narrow. “And what,” he says at length, “should we do with our guests? You three seem to be caught between worlds, used like pawns in a game for the fate of the realm.”

I can feel my cheeks growing hot at his words, but Zara steps out in front of me, her eyes calmly meeting the gaze of the Nightingale leader. “Our only mission is preserve our civilization, Protector. It grieves us to learn that our monarch does not share the same goal.”

Elias glances back at us, looking for a moment like a wolf protecting its cubs. “You needn’t worry about them, Lord Protector. They will stay out of the way while we protect the city.”

“On the contrary,” Zara interjects, sparing me a brief look before turning back to Thel. Her eyes seem to beg for me to trust her, to keep my mouth shut. “We do not wish to sit idly by while your city comes under attack, nor do we wish to become your prisoners of war. We wish to help you fight off these attackers, and to protect your people.”

Murmuring voices fill the audience chamber, and the Nightingale soldiers, including Sturgis, eye us suspiciously, their expressions untrusting. Her declaration, given without consulting Talon or myself, feels like a kick to the stomach, but I bite my tongue, breathing deeply through my nostrils.

Thel arches an eyebrow, his steely eyes looking over us appraisingly. “You wish to commit high treason so that you may join with us?”

For the first time since I can remember, Elias looks completely dumbfounded.

Zara nods her head. “That is correct, though I wouldn’t call defending the innocent to be treasonous. Our fight is with the R’Laar. If we must first raise arms against those who would divide instead of unite, then so be it.”

Thel seems to consider this while whispered conversations continue to fill the air around us. Eventually, though, he raises a hand, effectively quieting the voices. “We will not reject anyone who seeks to aid our cause. Our men will surely be able to use you when the fighting begins. However, I must warn you – we will be watching each of you closely. If it is discovered that you are secretly working to aid the enemy, then there will be nothing anybody can do to save you.”

Zara nods, as if she expected nothing else. “Understood, Lord Protector.”

“Then the matter is settled,” Thel concludes, descending the steps of the dais. The advisors gather around him like a flock of sparrows. “Everyone knows what is at stake, and what each of us must do. Go, see to your duties, and may the Light shine down upon us all.”

The crowd in the audience chamber disperses, the air buzzing with a nervous energy.

I have to resist the urge to hang my head in despair. What has Zara done? I ask myself as we make our way out into the hall. What in the Eleven Hells is this world coming to?
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Zara
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Oddly, I feel extremely calm as we exit the Protector’s audience chamber and step out into the darkened hall. My slippered feet pad softly on the smooth black stone of the fortress floor, and dancing torchlight greets us as we make our way to the side, Owyn and Talon clustering around me near a tapestry depicting the silver bird of the Nightingales.

“What have you done?” Owyn asks. There is no malice in is voice, only melancholy bordering on despair. “You’ve pledged us to fight for the Nightingales in front of Xander Thel himself!”

Talon, for once, remains quiet, his expression troubled as he looks from Owyn to me.

I draw myself up to my full height, looking Owyn right in the eye. Even so, I have to crane my neck in order to meet his gaze. “I only did what was right,” I say, pitching my voice low so that I cannot be overheard by the groups of attendants leaving the audience chamber. “It was the only decision we could have made.”

“What about the decision to leave? To sit this one out while both sides butcher each other?”

I cross my arms in front of me. “You know that they would have never let us leave the city. We would have ended up right back in that prison cell, unable to do anything meaningful.”

“And fighting with rebels is meaningful?” His face looks almost pleading, mouth a tight grimace and brow wrinkled with concern. Light, I think, staring into those stormy blue orbs. He looks like he is on the verge of tears!

“Owyn,” I reply gently, choosing my words carefully, “don’t you see? Rebels, treason, kings... these are all just words. Meaningless words, if we cannot unite our people. If the Arc falls, the R’Laar will cast us all aside like insects and all will be lost. The only way to ensure that doesn’t happen is to convert the Nightingales to our side.”

He sighs and breaks eye contact, looking down at his boots in chagrin. “It just... doesn’t feel right, Zara.”

A moment of silence passes between us as I search for the right words to say. Talon abruptly clears his throat, prompting the two of us to look over at him.

“We’re certainly in a pickle, aren’t we?” He smiles in his typical obnoxious way, but his words make it sound like he is deeply disconcerted. Grin faltering, he glances at Owyn. “I agree with Zara, mate. The king is in the wrong here, not the Nightingales.”

“But what about the rangers, Talon? And the Conclave?”

“Ten thousand soldiers is only a fraction of Tarsynium’s army,” I reply, absently reaching for my talisman. "This makes me think that King Aethelgar is acting on his own – without the support or knowledge of his governors and generals. Why else would he muster so few?"

"Perhaps he wants to move quickly," Owyn mutters, bitterness creeping into his voice. "He wants to act before the Nightingales can bolster their defenses."

"Perhaps," I concede. "Though I doubt the Conclave is involved in this coup, or the rangers, for that matter."

He frowns. "How can you be sure?"

"High Magus Holdyn understands the importance of an alliance with the Nightingales," I say, letting go of the source crystal around my neck and clasping my hands in front of me. "The Circle would not waste valuable time and resources fighting a war amongst ourselves while the Arc crumbles down around us. As for the rangers... their eyes have always been trained outward, not toward the squabbling within."

Talon nods in agreement, but Owyn still looks unconvinced.

I take a hesitant step toward him, reaching out and squeezing his muscled arm. He looks into my eyes and for a moment, I find myself speechless. Such depth, I think to myself, suppressing a shiver. Such passion! And those lips...

Talon clears his throat again awkwardly, and I shake my head to clear it. I can feel heat flushing into my cheeks, so I offer an apologetic smile. "This is the way it has to be, Owyn," I say softly, matching his gaze as demurely as possible.

It takes a moment but his expression softens, shoulders slumping in apparent defeat. "Alright," he whispers, so quiet that I can barely hear him. "If this is what you believe, then I will trust you."

I grin, and am relieved to see him betray a small smile of his own.

"We've made it this far, right?" Talon says cheerily, if a bit forced. "Who's to say we can't survive another mad quest?"

The air between us becomes lighter, as if a darkness has been lifted and been replaced with new determination. A shadow looms from the hallway behind us, and I twist to see that Elias has exited the audience chamber and approached us, face as stoic as ever. Light almighty, I think, turning with the others to face him. I didn't even hear him walk over here!

"That was quick thinking in there," the tall man offers gruffly, resting a hand on the knife lashed to his belt. "Xander was this close to having you three tossed back into the dungeon." He makes a pinching gesture with his fingers, indicating a very small amount.

"You think we made the right choice?" Talon asks, leaning back against the wall.

"Undoubtedly," he replies. "King Aethelgar has betrayed his honor in attacking us under the guise of peace. This is a political move, plain and simple. A plot to consolidate his own power and alienate his rivals in the court of Tarsys."

"It's going to be a nasty fight," I say, voice sounding ominous despite my efforts to sound cool and collected. "Even with these mountain walls, the siege will likely last for months. Do you think we even have that long?"

"Probably not," Elias says with a shake of his head. "But for now, our choices are limited. Perhaps when demons begin pouring through the Arc, the king will be more likely to turn back and defend his own lands."

A pall settles back over our little group, a feeling of dread which reminds us just how bleak our current situation is.

"Still," the grizzled warrior says, a glint in his iron-colored eyes, "hope is a candle. Its light may seem faint, but in darkness, it can fill a room.” He seems to look directly at Owyn, something unspoken passing between them. Then, he says, “Never forget that there is always hope.”

With that, he turns to leave, striding silently down the hall like a hunter gliding through the woods. Within seconds, we are completely alone in the forbidding castle, with only the orange torches to keep us company.

“We shouldn’t tarry,” I say at last, taking a step away from the two of them and gesturing for them to follow. “There is much to do, and very little time.”

“What do you suggest we do?” Talon asks, moving after me. Owyn remains quiet, his furrowed brow indicating that he is deep in thought.

“Anything we can to help,” I reply simply, leading them through the maze of hallways to the exit of the fortress. We pass soldiers and attendants, all of whom watch us uncertainly. All of them had no doubt heard the Protector’s declaration that we are to be considered allies, but none of them seem to know how to react to our presence.

I take it all in stride, walking past them with my head held high and my expression resolute. These people will come to see us as friends, I resolve, nodded to them as the two ranger apprentices march silently behind me. The Light as my witness, we will forge a coalition and stand together against the R’Laar.

We continue to draw stares as we step out of the portcullis and into the city proper, where a fearful crowd gathers in the street and soldiers announce the grim news.

Sturgis, surrounded by a handful of his cronies, stands off to the side, conferring quietly with one another with eyes examining the castle’s fortifications. I make right for them, approaching Sturgis with a confident gait. Their hands go to their weapons as we draw near, but none of them make any moves as I close the gap between us. Keeping my expression completely neutral, I look up and meet his gaze.

“What do you want?” He snaps, eyes hardening. His gloved hand grips the hilt of his still-sheathed sword.

“We want to contribute,” I say, not showing any unease. “What can we do to help?”

“Help?” He asks, incredulous. “Haven’t you done enough to help, already?”

I arch one of my eyebrows. “Surely there is something that we can do. Evacuation of the outer farms, perhaps?”

He frowns, but does not immediately reply. The soldiers surrounding him eye each other uncertainly.

I continue, unabashed. “Whether you like or not, we are allies now, and this city needs to prepare itself for what is to come. So, you can brush us aside and do everything yourselves, or you can allow us to help do what needs to be done. It is your choice, captain.”

He eyes me for a moment longer before finally nodding, though he looks unhappy with the decision. “Fine,” he says, releasing his grip on his sword. “We were about to head out to start the evacuations. You may accompany us. But outside those walls, you are under my command. Understand?”

Nodding, I give him a gracious smile. “Of course.”

He grunts, then gestures to a nearby stable. “Let’s be off, then.” They march toward the penned-up horses with the sound of clinking chainmail armor.

I look to Talon, who shrugs, and Owyn lets out a relieved sigh, but neither of them offers any word of complaint. Then we head off, busying ourselves with helping Dunmar City prepare itself for a siege.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

Owyn
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The next few days pass in a blur.

Zara, Talon and I spend nearly every waking hour helping prepare the mountain city for battle, which includes wrangling livestock, ushering citizens and lifting heavy things about, all under the inscrutable command of Captain Sturgis.

Now, I find myself in the biting mountain wind, standing atop the natural walls overlooking the quiet hidden valley. And, oddly enough, I am busy training a new crop of Nightingale recruits.

“Your range will be increased significantly shooting up here,” I explain, gesturing out at the misty vale with my longbow. The archers, some no more than boys, follow my gaze eagerly, shuffling and gripping their own bows. “But don’t think that you do not have to aim. Lobbing arrows haphazardly from the wall will not be enough to stop the attackers. You will need to practice shooting accurately.”

Reaching over the rough-hewn parapet, I point to a cluster of practice dummies I had set up on the field below.

The recruits all approach the edge of the wall, looking down at the straw dummies with mild apprehension.

“The wind will always be a factor up here,” I continue, taking a step back and pulling out an arrow from my quiver. “You will need to compensate by pulling your shots against it.”

I hold out my hand, feeling the tug of the wind against my skin, then proceed to nock the arrow and draw, pulling the fletching to my cheek. Taking aim at one of the dummies, I loose, launching the arrow through the air in a downward arc and striking it directly in the shoulder.

Gasps and awed whispers come from the recruits.

Lowering the bow, I turn to face the Nightingales, who stand a little taller as my gaze sweeps across them. “Now, your turn. I want each of you to empty your entire quiver, then we will go down, gather the arrows, and do it again. By the end of this exercise, you will be able to shoot those dummies in your sleep.”

I gesture toward the wall, indicating for them to begin practicing.

The recruits hesitantly ready their bows and arrows, taking aim and shooting at the targets many feet below. As expected, few of their arrows actually manage to strike the dummies, most of them going wide and embedding themselves in the grass. Muttered curses greet my ears along with the sound of snapping bowstrings, but they continue firing, slowly going through their thirty or so arrows.

I take a few steps back and watch them practice with an evaluator's eye, watching for any techniques that need to be corrected. After speaking with a few of them individually to improve their form, I start to see a noticeable improvement.

Hells, if Elias hadn't abandoned me, I would probably be a full-fledged ranger right now, teaching my own apprentice.

Looking around, I take stock of the others around us making final preparations. Talon, who has grown much more accustomed to living alongside the Nightingales, spars a little way down the wall with some other soldiers wielding practice swords. In fact, he has managed to gather a group of men around himself at all times, making them laugh with crude jokes and regaling them with stories of his time with the rangers.

I smirk, watching as he handily defeats one of the soldiers with a deft strike to the gut. He really has improved since I first met him, even if he is still the same wisecrack he's always been.

Movement shuffles out of the corner of my eye, and I turn to see my former master Elias emerging from the shadows of a doorway. He still dons his ranger cloak, which continues to aggravate me, and his features are hard as ever, mirroring the rugged stone of the mountain upon which we stand.

He approaches me, moving with the lithe grace of a hunting cat and stops a few feet away from me, his expression softening. Something in the way he looks at me feels different... as if there is a touch of admiration or pride in his eyes.

"You're a natural leader," he says, glancing from me to the recruits. "And an excellent teacher. Nice work with these archers, Owyn."

I breathe deeply through my nose and exhale, doing my best to remain cool and unruffled. "What do you want, Elias?"

He gestures to the recruits and the various activities being performed along the wall. "Merely observing the preparations," he says evenly. "Protector Thel is anxious to see that everything is in order before the enemy army arrives."

Crossing my arms in front of me, I give him a look that says I'm not buying it.

He eyes me for a moment then continues speaking. "I've also been meaning to speak with you, before the battle begins. You've been avoiding me ever since we met in Tarsys and have been more stubborn than a stone."

"I wonder where I get that attribute," I mutter under my breath.

"This is serious, Owyn," he says in a scolding tone. "There are things that need to be said before the fighting starts. If one of us were to die before I had a chance to speak my mind, I would be extremely grieved."

I stare at him for a long moment, considering whether or not I should tell him to leave me alone. He does seem sincere, I think to myself, though he stoic exterior reveals next to nothing about what he is truly feeling. Perhaps I should give him a chance to talk so I can just be done with it.

He leans in closer, but does not bother lowering his voice. "It's about your father, lad. There are a few things I think you should know."

The silence that follows in deafening, and I find myself at a loss for words. My father? I think incredulously. He wants to talk to me about my father, now of all times?

I glance over to the recruits to find that they are all standing uncomfortably, many of them staring outright at the exchange between Elias and myself. Noticing that every single one of them has expended their arrows, I motion for them to take the inner stairwell. "Go and get your arrows and be back up here shortly. I'll be waiting right here for you to return."

They shuffle off, departing hastily and leaving Elias and I in relative privacy.

Arms still crossed, I regard my former master warily. “What’s this about my father?”

He looks out at the vale and stares for a time, the setting sun illuminating the deep furrows and lines in his weathered skin. The breeze ruffles his salt and pepper hair, and for a moment he appears lost in thought, memories of a time long past flooding his memory.

“You’ve known that your father and I were friends when we were young,” he begins, leaning heavily on the crenellations of the wall. “Years ago we were rangers together, we trained together... I was even there when he married your mother.”

A lump unexpectedly forms in my throat, and I find myself swallowing to suppress the sudden rush of emotion. “Go on,” I say, perhaps more roughly than intended.

He continues. “We fought battles together, Aaron Lund and I, travelling the length of Tarsynium and serving the realm to the best of our ability. When he eventually found out that I was secretly a Nightingale, it came as no surprise that he chose to keep my secret.” He turns and looks at me, his gaze thoughtful as his brows knit together. “You see, I was raised in a rebel community by farmers who aligned themselves with the Nightingales. Even from a young age, I found my loyalties split between the people of my childhood and my newfound brotherhood with the rangers.”

He looks back out at the mist-filled valley and smiles sadly. “Aaron understood this, of course, even if it did put a strain on our relationship. He worried that I was feeding intelligence to the Nightingales from within the rangers, even though I told him repeatedly that this wasn’t the case. Still, trust can be a fragile thing.”

Hesitantly, I move to stand next to Elias, leaning my arms on the stone wall as well. This is the most he has ever spoken about my father, I think, feeling both intrigued and apprehensive at hearing his words. In fact, I think this is the most Elias has ever opened up about any subject

He glances at me out of the corner of his eye, then continues talking, his tone making it seem like the next part of the story is painful for him to tell. “Around the time you were born, your father and I stopped speaking to one another. He never revealed my secret to the Wardens, but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t wary of my ties to the Nightingales. He went his way and I went mine, doing our duty in separate parts of the kingdom.

“One day, I caught wind that the rangers were sending a special expedition into the Ironbacks to search for Dunmar City – and I heard that your father would be accompanying them. I was stationed in Omkirk at the time, but hadn’t seen a single Nightingale in years. This prompted me to sneak away and approach Protector Vin, Xander Thel’s predecessor, and warn him not to endanger the rangers. He gave me his word, but his men... well, sometimes prejudice can make good people do stupid things. A particularly rash group of Nightingales fell upon your father’s expedition and left no survivors.”

The words feel like a physical strike, a hit to the stomach that makes my insides twist about in pain. Elias knew about my father’s death... and even tried to prevent it?

Despite my efforts to remain strong, tears well up in my eyes, threatening to trickle down my cheeks and betray my weakness.

“The men responsible were hunted down and executed, according to Nightingale law, but that did nothing to lessen the pain of having failed your father,” Elias says, his gruff voice surprisingly contrite and his expression agonized. “I vowed that day that I would take care of his wife and son, and one day train him so that he could protect himself.”

“What do you mean take care of us?” I ask spitefully, balling my hands into fists, fingernails biting into my palms. “My mother struggled to provide for us, and you abandoned me in the middle of my training!”

My outburst seems to wound Elias, but he bears it without getting angry.

“Your life was not an easy one,” he admits, holding my bitter gaze with one of resignation. “But I did what I could to help. I sent your mother nearly all of my wages since Aaron died, and paid for her treatments when she fell ill. When I heard you had made your way to the Lodge to take the Oath, I made sure that you were assigned to be my apprentice so I could watch over you personally.”

The tears fall freely now, but I pay them little heed. This whole time he... supported me? He took care of my mother? The information is almost too much to bear.

“But... why, Elias?” I ask, voice quivering. “Why all the deception?”

He heaves a sigh, and for the first time it seems that a great weight is pressing down on him, crushing him beneath a tremendous responsibility. He looks weathered, exhausted like a man on the verge of collapse, then when he meets my gaze, his eyes look as determined and steely as ever. “Despite what King Aethelgar would have you believe, the Nightingales are not evil people Owyn. They only desire what we all desire: freedom. The king’s taxes are overbearing and he wields power like a tyrant. I joined the rangers to protect the realm from outside threats, but deep down I’ve always been sympathetic to the cause of the Nightingales.”

“But why did you leave me?” Light, why do I sound like a whimpering child?

His expression softens and he takes a step closer, reaching out and resting a hand on my shoulder. “It was not my intention to hurt you, lad. I care for you more than you will ever know. But the threat we now face – the invasion of the R’Laar – requires everyone under the Arc to band together. Someone needed to bring word to Protector Thel.”

I take a haggard breath and exhale, roughly wiping my cheeks with the back of my hand. “So that’s what you’ve been up to? Warning the Nightingales about the demons?”

He nods, and an uncomfortable silence settles between us.

Finally, he removes his hand from my shoulder and steps back, straightening and becoming the same stoic warrior he has always been. “I know that it will take time for you to come to terms with all of this. Hells, I betrayed your trust just as I betrayed your father’s. But I hope, once all of this is over, you can forgive me enough to allow me to finish your training. That’s all I ask of you.”

I give him a slight nod of the head but do not say anything.

To the side, the recruits have begun to come out of the stairwell, having completed the task of gathering their arrows. They stop a few feet away from us, apparently shocked to see me in such an emotional state.

Elias turns and departs, disappearing into the mountain and leaving me alone with the gawking young men. Sniffing, I wipe my cheeks again and point to the edge of the wall. “Keep practicing,” I bark in a hoarse voice. “Don’t stop until you can easily hit those targets. Now!”

They scramble to do as I command.

Pacing the wall behind them, I consider everything that I have just learned. My thoughts and emotions are a jumbled mess, and I barely feel the chilling cold as the sun begins to set. Torches begin to be lit along the wall, but I continue my pacing even after darkness falls.

One by one, the recruits filter away, having practiced until blisters have begun to form on their fingers.

Good, I think watching a pair of them go. It’ll be a reminder of everything they learned today.

Eventually I find myself alone on the stony mountain wall, the moon high above in the starry sky. And still, my thoughts plague me without offering any answers.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

Zara
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“The nature of radiant magic ever has been considered a scholarly pursuit,” Edna writes, her flowing script dancing across the yellowed page in years-old ink. “In reality, it is more of an art, an ability born of passion and feeling rather than science. The Conclave, for all their red tape and formulae, has never been able to grasp this simple truth, opting instead to box themselves in with bureaucracy rather than setting themselves free.”

I turn the page, reading by the light of a glowing ball of magefyre suspended above my head.

“I postulate that is precisely why the Cabal has been able to create such extraordinary works of artifice and spellcraft – not because we are rogue mages, but because we have a more intimate relationship with source energy, born from experimenting in ways that the Conclave would never have allowed.”

“The spells contained in this volume will never be found anywhere else in all of Tarsynium. They are the result of years of research and risky experimentation, and are (in my humble opinion) much more potent than any of those taught at the Academy in Tarsys. Detailed descriptions can be found in the following pages, cross-referenced with my other spell books and ledgers. Any queries can be addressed there, if nowhere else.”

“This, above all else, is my Magnum Opus – my life’s work.”

“May these spells be used to serve the greater good, even long after I am gone...”

The next page is a table of contents, outlining the dozens of spells contained within the book.

Scanning the text, I find one that looks particularly interesting and flip to that section, drinking in the words like a woman dying of thirst. There are spells I would have never even dreamed of at my days in the Academy. Many of them are more mundane, like candles with the ability to burn for weeks on end. Others, though, are extraordinary, such as spells used for healing wounds or disintegrating metal.

Hours pass in the blink of an eye, leaving me with an ache in my lower back from hunching over the book. I barely notice the pain, however, as the wealth of knowledge before me is too tantalizing to ignore. I keep reading, taking mental notes and marking pages that seem particularly useful to me.

The door to our residence opens and Owyn steps inside, looking more dour than usual. He walks over to the couch across from where I am sitting and sits down heavily, looking over at me with those brooding eyes of his.

“Rough day?” I ask, glancing down at my book and flipping a page.

He grunts in reply, leaning back and sinking deeply into the cushions. Night has fallen outside the great cavern, but as always, it is almost impossible to tell within the city. Owyn had spent much of his day with the recruits who had been called from the city’s populace, along with Talon and Elias. I had chosen to spend most of my time inside, researching spells and attempting to learn new ways to use magic in a meaningful way.

Without any further comment, a silence settles between us – not the awkward kind from when we first met, but the sort that makes one realize that the other is feeling troubled.

Giving him a friendly smile, I decide to try engage him in conversation. “I’ve had a rather productive day, if I do say so myself.”

His eyes flick over to me, but he does not otherwise respond.

“Come here for a moment,” I say, thumbing through the pages of the book to a spot I had ear-marked earlier.

He pushes himself up from the couch and walks over to the table where I am sitting, plopping himself down across from me. He frowns when he notices the book I am reading. “Don’t you ever get tired of looking at books all day?”

I scoff, smoothing out the page and looking up at him, giving him an exaggerated roll of the eyes. “Reading is one of the most important things that a person can do,” I reply, pushing the book in front of him. “Without books, we would be little more than cave-dwellers, hunting to survive and making very little progress at all.”

“Doesn’t sound half-bad,” he mutters.

I ignore the comment and point to a section of text. “Here’s a perfect example: a spell that can apparently be used to bind broken bones using radiant magic. Sounds rather practical, no?”

He leans forward and examines the words, grunting with begrudging appreciation. “That would be useful,” he says. “But why haven’t I heard of this sort of magic before?”

I sigh, pulling the book back over to me and flipping to another page. “The Conclave has outlawed the experimentation of magic on a human host. That is why we know precious few medical spells. It’s a shame, really. The greatest magical minds in the whole world are being outpaced by three old mages living in the mountains.” I point to another section of text. “This one also caught my eye.”

Owyn scoots over to sit near me, squinting down at the open page. “What is it?”

“An artifice similar to the Arc of Radiance,” I explain, growing excited. “Edna read about it in one of the histories – an ancient device used to kill demons. She hasn’t been able to test it yet, but she thinks that she was able to crack the code on how to use it.”

“A device used to kill demons?” Owyn asks, perking up.

I nod eagerly. “It was created by enchanting source crystal, similar to how the Heart of Light was made. Only, instead of creating a shield, it created some sort of a bomb capable of destroying the R’Laar without harming any humans in its wake. I imagine that it would have taken a tremendous amount of power to develop this kind of artifice, as well as a vessel large enough to contain it. If Arcanius’ Hypothesis from the Book of Magical Law is correct, which I believe to be the case, such a thing would be nearly impossible to create, though it does present some interesting implications. Of course, one would need to delve into artificeral theory in order to understand...”

Looking up, I notice that Owyn’s eyes have begun to glaze over, the spark of interest I had conjured by mentioning demons quickly snuffed out by my ramblings. I blush, closing the book in front of me and giving him a self-deprecating smile.

“Sorry,” I say, brushing a lock of hair out my face and tucking it behind my ear. “Sometimes I just get carried away.”

“It’s alright,” he says, blinking and bringing his vision back into focus. “I’m just tired. It’s been a long day.”

Flipping to another page, I decide to change the subject to something that might better hold his attention. “There’s something else,” I continue, finding a place I have marked and pointing to a paragraph of text. “Remember how we were talking about bad dreams before?”

Owyn frowns. “Yes, I remember. We’ve all been having nightmares ever since all of this craziness began.”

“Well,” I explain, glancing down at the words scrawled in the book, “I think I’ve stumbled upon a reason for this phenomenon. Edna, it appears, has a deep understanding of demonology.”

He leans forward expectantly, clearly interested in what I have to say.

“When we were first in the Emberwood, I cast a spell to track the darkhound that killed those deer. Do you recall?”

Owyn nods.

“Demons leave behind a latent energy called infernae. It’s sort of their life force, though that is a crude definition. Using radiant magic, I was able to expose the darkhound’s infernae to confirm its presence. Listen to this,” I clear my throat and begin to read out of the book. “One of the most curious accounts from the historical records has to do with the ethereal substance called infernae. Infernae was the magic used by demons to enslave the minds of men. It oozed from the R’Laar like a stench and stuck to everything it came in contact with – including people. Those in contact with demons reported a wide variety of symptoms for weeks and even months afterward, including depressed moods, illness, and horrific nightmares. It is unclear whether these symptoms were treatable.”

Closing the book, I look up at Owyn and see that his face is scrunched up in thought.

“So...” he says, a little confused, “these nightmares we’ve been experiencing are caused by the demons?”

“Precisely!” Again, I cannot keep the excitement from my voice. “Being around the R’Laar seems to have an effect on people, making them angrier and more distrusting, and even invading their dreams. It means that it isn’t just us, and that the presence of demons may be one of the reasons why the Nightingales and the King’s armies have such animosity for each other. Light, the whole kingdom might be being influenced by the R’Laar.”

Owyn’s frown deepens, and after a moment, he responds. “That’s really interesting, Zara, but I’m not certain what knowing this accomplishes. We know why we’re having nightmares, but there isn’t really anything we can do about it, right?”

I deflate, but only a little. “I suppose that’s accurate,” I reply sheepishly. “Still, I’m happier knowing the cause of these dreams. Perhaps now we can start exercising some control over them.”

Owyn nods and leans back in his chair, rubbing his temples as if he has a headache. He offers me a forced smile, but I can see right through it.

Something is bothering him, and I have been nattering on like a buffoon.

Leaning forward, I look him directly in the eyes and hold his gaze. “Is everything alright? You seem a little... off tonight.”

“It’s nothing,” he replies, trying, and failing, to appear stoic.

“Come on,” I say, prodding. “There’s something wrong. Tell me – perhaps I can help.”

He eyes me for a moment, then shrugs. “It’s just... something Elias said. That’s all.”

“You spoke with Elias?”

“Yes.”

“Well, what did he say?”

He grunts, probably a little annoyed at my persistence. “He had some things he wanted to tell me. You know, before the battle begins.”

I let out an exasperated breath. “Light, Owyn, it’s like pulling teeth trying to get you to talk. What exactly did he say to you?”

Finally, he lets out a sigh and curses under his breath. “Fine,” he says, looking down at his hands on the table. “He wanted to tell me about my father.”

“Your father?”

He nods. “He told me about how he and my father were friends in their youth, how they were rangers together. Then he told me about his death...”

Owyn proceeds to tell me the whole story from start to finish, divulging more details the longer he goes on. I sit quietly and listen, not making any comments or asking any questions. This is obviously a very emotional topic for him, and right now he just needs someone to listen and not offer any advice.

“The worst part is,” Owyn finishes, taking in a shaky breath, “knowing that my whole life Elias has been taking care of me. He supported my mother and me throughout my childhood, then took me under his wing when I decided to become a ranger. It almost makes me angrier – not at him, but at myself for being so weak.”

He falls into another brooding silence, and surprisingly looks to have tears brimming his eyes. I bite my lip, feeling heartsick at seeing him in such a state.

“I’m so sorry,” I say softly, trying hard to come up with something meaningful to say. “Truly, Owyn. This is a difficult thing to go through. But you are not weak for feeling this way.”

He sniffs and looks away, still trying to play things off like he isn’t vulnerable.

Prideful man.

“It’s alright,” he replies huskily. “I’ll get over it. I just need a little time.”

A thought suddenly strikes me, and I find that my eyebrows are knitting together as I search for the right words to say. “Perhaps,” I begin, “it is not your emotions that you need to get over, but your hatred.”

He frowns at me. “My hatred?”

“Yes,” I reply, gaining more confidence. “You’re angry at so much: Elias, the Nightingales, even yourself. You need to let go of that anger and allow yourself to heal. Only then will things start to get better.”

My words seem to have struck a chord, judging by the stricken look he gives me, but he waves a dismissive hand a second later. "You sound like my mother. She would always lecture me about things like this."

For some reason, the comment makes me smile inwardly. "She sounds like a wise woman."

"She was just as stubborn as you," Owyn says, sounding wistful. "Though I'm not sure how that's possible."

"You know I'm right," I chide, inching closer to him and resting a hand on his forearm. "The Nightingales are just like anyone else... there are good ones and bad ones in the mix. When you swore your Oath, you promised to protect the realms of men, rebels and all." Then, in a lowered voice, I add, "The world is coming to an end, Owyn. There's no room for hatred in your heart."

He gives me a sly smile. "Throwing the Ranger's Oath at me, are you?"

I smile back at him. "I am not above such things."

For a moment we sit there, looking deeply into each other's eyes. The realization suddenly dawns on me that the two of us are alone in a darkened room, sitting rather close to each other with my hand still resting on his arm. He seems to feel it too, the anticipation in the air becoming thick. His eyes, so blue and soulful, glance down at my lips then back, and I can feel my heart begin to beat faster, fluttering within my chest.

Light, I think, feeling another blush coming on. Is it just me, or is it getting hot in here?

We both lean in a little closer, a sense of euphoria more powerful than any magical spell filling my breast with expectation.

Then, without warning, he backs away, clearing his throat uncomfortably and looking away. "I, uh... should probably go get ready for bed," he says, pushing his chair back and standing up. "I'll need to get as much rest as possible before the battle starts."

"Oh," I reply, trying not to let my disappointment show. "Yeah, okay."

He backs away, heading for the stairs but hesitating before going up. "Thank you, Zara, for listening. I'll... try to find a way to forgive them. I promise."

Smiling wanly at him, I wave as he departs, disappearing up the stairs and leaving me alone with my ball of magefyre.

That wasn't just me, was it? I can't help but feel a little awkward at what has just transpired. I mean, he really looked like he was about to kiss me!

Letting out a frustrated sigh, I open my book and continue reading. Owyn might need sleep, but there are still several good studying hours left in the night. As I begin reading, however, I find myself rather distracted.

Forest green eyes taunt my thoughts as I try unsuccessfully to focus on the handwritten text in front of me.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

Owyn
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Panicked shouting fills the city streets of Dunmar City, reverberating off the stone walls and creating a chaotic din that washes over me as I step out of our dwelling.

"What in the Hells is going on?" Talon grumbles in annoyance, walking out beside me and rubbing his forehead. He had spent much of the previous night out drinking. "It sounds like the bloody world's caught fire."

"Hey!" I shout to a man running by on the street in front of us. "What's going on?"

"They've arrived!" He shouts back, not stopping to explain further.

"They?" Talon asks in confusion.

My blood runs cold. "He means King Aethelgar's army," I say, turning to look grimly at Talon. "They must have just arrived to the valley."

Without pausing to answer any more questions, I rush inside and begin to ready myself, pulling on my leather cuirass and slinging a fresh quiver of arrows over my shoulder. "We need to get out to the wall," I say to Talon, picking up my bow. "Now."

He nods without another word, strapping on his short swords and following me out into the street.

It is difficult work, weaving our way through the bustling crowd. Fearful civilians press this way and that trying to run last minute chores or find loved ones. Fortunately, no looting has begun.

That wouldn't start until food began to run out.

Eventually, we manage to make our way to the stairs beside the now-closed stone doors. Rushing to the top, we find the walls crowded with archers and soldiers who are milling about, trying to get a look outside. When we finally manage to reach the edge of the wall, the sight chills me to the bone.

Down in the swirling mists of the hidden valley is a massive army forming ranks just outside of bow range. Thousands upon thousands of armored troops line up upon the field, all bearing the gold and red livery of the king, standing like a horde of angry insects far below. Tents have already begun to be erected in the rear, and long timbers are currently being carried to the front by horse-drawn wagons, complete with ropes and all manner of metal tools.

Siege engines.

"Eleven bloody Hells," Talon gasps, reaching reflexively for one of his swords. "I've never seen so many soldiers before in my life... there's got to be at least fifteen thousand of those buggers at least!"

"Maybe more," I mutter, staring out at the invaders.

All around us men utter curses and prayers, whispering to each other about the size of the gathered host before us. Even the very air around us feels heavy with the sense of dread.

"Look!" Someone nearby shouts, pointing down to the road leading up to the great doors. With everyone else on the parapet, I cast my eyes downward to see what the soldier is pointing at.

Before the enormous army rides a column of soldiers, who, oddly enough, wear the black and silver colors of the Nightingales. They ride as if their lives depend on it, their horses outpacing a group of archers who seem intent on picking a few of them off before they reach the city gates.

"Come on," I say to Owyn, pushing my way back through the crowd and toward the stairs. "Let's go see what all this is about."

He follows me wordlessly as we make our way back into the city and descend toward the streets, the tumult around us making it difficult to slip through the crowd. By the time we reach the great doors, the first of the riders are already making their way through.

Nervous-looking guards usher the horses in, keeping wary eyes on the approaching army outside. Near the entrance, we find Sturgis, Elias, and a handful of the most advanced Nightingale soldiers in terms of rank. They begin greeting the men as they dismount.

As I walk toward them, I recognize one of the men getting out of the saddle. He is a large, broad-shouldered man in full battle armor beneath a dark cloak. A longsword is strapped to his hip, and a thick, black beard covers the lower half of his face, giving him a bear-like appearance.

"Barus?" I ask, approaching the big man. "Is that you?"

He turns to regard me, his bushy eyebrows shooting up as soon as he recognizes me. "Owyn Lund? What in the Eleventh circle of Hell are you doing here, lad?"

"You know this guy?" Talon asks as Barus strides up and clasps his meaty hand in mine.

I nod. "He and I fought together during the Battle of Forest Hill." I look him up and down, noticing the travel dust on his armor and his men's haggard appearance. "You lot certainly came here at a good time."

"We were hunting a group of demons in the region when our scouts spotted the army," he growls, handing the reins of his horse to an attendant. "Figured they were making for Dunmar, so we gathered what forces we could and made straight for the valley. Bastards nearly got us at the end, there. Had to push ourselves nearly to exhaustion to beat them here. But we made it."

Sturgis and Elias come up behind me, each of them greeting Barus warmly.

"Thank the Light you came," the guard captain says. "We need every able-bodied man we can get."

"I tried to gather what I could from the Emberwood division," the bearded man rumbles, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. "Brought about two hundred men with me."

"We'll take them," Elias says, stepping forward and resting a hand on Barus' shoulder plate. "It's good to see you again."

"And you as well, ranger," he replies. "Though I wish it was under better circumstances."

He stops and looks around, as if seeing the interior of the city for the first time. "Light, I missed this place," he breathes, resting both hands on his metal-clad hips. "Where is Xander Thel? I would have words with him before those sods outside start attacking."

"Protector Thel is on his way here from the Citadel," Sturgis replies, saying the honorific with a pointed look at Barus. "He is preparing to parlay with the enemy to see if a peaceful solution can be reached."

Barus snorts. "He'll have an easier time convincing the R'Laar to sit down with us for tea. Alright then – point me in the direction of the nearest tavern. I need a stiff drink before these bloody kingsmen start charging our walls." He eyes me, then quickly adds, "No offense."

"None taken," I reply dryly.

He stomps off with a bulk of his men, several of who I recognize from our time together in the Emberwood. Soon after they depart, however, another group comes toward us from the opposite way.

Protector Xander Thel, replete in full battle regalia, rides in front of an honor guard of fifty armed elites. His black uniform seems more neat than usual, with glistening medals hanging from his breast and silver epaulets adorning his shoulders. In all, he strikes a rather imposing figure, sitting atop his armored roan.

Elias and Sturgis fall in behind the honor guard, taking horses brought to them by minders, and I quickly decide to go with them as well.

I approach a young stable boy who carries the reins of a beautiful mottled gelding, and ask for the horse in the most commanding voice I can muster. He hands me the reins without hesitation and I mount up quickly, leaving a protesting Talon behind as I slip through the great doors after the Protector's entourage.

The sun shines high overhead, piercing through the mists like a lance of pure radiance, giving us an even grander view of the army as we ride toward them.

Elias doesn't question my presence beside him at all, though Sturgis shoots me an angry glare as soon as he notices me.

One of the elites riding just behind Protector Thel carries a white flag, signifying a standard of peace. Ahead of us, trotting through the front lines of soldiers, is another column of riders, these bearing the colors of King Aethelgar.

Our two groups meet in the middle of the field, equidistant between the mountain of Dunmar and the attacking army. The horses stop several paces away from each other, and each group of warriors eyes the other with barely veiled hostility, teeth bared in angry snarls.

Elias and Sturgis ride ahead of the honor guard to meet the leaders of the other army. Naturally, I decide to go with them without another thought.

Only two riders break from the group to meet us, and one of them I recognize immediately.

Wearing chainmail armor with a plumed helm tucked beneath his arm, Raloes regards our group with a smug look of triumph painted on his narrow face. His black hair, oiled and combed back on his head, glistens in the sunlight, his too-clean tabard whipping in the mountain wind.

The other man I do not recognize, though his plate armor and haughty demeanor immediately identify him as the enemy general. His head is completely shaved bald, and he carries a wicked steel mace at his belt, which has been carved to look like the head of a roaring lion. He examines our group with a look of distaste, his metal-plated hands flexing noisily as he rests them on the horn of his saddle.

"Hail," Thel says in a voice that sounds far too cordial for a battlefield meeting.

The enemy general nods his head but does not respond, his dark brown eyes staring daggers at the Nightingale leader.

"We have come to see if you would be willing to parlay," Thel continues, looking completely unfazed by the man's complete lack of respect. "These are dark times, and surely it would be in both side's interest to avoid bloodshed if at all possible."

Again, no response. Those situated around the Protector shift uncomfortably in their saddles.

Thel continues. “Surely, you are aware that the realm is under assault by demonic forces. An attack on our city would prove a fatal distraction from the real threat – the R’Laar. Please consider a truce for the time being, at least until the outside threat is dealt with. Then we can continue our fight.”

Silence.

“Cowardly kingsman,” Sturgis bellows, placing a hand on the sword at his side. “Have you no respect when speaking to a rival leader?”

“The Nightingales are petty thugs and traitors,” Raloes replies smoothly, giving the surly captain a sly half-smile. “You speak as though this man is an equal. To General Mohr, there are no ‘rival leaders’ – only criminals that must be brought to justice.”

Sturgis’ face turns an angry red, but Protector Thel holds out a hand to keep him from doing anything stupid.

Elias, sitting atop his horse, ranger cloak whipping around him in the wind, eyes Raloes with a hard expression. “You speak as if you are above us, Raloes,” he says, drawing the man’s attention. “However, by the king’s own laws, you yourself are a criminal. You lied to us all, then betrayed your honor by murdering and then running away. Perjury and deception are not the hallmarks of an honorable man.”

“Spare me your platitudes, ranger,” Raloes replies, face darkening. “I was only ever working under my liege-lord’s orders. You lot are rebels, the scum of the earth you–”

The man beside him, General Mohr, holds up a plated fist, cutting him off mid-sentence. The hulking man stares right at Protector Thel, as if he and the Nightingale are the only two people on the field.

“I give you this one opportunity,” the man says at last, his voice deep and powerful. “Lay down your arms and submit yourselves to the will of King Aethelgar. Only then will I allow your people to be spared.”

Silence fills the space between them, along with a tension so thick it is almost palpable. When next the Protector speaks, his voice is even stiffer than it was before.

“This is our home,” he says, gripping his reins in front of him. “Surely you cannot expect us to abandon them at your command.”

“These are our terms,” the General reaffirms, tone unyielding.

Thel sets his jaw. “Then I must decline. There will be no surrender this day."

For a moment, I think I see the ghost of a smile on General Mohr’s lips, an eagerness that flares to life and then is gone in an instant. “Very well,” he replies. “There will be no quarter given. When we breach your walls, every man, woman and child in your unlawful city will be killed. Your fields will be sewn with salt and your houses burned to the ground. Long will this day be remembered as the day your pride brought an end to the Nightingales.”

With a kick of his spurs, he turns his horse around and begins trotting back to his honor guard. Raloes, not close behind, looks over his shoulder and gives all of us a smirk. “Good day,” he says smugly.

“Light have mercy,” Thel whispers, watching them go. He seems to wilt now that the exchange is over.

“Our walls are strong, Lord Protector,” Sturgis says confidently. “We’ll hold out till the snows come, then the cold will either kill them or drive them away.”

The Protector takes a deep breath and then turns his horse back toward the mountain. “One can only hope,” he replies ominously. “Though, something tells me that these kingsmen have a trick up their sleeves.”

With that, we begin making our way back toward the city to prepare ourselves for war.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

Zara
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“What do you mean you’re not worried?” I exclaim, looking at each of the elderly mages incredulously. “There’s a bloody army sitting on our doorstep!”

The three members of the Cabal glance at each other in a suffering way, each sitting in their armchairs by the fire. It has almost been a full day since the besieging army has arrived, with all reports indicating that they will begin their assault on the morrow. Infuriatingly, these so-called mages seem content to let the battle rage without them.

“It’s as we said,” Ignus replies, sinking back into his cushioned seat, “this is perhaps the most fortified place in Tarsynium. It will be impossible for them to break down our doors.”

“We helped build the fortifications ourselves,” Aldor agrees, warming his hands by wrapping them around a steaming mug of tea. “They haven’t nearly brought enough men to pose an immediate threat. With winter setting in, they’ll be lucky to last more than a few weeks before they’ll be forced to retreat.”

“That doesn’t mean men won’t die,” I say stubbornly, crossing my arms in front of me. “What good is it to have magic users if they refuse to do anything to help?”

“We have helped already,” Ignus reiterates for perhaps the fifth time. “We brought Dunmar City to what it is now, in all its glory. Besides, what will three grey old mages be able to do out on those walls?"

“You’re still so young,” Edna says with a wave of her wrinkled hand. “We don’t expect you to understand, child.”

“The only thing I understand,” I reply, hearing the heat in my own voice, “is that while you sit in here, comfortable by your hearth, brave soldiers will be dying by the score, sacrificing their lives to protect you! How can you stand idly by, knowing that?”

“Men die in war,” Aldor replies, his ancient voice sounding distant. “That is the way of the world, unfortunately. Just imagine if one of those arrows took Edna in the heart – the people would be deprived of a valuable resource in rebuilding the city!”

“Speak for yourself,” Edna quips, sniffing. “I’m going to outlive the lot of you, and you know it.”

I force myself to take a calming breath and exhale quietly, trying hard not to let my temper get the best of me. Memories of the Battle of Forest Hill come back to me, reminding me of how Elva refused to help us defend against the R’Laar. Their hubris will be their undoing, I find myself thinking. They’re far too secure inside this accursed mountain.

Thoughts gathered, I quickly realize that this is a lost cause. They’re not going to change their minds until these underground streets begin to run with blood.

“The real war is with the R’Laar,” I say softly, suddenly feeling very sad. “Every loss we suffer here will be a tragedy, as it will mean one fewer human to stand against the demons in the end.”

The three of them each give me a quizzical look, but I simply bow my head and thank them for their time. As I depart Edna calls after me, her voice sounding more curious than worried. “And what are you going to do, child?”

I begin making my way down the stairs, not even looking back as I reply. “Anything I can to make a difference.”

***
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AN ICY WIND BLOWS FROM the snow-capped peaks, ruffling my hair and causing my robes to whip around me. The air, though cold and biting, helps to calm my nerves as I stare out at the sea of soldiers gathered out before Dunmar City.

Standing atop the wall which has been literally carved into the face of the mountain, I idly finger my talisman, which feels comfortingly warm in my hand.

Just beyond my senses the source energy waits, thrumming with a soundless pulse and begging to be used.

The enemy army, which any other time would have been and ally to me, has set up for the night in an orderly arrangement of tents. Many of them are obscured by the swirling mists of the hot springs, but there are enough in view to give me cause to worry. Campfires glow red in the darkness, their garish light a sharp contrast to the soft whiteness of the moon and the stars. It gives the host a menacing cast, reminding me of the red eyes of the demons I have faced, the true enemy on the other side of the Arc.

If they could see us now, I think to myself, pulling my robes more tightly around me. They would no doubt laugh for joy. We're doing their bloody work for them.

Patrols of watchmen pace the wall behind me, carrying sputtering torches and gazing at the army with careful eyes. Their job is likely to watch for a surprise attack while the rest of the defenders get some sleep in the barracks.

Though, just like me, sleep is probably eluding them.

I let out a sigh, reaching up and placing the talisman once more around my neck. I'll be the only mage helping to defend during the siege – it is important that I conserve my energy for only the most important of tasks.

Still, there will undoubtedly be other things that I will be able to assist with. The wounded will need to be seen to, and the archers will need to be provided with a constant supply of arrows.

From what I have read, sieges are long, grueling things. Some of the sieges over the last thousand years have lasted for months or even years, dragging on until one side was either starved or routed by reinforcements. Unfortunately for us, the one thing we lack is time.

Before I had left the Conclave, Evoker Laramie had indicated that the Arc of Radiance was perilously close to completely failing. Though timing can be difficult to judge with such things, the rate at which demons have been getting through is nothing short alarming. It is only a matter of time before the entire might of the R'Laar begins to bear down on us.

Shaking my head in frustration, I turn away from the wall and start heading back to the stairwell.

A figure materializes out of the darkness to my right, forming into a young man with tousled brown hair and a billowing cloak of green and grey. Even though I know this individual, I can’t help but jump as he seems to appear right next to me.

“Light almighty, Owyn!” I hiss, reaching out and hitting him on his rock-hard shoulder. “You know I hate it when you do that!”

“Sorry,” he replies, the corner of his mouth tugging up in a small smile.

I huff, brushing a few strands of hair out of my eyes and continue along the wall toward the stairwell.

“I thought I’d find you up here,” he says after a moment, falling into step behind me. “When you weren’t at that mage building I’d figured you came out to get some fresh air.”

He knows me so well, I think with mild annoyance. Even when he’s not living in the woods like a wolf his tracking abilities are uncanny.

“And why, might I ask, were you looking for me?”

He falls silent for a moment as the pair of us begin heading down the stairs. Then, he says softly, “I wanted to talk to you.”

“I’d imagine that’s pretty obvious,” I reply, perhaps more curtly than is necessary. The rejected kiss from the other night stings a little more keenly than I care to admit. “So what, my esteemed ranger, would you like to talk with me about?”

He seems taken aback by my passive-aggressive demeanor, but only for a moment. “I wanted to talk about what you said to me – about letting go of my anger toward Elias and the Nightingales.”

"Oh? And have you had a change of heart?"

"I'm still working on it," he replies with a grumble.

"Take your time," I say, voice thick with sarcasm. "We have all the time in the world. It isn't like we have a battle on the horizon, with imminent death hanging over our heads like a raincloud." 

We step onto the street and begin making our way back to our shared dwelling, which lies several city blocks away from the great doors.

"You don't need to mock me," he says, clearly bewildered by my attitude. "I have taken our conversation to heart. It's just... going to take time for me to get over everything, you know?"

"I understand," I sigh, rounding a corner and walking down a wide boulevard toward the center of the large cavern. The streets are uncharacteristically deserted, even for this time of night. It's as if the entire city is holding its breath, anticipating the battle that will be joined tomorrow.

The conversation lulls for a minute or two, the only sounds being our own padded footfalls on the uneven stone ground.

"I do often wonder how we find ourselves in these situations," I say after a time, passing by a brazier of shimmering blue magefyre. "It seems that no matter how hard we try, chaos seems to follow us. It's almost like we are cursed or something."

He grunts in reply, then shrugs his shoulders. "Perhaps we are."

Glancing sideways at him, I can't help but feel a twinge of annoyance at his tone. There he goes again, I think to myself, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. It's almost like he prefers being depressed all the time.

"Well," I say in reply, "curses can be lifted. We'll just have to press on and pray for the best."

Another lapse in the conversation follows, this one lasting for several long minutes as we continue our walk. I almost find myself wishing to be alone, to finish the duration of the walk in peaceful solitude.

Finally, and unexpectedly, Owyn breaks the silence as we round another corner. "It's going to be a long day, tomorrow," he says breathlessly. "We'll both need to be at the top of our game when the enemy makes its assault."

Ahead, I can see the cluster of buildings that contains our dwelling, no more than a dozen paces in front of us. I hurry my pace, eager to arrive quickly and get some much-needed rest before morning comes.

"Besides," he continues glumly, shoving his hands into his pockets and looking down at his boots, "it's not like Elias will be there to have my back, anyway."

"There you go again," I mutter under my breath. "Blaming your master for your problems."

Apparently, I didn't say it quietly enough.

“Light, Zara!” He snaps. “You can be so infuriating sometimes, you know that?”

“I can be infuriating?” I reply haughtily, stopping short and jabbing a finger into his chest. “I’m not the one brooding for days on end, angry at the world for the things that have happened to me. That distinction belongs to you, and you alone!”

His face reddens, but he does not appear cowed by my observation. “Well, maybe if you didn't have such an easy life, you'd understand how I feel."

"I've had an easy life, have I?" My voice begins to grow louder, and I suddenly feel control over my emotions slipping away. "You know nothing of the things I have had to endure. No, I never struggled with abandonment, but I know what loneliness feels like. The difference between us, though, is that I never used it as an excuse to close myself off!"

His green eyes flash, the red on his cheeks growing darker. "What's that supposed to mean?"

I throw my hands up in exasperation. "You don't want to let anyone too close because you're afraid, Owyn. Afraid that if you let them in, you will only get hurt again."

This, surprisingly, seems to have struck a nerve.

He grimaces, as if slapped in the face, then hardens, expression growing cold. "Hells, Zara, can you blame me? You of all people know exactly what I've been through! What is it to you, anyway? Why do you keep pestering me about this?"

I look him straight in the eye and jab him again with my finger. "Because I care about you, Owyn! I thought that was obvious!"

He falls silent, as if my words have caught him completely by surprise.

"Why did you even come find me tonight?" I ask, crossing my arms and looking away from him. "Was your intention just to mope and then get mad at me?"

"I came because I care about you too," he says softly. The anger seems to have left his voice completely. "I came because I didn't want you to have to walk home at night by yourself."

The annoyance I feel seems to melt away like snow before the rays of the sun, leaving only surprise at the tenderness that the stubborn ranger now shows me. I glance over my shoulder at him, watching as he takes a hesitant step toward where I stand.

He continues. “I came because I needed to see you one last time before the battle begins... because if anything were to happen to you, I fear that a part of me might die.”

We stand there for a moment, watching one another in the low light of the underground city, the tension in the air dissolving by the second. Finally, when the surprise wears off enough for me to respond, I slowly uncross my arms and turn to face him fully. “Do you really mean that?”

He lowers his gaze, suddenly seeming abashed by the admission. “Well, yeah,” he says, then smiles faintly. “I thought that was obvious.”

I open my mouth to offer a retort, then break out into a smile instead. By the Light, I think to myself, unable to suppress the wide grin now splitting my face. That was very nearly clever, what he just said.

“You’re about as expressive as a stone, Owyn Lund,” I reply. “Your feelings have not been obvious at all.”

He shrugs. “It’s one of my few flaws, I suppose.”

I take in a breath, then exhale, gesturing to the tenement building behind us. “It’s getting late,” I say, smile fading. “I think it’s time we get some rest.”

He shakes his head, pointing back toward the entrance to the city. “I’ll be staying the barracks tonight,” he replies. “They have me on early watch, to help engage the enemy when they charge us at first light.”

“Ah,” I say in reply, nodding slightly. “Then you’d better go. Try not to get yourself killed, okay? I can’t believe I have to come outright and say it, but I’ve grown rather fond of you. It would be rather terrible to face the R’Laar alone.”

He turns to leave then hesitates, as if on the verge of saying something important. Then, without warning, he strides up and kisses me, planting a quick peck on my cheek. His lips are surprisingly soft as I feel them against my skin, and I can’t keep help but quiver a little at feeling him so close.

My eyes are wide as he backs away, surprised at his sudden display of affection. His face flushes with embarrassment, and he bows his head slightly, wishing me good night before departing.

He rushes off, disappearing down the street and melding with the shadows as quickly as he arrived, and I find myself standing there for a long moment, gazing at the empty street, heart fluttering. Raising a hand to my cheek, I touch the spot he had kissed and find myself grinning like a fool again.

“Took you long enough, you great lummox,” I whisper to myself.

Then, I head inside, feeling the strange combination of giddiness mixed with dread for the siege.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

Owyn
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The attackers look as though they are about to make another push.

Discarding my empty quiver in disgust, I call for a runner to bring me a new one, watching as another line of shield-bearing soldiers begins to form up. Down on the field between us, corpses litter the ground like fallen leaves, the grim results of a half-dozen failed charges.

A young lad, probably no more than twelve years old, rushes over to my position on the wall, carrying in his hands a fresh quiver bristling with arrows.

I take it with a grunt of thanks then quickly nock an arrow, peaking through the crenellation to watch as the enemy troops advance.

They come in long rows three men deep, carrying tall shields at the front and on top to protect them from our projectiles. They march at a deliberate pace, breaking away from the bulk of the main army and approaching the gates of Dunmar. All along the base of the mountain are half-dug trenches, swathes of earth that have been turned over by spade-carrying men desperate to produce cover for the crossbowmen.

"Loose!" I command, letting my arrow fly.

I am answered by the snapping bowstring of dozens of archers, who release their missiles at the encroaching shield men. Arrowheads thunk into wood and flesh below, dropping some of the soldiers but otherwise doing little damage.

As a group we draw again, readying another volley. Other sections of the wall loose arrows as well. We repeat the process again and again, peppering their position with feathered shafts and picking them apart bit by bit. They manage to make it to the trenches where they dig in, using the upturned earth as additional cover as other men begin to work with their spades.

It's only a matter of time before...

Crossbow bolts begin to fly up from the field, cracking against our fortifications and some even finding victims. Screaming fills my ears as a man not two paces away from myself takes a bolt to the chest.

"Take cover!" I cry, ducking behind the wall as more of the deadly bolts assault us. "When you have an opening, loose at will!"

Above and below, men die. Screaming and cursing fills the air, along with the metallic scent of blood and the chipping sounds of metal on stone. A familiar face races from another section of the wall and hunkers down beside me, smirking despite the chaos of the fighting.

"These buggers don't know when to quit, do they?" Talon remarks, running a hand through his thick black hair. "We've been pushing them back all day now, and still they come back for more."

"It's only the first day," I reply, peaking out and letting fly another arrow before crouching back down. "Sieges can last for weeks, maybe more."

He shakes his head. "Not at the rate they're throwing men at us," he says, thumbing in the direction of the army behind us.

I reach down to my belt and pull out my water skin, popping the cork and pouring some of the warm liquid into my mouth. Wiping my mouth, I hand it over to him. "Once they dig in, things will slow down for a time."

He accepts the skin gratefully, taking a long drink and swishing the water in his mouth before swallowing.

A man runs past us, then pitches forward onto his face, a bolt sticking right through his neck. He lands with a thud, red blood gushing out of the wound as he sputters and tries to staunch it. It isn't long before he finally lies still, his legs going still after a final spasm. Two young women, each wearing a bloodstained apron, rush forward in a half-crouch and grab his body, dragging him off of the wall to the relative seclusion of one of the surgeon stations.

Little good that will do him now.

An hour passes without much change. Both sides exchange attacks until eventually the attackers begin to withdraw from their trenches, only leaving a few shield bearers behind to hold the line.

Things calm down a little after that.

Glancing out through the gap in the wall, I see the army entrenched in the misty vale beyond, a writhing host of red that seems to stretch on for leagues. Behind the initial picket line and archer battalions is a section that looks like a lumberyard. Men, like little specks in the distance, scurry about a large construction of timbers and metal, the wagon-like structure growing larger by the hour.

"What do you suppose they're building out there?" Talon asks, coming up to stand beside me.

I squint my eyes, trying to get a better look. "Probably a siege tower or a battering ram," I reply, noticing the enormous wheels being affixed to what look like axels. "What else could it be?"

"I don't know," Talon replies wearily. "But whatever it is, it can't be good."

Someone snorts off to our right, and both of us turn to see a grizzled old Nightingale unstringing his longbow.

"What?" Talon asks, frowning. "Was it something I said?"

"Those damned kingsmen are fools if they think they're going to take Dunmar City," the man says, tucking the bowed length of yew under his arm. "Our walls are too tall and the doors are solid stone! No battering ram could bring them down, no matter how big."

I grunt, looking away from him and back out toward the army. "I wish I had your confidence, old man."

He snorts again, then wanders off, muttering under his breath about 'foolish king-loving dolts'.

Talon lets out a long sigh. "I need a drink," he says longingly.

"You always need a drink," I reply dryly. "Here, have some water instead."

He takes the water skin grudgingly and has a sip, muttering under his breath.

Seeing the dead bodies in the trenches, I can’t help but agree with Talon’s assessment, at least in part. These attacks have been costly for King Aethelgar’s army. He obviously has men to spare, but part of me wonders at the general’s overall strategy. For every Nightingale they manage to kill with their crossbows, ten of their troops die by our rocks or arrows. Those trenches must have something to do with it, I conclude, noting how they stretch out to either side of the great stone doors. That, and whatever it is they are building out on the field.

Another wounded man is brought by us on a stretcher, a crossbow bolt protruding from his gut and his eyes squeezed shut in pain.

“Something else is bothering me,” I say, watching the man being carted away to see the surgeons. “Why does this General Mohr seem so intent on assaulting the wall like this, when he could just set up a perimeter and starve us out?”

“It’s like that git Sturgis said,” Talon replies, tossing me the water skin. “Winter is on its way, and the passes will soon freeze over.”

“He could still maintain a perimeter,” I insist stubbornly. “The passes would seal us in here as well. He could barricade the mountains and leave a winter guard, then come back in the spring in force to continue the siege. He’s planning something... and I’d wager he aims to teach us a lesson before the snows start to fall.”

A sudden idea strikes me, something that I had not previously considered before. Zara’s admonition that I forgive Elias and the Nightingales still rings true in my heart, and I find myself starting to feel like I am on the rebels’ side, rather than simply occupying the same space as them.

On impulse, I begin making my way down to the street level as the idea begins to form in my mind, prompting Talon to follow me and exclaim, “Hey! Where are you going?”

“To the house,” I reply without stopping. “There’s something that I need to do.”

The city is still bustling but for the most part, things have calmed down. We make it back to our dwelling with little trouble and I head right inside, making straight for Zara’s table, which is cluttered with an assortment of books and scrolls.

“Does Dunmar have an aviary?” I ask, sitting down at the table and pulling out a sheet of parchment, as well as a quill and a jar of ink.

Talon furrows his brow. “An aviary? I think so. Why?”

I furiously begin scratching words onto the parchment, grimacing at my poor penmanship. My idea has become more solid now, and I write as quickly as possible before I can have a chance to second-guess myself. “Because I need to send a letter,” I reply off-handedly. “I only hope that their archers aren’t skilled enough to shoot down birds.”

He scoffs in typical Talon fashion. “I doubt it.”

Silence fills the small common area as he goes to relieve himself at the privy, and when he returns I am putting the final touches on my letter, signing it and including my rank and station. Carefully folding the parchment, I begin melting a nub wax to seal it shut.

Talon opens his mouth to talk, but quickly cuts off as the ringing sound of bells begins to come from the gates.

“The walls,” I say, swiftly sealing the letter and standing up.

“They’re making another push,” Talon replies, fingering the short swords on his belt. “We need to get back to help with the defenses.”

I nod, following him out onto the street. “First, let’s get this to the aviary. Then we’ll go to the walls.”

“Fine,” he sighs, leading the way toward the front of the cavern.

Clutching the letter tightly, we break into a light jog, our weapons bouncing noisily as we once again traverse the city streets. The bells, ringing out urgently, seem to urge me on as we go, reminding me of what exactly is at stake if we lose the battle here.

Light, I hope that I'm not making a collosal mistake... what I'm about to do could very well be considered a violation of my Oath.
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Chapter Thirty

Zara
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Sweat trickles down the side of my face as I climb the stairs for perhaps the hundredth time today. Keep going, Zara, I think to myself determinedly. Just focus on putting one foot in front of the other.

The siege has continued nonstop for days now, battering both sides without making much progress either way. After the first couple of grueling days, the king’s soldiers had finally managed to complete their trenches and fortify them, allowing their crossbowmen to dig in and exchange fire with the Nightingale archers for prolonged periods of time. Since then, it has been nonstop bloodshed without an end in sight.

Breathing heavily, I crest the top of the wall and make right for one of the enclosed guard posts, which has been repurposed into a triage station. The nurses welcome me inside and close the door, gratefully accepting my burden, which is a bundle of fresh cloths and bandages.

“Light bless you, Magus,” one of the women says, a haggard-looking surgeon with frizzy blonde hair pulled into a bun. Her apron, once white, is smeared brown with dried blood.

“It’s nothing,” I reply breathlessly, stepping to the side and pulling out a new apron from a box on the ground. Putting it on, I turn and give her a tired smile. “All in a day’s work.”

Living up to the promise I made at the Cabal, I have kept myself busy since the siege began. Seeing the wisdom in not exhausting myself magically, I have taken to doing some of the more menial tasks of extended warfare – hauling water, running arrows and working with the wounded. It isn’t glamourous work by any stretch of the imagination, but it is important. Most importantly, it puts me on the front lines of the battle without actually putting me in the action.

“Please help Sibyl with that man over there,” the surgeon says, pointing to the far side of the guard room. “And be sure to wash your hands with antiseptic before working on him.”

I nod and rush over to do as she asks, finding the nurse Sibyl kneeling beside a man groaning in pain.

“I need you to hold the wound open so I can extract the arrowhead,” she says as soon as I reach her side. The black-haired woman looks as tired as the rest of us, a pair of needle-nosed pliers held in her bloodstained hands.

Looking down, I can see that a broken crossbow bolt is protruding from an ugly wound in his thigh.

I quickly pick up a bottle of antiseptic and pull out the cork, pouring the pungent clear liquid on my hands and rubbing them together. Next, I bend over the man's leg, examining the bloody lesion more closely.

"Bite down on this," the nurse says, handing him a rolled-up piece of leather before positioning herself over the wound as well. He takes it and shoves it into his mouth, biting down so hard that the old leather creaks.

At a nod from Sybil, I reach down and put my fingers on either side of the broken bolt, grasping the flesh and pulling it apart as far as I can to make room for the extraction. The man gives a muffled cry of pain and pounds his fist against the stone floor, squeezing his eyes shut and leaking tears out onto his stubbled cheeks.

With a practiced hand, Sybil clamps onto the bit of wood with the pliers and begins to pull, causing it to inch out a little and eliciting more cries of pain.

The pliers slip on the blood and the black-haired nurse gently curses, inserting the metal tool deeper into the wound to get a better grip. This time, she manages to yank the bolt free, flicking droplets of blood on the front of her apron.

"Part of the barb is still in there," she says after a moment, pointing to a broken section of the tip. "I'm going to have to go in there and dig it out so that it doesn't cause infection."

The man groans, knocking his head back against the wall and sputtering a few curses.

"It’s either that, or risk losing the whole leg," she replies, dropping the bloodied pliers onto a cloth beside her and picking up a small knife.

Leaning toward me, she speaks more softly in my ear. "It's in there rather deep. I'm going to have to cut it out. Do your best to make sure he is still during the process."

I nod, getting my blood-slick hands ready to once again hold open the wound.

Sybil goes in with the knife, which prompts shouts of agony from the poor man. He shakes from the pain, but I manage to hold his thigh still as the nurse works on him. She grunts, twisting her arm as she attempts to carve through the flesh in order to get at the stubborn barb. She stops immediately, however, when a continuous spurt of blood shoots up from the leg and splatters her neck and chest.

My eyes go wide as I look up at Sybil, whose face has gone deathly white. "I accidentally nicked an artery," she whispers in horror, setting the knife down with shaky hands. "Quick, stop the bleeding."

I can feel my own face go pale as well as I shove a wadded-up bandage onto the gash, but I know that it won't do any good. Already, blood is pouring out of him.

It only takes a few minutes, the man slumping and growing still. His cries of pain fade to a mere whimper, and soon, the leather bit falls out of his mouth, the blood flow fading to a dribble.

Sybil lets out a wracking sob, hunching forward and wrapping her arms around herself with bloody hands. I reach over to her, dropping the dead man's leg and grabbing her in a gentle embrace. "Shhh," I say soothingly into her ear, letting her cry on my shoulder. "It's alright. It was an accident. It wasn't your fault."

The words feel hollow as I say them.

We sit there for several moments, holding each other before the head surgeon calls us by name, asking for our help on another victim. Sniffling, Sybil rushes over to her, her skirts swishing as she hurries past wounded and dying men.

I let out a long breath, suddenly becoming aware of the sound of shouting men coming from the wall. They somehow sound more urgent than usual, their muffled voices sounding more frantic on the other side of the stone walls.

A loud crash sends a shock through my legs.

Everyone in the triage station cries out in alarm, buckling as something tremendous smashes into the wall, like the fist of a titan connecting with the mountain itself.

"Light," I say under my breath, steadying myself. "What was that?"

Picking my way through the mass of litters on the ground, I push open the door and step out onto the wall. There, I witness a scene that chills me to the very core.

Debris is scattered out before the guard tower, shattered stones and amid dust-covered limbs torn from bodies. It looks as if an avalanche has occurred on this part of the wall, killing dozens of soldiers and grinding their defenses to rubble. Casting my eyes out over the field of battle, I quickly see what has caused this wreckage.

Three large catapults stand at the ready behind a line of spear-wielding troops, flanking a massive construction that looks like a fortress on wheels.

Another of the catapults launches, sending a boulder the size of a carriage hurtling toward another section of the wall. It collides with a shocking impact, decimating the crenellations and burying a handful of defenders beneath a deluge of crumbling rock.

Aghast, I stumble out onto the ruined section of wall and pull my talisman from around my neck.

As I do so, the enormous wooden device begins to roll forward, pulled by an entire team of armor-wearing horses. It lumbers toward the stone double doors, and as I look closer, I can see that it is not a siege tower or any structure used to get troops onto the walls.

It is an enormous battering ram.

Above and below men scream as the defenders scramble into new positions, pressured by the crossbowmen from the trenches below. Arrows and bolts whiz through the air, and I am forced to crouch behind some cover to avoid becoming a pincushion.

Peering out from behind an unbroken chunk of wall, I watch in fear as yet another catapult launches a boulder toward my position. In fact, it looks like it is heading right for the guard barrack that houses the Nightingale wounded.

Reacting purely by instinct, I pull in source energy and raise my hands high, speaking the words of power to create a radiant shield. "Darian droma san'adhar!"

Blue light erupts from my fingertips and creates a dome of energy in the air, encapsulating our entire section of the wall.

The boulder connects with the shield and shatters, breaking apart on impact and sending bits of rock showering down on the trenches below. Above the sounds of battle, I can hear men screaming as it rains death upon them.

I release the spell and can immediately hear cheering from some of the nearby Nightingales. They suddenly seem emboldened to be fighting beside a mage.

Taking a deep breath, I steel myself for another spell as the catapults continue to launch.

Because of my position, I am unable to deflect all of the stones hurled at the wall, but I do manage to stop most of them, conjuring shields and saving the defenders from certain death. Each time, a little more energy leaves my body, but my sheer determination keeps me going, urging me to continue to save as many lives as possible.

Unfortunately, my efforts do not keep the large battering ram from moving forward.

The strategy now seems very clear to me – the trenches and the catapults are designed to keep pressure on the defenders while the ram is constructed and moved into position. Once it reaches the doors, it can begin pounding them without much fear of being harmed.

Not the worst plan, I admit to myself silently. Though, I doubt very much that a ram made of wood will be able to put so much as a crack in those doors.

Somehow in the chaos Owyn and Talon manage to find me, rushing to my position and lobbing arrows at crossbowmen trying to shoot me down.

"Nice work, Zara!" Talon shouts, pulling out an arrow and shooting down at the trenches.

"You're doing amazing, as always." Owyn gives me a warm smile that makes me feel even stronger.

Encouraged by having my friends beside me, I keep blocking the boulders as they come, even as the battering ram stops right in front of the doors. Men with shields begin working on its gears and levers, apparently getting it ready to begin its work.

"Uh... guys?" Talon says, pointing down at the attackers clustered around the ram. "Is it just me, or does that person look like a mage to you?"

Owyn and I both peak out from behind our cover, gazing down at where he is indicating. Sure enough, a man who I do not recognize huddles behind several soldiers bearing shields, his robes a deep blue that matches my own.

"Oh, no," I mutter, watching as the cranks begin to pull back the ram. It is the size of a massive tree trunk, with an iron cap secured on its end. Even as the beam of wood rears back, ready to strike, I can sense the other mage channeling, casting a spell with his hand outstretched. Radiant light begins to materialize on the end of the ram, coalescing into what looks like a spear point formed from raw source energy.

Then, it begins to pound the doors.

Like the world's largest hammer striking the world's largest anvil, the magic spear-enhanced ram hits with enough force to rattle my teeth. It connects with the doors, then pulls back and connects again, each time producing a booming sound that makes me want to cover both my ears.

"Shoot them down!" Owyn screams, waving for the other archers to follow his lead. "Focus on the mage! Don't let them keep battering the doors!"

The defenders begin to fire upon the soldiers gathered around the ram, ignoring the crossbowmen shooting at them from the trenches. They manage to bring down a few of the engineers, but I know in the end that it won't do any good. The mage is already hidden behind a virtual wall of shields, and the ram continues to do its work unabated.

Even as I watch, a crack begins to form in the middle of the impenetrable stone doors.
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Chapter Thirty-One

Owyn
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"They're going to break through!" Zara says, shouting over the sound of the ram. Her brown eyes are wide with fear. "We have to get into the city and mount a defense there!"

I bite my lip, glancing around the edge and down at the doors. Cracks that have already begun to spider web there. Then I nod.

"Okay," I shout back at her. "You're right. Let's go."

Nudging Talon to get his attention, the three of us abandon our cover at the edge of the wall and make for the stairwell, flying down the steps two at a time and racing for the street level on the inside of the cavern. Just on the inside of the doors, men run to and fro in a panic.

The noise of the battering ram is almost deafening on this side, and each concussive blast causes the civilians in the area to cry out in fright.

"Get these people out of here!" I shout, getting the attention of a cluster of unsure-looking soldiers. "Tell them to head to the back of the city. Now!"

Grateful to have some direction, they rush off to do as I command.

We push through the gaggle of people and manage to find Barus attempting to marshal a defense. His ruddy face is flushed a deep scarlet as he screams for his men to get in line. "Form up!" He bellows, brandishing his sword like a baton. "Get in line, you miserable sods! Can't you see they're getting through?"

Sure enough, the cracks are visible on this side of the doors as well.

The bearded man sees us and nods, motioning for us to help him with his task. We oblige, gathering the rushing soldiers and organizing them into a bristling line of spears five men deep. It takes a solid ten minutes to get everyone in order, time that we simply do not have.

Elias joins us as well, bow strung across his back and his long belt knife in hand. He also carries a short sword with a serrated edge and large crossguard – a sword breaker.

Falling into line behind the spearmen, bows and magic at the ready, I turn to Zara and frown. "I thought you said the Conclave wasn't involved in this betrayal."

Her expression seems concerned, but she shakes her head. "I don't think they are," she says. "At least not all of them. Unfortunately, the Conclave has become rather politicized in recent years. It's possible that a handful of mages are loyal to King Aethelgar, rather than the High Magus or the Circle."

Another crashing boom fills the air.

"Well, whatever the case may be, I'd say we're finished," Talon remarks, pulling out an arrow and nocking it to his bowstring.

"That's a rather cheery outlook," I reply sarcastically.

He shrugs. "Just trying to be realistic, mate."

The crack in the doors widens with another boom, chunks of stone crumbling away and revealing sunlight shining through from the other side. Barus steps out in front of our defenses and turns to face us all, sword in hand.

"These bastards want to come into our city and take everything from us!" He shouts loud enough to be heard by the troops. "They think they can come in here and put us down like dogs! But that's not going to happen because they're slaves, fighting for a king who does not care about them. We fight for our homes and our families, to defend our very lives. We have something worth fighting for!"

A handful of men cheer at Barus' words, but most just stand in line, nervously clutching their weapons.

Archers have taken up positions in the buildings behind us, crouching on the eves of homes and on balconies facing the doors. That should offer us some measure of support when the enemy manages to break through.

The pounding continues, pulverizing the doors over and over again, and it isn't long before the tip of the magical spear-like ram begins to poke through, like a drill boring a hole through the stone. One more hit will do it, I think in anticipation, readying my bow. Light, give us strength.

I can hear the battering ram cranking back, readying itself for another blow, and then it slams once more into the doors, this time puncturing a hole wide enough for troops to get through. Dust showers down as a large portion of the left-most door crumbles, allowing streams of light into the cavern along with the outlines of soldiers.

Lots and lots of soldiers.

They let out a powerful battle cry as they rush into Dunmar City, flooding inward like a sea of polished armor and jagged blades. Letting loose my arrow, I quickly redraw as the other archers begin peppering the invaders with a haphazard volley.

Many of the first ones through fall from the onslaught, but more manage to push inside the gap, their shouts filling the cavern and chilling my blood.

Steel rings as they collide with the defenders, crashing into the defenses like a wave of bodies. The battle cries devolve into a chaotic torrent of screams and thuds and both sides bludgeon each other with weapons of war. Talon and I continue lobbing arrows over our men, while Zara throws ball of magical flames. These seem to be extremely effective as the enemy soldiers are pressed together tightly in the city's entryway. Magefyre spreads wherever she throws it, burning dozens of men at a time and creating a haze of smoke that smells of burning flesh.

Out of the corner of my eye I can see Elias fighting as well, plugging holes that appear in the line by lunging forward with his knife and sword breaker. He moves like a force of nature, efficiently meting out death wherever he goes, and I can't help but feel slightly in awe of his abilities, watching him move and kill.

"I'm almost out," Talon says, pulling out one of his few remaining arrows.

"Yeah," I reply. "Me too."

We quickly empty our quivers and discard our bows, pulling out our melee weapons and heading in toward the line. My father's hatchet, a familiar weight in my hand, helps me to feel that he is somehow with me as I head into the blood-soaked fray.

It isn't difficult to find places where we can help, holes in the line keep appearing as defenders are cut down. Finding a place that looks like it is in desperate need of a fighter, I jump in and immediately engage a knight that looks to be drenched in blood. The man's chainmail glistens red in the low light of the cave, and through the slits of his helmet I can see eyes that glitter with bloodlust.

He stabs at me but misses, his thrust clumsy due to the intense press of bodies, and I bat the blade aside with the flat of my hatchet. He lets out a muffled grunt from the inside of his helm and tries to correct, bringing the blade up to slice me up the front.

I block the attack then throw the weight of my body against his chest, knocking him off-balance and granting me an opening. Bringing my hatchet up in a swift motion, I quickly bring it down, chopping him in his unarmored neck.

Blood sprays and he goes down, falling to his knees and dropping his sword to the ground.

In an eyeblink, though, another is there to take his place, stabbing wildly and attempting to disembowel me.

For a moment I feel a rush of panic, fear gripping my heart as I start to feel overwhelm. Engaging this new foe, I manage to drive the wedge of my hatchet into his knee, hobbling him and sending him down as well. But yet another soldier shoves him aside and tries to bring me down, fighting with reckless abandon.

This is too much, I think, somehow keeping the armored man from skewering me. I never trained for this kind of fighting.

As I attempt to defend myself, my own allies jostle me and shove, struggling to keep themselves alive as well. There a handful of times I nearly go down with the dead and dying, unable to keep my balance in the mess.

Time seems to slow down, the corpses of fallen men piling up around us as we attempt to hold back the unstoppable tide. It seems, despite the overwhelming carnage, that the Nightingales are managing to hold their ground well enough. Zara's magefyre does an incredible job of thinning the herd as it comes through the opening. But after a while, the men start to tire without a constant supply of reinforcements. Their movements, more sluggish than before, are less sufficient at defending against the invaders' attacks.

We start to slip, and then I notice something up on the walls we had abandoned.

Movement.

"Eleven bloody Hells," I curse, pointing up above us. "Crossbowmen have taken the walls! Look out!"

Bolts begin to fly.

At first, the defenders don't quite understand what's hitting them, the Nightingale warriors falling one by one to the barbed missiles. But after a few minutes they begin to panic, breaking away from the line and falling back into the city.

"Hold your ground, dammit!" Barus shouts, a long bloody gash oozing on the side of his head. "We can't let them push us back!"

No one seems to listen.

The line of defenders disintegrates as crossbow bolts fly from up above. The attackers, all too happy to finally gain ground, push those that remain aside and give chase into the city proper.

To my right, Talon slices one of his short swords across the neck of one of the king's men.

"Talon!" I call, getting his attention as the man goes down. "Fall back to the city! The doors are lost!"

He looks around himself as if noticing the collapse of the line for the first time, then nods, taking off and ducking in between two buildings.

I need to find Zara, I think, searching through the crowd of fleeing Nightingales. I need to get her to safety.

Men jostle each other, trampling down their wounded comrades trying to escape. Shoving my way through the crowd, I start shouting her name, scanning the writhing mass of people for any sign of her blue robes.

At last, I manage to spot her struggling to stay on her feet. Large soldiers shove past her as crossbow bolts fly, causing her to stumble and risk being trampled.

"Zara!" I rush to her side, pushing over to her before she can be trodden down.

Wrapping my arm around her shoulders, I protectively take her take her to the first block of buildings.

"Thanks," she says, winded. She is clearly exhausted by her liberal use of magic, but she manages to give me a smile as we pause in an alley between two shops. "I owe you one."

"You don't owe me anything," I reply, glancing around to make sure that we are safe. "You've saved me more times than I can count, remember?"

She gives a small, tired laugh. "That means you can't count very high."

For a moment, we can rest and catch our breath, the king's army obviously hesitant to give chase through a city that they do not know. My limited understanding of warfare, however, gives me a mental glimpse of what is to come. When the enemy begins combing through the city streets, it's going to become a bloodbath. Roving bands of attackers and defenders will slaughter each other in the narrow streets, making it extremely dangerous to travel.

"Our only chance is to make it to the Citadel," I say, wiping sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. "That's the only place we will be able to hold out."

She nods, still breathing heavily, then gestures toward the exit of the alley. "Lead the way, ranger."
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Chapter Thirty-Two

Zara
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The mountain city of Dunmar, with its vast ceiling of rock and rough-hewn walls, has become an enormous echo chamber, reverberating the sounds of death and destruction. Even with everything that is going on, a small part of me cannot help but wonder at the acoustics, and the science behind those echoing sounds.

Following Owyn out of the alleyway, I try to tune out the noise and focus on not getting killed. The deflecting of the catapults and the display with the magefyre has made me fatigued, but the adrenaline that pulses through my body is more than enough to keep me moving forward.

We step out onto a deserted street and catch a brief glimpse of the king's army amassing in the city's entryway. We made them pay dearly for barging in, but still their numbers seem immeasurable.

"C'mon," Owyn whispers above the din. "This way."

I follow him without comment.

We begin winding our way through the streets, passing groups of Nightingale soldiers huddling together or carrying their wounded friends. It isn't long, however, before we start to hear the enemy army moving forward, making a sweep of the city in an attempt to snuff out the rebel resistance.

"Head for the Citadel!" Owyn commands, seeming more like Elias to my eyes than the earnest apprentice I have come to know. "Tell the civilians you meet to go there as well. Hurry!"

They begin to move, though not as quickly as I would have liked.

The clash of nearby fighting fills my ears and we turn, realizing that the attackers have already begun invading the outer neighborhoods.

"This area is going to become a bloodbath," Owyn says urgently, looking around as if searching for the quickest way out. "We need to get out of here."

"Shouldn't we help them?" I ask, feeling an urge to go aid the embattled Nightingales.

He shakes his head, grabbing my hand and tugging me along. "There is no leadership here," he explains, pulling me onto another street. "It's going to be an all-out brawl that will end in all of us getting killed. The Citadel is the only place we will be safe."

I dig in my heels, forcing him to stop, and yank my hand from his with a huff. "I will not leave these people to die, Owyn," I say stubbornly, clutching my talisman. "If we're going to the Citadel, we're going to help as many people as we can along the way."

He eyes me for a moment then sighs in resignation. "Foolhardy woman," he mutters, gesturing for me to lead the way.

I give him a sweet smile and wink at him, then begin running toward the sounds of fighting.

We find the skirmish a few streets over, on a narrow avenue overcrowded with the empty carts of street vendors. A group of Nightingales fights valiantly against a force two times their size, and things are not going well for them.

Pulling in a little source energy, I summon a ball of magefyre and lob it over the rebels' heads. It explodes on one of the enemy soldiers and ignites a nearby street cart, causing the wood to erupt in a flash of blue flames.

The king's men curse, turning their attention upon us, and Owyn falls into a fighting posture, hatchet held out in front of him.

"Hurry!" I call to the Nightingales, conjuring more magefyre. "To the Citadel! I cannot hold them forever!"

They look at each other, amazement on their faces, then begin a hasty retreat, disengaging from the fight. Aethelgar's men, giving the flames a wide berth, fan out in an effort to surround Owyn and the fleeing soldiers.

I lob another ball of magefyre, this one exploding on the road and spreading outward, causing some of the armor-clad men to back away.

One charges at Owyn, swinging his sword in an effort to catch him off-guard, but Owyn quickly dispatches him. He dodges and strikes out like a viper, hacking at the man's arm and causing him to shriek in pain.

"Let's go!" I shout, moving backward in the direction of the fleeing Nightingales. As we begin to make our retreat, more of the king's men begin flooding into the street, chainmail clinking and blades gleaming.

Owyn curses and begins to run, the two of us ducking into an empty shop and navigating through the first level to the back door. The building looks positively ransacked, the shelves empty and the cupboards all hanging open. The owners of this place must have taken their possessions and fled to the fortress when the siege began, I think, pushing open the back door and stepping out into another alley.

"Zara," Owyn says nervously, eyes darting about. "I don't like this. It sounds like we're surrounded."

Sure enough, the sounds of fighting and booted feet on stone resound from all sides, giving the impression that no matter where we run to, the king's troops will be waiting for us.

"They're combing through the city, killing everyone they can find," I whisper, clutching my talisman tight to my chest.

Just then, a group of armored troops jog by the alley, armor jingling. They wear the red and gold of the royal house. Owyn grabs me and pulls me close, stepping back into a shadowed alcove to conceal us from sight. He wraps his strong arms around me, holding me in the shadows as the patrol moves by. Light, it feels good to be held by him, I think, resting my head against his chest and finding comfort in his warmth. We better not die in this cursed city. I mean to kiss him forcefully and repeatedly when all of this is through.

The patrol passes, leaving us once again in momentary safety. Reluctantly, I pull away from him and step back out into the alley, still holding on to my source crystal for comfort.

"What are we going to do?" He asks, looking to me in concern.

I open my mouth then close it again, at a loss for words. Then, an idea strikes me, one that is either completely brilliant or completely insane.

Perhaps it’s a little bit of both.

"These buildings," I say, gesturing around us. "They're built very close together, almost like a shanty."

Owyn's eyebrows furrow together in confusion. "What do you mean?"

"I thought it was strange when I first saw them. Why would they build a city this way? Now, I think I understand: it's so that people can escape."

"Zara," Owyn says, getting flustered. "I don't understand. How can the architecture help us get out of this mess?"

"Look," I reply, pointing up above us. "Most of the roofs have flat tops. If there was ever a fire in the city, people would be able to flee their houses by simply jumping over to the next house!"

Realization dawns on Owyn's face as he grasps what I am suggesting. "We flee on the rooftops," he says, a small smile turning up his lips.

"And avoid the streets, which are no doubt crawling with guards." I'm smiling as well.

He looks around, no doubt searching for a way up, and finds it in the form of a low-hanging awning. We race over to it and he laces his fingers together to give me a boost up. When I place my foot in his hand, he gives me a serious look. "You'll still want to stop to help people along the way?"

"Of course."

He eyes me for a second, then nods. "Alright then. Let's go."

I jump, using his hands as a platform to propel me upward. Fingers gripping the top of the roof, I heave and pull myself up, then crouch down to lend a hand to Owyn. The ranger's apprentice leaps, ignoring my outstretched hand and pulling himself in one swift motion, landing on his feet beside me.

Show off.

We begin to run, jogging on top of the roof toward the back of the cavern. As I suspected, it is quite easy to leap from one building to the other, the distance between rooftops only a few feet at most. Remaining unseen, however, is another matter entirely.

Cries of alarm rise up from the streets as the king's soldiers notice us running above their heads.

"Hells!" Owyn curses, jumping swiftly across to another building. "We have company!"

"It's alright," I reply, much more winded than he. "They won't be any trouble, unless they have–"

Crossbow bolts begin to whiz past us, thudding into chimneys and skidding across rooftops. Owyn curses, ducking his head low to present a smaller target.

Together, we veer to the side, away from the crossbowmen and toward a group of men skirmishing in a small pavilion.

"Owyn!" I cry out, gazing down at the embattled soldiers. "We have to help them!"

"They're completely surrounded!" He replies, pointing to a group of enemy reinforcements racing toward the beleaguered group of Nightingales. "They'll never make it out!"

Not if I have anything to do with it, I think, skidding to a halt and stubbornly pulling in source energy.

"Bidh mi a 'cruthachadh," I intone, channeling the source energy into radiant magic. "Balla fos lasair teine!"

Azure fire leaps from my fingertips, arcing over the pavilion and landing right in the middle of the attacking soldiers. It explodes on impact, but instead of spreading out on the ground it rises into the air, transforming into a wall of shimmering blue flames.

Men die, and those lucky enough to avoid being consumed by the fire step back, shielding their eyes and cursing. The wall of magefyre cuts their force in half, stunning nearly everyone participating in the fighting.

"Now's your chance!" I shout, waving at the Nightingale troops. "They're cut off! Escape!"

We continue on our mad rooftop dash through the city, jumping from building to building in an attempt to outpace the enemy army. As we go, I notice people other than soldiers running through the streets beneath us.

Light, those are civilians! I think, watching a family scramble over the rough stone toward the back end of the cavern.

Ahead, I can see flashes of blue light. They flare up from a neighborhood several blocks away in a brilliant display, then fizzle out like they were never there at all. Is that the Cabal? I wonder, tearing my gaze away from the scene. Good of them to finally join the fight.

If only they had been there a little earlier... perhaps they could have prevented this catastrophe.

From our vantage up high, it is obvious that we are not far from the Citadel now. The black fortress looms above us like a dark sentinel, torches along the walls illuminating the black and silver tapestries hanging along its sides. Going at our current pace, it will likely only be a matter of minutes before we finally arrive.

“Zara,” Owyn calls, jabbing a thumb behind him. “Trouble!”

I glance over my shoulder and see three crossbow-wielding soldiers climb up onto the rooftops a few buildings away. They immediately begin firing into the streets, targeting the civilians attempting to flee.

Skidding to a stop, I pull out my talisman and begin to channel, ignoring the grinding exhaustion threatening to make me collapse. Magefyre materializes in my hands and I begin shooting them as fast as I can.

The magical flames engulf them before they even realize what has hit them, sending them tumbling off the rooftops like screaming human torches. Even as they fall, more crossbowmen begin making their way up, this time more aware of our presence.

“We have to get back down to street level!” Owyn exclaims, grabbing my shoulder and pulling me back. “We’re too much of a target up here!”

Numbly, I nod, allowing him to pull me away as the crossbowmen begin firing.

Their missiles soar past us but I barely notice them, my ears ringing and my head starting to spin. How much source energy have I channeled? I think through the haze, barely noticing as Owyn drops to a low ledge and begins helping me down. Evoker Laramie would have words with me if he could see how reckless I’ve been...

Once more in the tangle mass of buildings, we begin making our way toward the wide thoroughfare leading up to the Citadel’s entrance. The apprentice helps me along, his strong arm around my shoulder as we round a corner and race down the center of the street. A panicked mass of people floods the portcullis, soldiers and civilians alike clamoring to get to safety as the enemy runs rampant in the city.

We start moving forward, the shouts of the king’s soldiers hot on our heels, but the sheer number of people and the limited size of the entryway has created a bottleneck, slowing the process considerably.

Owyn curses, looking desperately around as if looking for a way out. “These people aren’t going to make it,” he says into my ear. He sounds on the verge of panic himself.

Head still swimming, I sweep my gaze across the nightmarish scene. People shout and openly weep, some praying some cursing and some calling the names of lost loved ones. Nearby, a little boy cries for his mother, wringing his hands and sobbing as people jostle him about. Behind us, even as more people flee from the city, soldiers in red and gold cut them down, spreading out of the buildings like an unstoppable tide of death.

Despite the hopeless circumstances, I feel something deep within me, a warmth which starts in my chest and begins blooming through my whole body. It feels like a hidden well of strength, urging me to act and help those around me. Part of me realizes that if I use any more source energy, there is a very real risk that I will die. However, the cries of the innocent are too much for me to ignore.

So, I decide to listen to the light within.

Pulling away from Owyn, I turn to face the sea of soldiers as they ruthlessly slaughter the people not fast enough to outrun them.

“What are you doing?” Owyn asks urgently. “Zara, you’re too exhausted!”

“Help that little boy,” I reply calmly, clutching my talisman and holding both hands out in front of me.

“Zara, please, I–"

“I know what I’m doing,” I say in a reassuring tone. Turning to look him in his beautiful green eyes, I smile. “This is the only way. Now, please, go and help that little boy find his mom.”

He goes, if reluctantly, and scoops the young child into his arms.

Reaching out with my awareness, I begin pulling source energy into my body through the talisman. At first, my stomach convulses when I touch the power, a wave of nausea hitting me and almost knocking me into unconsciousness. However, that hidden well of light within me takes over, granting me more strength than I originally thought possible.

The last of the fleeing citizens rush past me, colliding into the people waiting to get inside the castle. Before me, the enemy soldiers advance warily, apparently recognizing my tattered blue robes.

Still filling myself with energy, I begin uttering words of power, speaking with in as strong a voice as I can muster. Radiant light begins to spark at my fingertips, then begins to grow into a shimmering veil of magic directly in front of me. The radiant shield blooms like a translucent flower in the air, growing outward until it spans the entire length of the cavern, separating the Citadel from the fallen city beyond.

A horde of crossbowmen, stationed on the rooftops across from me, begin shooting at me, attempting to bring me down. None of the bolts hit, of course, instead bouncing off the shield and clattering harmlessly to the ground.

For a moment, I think I feel strength added to my spell, as if new power is being added to my own. Have the mages of the Cabal joined me? I'm far too focused to tell.

Gasps and words of praise rise up behind me but I barely notice them, my entire body becoming a conduit of living, pulsating magic. It consumes me, filling me with glowing light, and time begins to pass slowly, almost like I am in a dream. The soldiers charge and beat against the shield, but they might as well be striking their blades against the Arc of Radiance itself.

Finally, I feel Owyn's hands on my shoulder, his voice speaking in my ear.

"Zara! You've done it! Everyone made it in! You can let go now!"

Let go? How long has it been? I've only just started this spell...

I release my grasp on the talisman, allowing the power to seep out of my body. The shock of it overwhelms me and I fall, sinking into darkness as the shield dissipates around me.

The last thing I remember before blacking out is the sound of bowstrings and the grinding noise of the portcullis slamming shut.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Thirty-Three

Owyn


[image: image]


"I still can't believe you ditched me out there, mate," Talon says, slurping down the last of his stew. "I mean, I understand she's pretty and all, but you kind of left me to fend for myself."

Grimacing, I set my own bowl aside and give my friend a furtive look. "You know it wasn't like that, Tal. She doesn't have our training. I couldn't just leave her out there alone."

He swallows and gives me a sly look. "I know. But it is fun reminding you that you took off with a girl instead of a fellow ranger."

I sigh and he chuckles, setting his bowl down and leaning back against the wall.

For three days the Citadel has been under siege, the king's men relentlessly assaulting the walls and attempting to break through the last hold of Dunmar City. The fortress, for all its defenses, has been woefully ill-equipped to house the entire city's populace, and strict food rations have been put into effect in order to curb the increased demand. Fortunately, housing has not been much of an issue. Deep tunnels have been dug out beneath the Citadel to house the now-homeless people of the city.

Picking my bowl back up, I drain the last of the thin soup into my mouth and gulp it down. I only wish they had the foresight to stock us with sufficient provisions.

"How's she doing, by the way?" Talon asks, his voice a bit more somber.

"Still out," I reply, trying not to sound disheartened. After her heroic display in front of the castle walls, allowing for the civilians to have enough time to escape the enemy army, Zara had collapsed and remained comatose ever since. Now she is resting in the hospital wing with all of the other wounded.

Every free moment that I get, I am by her side, waiting and praying for her to recover.

"Bloody shame," he says after a moment. "It was a right good thing she did out there. Saved a lot of lives that day, my own included."

"Yeah," I reply glumly. "Mine too."

A grim silence settles between us, and I find myself gazing out at the wide, crowded room.

Protector Thel's courtroom, the largest chamber in the Citadel, has been repurposed into a sort of common area for the soldiers, a place to serve food and to rest. Now, it is filled to capacity with forlorn-looking soldiers, and smells strongly of beef broth and unwashed bodies.

The Protector, on the other hand, has taken to locking himself in his 'war room' with his advisors, reportedly strategizing a way for us to get out of this mess.

The problem is that everyone knows how hopeless this situation is, I think to myself, closing my eyes and letting out a long breath. They've literally backed us into a corner, and there's not enough provisions to go around. The only logical choice is for us to surrender... if General Mohr will even allow for that to happen.

A man calls out on the far side of the room, shouting for a change of the wall guard.

"Come on," Talon says softly, shaking me out of my reverie. "It's our turn to man the walls."

I push myself up to my feet reluctantly, following him out of the common chamber and into the labyrinth of hallways that make up much of the Citadel. The closer that we get to the outer walls, the louder the siege outside becomes.

Running a hand through my hair, I try to steel myself for the conflict we are about to enter. After spending so many days fighting it is difficult not to feel worn down, especially considering the dire situation all of us are in. Sieges are difficult in more ways than one. The feeling of being trapped, of having nowhere to run or hide, is almost more than I can bear. When not fretting about Zara, I find myself wishing I was back in the forest, to feel freedom once again.

We fall in line with a group of soldiers climbing the winding stairs to the walls. When we step out onto the fortifications, I immediately begin taking stock of the situation.

Crossbowmen in fortified positions in the outskirts of the city. Picket lines of spears out front. Ladder men and shield-bearing soldiers preparing for another charge. The only thing that gives me pause is the siege equipment, which is being set up behind the spearmen.

"They've gotten much closer since the last time we were out here," I remark, noting the near-completed state of the catapults. "They'll be lobbing rocks at us before the day is through."

"Wonderful," Talon replies sarcastically, accepting a quiver of arrows from a porter near one of the towers.

Due to the narrowness of the city streets, the engineers were forced to deconstruct their siege equipment and cart it to the front lines. They have been attempting to rebuild them ever since, with the exception of the monstrous battering ram they had used on the great stone doors. For some reason, they do not seem concerned about dealing with the much smaller gates of the castle.

Fortunately, the ancient mages of the Cabal have finally take it upon themselves to help with the defenses. Rotating in shifts, they take turns lobbing fireballs into the enemy lines. One of them, an old man, took a crossbow bolt to the neck and died shortly after. The other two have been hard pressed to continue on in the fighting.

Their advanced age prevents them from doing much of what Zara was able to do.

We take up positions above the portcullis leading into the Citadel. Below, corpses of arrow-ridden soldiers litter the ground, the remnants of the many failed attempts to raid the castle walls.

"I remember when we first laid eyes on this city," Talon says, sounding oddly remorseful. He gazes out at the cavern beyond, eyes lingering over the abandoned buildings. "I thought it was one of the most amazing things I'd ever seen. I can't believe that the king would do something like this... it makes me wonder if I ever would have joined the rangers knowing what he is."

"The real enemy is the R'Laar," I remind him, though I feel cold dread like I weight settle in my stomach. "If we manage to get out of this, we'll need the armies of Tarsynium to stand against them."

"I'm not sure that bastard Aethelgar would ever agree to that sort of alliance mate," he says, voice becoming heated. "Someone will have to take him out before anything like that can happen."

Deep down, I agree with Talon's assessment, though it pains me to do so.

Elias approaches us from the side, his expression seeming even more grim than usual. He carries a bow in one hand and a quiver in the other, settling down beside us and leaning it against the wall.

"Those catapults are almost ready," he notes, glancing down at the enemy force. "When they start throwing rocks at us, it is only a matter of time before they break through." He lifts up his bow and pulls on the string, testing its durability before slinging it back on his shoulder.

"Then this is it," I say in a low voice, not wanting the Nightingales to overhear. "It's all come down to this."

He eyes me for a moment, then nods his head gravely.

Talon sighs. "Eleven bloody Hells. That's just delightful."

Elias turns his attention to him. "It won't be an easy fight for them. We'll make them pay for every inch of ground they take."

"Somehow that doesn't make me feel any better." He takes one last look out over the wall, then glances back at me and my former master. "Well, it appears as though there is still some time left. I think I'm going to go find a drink of ale." He walks away, then mutters. "It'll make dying a little more pleasant, anyway."

That leaves Elias and I standing alone on the outer wall, watching the enemy army prepare itself to make another assault on the Citadel. We stand there for a time mutely gazing out at the fallen city, the broken doors on the other side of the cavern allowing rays of sunlight to shine through.

After a few moments I clear my throat, causing him to look over at me.

"It looks like this is the end," I say gruffly.

He grunts. "Looks that way."

"I'm going to fight with everything I have," I continue, fingering the axe head of my father's hatchet. "If they break through, I'll try to get Zara out, sneak her through the enemy lines to safety." Then I look at him, meeting his iron-grey eyes with a look of resignation. "But in case I don't make it out of this, I wanted to let you know that I forgive you."

For an instant his eyebrows shoot up, a look of surprise painting his features. It disappears almost as quickly, replace by his usual stoicism. "I'm glad."

Looking back out at the city, I take in a deep breath. "You've looked out for me for a long time... taught me everything I know about being a ranger. That's a debt I'll never be able to repay. I still have... questions, but in the face of everything that's happening, they're not important. I'm grateful that you were my master."

He is quiet for a long moment, like a statue carved from the very mountain we stand inside, and when next he speaks his voice sounds unexpectedly gentle, even emotional. "You remind me of him, you know that? Of your father, Aaron. I know that if he were here today, he would be proud of the man you've become."

Sudden tears spring into my eyes, but I quickly blink them away, setting my jaw.

Another silence passes between us but it is the comfortable kind, the sort where no other words need to be said. Talon eventually comes back, a half-empty pint of frothy ale in his hand, and he settles beside us, seeming a bit less agitated than before. He glances at us, expression becoming curious, and then he asks, "Did I miss something?"

Neither of us answer him.

As Elias predicted, the newly constructed catapults are brought into position, setting up behind ranks of red-clad soldiers. Crossbowmen and shield-holders are brought up to the front line, along with men holding long ladders designed for breaching walls.

An air of disquiet falls over the weary defenders, a sense of anticipation that always comes before a battle.

A little way down the wall, above the gatehouse and surrounded by a contingent of archers, Barus and Xander Thel stand watching the proceedings, their faces drawn and grim.

So, the Protector has finally come out of seclusion, has he? I think to myself disdainfully. A fitting place for him to be when the Citadel finally falls – at least he'll be with his men.

Below, I can see the armor-plated figure of a knight step out in front of the lines of soldiers, a kite shield in one hand and a heavy mace in the other.

General Mohr.

He shouts something indistinct, waving his mace in grand gestures in the air, and the enemy army lets out a battle cry that fills the entire cavern. Then, the catapults begin to launch, massive rocks being hurled in wide arcs and crashing down on top of our heads.

Men scream and die as they pummel our fortifications, sending stone chips and dust cascading around us as they work to soften the Citadel's defenses. Fortunately, none of the boulders come near the three of us, the bulk of the attacks focused primarily around the gatehouse and the guard towers near the flanks, but the damage they cause is immediately noticeable, the crumbling walls a testament to their destruction.

Crouching down behind the crenellations, I find myself hoping that Barus and Thel are alright – their deaths would deal a serious blow to the moral of the defenders.

Finally, the barrage stops, making the cavern sound eerily quiet.

Everyone pokes their heads up from cover, peering out through the clouds of dust at the king's army standing just outside of arrow range.

With another blood-curdling shout, they begin to advance, shield bearers and crossbowmen in the front with ladder men in the rear, running for the walls like men who are not afraid to die.

Readying their weapons, the Nightingale archers begin launching volleys at the enemy soldiers, lobbing clouds of arrows down on the killing field. Elias, Talon and I shoot as fast as we can, trying to fell as many as we can before the ladders arrive, but are forced to dive once more behind to wall to avoid being shot by the crossbowmen.

Something this time feels different than the other assaults, not just because of the presence of the catapults. The king's men seem to be attacking with much more ferocity than before, their push bolder and more intense. It almost seems as though the other attacks were merely to test our defenses, and that this assault they are truly attempting to punch through.

It isn’t long before ladders begin thudding against the outside of the wall, men climbing up while the crossbows below cover them.

Taking a breath to calm my nerves, I set down my bow and pull out my father’s hatchet from my belt loop. Talon draws his short swords and Elias removes his belt knife. More than a few Nightingales attempt to shove the ladders away, some succeeding but most forced to back away to avoid being shot. As the first of the attackers begin to leap over the wall, the true battle begins to be joined in full.

A man with a conical helm and a large sword jumps down beside me, his red and gold tabard standing out against the clusters of black-clad defenders. He yells and raises his sword to attack, but I manage to bury my hatchet in his face first. He goes down in a clinking heap.

More attackers vault on top of us, turning the narrow walls into a chaotic melee, and it is everything I can do to not be skewered like a stuck pig.

Men scream as they are pushed from the fortress walls while the rest grunt and curse, stabbing and swinging their weapons desperately to attain dominance. Those who come up over the ladders are usually quick to die, but they are swiftly replaced by more of their comrades, crowding the wall and adding to the mangled press of bodies.

Hours pass without respite, wave after wave of enemy soldiers assailing the Citadel and chipping away at the defenses bit by bit. When one wave is defeated and the other is preparing the charge, the catapults begin launching to cripple our defenses even further. Part of me is furious at General Mohr, and his apparent disregard for the lives of his own troops. He treats them like fodder, sending them relentlessly forward in an attempt to overwhelm us.

This is all wrong! I think, pushing a man backward and sending him tumbling down to the stone below. We shouldn’t be killing each other! We are only making it easier for the demons to conquer us!

The anger drives me onward, pushing me to fight and cling to life, if only to spite King Aethelgar and his wicked generals.

Eventually, though, the heartless strategy wins out and the defense begins to crumble. Not enough defenders remain standing to fight against the unstoppable hordes of attackers, and slowly, the Nightingales begin to abandon the walls.

“This is it,” Elias says, panting. “We have to pull back... fight them in the halls of the castle.”

Talon and I look at each other and nod solemnly. Both of us know what this means. After this, there’s nowhere left to run.
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We begin working our way backward down the wall, entering the stairwell and descending into the bowels of the Citadel. Before we completely abandon the wall, we make sure to usher the remaining defenders down with us and barricade the doors. It is only a temporary measure, but every minute it saves us will be well worth the effort.

Panicked and discouraged, we fly down the steps and enter the twisting maze of hall-like tunnels that make up the large fortress.

Elias takes command, his natural demeanor and towering figure providing a much-needed source of authority as soldiers scramble to and fro. “Station guards at all chokepoints,” he says, barking orders to nearby officers. “Make sure we force them into as many bottlenecks as possible. They have the numbers, but we know this castle. Numbers won’t count for anything if we keep them confined to certain areas.”

He continues rattling off orders but I make my way further down the darkened halls, Talon on my heels.

“Mate, where are you going?” Blood smears the left side of his face. I’m not sure if it is his.

“Zara,” I reply without looking back. “I need to be there to protect her.”

It’s the only thing occupying my thoughts.

“We need you here!” He protests, grabbing my shoulder and forcing me to stop. “These Nightingales can’t fight half as well as you, and if this area falls, the rest of the castle will as well!”

I turn to look at him, my eyes pleading. “She needs me, Talon!”

“I know she does, mate,” he replies, voice softening. “But the best way for you to help her is to make sure those wily bastards don’t get past those chokepoints.”

A pair of Nightingales limps past us, one supporting the other who looks badly wounded.

Grimacing, I give him a single curt nod. He’s right, I think reluctantly. We can’t let this section of tunnels fall or it’s all over.

Making our way back to Elias, we stop to ask where we will be of the most use. He turns away from speaking to a runner, his expression as stoic as ever. “Protector Thel and General Barus have both survived, thank the Light. They are preparing to sue one final time for peace – surrender is preferable to wholesale slaughter.”

I quirk an eyebrow at him. “Do you think that General Mohr will listen?”

He sets his jaw grimly. “No,” he replies at length, shaking his head. “I do not. That is why we have to hold this area. We need to make it so painful for them to take the rest of the fortress that they will be forced to give up. It is our only real chance.”

“Alright,” I say, gripping the handle of my hatchet. “Where do you want us?”

He seems to consider this, and I can hear clamoring in the stairwell nearby. The enemy has broken through our barricades... they will be upon us soon.

“We need to make sure that the main gates do not fall,” he replies, nodding down a particular hall. “Guard the mechanisms that open them. Make sure that the enemy is confined to these chokepoints only.”

Nodding, we begin making our way to the interior of the gatehouse, passing clusters of Nightingale soldiers on the way. The atmosphere is grim within the Citadel, and more than half of the troops we pass seem to bear a wound of some kind. They’ve fought hard, I think to myself. But it wasn’t enough.

Finally, we make it to the main entrance of the Citadel, just beneath the gatehouse and beyond the portcullis. The gates, of course, are closed and barred, and a nervous-looking group of perhaps twenty Nightingales stands in the main hall, clutching their weapons and listening to the sounds of the enemy army outside.

When Talon and I approach, ranger cloaks trailing behind us, they looks to us with uncertainty, as if wondering what to do next.

“How does this responsibility fall on us?” Talon mutters to me as we step up to the gathered troops. He clears his throat and turns to face them. “Alright, you lot – our job is to keep those red buggers from opening up these doors. We need to hold this chamber indefinitely, so keep an eye on those entrances. If anyone comes through that isn’t wearing one of your gloomy dark cloaks, kill ‘em. Got it?”

The soldiers glance at each other and then nod, not looking very inspired.

“How’d I do?” Talon asks, giving one of his short swords a twirl.

“Well enough,” I reply with a grunt.

He shrugs. “I’m not one for fancy speeches. Get them to do their job, and that’s enough – that’s what I say.” Sniffing, he looks back in the direction of the kitchens longingly. “I really wish I had some alcohol.”

I give him a grim smile. “I think you may have a problem, Tal.”

He grins. “It’s only a problem if it causes you trouble. Me? Alcohol actually sharpens my wits.”

We get into position, readying ourselves as we hear thudding footsteps coming from up above. The enemy are beginning to storm the gatehouse.

The door to the stairwell bursts open a few moments later and enemy soldiers begin running out, weapons raised. The Nightingales quickly dispatch them, gathering around the archway to discourage any more from coming out. Weapons flash and men curse, blood spilling out on the stone floor as bodies fall with muted thuds. So far, the chokepoints appear to be effective.

“We can’t afford to lose any men,” I murmur to myself, watching the struggle near the stairwell.

Backing away from the cluster of bodies, I jog over to the wall and begin pulling off decorative shields and spears emblazoned with the Nightingale sigil. Talon, apparently understanding my actions, comes over and helps me, carrying the items to the men standing near the front.

Shields in hand, they begin setting up an effective barricade, spears and blades pointed out at the stairwell which is beginning to clog with corpses.

“These bastards are persistent,” Talon says, watching as more of the king’s men throw themselves at the wall of shields.

“They seem more afraid of their General than they are of our blades,” I agree, lashing out with my hatchet at a soldier trying to push his way past the perimeter. His skull splits open and he hits the ground hard.

We manage to hold our ground for a time, the defenders blocking the stairway and only allowing the attackers through two or three at a time. This allows them to quickly cut them down without much effort.

The sounds of fighting echo in from the other halls of the Citadel, indicating various points the king's army is trying to infiltrate.

Dodging a blow, I concentrate on doing what I can to hold this position. With any luck, the other pockets of resistance will be able to hold their ground as well.

Just then, I feel a strange heat radiating from the door. It feels like I'm standing beside a bonfire, the skin on the side of my face prickling with tiny beads of sweat. I turn to regard the large, iron-banded double doors and find that the metal on them is glowing, like a sword being forged in the coals of an intense furnace.

"Talon," I say, feeling dread settle in the pit of my stomach. "I think the stairwell is just a distraction..."

He follows my gaze and curses, backing away from the line of Nightingales and falling into a fighting stance. "Hey gents!" He calls, grabbing the attention of several of the defenders. "I think we're about to have some company!"

The metal on the doors, oddly, begins to melt like wax, the thick wood charring and sending out sparks. Whatever is on the other side is burning through them at an alarming rate. When the doors fall, the gatehouse will be impossible to hold.

"Fall back!" I call, even as more of the king's soldiers spill out of the stairwell.

The defense, once so solid, devolves into a scramble of unsure soldiers, looking at the doors in horror as they try to fend off the stream of enemy combatants. The charred wood of the gatehouse doors begins to crumble, black chunks of charcoal sloughing to the floor as gouts of blue flames begin to spurt through the cracks.

Magefyre.

In a matter of seconds, a large portion of the right door disintegrates, revealing a man in blue robes standing with his hands outstretched on the other side. He has a pointy black beard and angular features, and blue flames emanate from his hands like flickering tendrils of raw energy. As soon as the way is clear he steps back, lowering his hands and extinguishing the magefyre. Oddly enough, he appears to be regretful as he backs away from the portal, his eyes looking haunted as a stream of soldiers rush past him and into the gatehouse.

I do not have time to wonder at the mage as I am immediately forced to defend myself to avoid being killed. Our smattering of defenders, taken completely by surprise by the sudden opening of the gates, stagger backward in a haphazard line.

To my left, Talon spins, opening the throat of one of the attackers and burying his blades into the chest of another. Ducking the blow of a blonde-bearded man, I hook the head of my hatchet around his ankle and trip him, then bring it down on his face when he is on his back.

The fighting becomes frenzied and we are forced to give up ground, falling backward inch by inch until we are literally fighting in the narrow halls.

They’ve won, I think in despair, watching as a Nightingale is impaled by an enemy sword. They’ve bested every single one of our defenses... what could we have done to stop them?

Soon, we begin mixing with other embattled groups of defenders, the labyrinth of halls beneath the Citadel becoming a blood-soaked melee of screaming and dying men. As I struggle, breaking away from the conflict for a brief moment, I find my thoughts consumed by Zara. I have to help her! I have to get her out of here! She'll die without me there to protect her!

I begin fighting my way deeper into the fortress, Talon following wordlessly as we carve out a path to the medical wing. Even he seems to realize the hopelessness of our situation. Together, we let our ranger’s training carry us through.

The area of the castle containing the wounded and dying is located in one of the tallest towers of the Citadel, above a section of winding staircases and confusing corridors. Fortunately, the farther Talon and I move from the chaos near the gatehouse, the less crowded it becomes. Corpses still litter the ground, and groups of bloodied soldiers still wander in panicked bunches, but for the most part the way is clear, allowing us to make good progress.

Just before we reach the hospital wing, we are forced to stop by commotion at a junction in the corridor in front of us.

A man with jet black hair and a crisp uniform leads a handful of soldiers in red down the hall, a gleaming sword held in his hand and a self-confident smile on his face. They engage a group of Nightingale defenders, quickly dispatching them in an efficient and brutal fashion.

I watch in horror as the black-haired man swings his blade at one of the Nightingales, his movements smooth and reminding me of a striking serpent. The blade passes through the man’s neck, decapitating him and sending his severed head tumbling to the ground, along with the rest of his body spurting blood.

The man looks up, making eye contact with me, then grins wickedly, his eyes flashing with recognition.

“Eleven Hells!” Talon curses, pointing. “Is that Raloes?”

Raloes flicks the blood from his sword expertly, striding forward and leading his half-dozen soldiers toward our position. Their booted footfalls and jingling chainmail sound almost deafening in the narrow confines of the hallway.

Talon and I immediately go on the defensive, taking up positions beside each other in a way that would prevent either of us from getting flanked.

Just before reaching us, Raloes waves back the other soldiers. “These two are mine,” he says, voice full of confidence. Then he advances, stepping lightly on the balls of his feet.

As soon as he engages us, I realize that something is wrong. Light almighty, he’s good. Better than he ever led us to believe. His clean uniform and haughty demeanor had made me falsely assume that he had never fought. When we travelled with him, I thought that he was nothing more than a pompous noble who had never had to wield a sword in his life.

I could not have been more wrong.

Raloes jumps to the offensive, lashing out with his sword and engaging the two of us simultaneously. His blade sings through the air so quickly that I barely even have enough time to block. He lunges at me then at Talon, putting us on our heels and pressing us back with more skill than I have ever witnessed before.

By comparison, my own movements feel sluggish and clumsy. I manage to deflect his blade with my hatchet, but do not have enough time to even consider striking at an opening. Talon seems to fare just as badly, his twin short swords clinking against Raloes’ blade in rapid succession, his eyes wide with surprise.

His soldiers laugh and jeer at us down the hall, calling out insults as Raloes alternates attacks between the two of us.

Finally, in the fraction of a second after his blade passes by I see an opening. I come in with my hatchet at a sideways overhand chop. For a moment it seems like I am actually going to score a hit, but Raloes twists his body and the hatchet barely misses, connecting only with open air. The wind is blasted out of my lungs a second later as he strikes me in the gut with his elbow, and then his shoulder connects with my jaw, sending me tumbling backward to slam into the stone wall.

I wheeze and try to scramble to my feet, his full attention now fully focused on Talon. I can see raw, unadulterated fear in the other apprentice’s eyes, his movements now seeming unsure in the face of such skill.

My hatchet, which had fallen to the floor from my nerveless fingers, lies several feet away. Sucking in a haggard breath, I stagger over to it and pick it up, feeling the familiar weight in my hand. How can he be so good? I doubt even Elias could take him down.

Metal crashes against metal as the two duel in the darkened hallway, Talon working his swords furiously to avoid being cut. Raloes, on the other hand, makes it appear easy, his movements sure and confident as he pushes Talon harder and harder, waiting for him to make a mistake.

I move forward, determined to get back into the fight, but the two of them have already moved farther down the hall. My steps feel too slow, too weak as I attempt to make it over to them.

I am about to reach them when, swinging his sword effortlessly, Raloes knocks one of the short swords out of Talon’s hand. He follows this up by locking blades with him, then guiding the edge of his blade down the length of Talon’s other sword. The weapon does not have a crossguard, and when Raloes reaches the hilt he pushes it home, severing the apprentice’s arm just beneath the elbow.

“No!” I scream, throwing myself at the traitorous man with everything I have.

Talon falls backward, clutching his bloody stump while the hand lands off to the side. Oddly enough he does not scream, merely stares at the grisly wound with a look of disbelief.

Grinning, Raloes turns his attention back to me, the edge of his sword dripping with my friend’s blood. He blocks my clumsy attack and pushes me away, allowing me enough time to recover and face him once more.

“You have heart, lad,” he says, eyes burning with the light of a nearby torch. “I always admired that about you, even from the beginning. But unfortunately, you chose the wrong side.”

He springs into action, whipping his sword back and forth in a mesmerizing, deadly dance. I manage to hold my own for a few moments, blocking his relentless attacks, but eventually he pushes me back against another wall, leaving me with hardly any space to move. He goes up then unexpectedly reverses and comes in low, the feint catching me off-guard. My leg sears with pain as he scores a hit on my thigh, and a second later my hatchet is once again out of my hand, knocked to the side by an almost casual blow.

My immediate instinct is to sink to the floor, to clutch my wounded leg and accept my inevitable death, but I resist the cowardly urge. I’m going to die standing, I tell myself, setting my jaw against the pain. That’s the way a true ranger should go.

Raloes smirks at me. “Pathetic,” he says, then winds up to deliver a fatal blow to my head.

I brace myself for what’s to come, heart pounding, but blink as an arrow unexpectedly strikes Raloes in the shoulder. He staggers backward, looking down at the wound in shock, then looks angrily down the hall.

Following his gaze, I find Elias holding a taut bow, his iron eyes glinting with a dangerous light. “Get away from my apprentice, you bastard.”

He releases his next arrow, aimed for Raloes’ heart, but the black-haired man manages to somehow block the missile by deftly waving his sword.

Elias throws down the bow and pulls out his belt knife, advancing toward our position and leaving behind the bodies of the other king’s soldiers, who he had apparently eliminated silently. He moves with a slight limp, and I can see from a wet spot on his cloak that he is wounded in his side. Other than that, he looks like a predator moving in for the kill.

Ignoring the arrow protruding from his shoulder, Raloes growls and rushes forward to engage Elias.

Blades ring out in the hall as they clash, participating in a deadly dance sure to leave one or both of them dead. As much as I want to run to the elder ranger's aid, Talon's grunts of pain seem more urgent. Forgetting Raloes, I race to his side, falling down to my knees beside him and immediately removing my leather belt.

"Won't get many of the ladies with one hand," he says through gritted teeth. There is already a lot of blood on the floor, dripping profusely from his stump. It was a clean cut, but I can still see bone through the mass of red tissue.

"What are you talking about?" I say, forcing a small smile. "Girls love battle scars! This just makes you look tough."

He whimpers as I take his wounded arm and loop my belt around his forearm, cinching it tight against his skin. The makeshift tourniquet should do its job, but he will need the attention of a surgeon soon if he is going to make it. Tearing off the edge of my cloak, I wrap it around the stump to help further staunch the blood flow.

Raloes and Elias continue to go at one another with intensity. It appears like the two are fairly evenly matched, but as I continue to watch them, I can see that Elias' hurt side is slowing him down much more than usual, and the arrow in Raloes' shoulder does not even seem to faze him.

I pick up my hatchet and move to help him, but hesitate as the black-haired man rams the tip of his sword into Elias' other side. The blade bites deep and ranger lets out a gasp of pain.

He manages to shove Raloes away but the damage has been done. At this point, Elias is having trouble even standing on his feet.

Grinning in victory, Raloes brings up his sword for another blow, this time intending to kill Elias before he can recover. What's worse is they are still too far away for me to do anything about it.

I'll never make it over there in time.

Clutching my hatchet, I make a split-second decision to throw it at the hateful man. From this angle, there is a very real possibility of me hitting Elias instead, but I do it anyway, aiming as best I can right for Raloes. Letting out a throat-rending scream, I hurl the hatchet with everything I have, releasing the handle just as my wounded leg gives out. It twirls end over end through the air, closing the distance between us with incredible speed, and manages to hit its mark just before Raloes can deliver the killing blow.

With a sickening crunch, the weapon buries itself in the side of his skull, snapping his head back and interrupting the attack. His sword, red with blood, clangs to the ground just as his body collapses.

Then all goes still.

Elias, looking surprised, begins shuffling toward me, his hand pressed against the newly opened wound in his side.

"Thanks for that," he says stiffly. "You just saved my life."

I push myself to my feet and let out a long breath. "You did the same for me... master."

The corner of his mouth turns up and it seems like a glimmer of light enters his countenance. The echoes of war still reach our ears from within the Citadel, but for a moment, we feel a measure of peace between us, having fought hard and finally reconciled our differences.

"I'd hate to interrupt this touching moment," Talon says weakly from his spot on the floor. "But, if you don't mind, I'd like to get to the hospital wing now. I would prefer not to bleed out in this bloody dark tunnel."
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Chapter Thirty-Five

Owyn
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Zara lies perfectly still on her bed, breathing softly with her eyes closed. She could be sleeping, for all that I can tell, though I know her body is still recovering from the enormous amount of magic she had used protecting the fleeing people of the city.

She looks absolutely perfect, I think to myself, reaching down and stroking her chestnut hair. I only wish that we could hold each other one last time...

Brutal fighting still persists throughout most of the fortress, though I suspect it won't be long before the last of the defenses are finally snuffed out. Elias, stubborn to the end, had insisted on holding the tower. He and a small group of warriors have barricaded the hospital wing and are committed to defending the stairwell leading down.

The surgeons, overworked and with limited resources, scuttle around the wide room administering to the wounded. A nurse had given Talon a dose of something to lessen his pain, and he is now waiting rather impatiently to have his arm examined.

I sit on a small wooden box beside Zara, squeezing her hand and silently praying for her to have a peaceful transition to the next world.

Hope has been abandoned in the face of inescapable death.

Something catches my attention, pulling me out of my defeated reverie – a distant sound coming from an open window on the other side of the room. At first I ignore it, only wanting to sit quietly beside Zara, but then I hear it again.

It sounds like horns blaring.

I stand with some difficulty, favoring the leg where Raloes had stabbed me, and make my way over to the window, trying to discern the source of the sound.

There it is again, I think, cocking my head to the side. It sounds so familiar... almost like hunting horns.

Then it hits me.

Leaning out the window, I try to catch a glimpse of the source of the noise. The horns continue to blast, growing louder with every passing minute. Some commotion seems to be occurring on the far side of the city, near the broken stone doors, and even as I watch, the king’s troops gathered outside of the Citadel begin to change their formations, turning around to face whatever it is that is coming their way.

“What is that?” Talon asks, holding his mangled arm. His face has grown pale from loss of blood.

“The cavalry,” I reply, a faint smile gracing my lips. “They’ve finally come.”

“What do you mean, ‘the cavalry’? Who’s blowing those horns?”

I look back over my shoulder at him, feeling so relieved that I want to break down and cry. “Remember that letter I sent, before the siege began?”

He nods.

“I sent it to the Master Warden at the Grand Lodge,” I reply, tears brimming my eyes.

His mouth drops open, eyes going wide. “So that means...?”

“Yes,” I reply, chest swelling with newfound hope. “The rangers are coming.”

***
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TWO THOUSAND RANGERS tear through the city like vengeful spirits, taking General Mohr’s army completely by surprise. They weave through the streets in a stalking mass, using arrows and blades to carve a way straight to the Citadel, slaying all in their path.

The army, suddenly aware of this new threat, releases its death grip on the fortress and begins to focus entirely on the rangers, forming up new ranks and repositioning their crossbowmen.

It does them little good.

When the two sides meet it becomes blatantly obvious who is going to win the day. The brute strength of the invading army is no match for the rangers’ skill in battle, their front lines of soldiers swiftly falling to the relentless hailstorm of arrows and their whirling blades. Emboldened by the sudden turn of events, the remaining Nightingale defenders manage to retake the Citadel’s walls and begin raining death upon the king’s troops from behind, creating a vice that squeezes the kingsmen painfully, assaulting them on all sides.

Within a single hour they begin to retreat, despite outnumbering them ten to one. Many flee through the city, finding openings and making for the great doors, but a large number are trapped and throw their weapons down in surrender.

The Battle of Dunmar City is finally over.

Elias and I make our way back through the halls of the fortress, passing bodies and wounded men practically everywhere we turn. Talon deigns to stay behind, worried that he might pass out if he strains himself any more. When we reach the gates, which are still smoldering from the magefyre that destroyed them, a familiar face is making her way toward me, her grim expression becoming relieved.

“I was worried you wouldn’t come,” I say, limping up to Tamara Moyle.

“We protect the borders of the realms of men, Owyn Lund,” Tamara replies, sliding her sword back into its sheath, “even when our enemies come from within those borders.”

Resisting the urge to break down in front of her, I cannot stop a single tear from sliding down my cheek.

Elias salutes Tamara smartly, despite being bloodied on both his sides. "Master Warden," he says, face a stony mask. "Congratulations on your recent advancement. I can think of no one better to lead the rangers during this time."

"Elias Keen," Tamara replies coolly, examining Elias up and down. Her golden hair is pulled into a braid that falls over her right shoulder. "I have heard some troubling reports about your involvement with the Nightingales. I'm sure the story of how you all ended up here is... interesting, to say the least."

"It's a long story," Elias responds in confirmation. "I would be happy to debrief you on the subject in depth at a later time."

She eyes him, her expression revealing nothing. "I'll be looking forward to hearing your explanation."

Behind her, legions of grey-cloaked rangers round up the battered soldiers of the king's army. Many of them have been killed in the siege, but the bulk of them remain, looking around uncertainly as the rangers relieve them of their weapons and organize them into groups. I spot General Mohr in his gleaming armor, throwing his mace to the ground in disgust as a pair of rangers bind his hands. He looks absolutely furious, and is saying something to them that I cannot overhear.

"What do we do now?" I ask, looking back at Tamara and her piercing eyes. "We've all committed treason by fighting against the king."

"I think King Aethelgar will be more agreeable when he learns that he has lost support of the rangers," she replies, not sounding worried in the slightest. "He's suffered a major defeat here, and will no doubt lose influence among key supporters in the city. Besides," she glances over her shoulder at the broken doors at the front of the cavern, "the real enemy is still out there, getting ready to strike. We cannot allow a civil war to tear us apart while the R'Laar lie in wait."

Elias nods in agreement and rests a hand down on his side. "Perhaps in the meantime we can help pick up the pieces," he says, gesturing at the ruined Citadel. "Dunmar City has been devastated, her people nearly completely destroyed. We need to tend to them, first and foremost."

"That," I say, pointing at his bloody torso, "and tend to those wounds."

We head back inside as Tamara and the rest of the rangers begin marching the surrendered soldiers out of the city. They keep arrows trained on them even as they trudge out into the valley.

Inside, there is a mixture of elation and mourning as the Nightingales pick through their dead. Fortunately, most of the civilians were untouched by the fighting, remaining safe in the chambers beneath the fortress. However, many fathers, brothers and sons were lost in the siege, and it is a somber group that comes up to help piece the city back together.

I have a field surgeon sew up my leg, then begin helping the soldiers with moving their dead. Elias helps for a time, then goes to the tower to have his wounds mended. It is a long, grisly process but it feels good to keep moving, despite how exhausted I am. Staying busy helps clear my mind after such a harrowing and extended battle. Hours pass, and I can see the waning light of the sun filtering through the damaged doors at the front of the city. It will be night, soon, and then I will be able to get some much-needed rest.

As I help a skinny Nightingale archer carry yet another corpse from the gatehouse to the wagons of dead outside, I see Talon walking out with the aid of a tan-skinned nurse. He appears dreadful, his movements shaky and his skin a pallid white. The bandage covering his arm is dark red and will likely need to be changed soon.

We deposit the body into a wagon and I approach him, my eyebrows knitting together in concern. "You shouldn't be out here, Tal. You need to be resting."

"I wanted to see for myself," he replies, leaning heavily on the nurse for support. She seems to be about our age and looks pretty, with wavy dark hair and thick eyelashes. "Eleven Hells... that's a beautiful sight. I never thought we'd get out of that mess."

The space between the Citadel and the city has become something of a graveyard, with the bodies of the Nightingales separated from those of the king. It is a terrible sight, but I understand his meaning – there is no army standing in between us and freedom.

Talon thanks the nurse, calling her Sybil, and says he wants a moment alone with me. She nods and departs, leaving the two of us standing by the wagon, a morose silence ensuing.

After a minute, he speaks up, his voice sounding soft in the stale cavern air. "You saved my life, Owyn," he says, meeting my eyes. "You saved all of our lives."

I shrug, shoving my hands into the pockets of my cloak. "It was nothing," I reply lamely. "Just doing what I thought was right."

"It wasn't nothing," he insists, taking a step closer. "It was everything. A man who hates the Nightingales wouldn't have acted like you did, fighting beside them. You're a hero, Owyn, and I'm honored to have fought by your side."

I eye him, then give him a slight smile. "Just buy me an ale and we'll call it even."

He chuckles, then waves for Sybil to come over and help him. As she does, I notice the two of them eying each other with some affection.

Good for you, Tal, I think, smiling inwardly. You need a good girl to keep you grounded.

Waving farewell, I go to find someone else to help.

"Oh," Talon says, almost off-handedly. "You might want to make your way over to the hospital wing. I think there's someone there who wants to see you."

I quirk an eyebrow at him, not fully grasping what he means by that. Then my eyes widen in understanding, noting the sly grin splitting his face.

Without saying another word, I begin sprinting toward the Citadel, though, admittedly, it is more of an awkward lope because of my leg. I dash past working soldiers and piles of rubble, moving through the ruined gates and into the twisting hallways of stone. When I reach the tower, I climb the steps two and three at a time, working my way to the top where the wounded are being taken care of.

Finally, I reach the apex of the tower, pushing open the door and staggering into the wide room that smells of blood and antiseptic.

My eyes scan the crowd of wounded and groaning men, searching for a sign of blue robes. Then, I see her.

Zara sits in a chair on the far side of the room, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. She holds a cup of something steaming, and her hair is pulled back into a messy ponytail, loose strands framing her face.

She looks absolutely perfect.

I cross the room, making straight for her position, and when she spots me she smiles, eyes lighting up despite looking absolutely exhausted.

"Hello ranger boy," she says wryly, setting down her cup. "Fancy seeing you here in–"

She cuts off as I lean in and kiss her, wrapping my arms around her slight form in a tight embrace. At first she stiffens, taken off-guard by the suddenness of my advance, but then she melts into me, her eyes closing as she kisses me back passionately. The world seems to slow down around us, all noise and outside influences growing fainter until it is just me and her, enjoying a tender moment in each other's arms.

Eventually, I'm not sure how long, we break off the kiss. Several of the surrounding nurses are giggling and whispering but I don't care. I am content to just stare into those big, brown eyes forever.

"Well," she says breathlessly after a moment. "Took you long enough."

I give her a curious look. "What do you mean?"

"You finally had the courage to give me a real kiss." She smiles demurely, then glances away. "Though, I'm sorry about my appearance. I must look positively dreadful."

"You look beautiful," I reply quietly, chest suddenly swelling with emotion.

She looks back at me and her smile widens into a grin. "They tell me I've been out for quite a while. Did I miss anything exciting?"

"Don't worry," I laugh, unable to keep the tears from welling up in my eyes. There's nowhere I'd rather be than right here, close beside her. "I'll tell you all about it."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Epilogue

The Prophet
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An icy wind gusts down from the mountains, rustling the branches of the forest trees and carrying with it the first few flakes of the winter snows.

Night has fallen once again in the Emberwood, bringing a comfortable darkness that casts the land in shadow.

An impatient crowd gathers in the forest, in a small clearing far from any town or village. On one end of the clearing, masked men stand guard to make sure that we are not being watched. On the other, a thick wall of pulsing bluish energy rises from the ground. It is the very edge of civilization, a barrier which no man or demon can pass through.

The Arc of Radiance.

Sitting cross-legged in the grass with my hood pulled up, I rest in quiet meditation, facing the vaguely opaque wall of magic and waiting, always waiting. The Arc glows with a soft light, swirling patterns obscuring the view on the other side while a gentle hum fills my ears. To many in Tarsynium, the Arc is a thing of beauty, a marvel to behold.

To me, it is nothing more than an abomination.

One of the Chosen, a man named Grys, approaches me from the side. He crosses his arms in front of him and assumes a decidedly irreverent posture.

“My lord,” he says, voice muffled behind his mask. “How much longer will it be? We are close to running out of supplies.”

I keep my eyes trained on the wall of light ahead of me, my hands resting easily on my knees. “One does not demand an audience with the R’Laar, Grys. One must wait until they are ready to be seen.”

“Yes, but, my lord,” Grys replies, insistent. I can hear impatience creeping into his voice. “We’ve been waiting here for weeks, and still no sign of them. Perhaps we are in the wrong place?”

“No,” I respond, turning to regard him from the depths of my hood. “We are in the right place. Have patience, my child. It will not be much longer... I can feel it.”

This seems to placate him, but I know that it will not last long. Grys is merely voicing the opinion that most of the other Chosen are too timid to admit. Like children waiting upon their elders, they cannot understand their place. They wish to have their questions answered immediately, and without reservation.

I watch Grys wander away from where I sit, and can’t help but reminisce in the silvery light of the moon.

I was like him, once - zealous and always wanting to act before thinking. Experience has taught me to not be so hasty. In the Harbingers, zealotry is paramount, but even more important than that is wisdom, the ability to discern the best course of action before blindly moving forward. That is what placed me in the position I'm in today. That is what has turned me from a follower into a leader of men.

That doesn't matter anymore, though, I think with a small, knowing smile. Soon, mankind will evolve and become something greater.

Hours seem to pass in the night, the chilly air causing the trees to rustle, to shake off the last few remaining leaves and become bare. I do not mind the cold, it helps keep me sharp, to keep sleep at bay.

I must be ready at all times for what is to come.

The swirling wall of energy begins to shift suddenly, spinning in a circular pattern and bulging outward with an odd groaning sound. This movement sends ripples through the radiant magic like a stone thrown in a pond, and it even starts changing colors, shifting from a soft blue to a dull translucent white.

I immediately push myself to my feet and step back, sensing that the other members of the Chosen have noticed this change too. They begin whispering excitedly to one another in hushed voices, gathering around me as the anomaly continues to warp.

"Silence," I hiss, cutting them off as the Arc begins to become less opaque. Through the milky coloring I can see shapes on the other side, looming like shadows from the dead lands beyond.

This is it, I think in adulation. He's finally come! Asmodeus, The Prince of Darkness himself, returning to the lands of men!

Soon the groaning stops, the rippling of the energy growing still and leaving behind a gaping hole in the middle of the magical barrier. Standing just beyond, in a land that looks much different than the verdant forest in which we stand, is a small entourage of demons, their red eyes glowing in the darkness. Gorgons, with their multi-hued skin and horned heads stand holding the leashes of snarling darkhounds, their claws digging into the dry earth and their teeth dripping with thick saliva.

A figure steps out from among them, passing through the hole and into our presence in the clearing. He stands resplendent in polished black armor, and a long cloak the color of blood trails behind him as we walks. His skin, unlike the other gorgons in attendance, is an ashen white, and his horns twist up in an intricate pattern atop his head, wreathing him in glory and power.

As he approaches, our little band of Chosen drops to its knees. I bow my head in deference, but can still see that wherever the Great Prince walks, the grass withers and dies.

Asmodeus stops just before us, sweeping his gaze around the forest and taking in a deep breath through his nostrils.

"Ah, Tarsynium," he says, voice deep and powerful. "At long last, your defiance is at an end."

"My lord Prince," I utter, keeping my head bowed low. "We, your humble servants, are not worthy to be in your presence."

The demonic lord seems to find this amusing, and he regards us for a long moment, as if considering to speak with us or destroy us with a wave of his hand. Finally, he replies, his tone odious as he gestures for us to get up. "Arise, mortals. You have done well in coming to this place."

We shakily get to our feet. Behind me, I can feel the awe and trepidation of the others as they gaze upon a living god.

I look up at Asmodeus and meet his fiery gaze, every fiber of my being wanting to tear my eyes away and grovel at his feet. "We live to serve you, my lord. Simply ask, and we will carry out your will."

Again, he seems amused by this, like an emperor musing at the devotion of a rabble of children. Then, he nods, his horned head bobbing in acceptance. "The time soon comes for our return," he says at length. "This sacrilege, this Arc of Radiance, will soon be cast down, and my armies will cover this land like a cleansing fire, purifying all in its path."

He turns and gestures for one of the gorgons on the other side of the Arc to come forward. The demon, a pale comparison standing next to the Prince of Darkness, steps through the hole bearing something covered in a black cloth.

"I spoke before of a gift," says Asmodeus, accepting the item from the gorgon who quickly returns to the land beyond. "This is an opportunity for your people to become useful instruments in my hands." He removes the black cloth, revealing a jagged black dagger resting in the palm of his hand. The dagger, like polished obsidian, glows with an otherworldly green light, and in the pommel is set a flawless emerald which sparkles from the rays of the moon above.

I step forward, eyes wide as I behold the magnificent weapon, and reach forward, taking it from Asmodeus as he proffers it to me.

"This dagger is the tool you will use to destroy the Arc of Radiance once and for all," he says, watching me imperiously as I step back, the weapon cradled in my hands. "With this you may become enshrined in glory, be elevated above any other human who has ever lived on this world. However," his lips twist into a menacing snarl, "should you fail, you will be punished. Not even death will save you from the torment I shall inflict upon your souls."

The warning strikes fear into my heart, but it is overcome with the potential rewards success will bring. I stroke the blade lustfully, eyes reflecting the infernal green light. "We shall not fail, my lord Prince. This I swear."

He nods again. "See that you do not."

The Arc begins to groan once more, the rippling picking up again as the hole begins to slowly close. "I must return," Asmodeus says, turning and walking back to his subordinate demons. "When next we meet, I will be at the head of my army. Do not disappoint me, prophet. The fate of eternity now rests in your hands."

Stepping through the barrier, he falls once more into shadow as the hole comes to a close. The Arc shimmers and becomes increasingly less translucent, bulging inward and then smoothing out as it turns from white to blue. Soon, it is smooth once more, and I am left alone with the other chosen, the weight of responsibility resting on our shoulders.

They crowd reverently around me, whispering and pointing at the dagger that I hold in my hands. It almost seems alive, like a splinter of demonic magic forged into this elegant form.

As I look up to the spot where the Prince had stood, I see only withered grass, a patch of blackened earth bearing testament to his overwhelming power.

Suppressing a shiver, I look to my followers, their eyes glittering with renewed energy.

"Let us get back to Tarsys. I know what we must do."

The End.

***
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THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR reading War Echoes! If you enjoyed the story, please leave me an honest review. Your thoughts and opinions mean the world to me and help me know how I can improve my books. You can do this by clicking on this link.

Thanks again for being so awesome. I hope you have a wonderful day!
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Preorder “Exiled”






Arc of Radiance Book 4
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War has torn Tarsynium in half. The true war, though, is just on the horizon.

After the defeat of the king’s army at Dunmar City, Elias and the others manage to convince the Nightingales to sue for peace. However, political intrigue leads Owyn and Zara to suffer a punishment reserved for only the vilest of criminals: exile.

In order to survive the wastes beyond the Arc of Radiance, they must rely on each other’s strengths. They soon learn that the gravest threat lies not in the elements, but in the encroaching demon armies that are drawing ever nearer...

***
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PREORDER Exiled, book 4 in the Arc of Radiance series, for only $0.99!
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