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This is an independently published novel. While it has gone through multiple revisions and several rounds of editing, there still may be some mistakes within these pages. Oftentimes, indie publishing is an iterative process, and it takes an army of editors, beta readers and even customers to perfect the story.
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Thanks, and enjoy the book!
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Prologue

King Aethelgar
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"Welcome back, your majesty," the chamberlain says, pushing open the door to my chambers with a low, sweeping bow. "Your rooms are prepared the way you prefer. Should you need anything, my associates and I will be right outside."

I stride past the bald little man without so much as a second glance. Blithering idiot, I think, struggling to keep my temper in check. As though I need instruction on how to interact with servants in my own palace.

Stepping inside the sitting room, I pause, waiting for the doors to close behind me.

When they do, my anger finally gets the better of me.

I let out a furious yell, stepping over to one of my many reading nooks and picking up a wooden chair. It is of fine craftsmanship, with intricate carvings inlaid with scrimshaw and gold leaf, and could easily feed an entire village for a week if it were sold at a pittance. This, I smash against the wall, causing it to break in several different places that clatter to the stone floor.

The fury explodes out of me, having been subdued for over an hour. It boils my blood and makes me scream again, a long series of oaths and curses flooding from my mouth that half of the bloody palace can no doubt hear.

Tearing down a bookshelf, I turn and pick up a piece of priceless pottery, hurling it across the room and shattering it against the far wall.

The news had been detailed but brief, a hastily scrawled letter informing me and my closest associates that the plot to overtake Dunmar City had failed. The army had been routed and captured, the Nightingales victorious in their hidden mountain home. My most trusted general, Marius Mohr, has been taken prisoner – but worst of all, I have been made vulnerable to the rival houses of Tarsynium.

I had taken a gamble in sending that army, and it backfired spectacularly.

Working my way around the lavishly furnished room, I destroy liberally, venting my frustrations on anything I can get my hands on. Painted glass shatters and wood splinters, turning my sitting room into a terrible fury-induced mess. The sculleries will have their work cut out for them, cleaning up after this outburst.

Finally, when I run out of steam, I come to a stop, breathing heavily in the middle of what now looks like a warzone.

“I’ll kill them all,” I whisper to myself vehemently, my hands literally shaking with uncontrollable hatred. “I vow before the Light and the Hells themselves that each and every one of them will die before all of this is over.”

Several minutes pass as I attempt to wrest control of my anger. It’s been months since I’ve last had an outburst – that time I had beaten a serving girl nearly to death. But this... this was my doing. My advisors, everyone, urged me to wait, to bide my time before striking out against the Nightingales. I had been so certain, so obsessed with putting an end to the rebels once and for all, but the invasion had failed.

I have failed.

Taking the crown from off my head, I toss it onto a nearby couch and run a hand through my hair. I can finally feel the heat starting to leave my blood, replaced by a cold, calculating desire for vengeance. I can sense the vultures already circling, I think, walking over to one of my armchairs and sitting down heavily. Lords Rupert and Eddington will look for any chance to weaken my position. I cannot lose the support of Acacia... that would cripple the capitol.

The gears in my mind begin to turn, thinking through every scenario from impending to extremely unlikely. All the while the anger remains, lurking in the back of my thoughts like a hissing serpent, biding its time.

No servants come to check on me. They heard the screaming. They know not to bother me when I am in one of my moods.

Soon my thoughts turn to the delegation I had sent, and I begin to think about what could have gone wrong. “Raloes is probably dead,” I mutter aloud, fiddling with one of the gem-studded rings on my finger. “Ambitious sod... he deserves what he got. And those youths....” A young mage girl and a pair of ranger apprentices – I had thought that their loyalties would lie with the crown. But the rangers, who were supposed to be loyal subjects, came to the aid of the Nightingales! They must have conspired with Elias to bring about this treachery.

I curse under my breath. A grave miscalculation on my part. In all likelihood, those brats kept Xander Thel from coming to justice.

The hatred begins to bubble anew, and I am forced to turn my thoughts away, lest I begin destroying more of my palace in a fit of rage. Again, I run my hand through my hair, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. Destruction of my personal property will not change the facts. I need to start being productive if I am going to fix this debacle.

Suddenly, an idea begins to form in my mind, shedding light on the darkness of my blackened mood. My lips curl up in a small smile, hope starting to return to my disposition, and I sit up straighter, decided on my next course of action.

“Chamberlain!” I call a moment later, looking toward the double doors.

Within seconds, one of them cracks open and the bald serving man pokes his head in. He looks nervous. “Yes, your majesty?”

“Bring in Leila Olson,” I snap. “And some quills and parchment. I have work to do, and time is of the essence.”

“At once, majesty.” He ducks back out as quickly as he had arrived.

I sit impatiently, stroking my beard as I continue formulating the plan in my head. I can deal with the political fallout of this disaster. It’ll be difficult, but Light take me I can do it. However, something still needs to be done about the wolves within my own kingdom.

A quarter of an hour passes and my patience starts wearing thin. I begin tapping my foot on the tile, chewing my lip in agitation. Finally, the doors open, revealing a tall woman in a stately dress, her grey hair pulled up into a bun and her mouth drawn into a straight line on her wrinkled face. Behind her, the chamberlain approaches, a sheaf of parchment and a quill clutched in his hands.

My head stewardess approaches but does not bow, her pale blue eyes sweeping around the destroyed room and her austere expression twisting into one of distaste. “Your grace,” she says cordially, meeting my gaze.

I stand and snatch the parchment from the chamberlain’s grasp. “Leave us,” I say, pointing to the door.

The servant leaves without saying a word, scampering off and closing the door behind him.

“You seem... agitated,” she observes, following me as I make my way over to a nearby table.

I grunt in reply. “You’ve heard the reports?”

She nods. “I have.”

“Then you know what’s at stake.” I lay out the parchment on the table and uncork the jar of ink, dipping the quill and beginning to draw a rough approximation of Tarsynium. Drawing helps me focus my mind. “We’ll need to act fast if we are to keep the Court of Nobles from grabbing power.”

“And how,” she asks, watching as I work with the quill, “do you suggest that we act? Our influence has been severely limited in court because of this defeat.”

I smile grimly as I mark the spot of Dunmar City on the map. Dear, blunt Leila. Whatever would I do without you? Leila is one of my closest confidants, and in addition to serving as Head Stewardess of the palace, she currently serves as the master of my spy network. She’s one of the few people in the world who can get away with speaking to me so bluntly.

“Here,” I say, pointing to the spot on the map. “Our enemies lick their wounds. They are no doubt wondering what their next move should be now that they’ve been exposed.” I proceed to draw an X on the parchment equidistant between Tarsys and Dunmar City. “Here,” I continue, glancing up at her, “we will propose to meet on neutral ground.”

She arches an eyebrow at me, skeptical. “You think that they would agree to meet with you after you so brazenly attacked them?”

I smile wickedly at her. “We shall propose a truce.”

“A truce?”

“Yes,” I reply, the plan finally coming full circle within my mind. “The demons shall once again be our excuse. Everything we know about the Nightingales indicates that Thel fears them. With a little prodding, I’m confident they will be willing to come to the table once again.”

She does not appear convinced. “What makes you so sure?”

“They managed to beat back our army,” I explain, “and it cost them dearly. They nearly lost everything. Not to mention the fact that Mohr’s army was only a fraction of the soldiers we possess. They are outmatched, bloodied, and we now know the location of their secret city. The demons only help us in making them more desperate for peace.”

Leila looks troubled. “And what of the reports of demons, your majesty? More and more reports are coming in of monsters roaming the kingdom.”

I wave my hand dismissively. “Bah,” I reply, looking back down at the makeshift map. “Rumor mongering. The peasants make things out to be much worse than they are. You know as well as I do what our contacts in the Conclave say. The mages believe they are close to fixing whatever is wrong with the Arc of Radiance. The demons provide us with an opportunity, nothing more.”

Still, Leila does not appear satisfied by my answer, but she does not object. Instead, she leans forward over the table and points to the little black X. “So, we lure the Nightingales to this location under the guise of peace. Then what?”

“That,” I reply, stroking my beard, “is why you are here, my esteemed spymaster. To help me exact vengeance and consolidate my power.”

She stares at the map for a moment, furrowing her brow in thought, then stands up straight, walking over to the window on the far side of the room. Outside, the late autumn sun shines in a cloudless sky, illuminating the city that is the very center of civilization.

My city.

“The answer, to me, seems rather obvious,” she says at length, looking over her shoulder at me.

“Please,” I reply dryly. “Enlighten me.”

She turns, reaching to her side, and pulls out a slender dagger from a hidden pocket in her dress. The thin blade gleams with a wicked edge, and if I don’t miss my guess, also carries a layer of poison capable of killing with only the slightest cut. “We need to cut the head off the snake,” she says softly, examining the knife in her hand.

I nod, having come to a similar conclusion myself. Damn, I love this woman, I think, smiling to myself as I watch her from across the room. If only she was a few years younger. What a queen she would have made.

“My thoughts exactly,” I reply, clasping my hands behind my back. “Now... where to begin?”
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Chapter One

Zara
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A cold wind blows through the Ironback Mountains, swirling flurries of snowflakes as it comes down from off the peaks. Slate-grey clouds cling to the mountains like heavy blankets of vapor, blotting out the pale light of the sun and promising snowstorms in the coming days. It paints a rather bleak picture, the looming threat of winter, making the hidden mountain vale feel more forbidding than safe, a haven for storms and not suitable for man to make his home.

I pull my robes more tightly around myself and shiver, breath puffing out as mist in front of my face.

"Winter will be here soon," I mutter quietly to myself. "If it hasn't arrived already."

Tearing my eyes away from the lofty mountains, I gaze at the prison camp arrayed in front of me, a dismal assortment of tents and smoldering firepits. Soldiers, those who had not been able to flee with the bulk of the king's army, huddle by those fires in an attempt to keep warm, their postures bent in the defeated way that accompanies prisoners of war. The camp itself is surrounded by a picket wall of sharpened spears and watch towers, upon which Nightingale archers, and even a few rangers, stand guard, keeping wary eyes on their charges.

I stand on one such tower, shifting uncomfortably as another gust of wind causes my robes to whip about me.

Below, a pair of Nightingale soldiers lead a man from one of the crowds of prisoners toward me. His blue robes are tattered and he holds a rough-spun blanket around his shoulders to ward off the chill. The soldiers shove him forward roughly when they reach the base of the tower, and he looks up at me pleadingly, his wizened face covered in stubble and his eyes bearing dark circles.

"Hello, Jesrick," I say, lifting my voice so that it will carry over the howling winds. "What is it this time?"

The disgraced mage shoots a hateful look at the soldiers behind him, then peers up at me. "Seeker Dennell – thank you for agreeing to see me again. I only ask for a moment of your time."

"Let me guess... you want me to once again consider your proposal?"

He grimaces, then nods. "These living conditions are appalling, unbecoming of one of my station. You've lived in the Conclave, you understand."

I have difficulty finding any sympathy for the man. "You should have thought of that before becoming a lackey to King Aethelgar. By taking part in the siege, you betrayed your loyalty to the High Magus."

"Not exactly," he replies indignantly, rubbing his hands together to keep warm. "The king of Tarsynium asked and I answered the call. Some would call that being a patriot."

"And what of the gold he offered to buy your discretion?" I retort. "General Mohr was quick to inform us of the sum you received. Do patriots accept bribes like common mercenaries?"

I can see him start to become angry, red flushing his cheeks as he struggles to remain calm. "Be that as it may," Jesrick says through gritted teeth, "I am still a member of the Conclave – a mage of the rank of Evoker. You and I are on the same side, even if circumstances placed us on opposite sides of the battlefield before."

"I'm sorry, Jesrick," I reply, though in truth I don't feel sorry for him at all. "I'm afraid my answer is the same as it was before. Even if I wanted to release you from your imprisonment, the decision is not mine to make. You are a prisoner of the Nightingales. I am but a mage visiting Dunmar City."

"But that's just it!" He exclaims, taking a step toward the tower. The guards behind him tense, their hands going to their swords. "As a mage, your authority is supreme!"

"That's where you went wrong in the first place, Magus," I reply coldly, turning my back on him. "We mustn't use our power to put ourselves above that which is right."

I depart, going down the creaking wooden steps of the watch tower as Jesrick shouts behind me. "No, Magus Dennell, please! Consider my words! I can be your ally!" As the soldiers grab him, his tone becomes more vehement. "You're nothing but a spoiled child! You'll regret this when I get out of here! Mark my words!"

His ravings fade as I begin making my way away from the prison camp, towards the looming mountain of Dunmar City. The great double doors of stone, still broken from the siege, gape wide open, revealing the glowing lights of civilization within.

Arrogant man, I think to myself, shaking my head sadly. Mages like him think that magic is the ultimate authority, putting him above the law.

Such thinking is everything that is wrong with the Conclave.

My feet crunch on gravel as I climb the trail through the mountain valley. All around me, mist rises from hot springs in the earth, bubbling from below and giving life to the farmlands. Unfortunately, those farms had been trampled and razed by King Aethelgar's army weeks ago, before the rangers came to our rescue. As I pass by burnt homesteads and mass graves dug for the dead, I am reminded of the price of war. This city was almost broken, its residents almost completely destroyed. Even now, long after the battle, a feeling of mourning hangs heavy in the air.

Despite all of that, the people of Dunmar are resilient. After burying their loved ones, they immediately began salvaging the remains of their city, clearing the rubble from their streets and rebuilding their homes.

The entrance to the mountain yawns open before me like an enormous mouth, a sight that I still haven't quite gotten used to after all these weeks. The remains of the fortifications, built into the mountainside flanking the great entryway, still carry patrols of Nightingales, their dark cloaks stark against the white-grey of the granite walls. On the open field outside the doors, orderly rows of tents have been set up, temporary dwellings for the rangers as they help with the rebuilding efforts.

As I approach, I can see many of the green-clad woodsmen training out in the cold, relentlessly honing their skills with the blade and the bow.

"Crazy rangers," I mutter, pulling my hood up and shivering. "Can they not sit still for a single minute?"

Suddenly, something grabs me from behind, clutching my shoulder in a vice-like grip. I let out a scream of alarm, grabbing my talisman and preparing myself to pull in enough source energy to burn my attacker to cinders.

Then, I hear laughing.

"Light curse you, Owyn!" I turn to see the ranger apprentice doubled over in laughter. "You know I hate it when you sneak up on me!"

"Sorry," he replies, his face split into a huge grin. "I couldn't help myself. I'm just a crazy ranger who can't sit still for a single minute."

I roll my eyes at him in an exaggerated fashion. "I'll look past the fact you were eavesdropping on me and tell you that you've only proven my point. Honestly... why is it that you always find the need to go sneaking about?"

He shrugs, wiping a tear from his eye. "It makes it easier."

"Makes what easier?"

"Catching a glimpse of your backside." He gives me a sly smile.

I open my mouth in mock outrage, then reach out to punch him lightly on the shoulder. "Degenerate!"

In the blink of an eye, he deflects my faux-attack and wraps his arm around me, pulling me close and pressing my body against his. I playfully pound my fist against the leather armor of his chest, dropping my jaw in mock outrage.

"Unhand me! I am a mage! I'll not be handled like some–"

He kisses me, soft lips pressing against mine midsentence.

I instantly melt in his arms, forgetting all about whatever witty thing I was about to say. I kiss him back, returning his tight embrace passionately as the world seems to slow down around us, fading away. His arms, so powerful and strong, encircle me as his closeness fills me with a warmth that drives away the winter chill. Even with everything that's wrong in the world, I'm happy that we can share moments like these.

They are like a beam of light shining through the suffocating darkness.

Finally, we break off our passionate kiss, though it feels like it's over far too quickly. He grins at me again, that same crooked smile that fills my stomach with butterflies, and I proceed to make a pouty face at him.

"It's not fair that you can do that," I say, looking deeply into his forest green eyes.

"Do what?" He asks, eyebrows knitting together.

"Kiss me like that," I reply, leaning in and resting my head against his chest. "It makes me think that you can get away with anything, Owyn Lund."

He chuckles. "I don't know about that."

We stand there for a long moment, holding each other as the wind gusts around us. Distantly, I can hear the clanging of metal as the other rangers spar, but I ignore the noise, silently wishing that I can stand with him forever.

"The leaders are meeting soon," he whispers, warm breath gently caressing my ear.

"I know," I reply sullenly, squeezing my eyes shut. "What I wouldn't give for a break, a holiday from demons and war. Surely the world will still be there when we return?"

He remains quiet, which speaks louder than anything he could have said.

The harsh reality of our situation dawns on both of us, snuffing out the romantic embers we had just kindled. The world might not be there when we return – the R'Laar and those seeking to sow chaos in the kingdom will never rest until the last kingdom on Byhalya has fallen.

Whatever is now happening between the two of us, it will have to wait until the threat is over.

"Fine," I sigh, reluctantly stepping away from him. "Let's go. Maybe if we hurry, we can get there before Barus can suck all of the air out of the room."

He smiles faintly and places his hand on the small of my back, walking beside me as I continue up the gravel road to the gates of the city.

Several of the Nightingale guards wave at us as we pass, nodding in respect as they regard us from their posts. That is one thing about battle that never ceases to amaze me: a common cause can turn even the most unlikely groups into unwavering allies.

The city, even with all of the rebuilding efforts, still remains a husk of its former glory. Homes stand empty and gutted, looted by the king's armies, while refuse and debris litter the streets. Still, the citizenry labors on, picking up the pieces with grim determination, pushing wheelbarrows and doing their best to clean up the soot and the dust.

Before us, at the back of the great cavern that houses Dunmar City, is the Citadel, a black fortress lit by smoldering braziers of magefyre. It looks even more ominous than the first time I laid eyes on it, like a half-broken edifice of polished obsidian.

The portcullis is open, the iron-wrought gates newly repaired and resembling an open maw with jagged teeth. More Nightingale soldiers stand guard here, though none think to stop us as we make our way inside.

Our faces and, more importantly, our actions have distinguished us among the rebel freedom fighters.

We make our way silently through the twisting tunnels beneath the fortress, Owyn a source of strength walking beside me. It isn't long before we find ourselves before the doors leading into the Protector's audience chamber, the flickering torches casting dancing shadows around us.

"Ready?" Owyn asks, eyes glinting in the torchlight.

"As ready as I'll ever be, I suppose." I offer him a wan smile.

He nods, then pushes open the door.

Inside, the sound of arguing voices is cut short as we enter, everyone looking over their shoulders at us. A long table has been set up in the middle of the wide antechamber, with high-backed seats lining its perimeter. Sitting at those seats are Elias, Talon, General Barus, the Master Warden Tamara Moyle, and an assortment of Nightingale leaders, including the guardsman Sturgis. At the head of the table sits Protector Xander Thel, his crisp military uniform as neat as ever.

“Ah,” he says cordially, gesturing to a pair of empty seats down the table. “Owyn and Zara, thank you for coming. Please, be seated.”

We make our way awkwardly into the room and sit down.

Light, I think to myself, situating myself across from Talon. They must have started early... and everyone seems to have known about it except for us.

“Maybe if you weren’t so busy tongue wrestling, you’d actually be able to show up to a meeting on time,” Talon mutters out of the corner of his mouth. The snide comment was directed at Owyn, but he said it loud enough for me to hear it.

Keeping a perfectly neutral expression, I proceed to kick the apprentice in the shin beneath the table.

He emits a decidedly unmanly whimper, and I offer him a pleasant smile, sitting up straight and lacing my fingers in front of me. Owyn lets out a small grunt of a laugh.

“We were just discussing what our next move should be, now that the snows will soon be upon us,” the Protector continues without missing a beat. Despite his perfect posture, he looks worn out, with deep wrinkles furrowing the skin on his forehead and at the corners of his eyes. These last few weeks seem to have aged him considerably. “We cannot keep Aethelgar’s men here for the winter without them freezing to death, and we still have the threat of the demons to consider.”

“Let ‘em freeze, I say,” Barus declares brusquely. “They’d give our people similar treatment if the roles were reversed.”

Several of the other Nightingales murmur their agreement.

“That isn’t the way we do things,” the Protector replies sternly, crossing his arms in front of him. “We’re not barbarians.”

“With all due respect, Protector,” Barus says while stroking his black beard, “we’re in the middle of a war. Any prisoners we turn loose will be used against us. You may not like it, but killing the bastards will benefit us the most in the long run.”

Again, more murmurs of approval.

“The R’Laar don’t care about our petty squabbles,” Elias growls, fixing Barus with a look of disapproval. “This civil war is nothing but a distraction. They’ll use it for their own advantage and destroy us while we are weak.”

“Elias is right,” Tamara says, giving the grizzled man a strange look out of the corner of her eye. She appears both beautiful and severe sitting there, blue eyes tearing away from Elias to sweep intensely across the table. “The only path ahead is unity. If we stand divided, then we will all fall together. We must sue for peace with the king if we are to prepare for what is to come.”

“That’s easy for you to say, ranger,” Barus rumbles, face growing red with anger. “You’re a part of that monster’s regime. Don’t think the Nightingales will soon forget the slaughter that happened in the Ashwood. You may have come to our rescue here, but the blood of those women and children still stains your hands.”

Protector Thel slams his fist down on the table. “Enough, Barus!”

The entire chamber falls silent, the tension heavy in the air.

He’s been losing his temper more and more lately, I think, watching as the Protector takes a deep breath and exhales. I can’t imagine the stress he is under.

“Forgive him, Master Warden,” he says at length, looking over at Tamara. “We are, of course, indebted to you and your rangers for coming to our aid. We acknowledge that you are indeed our faithful allies.”

Tamara leans forward, fierce eyes fixed upon Barus. “I’m sorry for what happened to those families,” she says, obviously struggling to be diplomatic. “But we had nothing to do with it. The responsible parties have been punished, and we are doing everything we can to make restitution.”

Barus does not reply, merely grunts and settles back into his chair.

Sensing an opportunity, I decide to speak up. “The fact still remains – the Arc of Radiance is failing. Your own reports, Protector, indicate that demons are getting through at a much higher rate than before. They haven’t yet come through in any sizable force, thank the Light, but they are still terrorizing the countryside. I fear that before winter ends, we will have a full-fledged crisis on our hands.”

Several of the Nightingale attendants whisper to each other in worried tones, and Elias gives me an approving look.

“Are we not safe here in the mountains?” Sturgis asks, turning in his seat to look at the Protector. “We’ve not seen any demons here, and soon the snows will make the roads impassable.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Owyn says, speaking up for the first time. “Snow melts eventually, and if Tarsynium falls in the meantime, Dunmar City will be next. Holing up here would only be delaying the inevitable.”

Several different groups begin breaking off, starting heated conversations of their own. Barus balks at the idea of talking to King Aethelgar about peace, while Tamara begins explaining in frustrated tones the destructive power the demons possess. Talon makes a sarcastic comment, and Protector Thel looks to be at a loss for words. Owyn and I eye each other uncertainly as the room devolves into a series of arguments about what should be done.

Curiously, one person sits quietly during all of this, eyes down in apparent thought.

Ignus, the aged mage from the Nightingale’s Cabal, bears a troubled look on his wrinkled face. He has done much in the rebuilding efforts, despite not having the energy of youth. Since the end of the siege, Ignus has become much more somber. It probably has something to do with the death of the other two members of the Cabal in the fighting. He is now the last remaining mage allied with the Nightingales, which is a tremendous blow to the future of the movement.

Protector Thel also seems to notice the mage sitting down the table from where he stands. “What say you, Ignus?” He asks, raising his voice to be heard above the noise. One by one, everyone in the room stops talking, until a curious silence ensues.

The old mage furrows his brow, looking up and meeting the Protector's eye. "These are troubling times, Xander," he replies, voice morose. "What the young Zara says troubles me, but it has the ring of truth to it."

The Protector leans forward, resting his fists knuckles down on the table. "And what do you suggest we do?"

Ignus hesitates for just a moment, then responds. "I have not seen these demons myself, but I have read the reports. Wars come and go, but this threat seems like something else entirely... I'm afraid we may be dealing with the extinction of the human race."

This seems to strike fear into the hearts of many at the table. They eye one another nervously, though no one dares to speak.

"To me, there is but one choice," he continues, "we must move past our anger toward King Aethelgar and unite with the rest of the kingdom. We cannot cower in these mountains forever."

The Protector eyes him for a moment, then slowly nods, his jaw setting in resignation. "I happen to agree, though truthfully I do not like it," he says at length. He turns to Barus and Sturgis, who both look like they are about to protest. "We have suffered a great betrayal, it is true. Many of our brothers and sisters have been murdered, and one day, I will see that justice is done. However, we risk much more by continuing this war with the king. I do not trust Aethelgar... but peace is the only way for our people to survive."

Taking a deep breath, he turns to address the whole table. "Begin making the necessary preparations. We abandon Dunmar City and make for the Heartlands at once."
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Chapter Two

Owyn
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As the meeting adjourns, pandemonium breaks out in the meeting chamber.

Barus makes his way over to Thel, vehemently protesting his decision with Sturgis in tow. A dozen other conversations break out around us, filling the vaulted room with the echoing sound of urgent voices along with the squealing noises of chair legs rubbing on stone.

Pushing my own seat back, I stand up and look over at Zara, who flashes me a brilliant smile of triumph. A step in the right direction, I think, returning her smile. Now let’s hope that we can actually put an end to this stupid war.

Talon curses under his breath, favoring his still-wounded arm. His hand had been cut off at the wrist during the battle, and is now wrapped tightly with a thick layer of bandages.

“Just once,” he remarks in annoyance, “I would like to stay in one place and just relax. Instead, I get to sleep in a tent and live outside in the cold.”

“You’re a ranger’s apprentice, Tal,” I reply, smirking. “Living outside is part of the deal.”

We begin making our way to the exit. Zara comes over and falls into step beside me, blue robes swishing with every step.

“In case you haven’t noticed, mate, things have gotten a little out of hand for me lately. I haven’t had a master teaching me for months!”

“Out of hand?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. “Did you just make a pun about only having one hand?”

“Oh, Light,” Zara groans. “That’s awful!"

Talon grins. “Just trying to make light of a bad situation. Thought I’d try my hand at a little comedy.”

Zara shakes her head as we step out into the hall. Attendants run to and fro around us, no doubt spreading the news that Dunmar City is to be evacuated. The Citadel is practically buzzing with anxiety. “Thank goodness the Protector saw reason,” she says softly after a moment, lowering her voice and looking over her shoulder conspiratorially. “I was worried they were going to hold up in this cave for the winter and let the rest of the world face the demons on their own.”

“It’s going to be quite the exodus,” I reply, resting a hand on my belt and feeling the comfortable weight of my father’s hatchet. “There’s got to be thousands of people here, not to mention their belongings and livestock. Hopefully the king doesn’t think it’s an invasion.”

“That git will probably want to attack as soon as we leave the mountains,” Talon says. Then, his face turns down into a worried frown. “Do you really think we can convince him to make peace with us?”

“I plan on sending word to the Conclave straight away,” Zara replies evenly. “The High Magus will no doubt pressure Aethelgar politically to make peace with the Nightingales. That, combined with the fact that his impromptu attack of the city was probably not sanctioned by the kingdom’s elites, should be enough to sway him. I hope it is, anyway.”

“If not,” I say, continuing her line of thought, “we’re all going to be in deep trouble.”

The three of us fall silent, our footsteps echoing loudly in the stark hallway. Each of us has seen the reports that have come in from the Nightingale scouts. Demonic monsters seemingly roam the countryside, attacking travelers and villagers everywhere in Tarsynium. The Arc is weakening, and the threat that it poses should now be apparent to everyone.

As we step out of the portcullis, the noise of the city envelops us. Hammers pounding, saws sawing, people everywhere working and talking. These are their homes, I think looking out over the enormous cavern. They're not going to be happy about picking up and leaving it behind.

Already, missives are being sent out, criers declaring to the populace of the Protector' decision.

"I need to go to the Cabal," Zara says, pausing on the road leading into the city. "There are hundreds of books and scrolls there that may be important in the coming days. I'll need to comb through them to see what should be packed." She glances over at me and gives me a rueful grin. "I won't put you through the torture of helping me look through dusty old books."

Letting out a relieved breath, I return her smile. "Thank you."

“Well, I suppose I’d better start packing,” Talon says with a grunt. “We’ve got another long journey in front of us, and I plan on riding comfortably in the back of a wagon the whole way.”

“I’d better go with him,” I say, glancing over at him. “He might need me to lend a hand.”

“Hah!” Talon laughs. “Now you’re getting it!”

Zara rolls her eyes, then stands on her tiptoes, giving me a quick peck on the lips. “See you soon.”

***
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TALON AND I SPEND THE next hour gathering our things in our living quarters, packing them away in our bags and setting them by the door. Before long, the city becomes a madhouse, with armed soldiers in the streets attempting to control the crowds.

As I had feared, the majority of the people are not too happy about abandoning their city. Protesters gather outside the Citadel as Nightingale leaders attempt to placate them, shouting to be heard over the crowds. It takes a few hours, but eventually the necessary preparations begin to be made. Wagons are pulled into the streets and loaded with grain, barley and all manner of provisions that have been brought out from the depths of the fortress.

The two of us, who have grown accustomed to constant labor, aid in the preparations in any way that we can, though mostly it involves us loading wagons and herding large amounts of people.

I do most of the work. Talon merely stands around and cracks jokes.

It takes two full days to completely prepare the city for evacuation, but eventually we start gathering everyone in the courtyard behind the great doors. Cold air blows into our faces from the outside, the heavy clouds hanging low.

As promised, Talon has planted himself firmly in the back of a wagon, claiming that his wounded arm would make it too difficult to ride. Sitting beside him is a nurse by the name of Sybil, who had taken care of him in the aftermath of the siege. The two of them sit close to one another under a blanket, Talon whispering to her and making her giggle.

Zara and I sit atop horses near the head of the massive crowd of people.

She looks absolutely radiant, sitting straight-backed in her saddle clutching the reins. The hood of her mage robes is pulled up and her chestnut hair falls down delicately around her neck, framing her face. On her hands she wears rabbit fur-lined gloves, and her feet are covered by knee-high doeskin boots, which rest gracefully in the stirrups.

She glances at me with her beautiful dark eyes and smiles bashfully. "What are you staring at, Owyn Lund?"

Glancing away, I can feel my own cheeks flushing. "Sorry – it's nothing."

"What?" She presses, nudging her horse to step closer to mine. "Do I have something in my teeth?" 

"No," I reply awkwardly. "It's not that."

"Then what is it?"

I sigh. "You're just... I think you're pretty, Zara. You look rather fetching sitting on that mare."

Her abashed expression turns into a look of amusement. "I do seem to have mastered the equestrian arts, haven't I?"

"Huh?"

"Horses," she replies with a small laugh. "I've gotten good at riding them."

"Oh," I mutter, feeling foolish. "Yeah, you've come a long way."

She flicks the reins, riding forward to where Xander Thel and the other leaders are clustered at the mouth of the cavern. Looking over her shoulder, she remarks, "You don't look half bad yourself, ranger boy."

Bemused, I follow her, pulling my horse to a stop with the others at the head of the enormous caravan. Around Thel are Barus, Sturgis, Elias and Tamara, as well as a handful of other high-ranking Nightingales. They all wear grim expressions and ride upon their own horses.

"The prisoners will be marched at the head of the column," Sturgis says stiffly to Thel. "That way we'll be able to keep an eye on them. When we arrive at the Heartlands, they will be given over to King Aethelgar as a sign of good faith."

"Excellent," the Protector replies. "Good work, captain."

He turns, staring out at the huddled masses of people from atop his war horse. Most are bundled up in layers of clothing, clustered around their wagons and holding on to their young children. Most of all, they look frightened, unsure about what is to come.

No doubt sensing this fear, Thel urges his horse forward to face the remnants of his people.

"Free men and women of Dunmar City," he shouts, addressing the crowd. The cavern immediately falls silent, the people hanging on his every word. "Today is an important day, a historic day for our people. Our actions today may indeed decide the fate of the entire human race."

He pauses, as if considering his words, then continues with his speech. In his crisp military coat, he looks like the ideal image of a heroic soldier. "As many of you may know, our ancient enemy has once again come to threaten us all. I do not speak of Aethelgar or the legions of Tarsynium. No, I speak of the demonic threat of the evil R'Laar."

Whispering voices begin to fill the cave.

He raises his hand to quiet them. "If we hope to survive the coming war, we must unite with our human enemies. Old alliances must be repaired, and new alliances must be forged." Again, he hesitates, as if the words he is about to say pain him greatly. "I have failed you as your Protector," he continues. "Many of us have lost loved ones and now, because of my decision, every one of us has lost our home. But I swear before the Light that I act in the best interest of our people. I will continue to serve the cause of the Nightingales until my dying day!"

Nobody shouts or boos. The crowds are as quiet as a tomb.

"Let us venture out into the cold of winter and create for ourselves a new future. Let us fight the oldest war humanity has ever faced and let us finally win! Onward, fellow Nightingales. Onward, to our destiny!"

With that, he turns around and begins riding his horse out of the cavern and into the misty vale beyond. After a moment, the residents of Dunmar City begin heading out in droves, reminding me of a massive herd of cattle. Wagon wheels creak and horses whinny as the exodus begins, leaving behind the broken ghost of a city beneath the mountain.

I ride beside Zara near the head of the column, but neither of us feels like talking. Above, white flakes begin to fall on our heads in greater amounts than ever before.

Winter, it seems, has finally arrived.
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Chapter Three

Zara
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Snow continues to fall from the skies as we descend from out of the mountains, blanketing our clothing in fluffy white flakes but melting as soon as it lands on the ground. The enormous caravan, several thousand strong, moves at a glacial pace along the narrow trails, animals bleating and wagon wheels grinding as we make our way into the Heartlands.

We manage to make our way through the deepest parts of the Ironbacks on the first day, setting up camp in the hinterlands and resting for the night. In the morning, we are right back at it, moving down into the basin of Tarsynium itself.

At the behest of Protector Thel, we give the city of Omkirk a wide berth, skirting along the edges of civilization and keeping to the wilderness.

Even so, an open movement of thousands of Nightingales does not go unnoticed.

Travelers on the road flee before our army, even though most of the people travelling with us are women and small children. Word will surely start to spread that the Nightingales are on the move and making straight for the center of the kingdom.

Owyn and I ride together for most of the journey, chatting amiably as our horses move through the wintery wilderness. With him riding beside me, I can’t help but feel joyful despite the dire circumstances of this exodus. Our friendship, which has blossomed into something of a courtship – though we still haven’t really defined the nature of our romantic relationship – has been a much-needed spot of light in a world full of danger and death. When I’m with him I feel more optimistic about the future, as if in the end, the Light will prevail and everything will be alright.

I want him to meet my father and siblings, I think to myself, glancing over at him out of the corner of my eye. Perhaps when this is all over, we can travel together to Green Harbor and spend some time together by the Loch.

The thought makes my heart smile.

As the day drags on, the bumpy hills of the hinterlands give way to the rolling fields of the Heartlands. The sea of grass, once so vibrant and green, has turned a dull brown color, adding to the drabness of the world around us. Still we press on, keeping to the less travelled roads and pushing forward late into the afternoon.

The two thousand rangers, led by Tamara Moyle, eventually break off from the main group of the Nightingales and head due south for the sprawling forest known as the Ashwood. Elias goes with them to stand trial before the council of the Wardens, likely for his involvement with the rebels and for the perceived infringements of his oath. After saying a gruff, if not hasty goodbye to Owyn, he rides away, his whole demeanor as grim and stoic as ever.

Owyn, falling into one of his brooding moods, decides to go off on a scouting trip with a few of the Nightingale soldiers. He squeezes my hand and promises to be back before nightfall.

Taking this time to do some reading, I attempt to pull out a book from my saddle bag and study while riding. The task proves more difficult than I could have anticipated, however, and I quickly give up and put it away.

In the back of the wagon ahead of me, the Cabal mage Ignus sits with his nose buried in a book. A thick woolen cap covers his head, and a patchy blanket is draped over his shoulders.

On a sudden impulse, I nudge my horse a little faster to catch up with the wagon, getting the old mage’s attention.

“Zara Dennell,” he says with a small smile, looking up from his book. “How are you faring on this cold, wet day?”

“Well enough,” I reply, shifting in my saddle to get more comfortable. “Though, I was hoping that it would be a little bit warmer when we got out of the mountains.”

He chuckles, scratching his stubble-covered chin. “I suppose it is, though when you spend the entire day outside, the cold has a way of seeping into your bones.” He leans forward, pitching his voice to a not-so-quiet whisper. “It gets worse the older you get.”

I smile, grateful for a pleasant conversation to pass the time. “What is that you’re reading?” I ask, gesturing to the book in his hand.

“This old thing?” He runs a gnarled hand over the worn cover of the book. “It’s an old journal of mine from long ago. I look back on them from time to time, remembering experiences from my past. It was a much simpler time, then...”

A distant look enters his eyes, like he has become temporarily lost in his own memories. Then he shakes his head, as if to clear the thoughts away.

“At the Academy, they would often teach us about the importance of keeping a journal,” I remark. “I’ll admit, I never really got into the habit.”

“Keeping records is one of the most important things we can do in this life,” he replies, glancing wistfully out at the countryside around us. “They help us to remember the lessons we learn in life. The ancient philosophers said it best: when you fail to learn from the past, you are doomed to repeat it.”

A silence falls between us as he stares out at the plains.

Hesitating for just an instant, I ask him a question that I have been meaning to ask for the last few days. “Ignus... why did you decide to support us in leaving Dunmar City? It seemed to me that the room was split, and that you were the deciding vote. Shouldn’t you have more cause than most to hate King Aethelgar?”

I wince as soon as the words leave my mouth. Stupid, Zara. That couldn’t have been more tactless.

Again, he looks down at his weathered journal, but he does not look the least bit offended by my question. Instead, he appears to be contemplative. “It is true, my two closest friends in the world were killed by that monster, and I suppose I will never truly forgive him. But in that meeting room, it simply felt like the right thing to do.” He looks up, and for a moment it seems that his hooded grey eyes are peering straight through me. “The older I become, Zara, the more I realize that some things in life are more important than revenge. You have given me no reason not to trust you. If this demonic threat is truly as great as you say it is, then we would be foolish not to leave Dunmar City.”

I nod, finding that his words resonate with me. It is a noble thing, I think to myself as I ride, to put others above your own wants and desires. Would that more people were like Ignus the mage.

We spend some more time chatting amiably with one another as we sojourn on, turning to more pleasant topics like magic and the various spells he has learned in his years of study. Eventually, though, he turns back to his reading, and I find myself riding alone, with only my own thoughts to keep me company.

Daylight begins to grow dim, and still we ride forward through the deserted grass fields. Eventually, the scouts return to the front of the caravan, bringing news of their ride.

Protector Thel finally calls for a halt, declaring that we will set up camp here. While no threats currently surround us, we are a day’s ride from Tarsys, and should venture no further until we send a missive to the king. As before, the wagons are pulled together and tents begin to be set up. The several hundred prisoners who marched with us are corralled into an area away from the main body of people, chained to stakes in the ground and put under heavy guard.

Owyn finally returns as I dismount, seeming much better now that he has had a chance to ride and clear his head. He had been gone for a few hours, scouting the perimeter in search of any threats to our safety.

Together, we go to find Talon and set up our own sleeping arrangements.

As campfires begin to be lit and cooking pots set to boil, the three of us are summoned to the command tent, to confer with the Nightingale leaders. Sitting in a circle of chairs in the relative privacy of the tent, we begin with the discussion.

"I've said it before and I'll say it again," Barus says sourly, crossing his arms in front of him. "This is a fool's errand, Protector. We've gathered our people together and led them out here into the open, like lambs to the slaughter."

Sturgis does not say anything, but judging by his dark expression, he appears to be in agreement with the bearded general.

"Your concern is noted, Barus," the Protector replies, leaning forward in his chair and rubbing his eyes wearily. "However, I must reiterate that this is the only move we could have made. You yourself have experienced the destructive power of these demons – if we do not unite with the people of Tarsynium they will crush us all when the Arc fails."

"Aye," Barus replies, still looking defiant. "They are a mighty foe. But I do not trust Aethelgar to keep his word. He will stab us in the back the minute we let our guard down."

Protector Thel considers this for a moment, then nods, giving the general a wry smile. "Then we will not let our guard down. Phillip!"

A young messenger boy rushes into the tent. "Yes, lord Protector?"

"Send word to the captain of tonight's guard," he replies, leaning back in his seat. "Tell him to divide his forces and begin digging picket lines. I want fortifications prepared all through the night. Is that clear?"

"Yes, lord Protector."

He quickly vanishes into the camp.

"It's not perfect," the Protector says after a moment, "but it's a start. We'll make sure to shore up our position here so that we will not be easily assaulted. Now, for the matter at hand: our next steps."

"We are far from any town or settlement in the heartlands," says one of the scouts from the far side of the circle. His hair is jet black and he has a puckered scar on his cheek. "If we travel any farther inland, we will be within striking distance of Tarsys."

"Then this is where we will make our semi-permanent home," the Protector replies.

Scribes on the fringes of the tent scribble down notes.

"We need to secure communication from the other groups of Nightingales scattered over the kingdom," one of the leaders speaks up. "They'll want to join us here and bring any supplies they can with them."

"Indeed," Protector Thel replies, motioning for the scribes.

"What of the prisoners?" Owyn asks. "They are a drain on our resources, and every guard we station to watch over them is one that cannot watch for signs of attack."

"I agree with the ranger boy," Barus replies gruffly. "We should be rid of them as soon as possible."

"We will pen a missive to the king and send it to the city tomorrow," the Protector says after a brief moment of thought. "Then, we will turn the prisoners loose to return to Tarsys as a sign of good faith. That should send the proper message that we are interested in peace."

"I still think we should put them all to the sword," Barus grumbles, but the Protector ignores him.

Seeing my opportunity, I look at the Nightingale leader and open my mouth. "I plan on sending a letter myself to the Conclave, Protector. With any luck, they will pressure the king politically to make peace with us. They understand the situation with the Arc better than anyone else in the kingdom."

"Excellent," he replies, giving me a small nod of approval. "Any help we can get from the mages will be most appreciated."

With that, we delve into more mundane discussion about the organization of the camp – which teams will be in charge of which chore, how supplies are to be regulated, and so forth. During the whole meeting, I can't help but have a troublesome thought nagging in the back of my mind. So much hinges on our ability to make the king listen. How is it that one man can have so much power over the lives of everyone in the kingdom?

What will happen if our mission fails?

I reach over to Owyn and take his hand, giving his fingers a gentle squeeze. With so much uncertainty in the world, I am grateful that we have each other.

Even if the world ends, it will be nice not being alone.

***
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THREE DAYS LATER, THE messenger returns from Tarsys bearing a letter from the king. He had gone before the prisoners, who were released and prodded back to the city by the eager spears of their Nightingale guards. He had apparently not been executed by the king’s knights.

A good sign, I think to myself, standing beside Protector Thel and his attendants on the outskirts of camp.

The rider gallops to our position, pulling his lathered horse to a stop and dismounting, his hair wild and his face red from the burning cold of the wind.

“He’s agreed to meet!” He declares excitedly, rushing forward and presenting a sealed letter to the Protector. “King Aethelgar has agreed to discuss a truce!”

“Hmph,” Barus grunts, crossing his arms and causing his chainmail to clink. “And I thought I’d seen everything.”

The Protector breaks the seal and begins reading the letter, a grim smile forming on his face. “This is excellent news! And a proposed meeting on neutral ground no less... I could not have hoped for a better outcome. Thank you, Corvin.”

The messenger salutes and departs, leading his horse tiredly into camp.

Beside me, Owyn holds my hand and gives it a comforting squeeze. “Now we just need to hope that a peaceful solution can be found.”

I glance over at him and nod somberly. “Prayers will likely do more good than hopes. I think I'll do a fair bit of praying tonight."

He chuckles gives my hand another squeeze.

"The letter says to meet tomorrow," the Protector says at length, folding up the letter and looking at each of us, "and that we may only bring seven people to parlay. These, he suggests, should be our main decision makers, including any representatives from the rangers and the Conclave."

All eyes turn to Owyn and me.


"I suppose that means us," I say sheepishly.

"Indeed," murmurs the Protector.


A turbulent gust of wind rushes through the camp, causing clothes to flutter and tents to sway. Pulling my robes more tightly around myself, I give the Nightingale leader a look of resolution. "I would be honored to accompany in this mission."

Owyn, a bit more begrudgingly, adds, "Me too."

"Then it is settled," Protector Thel replies with an air of finality, tucking the letter into his coat pocket. "On the morrow we will travel to this meeting place and persuade the king to ally himself with us. May the Light shine upon our efforts."
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Chapter Four

Owyn
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Hooves beat a steady rhythm into the soft earth, thudding like drum beats as we make our way to the predetermined meeting location.

To my side, Zara rides her dappled mare with a look of grim determination on her face. When she notices me looking at her, she offers me an encouraging smile.

This is it, I think to myself, gripping the reins of my mount. The moment of truth. Let’s hope that a peaceful resolution can be achieved.

It is another grey day in the Heartlands, with low-hanging clouds and cold, humid air. The wind gusts ceaselessly from the north, rustling the grassy plains and carrying with it the bite of winter. Here, at the midway point between the Nightingale camp and Tarsys, it feels like we are completely alone, riding through a dismal fog.

Ahead, I can just make out the place we are to meet the king – an old stone church in the middle of a wide field of grass. It rises from the plains like a ruin of crumbling granite and wooden beams, a stand of gnarled oak trees encircling it like forgotten acolytes come to worship at the altar of the Light. Horses wait tethered outside of the church, along with pennants staked into the ground bearing the standard of the king.

He’s here, I realize, taking in a deep breath. I’m about to stand before a man who used me and my friends like pawns for his own schemes for power, who also happens to be one of the most powerful people in the world.

The thought fills me with more dread than I care to admit.

As we draw near to the crumbling old church, Xander Thel calls for a halt, motioning for us to gather around him. In total there are seven of us, including the Protector, Zara and myself, Barus, and three guards who look as nervous as I feel.

I don’t blame them, I think, nudging my horse to move closer to Thel. It feels like we are entering the lion’s den.

“I see seven horses,” Barus remarks, staring across the field of dead grass at the old church. “Same as us.”

“It was the number prescribed in the missive,” Thel replies dryly, tugging off his riding gloves. “At least we know that he has honored that part of the agreement.”

“At least we know that we won’t be outnumbered,” Barus grumbles under his breath.

Glancing upward, I watch as the swollen grey clouds drift lazily across the sky. It appears as though it might rain. Rotten luck, that.

“Allow me to do most of the talking,” Thel continues after a moment, setting his jaw in a look of stoicism. “There will no doubt be some negotiation involved, and I speak on behalf of the Nightingales. Magus Dennell,” he gestures at Zara, “will speak on behalf of the Conclave. Her authority as a Seeker will allow her as much. Barus, do try and keep your mouth shut. We desperately need for this meeting to go well.”

Barus grunts but does not otherwise respond. He looks particularly surly today, making it totally obvious that he disagrees with this meeting.

“If things go poorly,” he adds, resting a hand on his sword, “then we break for the horses. My honor guard will hold them off so that we can escape. Any questions?”

The only sound that follows is the howl of the icy wind.

“Alright,” Thel says after a moment. “Let’s go.”

Wordlessly, we spur our horses onward, riding up to the grove of trees and the crumbly grey building beside it. Standing outside of the doors are a pair of guards, their expressions hard as they stare out at us from beneath their polished steel caps. Each of them wears the red and gold of the royal house, and both of them are armed.

As I pull my horse to a stop and dismount, I keep a wary hand near my hatchet, watching for any signs of treachery. Zara steps up next to me leading her horse by the reins, and I see that she is clutching her talisman in a white-knuckled grip.

"It'll be alright," I whisper as we tether the horse to a weathered hitching post. "We have each other's backs."

She smiles at me, but the stiffness in her features tells me that it is forced. Still, I try to appear positive and calm so as to lend her comfort.

The guards say nothing as we approach, merely push open the doors and stand aside.

Walking tall with his hand resting on the pommel of his sword, Thel steps inside, the perfect image of military decorum. Barus and the three soldiers go next, eying the guards suspiciously, then finally Zara and I step through.

The inside of the church is dimly lit by a few candles, and wan sunlight filters through a few cracks in the walls. It is musty inside, with moldy wooden pews in disorderly rows and stringy cobwebs clinging to nearly every surface. The whole place smells of rot and dust, and I find myself crinkling my nose against the offending smell.

Five knights stand at the end of the meeting hall next to the decrepit altar, their gleaming plate helmets covering their faces and their mail armor glittering in the light of the candles.

No one else appears to be in the room with us.

Thel stops midway to the altar, looking about searchingly. "Where is the king?" He asks, voice carrying throughout the abandoned church. "I was under the impression that he would be meeting us here today."

The knights don't immediately respond, an uncomfortable silence filling the moldering meeting hall. Finally, the one in the middle breaks the silence. "King Aethelgar will be arriving shortly. You needn't concern yourself with his whereabouts."

Behind us, the doors creak shut, sealing us off inside of the church.

The hackles on the back of my neck begin to rise. Something doesn't feel right, I think to myself, glancing around the room for signs of a trap. Judging by Zara's concerned expression, she apparently feels it too.

"We came here to discuss peace between the Nightingales and Tarsynium," Thel replies evenly. "The king gave us his word of honor that he would personally attend this meeting – when, might I ask, will he be arriving?"

The knight chuckles within the depths of his helm, a hollow sound that chills my blood. "Don't worry about a thing," he says. "You and your companions will be dealt with justly."

A stream of dust catches my eye, sifting down from the rafters above us. I look up and catch a glimpse of movement among the shadowed beams.

"My lord Protector," Barus growls, reaching for his side sword. "We need to leave, now."

Then, something snaps and a crossbow bolt embeds itself deep into his shoulder.

I immediately jump into action, ducking to the side and pulling out my father's hatchet as the five knights in front of us draw their swords in unison.

"It's a trap!" One of the Nightingale soldiers yells just as he takes a crossbow bolt through the skull. His body slumps hard to the ground.

Zara conjures a radiant shield like a wide dome over her head as more crossbow bolts fly from the rafters, thunking into wood and bouncing harmlessly off her magic. The two door guards close in along with the five knights, surrounding us with their blades drawn.

Barus lets out a roar, rushing to Thel's side and ignoring the shaft sticking out of his shoulder. The Protector draws his sword as well, but instead of anger, his face reveals only horror.

We're doomed, I think, stepping over to Zara. And he knows it.

Steel rings out against steel as the knights engage the others, advancing as a cohesive unit and pressing the four Nightingales against the pews. The two door guards, who advance more cautiously towards me and Zara, fan out with their swords held menacingly out in front of them.

“Here,” Zara shouts, reaching over and touching my arm while chanting in some strange language. My skin prickles as a layer of shimmering blue light clings to my body. “That should protect you from the crossbows.”

Sure enough, something cracks against my back and clatters to the floor, leaving me unharmed.

“Thanks,” I mutter, keeping a wary eye on the man in front of me.

He lunges a second later, stabbing hard with his sword. I take the hit, allowing the blade to glance off Zara’s magic, then move forward with a counterattack, swinging my hatchet in at a sideways chop. My blow connects, biting into his chainmail armor, but it is hardly enough to kill the man. He grunts in pain shoving me back as he attempts to stab at me again with his sword.

The fool doesn’t understand how powerful Zara’s magic is.

Again, I absorb the blow, only this time I bring up my fist, catching him off-guard and punching him in the face. His head snaps back and he staggers, allowing me enough time to slam my hatchet into his forehead, cracking his head open like an egg.

To my side, Zara completely immolates the other door guard, spraying him with magefyre and sending him crashing into the pews. He shrieks and thrashes, causing the old wooden benches to catch fire as well.

I curse. Soon, this whole building will be ablaze.

Spinning around, I can see that Thel and the other Nightingales are in a terrible position. Crossbow bolts continue to rain down as they lock blades with the five knights. Barus has several more bolts sticking through his back and shoulders, and still he fights, swinging his sword like a madman.

Two of the knights are bleeding on the ground, but one of the Nightingale guards lies dead, a crossbow bolt through his neck.

Most miraculously, however, is the way the Xander Thel fights off two of the knights. He moves like a whirlwind, dodging and lashing out with his blade, forcing his attackers on their heels as he dances about. His movements remind me of Elias, who has an astonishing way of fighting multiple enemies. Even so, I can see this ending badly for them.

“Come on!” I shout to Zara. “We need to help them!”

“You go,” Zara replies, turning her attention upward. “I’ll deal with the crossbowmen.”

Even as I rush toward the embattled Nightingales, I can see that she is conjuring another ball of magefyre in her hand.

As I run up to Barus, the last Nightingale guard takes a sword through the stomach. He grimaces, falling to his knees as the knight yanks his bloody sword out of his gut.

I descend upon the armored man with a vengeance, striking with my hatchet and forcing him to defend. He heaves, attempting to use his superior weight to push me off balance, but I manage to disengage from him at the last minute, twisting to the side as he stumbles forward onto the Nightingale’s corpse. I bring my hatchet up in one swift movement, bringing it down hard onto his back again and again. The blade punches through his mail and into his spine, throwing up flecks of blood with every chop.

The crossbow bolts seem to have stopped, and I look up to see that the entire front ceiling of the church is aflame with blue magefyre. Zara stands below, tossing up ball after ball, and I can hear men screaming from the rafters, some even falling writhing to the ground.

“We have to get out of here!” I shout at Barus, who slashes one of the knights across the throat just beneath the helm.

The man goes down and Barus turns toward me, looking pale as a ghost. Blood trickles from his lips as he coughs, his back and shoulders practically bristling with crossbow bolts. “The Protector...” he wheezes, gesturing to Thel.

He has managed to bring down one of the two knights fighting him and is now locked in combat with the last one.

“Go to Zara,” I say, readying my hatchet. “I’ll help the Protector.”

The big man nods and lumbers off, moving lethargically to where Zara stands amid the flames. The church is now choked with smoke, the light blue and hazy as the whole building seemingly burns down around us.

The last remaining knight curses beneath his helm as I approach, falling into a defensive stance as I run up and attack him from the side. This allows Thel to strike a series of lightning-fast blows on his flank, quickly slicing into the side of his chest and cutting him down to the ground.

“Thanks for that,” Thel says, breathing heavily. He coughs as the smoke becomes almost too much to bear.

“Let’s go,” I shout back at him, coughing as well.

Together, the two of us stumble over the corpses and the burning wood toward the exit, where Zara stands at the now-opened doors. The whole church seems to groan and shutter around us, and by the time we finally make it outside, both of us are stained with blood and soot.

We collapse on the ground outside of the church, falling to the earth and gasping for air. Behind us, the building begins to collapse, the walls crumbling and the roof caving in.

Zara and I clutch each other, the effects of her spells wearing off. She quivers as I hold her, and when I look down I am surprised to see that she is weeping, tears streaking her smoke-stained face. I have never seen her in such a state before – the shock of the betrayal and the exertion of using so much magic, combined with nearly being burned alive, must have taken a heavy toll on her.

“Barus!” Thel wails, his voice sounding husky.

I look up to see the Protector on his knees, cradling the bearded man’s limp form. “Barus, stay with me! The surgeons will fix you up.”

“My lord... Protector...” he rasps, blood bubbling up from his mouth. “I... can’t....” He descends into a fit of wet coughing.

“Don’t speak,” Thel commands, voice quavering. “Save your strength, general. That's an order.”

Barus nods, grimacing as each cough appears to cause him tremendous pain.

More of the church collapses, the blue flames crackling as they quickly consume the structure, sending a plume of thick black smoke into the air.

From somewhere on the hazy plains, I can hear a distant rumbling. It's soft at first, almost imperceptible, but gradually grows louder with every passing second.

Zara, apparently hearing it too, perks up. "What is that?" She asks, sniffing.

"Horses," I reply, watching as black dots appear on the horizon. "Lots of them."

Sure enough, the dots soon materialize into dozens of riders, thundering toward our position at breakneck speed. The smoke gives them a clear target of where to find us.

The two of us shakily stand up, brushing ourselves off and walking over to the Nightingales. "Protector Thel," I say, shaking him out of some sort of reverie. "We need to get out of here."

Dazed, he nods and glances down at Barus. The Nightingale general stares unblinkingly up at the sky, the blood on his lips stark against the black of his beard and the white of his face.

"Light rest your soul, general," he says, laying down Barus' corpse and getting to his feet.

We walk over to the hitching post, but quickly discover that it is broken, the horses missing. They must have panicked in all the commotion and broken free. The riders are almost upon us, and we will never be able to outrun them on foot.

It is apparent that there is no way out.

The three of us turn and face our fate as the riders bear down on us, surrounding our position and levelling spears. These men all wear the king's colors and are heavily armed, their expressions hostile beneath their polished metal caps. One of the men stands apart from the rest, dressed in rich apparel and wearing a golden crown atop his head.

King Aethelgar, I think to myself, hot anger boiling in the pit of my stomach. Come personally to see that the job is completed.

"Sorry to keep you waiting," he says smugly, his thick dark hair ruffling in the wind. "I trust my men treated you with the dignity you deserve."

"You betrayed your word of honor," Zara accuses, glaring up at the king with a look of pure disdain. "The Conclave will be furious when they find out–"

"The Conclave is in my pocket, child," Aethelgar interrupts. "Oh, the High Magus still considers herself something of an idealist, but most of the Circle regularly take bribes from me. They'll never say a word about this little incident."

Her mouth drops open, and for once she looks completely at a loss for words.

The king chuckles to himself and gestures at some of his soldiers. They dismount and promptly remove our weapons, though none of us resist. Zara looks furious, and Thel looks resigned. I feel nothing but exhaustion – that, and a sense of disappointment.

I cannot believe that this is how it is going to end after everything we've been through. At least now I won't have to witness the utter destruction of humanity.

The guards force the three of us to our knees and finally the king dismounts, walking lazily over to us with a smirk on his face.

"You know," he says, approaching Thel, "you and your band of miscreants have been a thorn in my side for years. To think that you would be foolish enough to deliver yourself into my hands... well, let's just say that this isn't how I thought it would end between us."

Thel doesn't reply, merely stares up at the monarch. He manages to look dignified even while on his knees.

"No curses? No word or pleading?" The king asks, sounding almost disappointed. "Pity."

He then pulls a dagger from his belt and slides it across the Protector's throat, cutting a wide gash and spilling blood all down the front of his uniform. He does not cry out or gasp. He simply closes his eyes and is still as his life's blood pours out. Then, slowly, he falls forward, landing on his face in the grass.

Pulling a handkerchief from his pocket, the king casually wipes the blade and returns it to his belt.

Zara lets out a cry of despair, tears squeezing out of the corners of her eyes. I just stare at Thel's body, feeling numb.

"Now, as for the two of you," Aethelgar turns his attention on us. "You have been nothing but trouble from the moment I met you. Not only did you ally yourselves with traitors and rebels, but you cost me my campaign against the Nightingales. The loss at Dunmar City was your fault."

"Spare Zara," I blurt out, trying with everything I have to act contrite. "All of this is my doing. Kill me and be done with it, but do not harm her."

Zara protests, denying her own innocence, but the king shakes his head, a truly malevolent smile forming on his ruddy face. "You think I want to kill you? No, Owyn Lund. Death is too swift a punishment. I have something special planned for the two of you." He glances up at his soldiers. "Take them," he commands, then spins around, making his way back to his horse.

The last thing I remember is gazing into Zara's eyes before something cracks across the back of my head.

Then, blackness.
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Chapter Five

Zara
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I wake to the sound of wagon wheels grinding.

My eyelids flutter open, revealing a dimly lit wooden room. My hands are bound tightly together with rope, and a painful lump has swelled up on the back of my head, causing an excruciating headache. To my side, Owyn lays on the floor of the wooden room, his wrists bound in similar fashion.

The jostling movements lead me to believe that we are in some sort of a carriage, though it is too dark to tell for sure. The only light coming in is from a small window on the far wall, fitted with thick steel bars.

Shaking my head groggily, I push myself to my feet, staggering over to the window. Outside, I can see the shapes of trees in the grey light of day, their leafless limbs like skeletal fingers clawing from the sides of the road. I can also make out the nickering sound of horses, as well as the noise of clopping hooves.

A prison wagon, then, I think, settling back down on the dirty floor. My legs feel wobbly even after a minute of standing.

The memories come rushing back, along with the painful feeling of helplessness and betrayal. Barus, dead and pierced by many crossbow bolts, Protector Xander Thel with his throat slit. And then there was the leering visage of the king, and the promise of retribution. I reach my hand to my chest, remembering that they had taken my talisman, and grimace at the thought of being clubbed on the back of the head.

Where are they taking us? What horrors does the king have planned for us?

Owyn begins to stir from his place on the floor, groaning softly. I shuffle over to him, laying his head on my lap. “Owyn,” I whisper, gently stroking his face. “Are you alright?”

The back of his head is crusty with dried blood.

“Ugh,” he groans, opening his eyes a crack. “Wha... what happened?”

“We’re prisoners,” I reply in a small voice. “King Aethelgar has captured us and is transporting us somewhere.”

“That coward,” he replies vengefully. “He’s worse than the R’Laar. At least they’re honest about wanting to destroy the world.”

I smile sadly, gazing down at him. He looks to be in even worse pain than I am. “Owyn, I – I’m so sorry. I should have done something with my magic... stopped them in some way. Now... well, I’m not sure how we’re going to get out of this one.”

He reaches up and takes hold of my hand, his calloused fingers giving mine a squeeze. “There’s nothing to be sorry about,” he replies softly. “You were exhausted, and there were too many of them.”

Tears well up suddenly in my eyes, and I forcibly blink them away. The thought of being tortured by that monster while the world crumbles down around us is almost too much for me to bear. Leaning down, I kiss Owyn gently on his dry lips, then settle back against the bumping wall of the carriage. We fall into a gloomy silence, still holding each other’s hands as the prison cart rolls on.

At some point we stop, the wheels grinding to a halt as rough voices sound from outside. Someone suddenly pulls open the door on the back of the carriage, causing the pale light of late afternoon to come pouring in.

Blinking against the sudden brightness, I can see the unshaven face of a soldier staring back at me. “Looks like they’re still alive,” he calls gruffly to his fellows. “Though they look a little worse for wear.”

Behind him, I can hear the derisive laughter of other soldiers.

“Here,” he says after a moment, unceremoniously tossing in a half-empty water skin. “Drink that. Wouldn’t want you dying from thirst on the way there.”

I hesitantly reach forward, picking up the leather container.

“Where are you taking us?” Owyn asks, his voice sounding raspy.

Again, the soldiers burst into laughter. “Oh,” the one in the doorway replies with an amused smirk, “you’ll find out soon enough. If I were you, I’d make my peace with the Light while you still have time.”

Then, he slams the door, leaving us once again in relative darkness.

Before long, the carriage lurches forward and continues carrying us toward our unknown destination.

We sit in silence for quite some time, lost in our own thoughts as we hold each other close. Our clothing and hair still smells like smoke from the fire, and the enclosed space we sit in has an odd smell, like the unwashed bodies of the prisoners who came before us. The sun begins to set after a while, further shrouding us in darkness, and through the barred window I can see the flickering light of torches coming from the soldiers, their muffled voices too faint to understand.

After an indeterminable amount of time, Owyn shifts, stretching his back and letting out a grunt as he tries to get comfortable. “Can I ask you something?” He asks, eyes glittering in the wavering light.

“Of course,” I reply, shaking myself from my grim thoughts.

“When we first met, what did you think of me?”

The question surprises me. “When we first met?”

He nods.

“I suppose I thought you were an uncultured bumpkin who was more accustomed to living in the forest than indoors.”

His face splits into a wide grin. “Well, I’m glad I was able to change your mind.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” I reply, smiling as well. “Though, I suppose you do have some redeeming qualities as well.” I nestle closer to him, resting my head against his shoulder. “And what did you think of me when we first met?”

He chuckles. “Honestly? I thought you were a spoiled rich girl from the city. I couldn’t believe you didn’t even know how to ride a horse.”

I snort. “Proved you wrong, didn’t I?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “You still seem a little spoiled to me. You fret over your outfits, and I’ve never seen someone pack so many things into their saddlebags.”

Gasping, I pull away and give him a look of mock outrage. "There's nothing wrong with being prepared, Owyn Lund. Besides, I only pack the essentials."

He quirks an eyebrow at me. "And how are dozens of books considered 'essentials'?"

I am about to come up with a witty response, something that would likely make him feel positively foolish, when a thought occurs to me. My books, I think, imagining the wealth of knowledge I had taken from the Conclave and Dunmar City. The Nightingales will probably discard them when I fail to return – Ignus doesn't even know that I have them. I don't think I'll ever see them again...

Owyn seems to realize that he struck a nerve, no doubt seeing my fallen expression in the flickering torchlight. He wraps his arms around me and holds me close, despite his hands being bound, gently stroking my hair as I lean once more against his shoulder.

"May I ask you another question?" He whispers after a moment, sounding a bit more somber.

I glance up at him. "You're not going to call me spoiled again, are you?"

He shakes his head.

"Then ask away."

Hesitating for just a moment, he leans in closer. "When did you first realize that you loved me?"

This one takes me completely off-guard. "Love you? What makes you think I love you?"

He considers this for a few seconds, then shrugs. "Well, I love you, Zara. I was hoping that the feeling was mutual."

I open my mouth to respond, but once again find myself at a loss for words. You love me? This is the first time I'm hearing about it. But the more I consider it, the more it feels right. At this very moment, the two of us are being carted off to our deaths while the world is literally coming to an end around us – not the most romantic of situations. However, sitting in this carriage, wrapped in his arms I feel warm inside. There is no one else in the entire world I would rather spend these last few hours with. Yes, I realize, feeling myself start to flush. I suppose I do love him.

"Remember when we met up in Tarsys, when the king called on us to go to Dunmar City?"

He nods his head.

"I think that was when I first felt it. I had come up with a dozen things I wanted to say to you, not all of them pleasant, but then you hugged me. I completely forgot about everything I was going to say. It was like all those fights we had didn't matter." Light, I think, cringing on the inside, it sounds so stupid when I say it like that. "I love you, ranger boy," I say quietly, trying to salvage the moment. "And I'm glad you're with me right now."

Owyn smiles and nestles in closer to me.

After a moment, I ask, "When did you first realize that you loved me?"

He thinks for a moment, a faraway look entering his eyes. Then, he replies, "I think it was back when you were being raised to become a full mage. After the ceremony, we looked at each other and it was like we were the only two people in the room. That was when I knew there was something special between us, something I didn't want to lose." He looks down at me, his green eyes peering deeply into my own, then, he tenderly kisses me.

It feels so strange, having an intimate moment while confined in a dingy prison cart, but for the barest instant it feels like everything is right with the world. I forget about the pain in my head or the ropes rubbing my wrists raw. Instead, I focus on us, on feeling something beautiful despite the terrible circumstances.

More time passes as we rest close to one another, and I find that my thoughts are much more enjoyable than they were before. I think about a life we could have built together, the children we could have had, and instead of making me feel sad, they make me feel peace instead.

The resigned sort of happiness is enough to carry me through the long hours of the night.

The carriage abruptly comes to another stop, and I can hear commotion outside as the soldiers dismount and begin moving. Someone throws open the door, and we are temporarily blinded by the orange light of dozens of torches. “We’ve finally arrived,” one of the soldiers says, sneering. “Your time is up.”

He comes in, a looming shadow standing above us, and roughly pulls us by our bonds to exit the prison cart. When my eyes finally adjust, I find myself standing in the middle of the forest surrounded by grim-looking soldiers and even a few mages. Their blue robes stand out, even in the darkness.

Mages? I think in confusion. I don’t recognize them. Why would mages be here?

Then, a sudden idea comes to me, filling me with a sense of dread. Turning around, I can see a wall of light rising up from the forest floor, giving off a soft glow.

“Oh, Light,” I whisper, realization dawning on me.

“What?” Owyn asks, turning around to follow my gaze. His face immediately drops. “Exile,” he says, sounding defeated.

The soldiers around us snicker.

“Let’s get on with it, then,” the soldier holding our bonds says. Now, I can see that his cloak bears the tasseled knots of a captain. “No sense in waiting around.”

He marches us over to the Arc, which looks weaker than I ever remember it being. Its swirling blue radiant patterns look dimmer, and its thrumming energy sounds fainter, as if it has grown weary. I have little time to consider this, however, as I can feel my pulse quickening. They’re going to exile us, I think, feeling sick. They’re going to cast us out and let the demons destroy us.

The wastes are not believed to be a forgiving place.

The mages come to either side of us, producing talismans from the folds of their robes. They glow with a soft blue light that matches the Arc. Then, holding the crystals aloft, they fix their eyes on us, their expressions as somber as the grave.

“By order of his majesty, King Aethelgar of Tarsynium,” one of them intones, “you have been sentenced to exile, to live out the remainder of your days in the wastes of the fallen world. Do either of you have any last words you wish to speak before the Light?”

I do not reply, and Owyn simply grunts, looking resigned. “Let’s get this over with,” he mutters.

The mage blinks, then continues in a sonorous tone like a priest. “Death is but a single part of a longer journey, one that stretches on into the eternities. We pray that your end may come swiftly and that your deaths may provide redemption for your heinous acts of treason. May the Light, in its infinite wisdom, have mercy on your souls.”

The two mages step forward, lifting up their talismans and pressing them against the wall of radiance. The patterns begin to shimmer and swirl, parting like water until a gaping hole appears in the Arc itself, leading to nothing but blackness beyond. Behind us, the soldiers level crossbows at the hole, their tension filling the air. Then the captain pulls out his sword and approaches us from behind.

“I wanted to thank you,” he whispers, leaning toward Owyn and cutting his bindings. “This is a fine weapon. Maybe I’ll use it to kill some Nightingales.”

Looking down, I can see that Owyn’s hatchet is now hanging from the soldier’s belt.

Owyn grits his teeth, staring straight ahead. He does not acknowledge the jibe, nor attempt to escape. He would be feathered with crossbow bolts in an instant if he tried.

“Good luck out there,” the vile man continues mockingly, moving on to cut my bindings as well. “I hear it’s just lovely in the wastes.” Then, using his sword like a cattle prod, he pushes the two of us forward, forcing us to walk toward the hole.

I reach out, grasping Owyn’s hand, which I clench in a deathlike grip. My heart begins to pound within my chest, my breath coming faster. Oh, Light, this is it, I think, stepping up to the awning. The point of no return.

We walk through, stepping into the blackness as our feet crunch on dirt and stones. Then, the hole closes up, completely closing us off...

Sealing us to our doom.
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Chapter Six

Owyn
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The hole in the Arc snaps shut, leaving the two of us alone on the other side. Behind us, the wall of light rises high into the sky, a soft blue glow at our backs. Ahead of us, there is only menacing darkness and an uneven, broken landscape.

Zara huddles beside me and I pull her close, staring straight ahead and waiting for my eyes to adjust.

“What do we do now?” Zara whispers, her voice sounding small and frightened.

“Survive,” I reply simply. “And figure out a way to get back inside.”

She shakes her head. “There is no way, Owyn. I’ve read the histories. No one who has ever been exiled has been able to return to Tarsynium.” Her voice shrinks, becoming almost inaudible. “We’re trapped here... forever.”

I cup my hand beneath her chin and look into her deep brown eyes. “Don’t talk like that. You’re the most talented mage at the Conclave. If anyone can find a way in, it’s you.” She seems to brighten as I say this, her lines of worry softening around her eyes. “Besides,” I add, looking back out at the darkness, “I’ve been trained as a ranger. Surviving in the wilderness is kind of my thing.”

She takes a deep breath, then nods resolutely. “You’re right,” she says, sounding a little more courageous. “We make quite the team.” Then, under her breath I hear her say, “We can do this.”

I release her then take a few steps forward, away from the glow of the Arc. Ahead, I can see what look like hills, breaking up the landscape like uneven mounds of rock. Above, the stars shine like they do in Tarsynium, only now they appear brighter, more vivid. Breathing in through my nose, I notice that the air is drier and dustier here, like the inside of a tomb, and it is cold, very, very cold.

“Let’s go find some place to settle down for the night,” I say, keeping my voice low. “We can try to get our bearings tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Zara replies, coming to stand hesitantly beside me.

I take her hand and begin pulling her along, carefully picking my way through the darkness. The ground is rough and stony, and several times we stumble, scuffing a large rock or walking into a small crag. As always when a difficult situation arises, I find myself mentally going over the mantra of the Ranger’s Oath:

I swear by my life and my hope for salvation that I will abide by the Oath of the Rangers until my dying breath.

Our solemn duty is to protect the borders of the realms of men, from those enemies that 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.

We are the watchers in the woods, the arrows in the darkness.

None shall pass by while we stand guard.

Historically, the rangers were established to keep a careful eye on the Arc of Radiance, to make sure that no demons got through to threaten the rest of mankind. That charge never fully vanished, though after many years, memories of the R’Laar began to fade. In recent times, the rangers function more like patrolmen, wandering sheriffs who look after the interests of the king and crush rebellions when they arise, occasionally putting down a rabid beast or two.

It seems that fate has thrust us back into the fight to fulfill our ancient oath. Now, it appears that I am in the center of it all, watching the borders from the outside despite the fact that I am not yet even a full ranger.

The Light is not without a sense of irony, it seems.

“The arrows in the darkness,” I whisper to myself, repeating the line from the Oath. “I really wish that I had a few arrows right about now.”

We continue on our way, wordlessly trekking through the unforgiving landscape when a sound rips through night air, chilling me to the bone. It sounds like a howl, though it is unlike any animal I have ever heard before, even a darkhound. The noise is guttural, like a deep shrieking sound, and it echoes of the stones of the hills, causing us to freeze in our tracks.

“What was that?” Zara hisses, her hand squeezing mine more tightly.

“I don’t know,” I reply, keeping my voice low. “But whatever it was, I don’t want to stick around and find out. Come on.”

I keep moving forward, tugging on Zara’s hand to follow. The light of the stars is enough to go by, though the uneven terrain makes it difficult for us to move quickly. Soon, we turn a corner into a ravine and the glowing dome of the Arc falls out of sight.

Again, we hear the strange howling noise. This time, it sounds close.

Our hands start to become slick with sweat, and I can tell from the way that Zara is holding me that she is starting to get nervous.

We need to find a place to hide, I think to myself, squinting to try and find somewhere we can get out of sight. All around us, jagged rocks and scraggly brush choke the sloping ground. There has to be someplace we can hunker down for the night.

Finally, I spot a large boulder with a small, sheltered overhang. It rests just a few paces away at the base of one of the hills.

"There," I whisper, climbing through some bushes on my way to the boulder. Their thorny branches scratch and tug at my breeches.

"Ow," grunts Zara, her leggings not as durable as my leathers.

We eventually arrive at the spot, but not before another howl tears through the air, this one now joined by more distant-sounding ones.

"In here," I say in a hushed tone, ducking down beneath the overhang. Zara quickly follows, pressing up against the back of the rocky wall. I pull a few stones and some branches to cover the entrance to our little hideout, further concealing us within the crack. Then we wait, barely daring to breathe.

The howling continues, reverberating off the stone of the hills, drawing closer until they are so close we have to cover our ears. Outside, something moves in the darkness, passing through the ravine with heavy, lumbering footsteps. In an instant the howling stops, allowing for a terrifying silence to fill the void. I shift slightly from my position beneath the rock, peering out through the crack to see if I can catch a glimpse of whatever is following us. Zara squeezes my arm warningly, clearly worried for me to make any noise, but I ignore her, determined to see what is hunting us.

In front of our hiding place, not ten paces away, is a nightmarish creature that I have never seen before. It is four-legged, approximately the size of a large horse, only it plods along the ground like an enormous lizard, its belly scraping the dirt. Along its back is a series of ridges that appear to be spiny quills, similar to a porcupine, only on a much larger scale. Its tail, which curls behind it, is plated with carapace and is barbed at the tip like a scorpion, and its feet bear curving talons that scrape against the stones. Like all other demons, its eyes glow a bright, malevolent red, like twin coals set into its skull.

Looking on in horror, I watch as it lifts its large, wedge-like head into the air and sniffs, reptilian nose sucking in air as it slowly swings its head from side to side.

What in the Eleven Hells? I think, mesmerized by the grotesque creature. That thing makes darkhounds look like pups!

It continues wagging its head, sniffing the air and trying to determine where we have gone. Then, apparently unable to locate us, it opens its mouth wide and lets out a furious scream, which causes me to fall back inside the overhang and plug my ears.

The howls from its fellows come to match it, and eventually, the creature begins crawling away into the darkness, continuing its search for food elsewhere.

As it departs, Zara moves over to the crack to steal a glance at the monster, her eyes going wide as she lays eyes on it.

She and I sit there in silence, clinging to each other while the howling grows fainter and fainter. Then, after a while, there is only the sound of our breathing and the faint rustle of the wind. We are, for the moment at least, alone once more.

"What was that thing?" Zara whispers, voice trembling.

"No idea," I reply, voice equally quiet.

"I've read at least a dozen books on the R'Laar," she says. "Not once have I ever come across anything like that."

I don't respond. There are no words I can offer as we sit there beneath the rock.

After a few minutes, Zara continues. "Now what do we do? I don't want to go out there while those things are wandering about."

"I think we found our shelter for the night," I say quietly. "Let's wait for daybreak, then see if things are safe. At the very least, we should be able to see them coming in the light of day." It's not a perfect plan, but it's better than nothing.

Zara lets out a small sigh and nestles up close to me, resting at the back of our miniature cave. It feels strange, bedding down outside of the Arc, but I find myself feeling grateful that I am not alone.

Whatever the morning brings, at least we will be together.

Closing my eyes, I attempt to find some sleep. Although, something tells me it is not going to be a very restful night.
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Chapter Seven

Zara
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The morning sun rises, bringing light to the world and ushering in our first day on this side of the Arc.

Hesitantly, we push away the rocks and emerge from our hole, muscles protesting from being cramped for so many hours. Sleep had been impossible to come by, and not only because of the uncomfortable nature of our accommodations. The howls of the creatures had persisted throughout the night, only finally vanishing as dawn’s light crept over the horizon.

I follow Owyn out into the ravine, blinking against the change in brightness. It looks like a completely different world from the one I had imagined in the night, its appearance much less sinister.

The hills are dry and arid, a desert unlike anything found in Tarsynium. Rocks and tangled thickets of brush cover the ground, adding some variation to the dusty brown dirt that comprises these hills. Above, the sun grows gradually brighter as it climbs into the sky, and the air is surprisingly hot, despite it being early morning.

“I think it’s safe,” Owyn says, his posture becoming less tense as he steps away from the rocky overhang. “We appear to be alone.”

“Perhaps those things are nocturnal,” I suggest, picking my way through the thorny brush.

“My thoughts exactly,” he replies. He stops and looks around, apparently trying to figure out our location. “I think the Arc is that way.” He points in one direction, then looks up, using his hand to shield his eyes from the sun. “Judging by the position of the sun, I’d say that way is north, and that way is west.” He points in two other directions.

“Where do you think we should go?”

He shrugs. “One place is as good as any,” he replies. “So long as we have decent shelter.”

I swallow, throat feeling parched. “There are other, more pressing concerns I think. Like getting water and food.”

He grimaces. “That may prove difficult. These hills look like they haven’t seen rain for months.” He kicks a small stone, sending up a cloud of dust to prove his point. “Water will attract food, and if anywhere is going to have water, it’s these ravines.”

Gesturing in a random direction, I say, “Shall we begin exploring, then?”

He nods, and we immediately begin wandering through these rough and barren hills.

The way is much easier to traverse in the daylight, though this introduces a slew of other problems as well. The higher the sun climbs, the hotter it becomes, scorching the land mercilessly as we try to keep to shadier paths. Why in the Light is it so hot? I find myself thinking, wiping away a bead of sweat from the side of my face. It’s winter inside the Arc of Radiance. Shouldn’t the seasons function similarly out here?

The more I think about it, though, the more it sort of makes sense. Radiant shields, especially those conjured by powerful mages, are meant to preserve. Everything within the shield is maintained and protected by the magic, preventing outside influences from causing harm. Whatever malign influences that have destroyed this outside world have been kept out by the Arc, leaving Tarsynium preserved. I suspect the transformation of this land has something to do with the demon’s magic, which appears to suck the life out of all living things.

We continue on for what seems like hours, pushing through brambles and climbing over dusty stones. My robes soon become ripped and tattered, my skin scraped and bloody.

Owyn and I talk little as we go, the gravity of the situation weighing down on us. We are exiles now, in a hostile realm ruled by demonic monsters. It is not the sort of thing you survive.

My stomach growls, a long, empty wail that seems to echo through the hills.

I can feel myself start to blush. “Sorry,” I say awkwardly as Owyn looks back over his shoulder.

“It’s alright,” he replies. “I’m hungry too.”

I pause, using this as an opportunity to catch my breath. “Do you think we’ll be able to find anything out here? I mean, it’s called the wastes for a reason.”

He hesitates before responding, eyebrows knitting together. “I think so. I mean, those creatures last night have been able to survive out here, so that means there must be a food source. Also, these,” he crouches down and touches one of the short, thorny bushes. “There has to be some water here, otherwise these plants wouldn’t be able to survive.”

I nod, though his words do little to ease my worry. This is a land we know nothing about. How can we hope to live out here?

We continue onward, falling back into a grim silence.

After what seems like hours, we stumble into a narrow valley between two particularly large hills. The vegetation grows thicker here, though the hills themselves are just as drab as the rest of the area. As we approach, something reflects the light of the sun, which has grown hotter the longer we have walked.

“Water!” I declare, pointing excitedly.

Owyn grins, picking up his pace as we rush toward the spot at the bottom of the valley.

Sure enough, resting in a shallow depression in the rock is a small pool of crystal clear water. It is no more than one feet deep at its center, and is perhaps ten feet in diameter, stretching in an uneven circle.

As we draw near, I have to resist the urge to plunge my hands into the water and start thirstily lapping it up. My biological lessons at the Academy immediately come to mind, reminding me of pathogens known to make people sick.

“Do you think it’s safe to drink?” I ask Owyn, who crouches down and examines the water with a critical eye.

“I think so,” he says after a moment, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

“What makes you so sure?”

He points to the center of the pool. “You see those ripples?”

I squint my eyes, only just now noticing small, almost imperceptible ripples undulating on the water’s surface. I nod my head.

“That means it’s a natural spring,” he replies. “Which makes sense, considering how dry it is out here. Any rain water, if it ever does rain, would quickly dry up. But underground springs would remain unaffected. That must be what’s feeding these plants.”

“I would be more fascinated if I wasn’t so thirsty,” I reply dryly, crouching down beside him. Reaching down, I dip my fingers into it, and am surprised to find that it is fairly cold.

Owyn is less tentative than I am. He dips his whole hand in and cups some water, bringing it up to his mouth and slurping loudly.

I quirk an eyebrow at him. “How is it?”

He grins. “Delicious.”

Too thirsty to argue, I cup my own hand and take a drink, letting the cool liquid wash over my parched tongue. It tastes divine, clean and crisp like snow melt, only not quite as cold. We spend the next several minutes noisily drinking our fill, then wash off our hands and faces, further cooling us down.

Sighing in contentment, I sit back on the rock, forgetting for a moment my hunger and my fear at being in the wastes. Something small like fresh water can really boost one’s morale.

“We still need to find more permanent shelter,” Owyn says after a moment. “Preferably away from this spring.”

“Why’s that?”

“This could be the only source of water for miles,” he replies, picking up a small pebble and tossing it in. “That means animals will use it for drinking.”

I grimace, eying the small pool. Suddenly, the thought of sharing the same water with one of those horrid creatures makes my stomach churn.

“We’ll stay close enough that we can easily sneak down here for a drink, but I think we should keep our distance.”

“Alright,” I say grudgingly, pushing myself to my feet. Continuing on in the hot sun is the last thing I want to do right now, but he has a point. “Let’s get going then.”

We stray from the spring, moving out of the valley and into a ravine that seems to split one of the hills in two. It is narrow, but fairly shaded, with plenty of ledges and overhanging bushes. More importantly, however, is the small cave at the end, which appears tall enough to allow even Owyn to stand up inside.

Creeping into the ravine, the two of us pause outside of the cave.

“This looks like a good place,” I whisper, pointing. “But do you think anything else has claimed it?”

“I’m not sure,” he replies. He creeps forward, looking at everything from the dirt beneath his feet to the brambles he passes, but does not linger too long over any one detail. He pauses at the mouth of the cave, peering inside. “I don’t see any sign of an animal,” he says quietly, looking over his shoulder at me, “but I want to be certain before we settle down. I wouldn’t want to wake up to find a darkhound chewing on my leg.”

“Lovely,” I reply dryly. “Now I am going to have nightmares.”

He cautiously steps inside, picking up a rock to use as self-defense. Then he disappears, completely vanishing into the darkness.

I stand there uneasily, waiting for him to return. I feel exposed out here, even in this little ravine, and a light breeze rushes through the stony valley, rustling my hair. You better not die in there, you great lummox, I think nervously. I will not be left out here to fend for myself alone.

Finally, he emerges, unharmed and smiling. “It’s empty,” he declares, no longer bothering to lower his voice. “It goes pretty deep, but there is nothing in there but sand.”

“Perfect,” I reply, feeling relieved.

Making my way to the mouth of the cave, I stand beside Owyn and peer inside. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust, but when they do, I can make out a semi-circular chamber with a floor of grit and sand. Farther back, the cave closes off, becoming increasingly narrow until nothing but a small crack lies at the end. The air is cooler inside, almost to the point of being cold, and it feels like the first safe place we have encountered since being exiled.

“Home sweet home,” he says beside me, offering a grim smile.

“So, we now have water and shelter,” I say after a moment, stepping inside and looking out into the valley. “Not bad for our first day.”

Owyn glances up at the sun. “Still a few hours of daylight left. I bet we can accomplish more.”

I let out an exhausted sigh. “You never stop to rest, do you?”

He chuckles. “Not in a survival situation. Next, we’ll need to find some wood for a fire. It’ll keep us warm at night and help us cook food... if we manage to find any.”

Holding my empty hands out in front of me, I give him a meaningful look. “In case you weren’t aware, I don’t have my talisman with me. How do you suggest we make a fire?”

He gives me an odd look. “Zara, I’ve trained as a ranger.”

“And?”

“And... I’d be a sorry excuse for a ranger if I couldn’t light my own fires. Come on.” He walks out of the cave, going back into the hot, dry air. I let out a huff of exasperation, reluctantly leaving the cool cave to go after him.

Next, we set to work gathering the thorny branches of brambles nearby, carrying the dead twigs to the back of the ravine and piling them inside of our little shelter. Fortunately, it isn’t long until we have a large pile. Owyn then sets out immediately trying to light a fire, digging a small pit and placing within it a pile of the smallest twigs. He removes a small, polished stone from a hidden pocket in his breeches then pulls off his belt, which causes me to blush and glance away. He seems completely oblivious to the awkwardness of the situation, which makes me feel foolish. Using the metal of his belt buckle, he strikes the stone repeatedly, producing a small shower of sparks until the kindling begins to smoke.

“Well done!” I exclaim, scooting closer as he bends down and begins blowing gently on the embers.

After a few tries the embers ignite, crackling and popping as a small fire comes to life.

Together, we feed the small fire until it grows into a decent blaze, warming the air and casting a flickering light onto the cave walls. The sight of the flames is comforting, reminding me of civilization, and comforting me with the promise of night that wouldn’t be spent entirely in darkness.

“I told you I could do it,” he mutters, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye and smirking.

“Forgive me for doubting you, oh great pyrotechnic one,” I reply sarcastically, giving him a small smile. “Your wisdom and magnitude shall not be questioned again.”

“Good,” he replies, his smirk becoming a self-satisfied grin. “See that it isn’t.”

We share a laugh, then set off to work once more, fortifying the entrance to our cave so that the light of the fire will be obscured at night. Together, we move a large rock and pull up bushes, creating a kind of barrier to cover the front. When we finally finish, the sun begins its final descent to the horizon.

Standing outside of the cave, I watch as the sky gradually darkens from orange to violet, then finally to a dusky blue. The light of the stars begins to shine, tentatively coming out to brighten the night.

Just as I am about to head inside, I hear something rustling down at the mouth of the canyon, a sound like stones crumbling. Then, my blood chills as a howl rips through the air.

One of the demons has apparently returned... and now, we are trapped in the dead end of a ravine.

"Owyn," I hiss, rushing back to the mouth of the cave. "I think we are in trouble!"
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Chapter Eight

Owyn
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I leap to my feet, slipping past Zara to step outside of the cave.

There, at the entrance to our ravine is the same quill demon that had been searching for us the night before. “Hells,” I curse, ducking down to avoid being seen. The enormous creature is standing still, swinging its head in the same side-to-side manner as it had last night.

“Do you think it saw me?” Zara whispers behind me.

“Not sure,” I reply, keeping a wary eye on the thing from behind a rock.

What I wouldn’t give for some of Zara’s magefyre right about now, I think to myself, silently cursing the men who had disarmed us. My hatchet and a good bow would be helpful as well.

A few tense minutes pass, neither of us talking as the demon stands there. Then, like a lumbering lizard, it begins making its way to the back of the ravine.

“Damn it,” I swear, tone hushed. “It’s coming right for us.”

“What do we do?” Zara sounds frightened, her eyes growing wide.

“The only thing we can do,” I reply. “We need to find a way to kill it.”

“Kill it?” She asks, incredulous. “With what? Sticks and stones?”

“If necessary, yes,” I mutter, searching about the cave for anything we can use. Not finding anything particularly useful, I turn to Zara. “Try to make some kind of a torch,” I whisper. “We have fire... we might as well use it. Maybe it will frighten that thing away.”

“Alright,” she replies, bending down to gather up our pile of kindling sticks. “What are you going to do?”

“Distract it,” I reply, making my way back to the mouth of the cave.

The demon is getting closer, its large, spiny body climbing over rocks at a steady pace. It’s going to smell the fire, I think to myself, searching for a path to run. If it makes it up here, we are going to be trapped like rats in this cave. I am uncertain about whether or not the beast will be able to fit inside of cave’s entrance, but I do not intend to find out.

Before Zara can object, I pick up a rock and leap from my hiding spot, winding up and throwing it as hard as I can. The small stone soars through the air and hits the thing right on the back with a dull thud.

“Hey!” I shout, waving my arms wildly. “Look over here, you big ugly brute!”

The demon looks up at me and lets out an otherworldly howl, red eyes blazing.

I immediately take off running, picking out a path on the hill leading away from Zara and the cave. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see the creature begin to move, twisting its body and scrambling toward my position. The sun has almost completely set, presenting another danger of tripping and falling, but time spent training as a ranger in the forests of Tarsynium has fortunately given me nimble feet.

Running up the hill and clambering up a large boulder, I look behind me to see that the quill demon has quickly closed the distance between us, moving extremely fast for a beast of that size. I curse, quickly taking another path as the demon leaps, wedge-shaped mouth snapping.

It misses, eating a mouthful of dirt as I run the other way. My heart begins to pound in my chest, and I start to berate myself for not finding a makeshift weapon earlier in the day.

Sharp spine-like quills begin to fall around me, thudding like arrows onto the rocks as the creature launches them from its body. I curse as one narrowly misses the side of my head, ducking down behind a small cluster of bushes. When I hear the creature on the move once again, I jump back into action, sprinting in a twisting path to confuse it.

Zara emerges from the cave carrying an improvised torch made from kindling, waving the flaming thing above her head like a beacon. “Hey, you big ugly brute!” She shouts, getting its attention. “Why don’t you come try me instead?”

The beast stops and turns its hideous head, letting out another roar as it considers which prey to pursue. Taking this pause as an opportunity, I search about frantically for something – anything – I can use as a weapon.

As jagged fist-sized stone catches my eye, and I quickly snatch it up, turning to face the quill demon. Only when I turn it is no longer there. It is scrambling down the hill in a straight line for Zara.

“Crazy girl,” I mutter, jumping back into an all-out run. “Zara!” I call out a second later, voice echoing in the ravine. “Run! It shoots its quills like arrows!”

Fortunately, she heeds my warning and begins to run away, diving for cover as it begins to shoot quills at her. Then, when the shooting stops, she continues weaving her way across the uneven terrain.

Got to bring that thing down, I think, trying to come up with a way to kill it.

I spot a boulder on a nearby ledge and get an idea, running toward it before I can have a chance to second-guess myself. “Bring it this way, Zara! I have an idea!”

She actually manages to move fairly quickly despite the fact she is wearing those long mage robes, nimbly dashing over the stony ground. When the demon gets close she hurls the torch, which flares to life as it ignites some nearby bushes. This buys her time, as the creature rears up, shrieking angrily at the flames.

As I climb up the ledge she races to my position, and I reach down, pulling her up beside me. As we do so the demon reorients itself, breaking away from the fire and focusing its attention on both of us.

It then scrambles forward, making its way up the hill and howling as it reaches the bottom of the ledge.

Using its tail like a spear, it lashes out, stabbing at us with its wicked barb from below like a scorpion. Zara screams and two of us dodge, narrowly avoiding being pierced to death.

There is a brief pause as the demon retracts its tail, getting ready for another attack, and this is when I decide to spring my trap. Rushing forward, I use my shoulder to shove against the boulder with all of my might, once, twice, three times. My shoulder flares with pain but my efforts pay off as the great stone budges. It groans, grinding against the stone ledge as it slips and tumbles, falling down onto the demon’s unsuspecting head with a crunch.

Then everything becomes still.

Tentatively, the two of us lean out over the ledge to see for sure if we had managed to kill it. To our relief, only its lower half is visible protruding from beneath the boulder, its legs twitching oddly.

“Light almighty above,” Zara breathes, letting out a small laugh and smiling. “I can’t believe that actually worked!”

“Me neither,” I reply tiredly, sinking down to sit on the ledge.

Gazing out at the narrow ravine, I watch as the fire smolders down to a few glowing embers. Luckily, the spindly bushes do not take long to burn out, otherwise the whole hill might have caught fire.

“That was good work with the torch,” I say after a moment, glancing at her as she settles down next to me. “It almost had me before you intervened.”

“I thought both of us were dead,” she admits shakily.

We make our way down from the ledge, approaching the demon's corpse slowly in case it isn't actually dead. After a few seconds we relax, though, when the thing does not stir.

The trap had done its job well, killing it almost instantly by crushing its skull.

Reaching down, I pull out one of the demon's quill-like spines, cutting a small gash in my palm in the process. It isn't a deep cut, but it stings fiercely. I'll have to take care to keep it from getting infected.

The spine itself is almost like a dagger, made from a chitinous material that is hard as steel. Using a bit of cloth for a handle, I should be able to turn the thing into a fairly useful tool.

Upon closer inspection, the head and chest of the creature seem to have been completely crushed by the boulder, leaving the lower half in relatively decent shape. Blood has begun to pool beneath it on the stones, black, oily stuff similar to what comes out of gorgons. On sudden impulse I crouch back down, using the improvised quill-knife to cut into the creature's flank.

"What are you doing?" Zara asks, crinkling up her nose.

"The last thing we need to survive is food," I reply, slicing off a chunk of its flesh. "This thing has plenty of meat on it... I say that we cook it."

Zara makes a gagging sound and shakes her head emphatically. "That's disgusting, Owyn! Under no circumstances will I actually eat a demon!"

"Don't be such a baby," I reply, standing up. In one hand I hold the spine and in the other I hold a bloody hunk of meat. "It's either this or risk starving to death."

"I'll take my chances," she says stubbornly, pointedly looking away from my blood-dripping prize.

We make our way back to the cave, settling down beside the fire pit and nursing it back to life. Once the blaze is fully renewed, I find a flat rock and place it in the coals, cutting the meat into strips and laying them down to cook. Soon, the rock is sizzling as juices run off of it and into the fire, sending up tendrils of smoke.

It actually smells quite good.

Pinching one of the strips of meat between my forefinger and thumb, I pick it up and blow on it before shoving it into my mouth. Zara shakes her head in disgust but I ignore her, chewing thoughtfully on the cooked flesh. It is tough without being foul or rubbery. In fact, it tastes surprisingly good, especially after going so long without any food.

I swallow, then glance over at Zara.

"Well," she asks, looking like she is about to be sick. "How is it?"

"It's still early," I reply with a small smile, "but I don't feel like I've been poisoned."

"How does it taste?"

My smile widens into a full-fledged grin. "It tastes like pork."

She bites her lip, looking from me to the other strips of meat sizzling on the rock. I can tell she is conflicted by the way the corners of her eyes pinch together, her stomach no doubt protesting from lack of food. Finally, she lets out a long sigh, leaning forward and picking up a piece for herself. "If it does end up being poisonous, at least we will die together." Then, hesitantly, she puts it in her mouth.

I watch as she chews, noting how her entire body seems to relax. "Oh, Light," she murmurs while she chews. "That's actually really good."

Chuckling, I reach down and grab another strip of meat, popping it into my mouth and relishing the taste.

Within minutes, the grease-covered stone is completely empty.

"I'll have to go out and cut away as much of the meat as I can," I say after a moment, leaning against the cold, rough wall of the cave. "That way we can cure it in the sun to keep it from spoiling. Maybe I can even build an oven out of stones so I can smoke it."

"What I wouldn't give for some freshly baked bread," Zara says wistfully, settling down against the wall opposite me. "Maybe a glass of red wine to wash it all down."

"Demon meat will have to do for now," I reply dryly.

We chat amiably for a time, watching the fire slowly die down. Eventually though, we decide to go to sleep. The events of the last few days have left us both drained and exhausted.

Laying side by side in the sand near the back of the cave, we drift off to sleep. The last thing I remember is her snuggling up next to me and me wrapping her up in my arms.
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Chapter Nine

Zara
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The hot sun rises on yet another day outside the Arc of Radiance.

I blink, pushing myself up from the sand as rays of light filter in from the entrance of the cave. Ash-covered embers smolder in our fire pit, sending up wisps of smoke to be carried outside, and already I can feel the temperature starting to rise.

Another day living in desolation.

Yawning, I brush the sand off of my face and out of my hair, standing up and walking stiffly over to the exit. Owyn is gone, but that is not too out of the ordinary – the bloody ranger is always up at the crack of dawn and busying himself with some odd task or another.

As I step outside, I can already feel beads of sweat start to prickle on my forehead. The landscape ahead is as dry and desolate as ever.

Down below, near the bottom of the ravine, Owyn crouches down with his back to me, working away at something in the bushes. His clothing, like mine, is dusty and torn, and his posture indicates soreness, like he had slept wrong on his back.

Sighing, I head back into the cave, settling down next to the fire and attempting to nurse the embers back to life with a stick. The coals stir easy enough and I feed them some broken twigs, the kindling bringing the fire back. Within minutes I have a crackling blaze, and I then begin picking through our meager stockpile, searching for something to eat.

In addition to the strips of dried meat Owyn had cured, we managed to find edible roots and tough little berries from the thorny bushes of this region. These we collected on a large, flat stone near the back of the cave. It’s been days since our fight with the quill demon, and even its considerable size has not been enough to sustain us. The meat he was able to salvage has almost all been eaten, and the roots and berries, though no doubt nourishing, are hard to come by in this harsh desert environment.

Unfortunately, not much remains of our stores.

I pick up a few berries and let out another sigh, popping them into my mouth and leaning against the cool stone of the cave wall.

At least we’re still alive, I remind myself silently. It could be much, much worse.

No more demons have come to our little ravine since that first night. There have been a few close calls, their howls echoing most nights through the hills and keeping us awake, but so far we have been safe. They don’t seem to be as active during the heat of the day.

I lose myself in thought for a time, resting in the shade of the cave and waiting for Owyn to finish his self-imposed chores. After what feels like an hour, the ranger’s apprentice makes his way inside, drenched in sweat and carrying a length of rope woven from the fibers of a thorn bush.

He glances at me and gives me a small smile, then squats down and busies himself tying the rope into a knot. “Good, you’re up. I need your help setting some of these traps.”

I return the smile, though in truth, it feels forced.

Owyn has grown increasingly distant of late, focusing more on ranger survivalism than on exchanging pleasantries with me. The romance that we had felt between us before we were captured seems to have been snuffed out, stifled by being exiled to this harsh environment.

“Actually,” I say after a moment, choosing my words carefully, “I was hoping that we could head back to the Arc. I’d like to try another way to open up a hole.”

He grunts but does not look up from his work. “It’s dangerous, Zara. Besides, we need to get these traps set if we want any more food. There are desert mice out there, but they’re bloody hard to snare.”

I feel a stab of annoyance at his tone, though I try not to let it show on my face.

One of the quirks about the Arc failing is the randomness at which holes appear. They show up in all shapes and sizes, manifesting in odd places and times. Many demons, gorgons and darkhounds included, wait daily along its perimeter hoping for a way to get inside. This makes it extremely dangerous to get near the thing. The last time we went, we were almost discovered by a roving band of gorgons – only Owyn’s quick thinking managed to save us from being captured or killed.

“I still think it’s worthwhile for us to try,” I reply at length. “What’s the point of surviving out here if we can’t get back inside?”

“What’s the point of dying from starvation while we’re trying to figure out a way inside?” Owyn fires back, annoyance creeping into his voice. “I want to get out of here just as much as you do, Zara. But we need to take time to prepare. Besides, aren’t you the one always talking about how the Arc is going to completely fail anyway?”

“We don’t know when that will be,” I say in exasperation. “It could be tomorrow, it could be six months from now. That’s what makes this situation so dangerous. Every day we spend in this wasteland is a day we could be preparing the kingdom for the inevitable.”

He grunts and returns to his work, turning away from me and fiddling with the fibrous rope. Under his breath I can hear him muttering something about work needing to be done.

“Fine,” I reply, forcing away all emotion and trying to be like a mage, cold and logical. “Arguing like this is stupid, and it doesn’t accomplish anything. We can both get what we want out of the day, we just need to compromise.”

He glances over at me but does not offer a response.

“I’ll help you with the traps and gathering water, and whatever other chore you deem necessary, and you’ll come with me to take another look at the Arc this afternoon. Deal?”

He hesitates, then finally nods. “We’ll have to hurry if we’re going to get everything done, but... deal. Let’s get started.”

I walk over to where he is crouching, taking the makeshift snares as he proffers them to me. My fingers, more slender than his beefy ones, are better suited to tying the miniature traps, and he busies himself with the demon quill, using it to carve some wood.

Time moves slowly as the day wears on, the heat of the sun radiating the hills and causing both of us to sweat profusely. I feel dirty and grimy and hungry, but I spend most of my time inside my own head as I work, focusing my mental energy on a way to get us out of this mess.

Perhaps there’s a way to manipulate the energies of the Arc, I think, going over the mechanics in my mind. If I could somehow trick the Arc, create some kind of disturbance in the flow of the radiant magic, then perhaps I could open up a hole at will. It would be risky. Dealing with a power as great as the Arc of Radiance is always risky without the aid of artifice. However, we don’t have very much choice in the matter. Of course, all of this is pointless unless I can somehow get my hands on a source crystal...

That always seems to be the setback. A mage without a talisman is useless, like a knight without his sword.

Disarmed. Impotent. Useless.

I settle glumly back into the rhythm of work, walking along narrow trails in our ravine and setting traps while Owyn shores up the defenses of our cave. They are menial tasks, but even I must admit that they are important for our survival.

Hours pass, along with my patience as we tarry on. My fingers hurt from foraging for berries among the thorn bushes, and my back aches from sleeping in a cave and from constantly bending over. Owyn seems to work like a pack horse, moving from one task to the next without as much as a peep of complaint.

In truth, it is more than a little aggravating.

Finally, Owyn relents in his ranger’s responsibilities and allows for the two of us to make the long trek to the edge of the Arc. We fill up on as much water as we can drink from the spring, then set off, hiking through the hills and sticking to cover as much as possible.

We move slowly, cautiously watching for any signs of demons, but fortunately nothing jumps out at us. The big, frightening monsters only seem to come out when the sun goes down.

I find myself wishing that we could shelter closer to the Arc. Then, if any gaps were to suddenly appear in its surface, we would be able to quickly rush through. However, I remind myself that Owyn wasn’t exaggerating when talking about the dangers of being too close to the edge. Even if we were able to spot an opening within reach, chances are that there would be demons attempting to get through as well.

Yes, I think, walking behind Owyn as we make our way into another small valley, we’re going to have to figure out another way for us to get back.

We descend into the valley and begin climbing our way to the top, trudging through brambles and uneven terrain. More than once I am forced to hold onto the ranger’s arm to avoid tumbling down the rocks to my death. When we reach the top, I can see the vast dome of energy rising up before us, signaling the end of our journey.

“I’m going to scout ahead,” Owyn whispers as we crouch down behind a boulder. “Make sure the coast is clear. Wait here for me to get back.”

“Alright,” I reply, settling down behind the great rock.

He pulls out his quill-dagger and sets off, slinking silently toward the Arc like a shadow, moving from cover to cover.

I comb my fingers through my tangled, filthy hair as I wait, nervously praying that no demons are lurking about nearby. Light send that the way is safe. I would hate for this trip to be wasted.

Suddenly, I hear some rocks shift in the valley below, and a bit of movement catches my eye. Turning toward the source of the disturbance, I catch a glimpse of something moving around not twenty paces away, ghosting through the brush like a wraith.

“Light almighty,” I whisper, picking up a rock and clutching it close to my chest in fear. “What was that?”

For a moment there is silence, then I hear the sound again, like someone creeping about down below, disturbing the crumbling rocks.

I hold the rock up as if to throw it, waiting for a darkhound or some other monstrosity to lunge out of hiding, but instead my eyes grow wide, mouth dropping open in surprise as a figure emerges from behind a cleft in the hill. It is not a darkhound or any other demon I have ever seen before.

It is a young boy, perhaps thirteen or fourteen years old.

He is dressed in a strange sack-cloth garb and wearing his dark hair long about his shoulders, and he moves like a wild thing, always on the lookout for a predator.

He looks up, seeing me crouching on the hill above him, and freezes, staring at me with eyes that appear to be just as surprised as mine.

Time seems to stand still, the two of us staring at each other, and for a moment, he looks as if he is about to speak. Then, Owyn's voice calls out from behind me.

"We're safe for now," he declares, without fear of being overheard. "There doesn't seem to be any demons around here."

The youth tenses, then bolts, dashing behind some rocks and vanishing from sight. 
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Chapter Ten

Owyn
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"Wait!" Zara shouts, her voice sounding concerned. "Come back!"

Confused, I jog over to where she is hiding behind the boulder, bringing up my makeshift dagger in case of danger.

I find her standing up, looking down into the valley with her hand outstretched, a look of shock and eagerness on her face. Upon seeing me, her eyebrows pinch together and she begins gesturing wildly below. "There was someone down there!" She says excitedly, pointing to a spot a several paces away. "A young boy – an actual person!"

Quirking an eyebrow, I look into the valley skeptically. "A person?" I ask. "Are you certain?"

She nods emphatically. "We have to go after him! Maybe he can help!"

"If there's another person out here, he is probably a dangerous criminal," I reply. "That's the only reason anyone is ever exiled."

"A boy criminal?" She demands, getting heated. "He's getting away... we have to go after him!"

With that she takes off down the hill, going dangerously fast down the treacherous hillside. Groaning inwardly, I rush after her, if anything to keep her from plummeting to her death.

We make our way quickly down the hill, descending into a gulch littered with red-colored stones. There, surprisingly, I see the tell-tale sign of footprints marring the dirt. Alright, I concede to myself, following the trail. Maybe she wasn't seeing things after all.

The footprints, smaller than a fully-grown man, wind through the gulch and into another ravine, going around another hill in a direction opposite of our shelter.

When we jog around the corner, I spot someone climbing up one of the hills.

Skidding to a halt, I grab Zara by the arm and pull her behind a gnarled stand of bushes.

"He's going to get away," she complains, but I raise my finger to my lips, indicating that she should be quiet.

"I'm a ranger, remember?" I whisper quietly. "I'll be able to track him. We shouldn't let him know that we are on his trail, though, because there could be others. We don’t know if they'll be friendly."

She opens her mouth to protest, then hesitates as my words sink in. Finally, she nods her head in agreement. "Fine," she replies more quietly. "We'll track him. But we do it today. There are still several hours left before the sun goes down, and I don't want to lose him."

The thought of being stranded in these hills at night with no shelter makes me feel uneasy, but I reluctantly agree. Zara can be bloody difficult to reason with when she sets her mind to something.

We wait for several long minutes as the strange boy climbs over the hill. When he vanishes over the top we emerge from our hiding place, creeping along the trail cautiously, careful not to make too much noise. The lad’s footprints, while difficult to follow at times, still provide a decent enough track to follow as we make our way through the hills.

Things become increasingly tricky as Zara and I crest the top of the hill. If we simply walk down the other side while he is in the valley, we risk being seen and our cover blown. This forces us to take things more slowly, and for me to scout ahead to make sure that he is out of sight.

The hours grow long as we follow his path, winding through the rocks and brush in a dizzying path. There are times when I am sure he is on to us, his path so twisting that it makes me think he is trying to lose us, but in the end my ranger skills win out.

The way always remains clear to me.

Eventually, it comes to a point when I begin to worry that we will not have enough time to make it back to our shelter before nightfall. As we come to the top of another hill, I motion for Zara to stop.

“We need to start heading back,” I say softly. “He's leading us on a wild goose chase.”

She looks up at the sky and bites her lip, clearly concerned by the lateness of the hour.

“Just a bit longer,” she says at last. “I have a feeling that we are getting close.”

I let out a sigh and shake my head. “Close to what, Zara? Right now, I don’t have any clue where we are!”

She looks as if she is about to reply when she glances over my shoulder, apparently seeing something behind me. Her eyes go wide and she points, causing me to look in that direction.

On the hill opposite us there is a cluster of rag-wearing people, scrawny and struggling to lift a large rock up out of the dirt.

I immediately fall into a crouch behind some bushes, prompting Zara to do the same.

They look like they’re workers of some kind, I think, squinting to try and make out the details. Why would they be toiling to gather rocks?

Keeping low, I begin to creep closer to get a better look into the valley. Below, I discover there are even more of these people, milling about around a flat-bed wagon laden with rocks of every size. There are dozens of these people, all with the same scraggly hair and dull-colored clothing, their postures bent and unassuming.

“Light almighty,” Zara whispers beside me. “They look like a bunch of slaves!”

“Yeah,” I reply uneasily. “I was thinking the same thing.”

We become so engrossed in watching these people labor that I fail to notice something sneaking up to us on our right side.

I twist, bringing up my quill-like dagger, only to realize that it is the same boy we had been following, his eyes wide with surprise and wonder.

“Ah, Hells,” I mutter, feeling like a fool for not paying enough attention to my surroundings.

“Bego’nalar!” The youth shouts, his voice echoing throughout the valley. “Har birimiz, bego’na odamlar bizni topdilar!”

Everyone in the valley stops what they are doing, gazing up at us at the top of the hill. Everything grows deadly quiet, an uncomfortable feeling washing over me.

"Owyn," Zara asks, her voice sounding unsure. "What do we do now?"

"I'm not sure," I admit, glancing from the boy to the people gathered below.

"Har kim!" The youth continues, seemingly excited by our presence. "Dunyodan chegara! Biz ularni uyimizga qaytarishimiz kerak!" He strides up to us, completely unafraid, and offers a hand to Zara, which she takes uncertainly, getting up from our cover.

We'll just go along with it, I suppose, I think to myself begrudgingly, pushing myself up to my feet. But if I catch even a whiff of trouble, I'm getting the two of us out of here.

The young man beams, not letting go of Zara's hand and leading her down the hill to where the rest of his people are gathered.

I follow behind them warily.

The slaves, if that is indeed what they are, look even scawnier than they had from a distance, their skin tanned by the sun and their limbs thin and spindly. They, unlike the boy, seem to regard us with fear, avoiding eye contact when we draw near and even shying away.

One of the men, who appears to be a few years younger than Elias, breaks away from the rest and approaches us, fixing the young boy with a look of concern.

"Bu musofirlarni bu erga keltirib nima qilding?" He says, phrasing the strange words like a question. "Siz qonunni bilasiz."

"Ular xavfli emas, otasi," the boy replies eagerly. "Va unga qarang... u chiroyli!"

The man shakes his greying head, looking over the two of us with a deep frown. "Biz ularni yuborishimiz kerak."

The boy's eyes widen in horror, and he shakes his head vehemently. "Yo'q, otasi! Agar biz ularni yuborsak, o'lishlari kerak!"

The older man crosses his arms, staring the boy down sternly.

"Men ularni yubormaslikka ruxsat bermayman," the boy continues earnestly, clutching Zara's hand tighter. "Ular bizga yordam berishi mumkin!"

The two stare at each other for a long moment, until the older man eventually deflates. He sighs, gazing over his shoulder at the other people and then up at the darkening sky.

"Yaxshi, o'g'lim," he says at length, throwing his hands up into the air in defeat. "Kun kechikkan. Uyga qaytishi kerak biz bilan olib keling."

The boy brightens, a smile splitting his sun-darkened face. He then turns to Zara and says in a gleeful tone, "Otam siz bilan biz bilan kelishi mumkinligini aytadi!"

"I think... this is a good thing?" She says, looking at me uncertainly.

Then, the group of slaves begins to depart, carrying their burden of rocks and trudging away with bent backs. The youth begins to pull Zara along, pointing in the direction the people are moving and jabbering excitedly in his language.

"What's happening?" I ask, suddenly worried. Narrowing my eyes, I shoot a suspicious look at the passing slaves, who all shrink away from my gaze.

"I'm not sure," Zara replies, "but I think they are taking us to where they live."

"Don't you think we should investigate a little first before we go off with strangers?"

"I don't think I could shake this one even if I tried," she replies with half a laugh. "Come along, Owyn. These people seem friendly enough."

Grumbling under my breath, I set off after them, falling into step beside Zara and the youth. The others give the three of us a wide berth.

Let's hope that this doesn't end up getting us killed, I think, keeping a hand firmly on the handle of my dagger. Then, we leave the ravine behind, kicking up a trail of dust behind us.
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Chapter Eleven

Zara
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The slave caravan, if that is indeed what it is, makes its way through the hills at a hurried pace, wheels bumping on the uneven terrain as the people walk silently beside it. No beasts of burden pull the rock-filled wagon. Instead, it is pulled by the slaves themselves, a half dozen of them using their sinewy muscles to haul it along.

Many of them cast their eyes about nervously, searching their surroundings as the sky grows darker by the minute.

The young boy, with his wide, dark eyes and his tangled mess of hair, insists on pulling me along by the hand, shooting encouraging smiles at me every so often as we trudge along beside the wagon. Owyn strides just behind me, his hand warily clutching his curving quill dagger.

"I don't like this, Zara," he mumbles, just loud enough for me to hear. "What if these people are leading us into danger?"

Glancing over my shoulder at him, I give him a questioning look. "Aren't you in the least bit curious about who these people are?"

"I'm more interested in keeping us from getting killed," he replies gruffly.

I pause, considering this for a moment, then glance back at him once more. "I don't think these people mean to do us harm. Just look at them – they’re scared to death! We’re probably the first outsiders they’ve ever seen!”

Light almighty above, I think to myself, the realization finally dawning on me. These people must be the remnants of those who were trapped outside when the Arc of Radiance was created! Perhaps they were refugees, fleeing the destruction of their native lands! Suddenly the implications start to spring up in my mind like mushrooms after a forest rainstorm. That's why we can't understand them, I think, growing more excited. Their language has been corrupted! They've been living in isolation out here for over a thousand years! Does that mean that they've been serving the R'Laar this entire time?

My thoughts begin moving quickly, turning like a windmill inside my head. What does a thousand years of servitude do to a society? What remains of their humanity after so long without freedom?

The horror of their situation makes a part of me feel ill, but the scholar in me cannot help but be fascinated by this new information.

We continue on silently through the hills, eventually coming out onto a wide plain just as the sun sinks beneath the horizon. There, just outside of the undulating, rocky hills is an encampment of sorts, spread out like a miniature city. The encampment is comprised mainly of primitive tents, made from skins and rough lengths of wood, and bonfires burn at various places within its borders, causing it to glow with an orange light.

Our caravan heads directly to the center of the encampment, pausing only to deposit the wagon near a massive pile of stones on the outside edge of the tents. Set up around the stones are what appear to be workstations, carrying a wide variety of hammers and other tools. Even in the darkness of night, several huddled figures crack open the rocks, chiseling them and sorting them into piles.

Strange, I think to myself as we pass by. I wonder what they are searching for in those rocks?

Almost everyone stops and stares at us as we make our way through the camp, their expressions ranging from curiosity to outright horror. Some women even usher away their children, as if our mere presence is a profound danger to them.

Keeping my head held high, I allow the youth to continue pulling me forward, following the group we had come with toward the middle of the tent city.

“There’s got to be hundreds of them,” Owyn mutters behind me, sounding awed and a little concerned. “Maybe even thousands. Could there be more of these tribes on this side of the Arc?”

The question, of course, raises other questions inside my head.

Our group stops before a large, open tent ringed by six large fires, its flaps opened wide and revealing a cluster of people sitting on the ground within. Those surrounding us bow their heads reverently as we approach, then stop just before the entrance of the tent. The youth lets go of my hand, and someone behind us pushes Owyn and I forward, giving us a closer view of the people inside.

Each of the six individuals is elderly, with leathery, sun-darkened skin and stark white hair. They wear the same humble clothing as everyone else in the slave camp, but carry themselves with distinction, the weight of responsibility apparent in their gazes.

These must be some sort of tribal elders, I realize, grabbing Owyn by the arm and indicating that we should kneel before them. He does so grudgingly, though he still clutches his makeshift dagger protectively.

One of the elders, an old woman wearing a plain dress, stands up and shuffles forward, looking us over with dark, glittering eyes.

“Bu musofirlarni kim olib keldi?” She utters, her voice sounding raspy like the crumbling of dried leaves.

The man who had argued with the young boy in the hills steps forward, his head bowed low in deference. Judging by his resemblance to the long-haired youth, I assume that he is the boy’s father. “Meni kechir, oqil onam,” he says softly. “Bu mening o'g'lim edi.”

Looking defiant, the boy steps forward to stand beside his father.

The old woman looks at him and asks, “Nima qilding, bola?”

The boy meets her eyes and replies, “Bu odamlarga yordam kerak edi, oqil onam. Bizsiz ular o'lishlari kerak edi.”

Owyn and I eye each other as the three go back and forth in their strange language, a few of the other elders chiming in here and there. They appear to be arguing about something, the tense exchange growing more heated by the second. Perhaps Owyn was right, I think, nervously glancing at the hostile looks of some of the slaves gathered around us. Maybe it was a mistake for us to come here...

Finally, they seem to come to some sort of resolution, the boy and his father taking a step back to stand behind us. The old woman, looking none too pleased, raises a withered hand into the air, indicating that everyone gathered around should be silent. “Bu begona odamlar biz bilan qolishlari mumkin,” she declares in a loud voice. “Agar ular o'zlarini tutishmasa, ular tashlanib ketadilar.”

This seems to have an adverse reaction among the general populace, many of them turning away from the elders and grumbling under their breath. The young boy, however, smiles broadly, rushing up to me and taking hold of my hand once more.

“Ular sizni qoldirishga rozi bo'ldi!” He says excitedly. “Sizni himoya qilamiz.”

He pulls me to my feet and begins leading me away, the untrusting eyes of the old woman following me as I turn away from the open tent.

“I guess we are going this way now,” I say to Owyn, who falls into step behind me. “I think this is a good sign, don’t you?”

He grunts but does not reply, moving like a predator through the camp.

The boy leads us away from the elders with a group of others, guiding us through the camp to one of the bonfires near the edge of the plains. The whole way I can feel the eyes of everyone on us, staring with wide eyes as if we are an entirely different species.

When we reach the fire, the youth motions for us to sit down on a woven mat on the ground, smiling amiably and plopping down beside us.

Then, the crowd which had been following us around disperses, leaving us alone before the crackling flames of the fire. Oddly enough, those who remain seem to be the youngest of the encampment – children and teenagers who regard us with looks of astonishment and even a little excitement. Those that are older, the parents and adults of the slave population, seem to be warier of us, their attitudes cold and unfriendly.

A girl, probably no more than ten years old, sidles up to me, her young face smeared with dirt and her brown eyes wide with amazement. She reaches forward tentatively and touches my mage robes, feeling the blue fabric between her fingers the way a child might feel the downy fur of a kitten for the first time.

When I look over at Owyn, I see that he is receiving similar treatment. A small crowd of boys, ranging from ages eight to fifteen gather around him, examining his leather armor and cloak and whispering to each other quietly. One of them puts forth their fingers and pokes the demon quill he is holding, then yelps and pulls back, illiciting giggles from the others around him.

The long-haired youth, the one who had seemingly plead our case before the elders, shoos the others away and calls out to someone on the other side of the fire. Within a few moments, steaming bowls of food are brought over to us and placed by our feet on the ground.

The boy gestures to bowls and smiles, bringing his hand up to his mouth and miming the act of chewing.

Owyn eyes the bowls uncertainly, but I reach forward and pick one of them up, not wanting to offend them. It smells like boiled barley, with a hint of something pungent that I cannot quite identify.

Not having any utensils to use, I use my index finger and thumb to pick up a bit of the food and bring it up to my lips. Owyn, following my lead, picks up his bowl as well. I place the brownish mash into my mouth and begin to chew, forcing myself not to gag at the strange, bitter taste. After swallowing, I look at the boy and smile. "It's very good. Thank you."

His grin grows even wider.

Owyn sniffs the food and grimaces, lacking the proper diplomacy my years at the Academy have taught me, but starts eating the food without complaint.

I only manage to eat half of the stuff.

The youths around us never take their eyes off of us, whispering to each other in their alien language and some even laughing. They don't seem hostile, merely curious, as if they have never encountered strangers before. In truth, Owyn and I look much different than these people – our clothing, though dirty, is made from quality material, and our skin is extremely fair. Generations of living in this harsh environment have made them darker, and their culture seems much more primitive than that of Tarsynium, as if their entire society has digressed due to their subjugation.

"At least they're friendly," I offer, glancing over at Owyn. He still seems uneasy at having come to this place.

"They were in those hills gathering those rocks for a reason," he says in a low voice. "And did you see their skin? Many of them bear the scars of whip lashes. If these people are slaves, then who are their masters?"

Sure enough, many of the children surrounding us have pale scars marring their bodies. Seeing them makes my heart ache.

Suddenly, several of the youths stand up, turning their attention to the vast plains beyond the encampment. Then, they run into the city of tents, shouting in alarm.

Confused, Owyn and I stand up and look beyond the fire, trying to see what had caused them to be so alarmed. At first, I don't see anything, just miles of desert fields stretching on for as the eye can see, but after a moment I see what caught their attention.

Green lights, glowing like infernal flames.

"The R'Laar," I say, turning to look at Owyn. "It's the R'Laar. They're coming!"
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Chapter Twelve

Owyn
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The glowing green lights grow brighter as the demons approach, causing the encampment to go into an uproar. Children weep and mothers console them as people rush about, gathering on the edge of the tents as if to await the demons to fall upon them.

My ranger instincts immediately kick in, and I fall into a stance protectively beside Zara, brandishing my quill dagger.

"Put that thing away," Zara hisses, pulling away from me as I try to grab her arm. "You're going to cause problems!"

"Problems?" I ask, incredulous. "In case you haven't noticed, an army of demons is bearing down on us as we speak!"

She heaves a sigh and points. "Try to look beyond your own nose for one second. These people are not preparing to fight – they're preparing offerings to give their masters!"

I blink, looking in the direction she is pointing. Sure enough, wicker baskets are being brought forward and laid out on the edge of camp. These baskets are filled with a wide variety of different things, including coarse woven fabrics, odd-looking vegetables, and heaps of grain. Curiously, there seems to be one offering that is much more prevalent than the others: metal. Baskets upon baskets of iron ore and glittering minerals are placed out in front of the crowd, the sheer weight of them forcing as many as three or four slaves to help carry a single basket.

That must be why they were gathering rocks in the hills, I realize, putting away my weapon. They're trying to find metal to give to the demons as a gift.

The shaggy-haired youth and his father return to our side, looking suddenly very worried.

"Yashirish kerak!" The older man says, his voice sounding gruff and not the least bit friendly.

"Ularni oling!" The youth cries, handing the two of us a pair of thick, brown blankets. "Sizni aralashtirishingiz kerak yoki ular sizni o'ldiradi!"

We accept the blankets, and I glance over at Zara, giving her a confused look.

"I think they want us to conceal ourselves with these blankets," she suggests, unfolding one and pulling it over her head like a shawl. "Neither of us exactly blend with the way we're dressed."

Grunting, I do the same, wrapping the itchy fabric around my shoulders in an attempt to cover my rangers cloak and leathers.

Once we are disguised, the youth gives us an encouraging nod. His father, on the other hand, mutters something under his breath and stomps off, going to join the rest of the people gathered on the plains.

Following the boy's lead, we make our way to the back of the crowd, shuffling into the mass of bodies and attempting to appear inconspicuous. Many around us give us strange looks, but the situation is so tense that nobody objects to our presence.

Finally, after what feels like an eternity of waiting, the R'Laar come into view.

They march in a long column, flanked by snarling darkhounds and other creatures that I have not seen before. They are tall and lanky, with pale white skin stretched over sinewy limbs. Their faces are almost entirely featureless except for their glowing red eyes, and instead of fingers on the ends of their hands, they have long, curving hooks that resemble pruning shears.

The bulk of the force seems to be made up of gorgons, many of which are holding flickering balls of green demon fire in their hands, almost the way men would carry torches. In total, there seems to be about fifty demons in the group.

As soon as the procession draws near, everyone in the crowd of slaves drops to their knees, bowing down their heads in reverence. Zara and I quickly follow suit, trying hard to blend in with everyone else. Something tells me that if the demons discover we are from within the Arc, they will either capture us or kill us.

Maybe both.

They come to a halt just before the wicker baskets, not a one on either side uttering so much as a single word. Stealing a glance up, I can see a figure making its way to the front, a gorgon in black and red armor.

Must be some sort of a captain, I determine, dropping my head back down.

"Biz o'zimizning narsalarni olish uchun qaytib keldik," the demon proclaims, its gravelly voice carrying over the large crowd of humans.

Many of the creatures surrounding it snicker and whisper to one another in their odd, guttural tongue.

"Har doimgidek, bir taklif," the gorgon captain continues, striding up to the basket and peering inside. "Keling, bugun biz uchun tayyorlaganingizni ko'rib chiqaylik."

Several of the other gorgons stride forward, letting their fires evaporate as they examine the baskets. They jostle each other and laugh as if all of this is some grand joke. The one in the lead picks up a fistful of grain and sniffs it, then snorts and drops it to the dirt.

No one in the crowd moves or speaks. The terror in the air is almost palpable.

Eventually, the captain motions for the baskets to be taken, many more of the gorgons stepping forward and picking them up. They seem to take special care with the offerings of ore, and do not seem in the least bit encumbered by the weight.

Once all the baskets have been picked up and the demons have fallen back in line, the captain walks up to the edge of the crowd and begins examining the faces of the people with smoldering eyes.

I tense, and I can sense that Zara is nervous as well. If they discover us, what are we going to do? What can we do? My hand strays to my belt, where the quill dagger is hidden, even though to fight would likely be a futile effort.

The captain begins making its way through the crowd, many of the people cringing as it walks close to them. It seems to be searching for something, a wicked sneer adorning its grotesque, mottled face.

It stops not ten paces away from the two of us, resting a hand on the hilt of the curved sword on its belt. Then, it raises a black-nailed finger, pointing to someone kneeling before it.

"Biz ham buni qabul qilamiz!" The gorgon bellows, causing someone to cry out in alarm.

Daringly, I crane my neck to see a pretty young girl looking up at the demon in horror. She looks to be only a few years younger than Zara, and I can see in her eyes the fear accompanying someone who knows they are about to die.

A man beside her jumps to his feet, throwing his arms around her protectively. "Iltimos, bu mening yagona qizim," he cries in a pleading way, voice full of emotion. "Uni mendan olmang!"

In a flash the gorgon draws its sword, then reaches a hand forward to grasp the man around his neck. It lifts the man into the air, causing him to flail wildly in a vain attempt to escape, then rams its sword through his stomach, twisting cruelly and spilling his blood into the dirt.

The girl screams and says the words, "Babi, babi," over and over as the demon drops the man's limp form to the ground. Then, the demon sheaths its sword, grabbing the young girl by the arm and hauling her to her feet.

I clench my fist in anger, watching as the girl is led away, sobbing uncontrollably. Why is no one resisting? I think furiously. These people outnumber these demons five to one!

Nobody moves or speaks as the gorgon returns to the column of demons, the only sound being the crying girl as she led away with them. As quickly as they arrived, the demons begin marching away, their green flames lighting the darkness as they leave with their spoils. The girl's sobs grow fainter and fainter as the demons get further away, until they are nothing but a distant light on the horizon.

Still, nobody dares to move.

Once they are fully gone from sight, the crowd begins to shuffle to its feet, whispering is weary voices as they begin making their way back to their tents. A few people, presumably family and friends, weep softly and see to the body of the fallen man, closing his eyes and mournfully carrying him away.

"What," I ask at length, looking to Zara, "in the Eleven Hells was that all about?"

"I'm not sure," she says softly, taking my hand and standing up. Her face is as pale as milk in the starlight. "But I think I'm beginning to understand why these people are the way that they are."

"They're cowards," I respond, still feeling enraged that no one stood up to that demon.

"No," she replies, pulling her blanket more tightly around her shoulders. "No, I do not think that they are cowards. They have been slaves for more than a thousand years. They've probably been beaten down so many times by the R'Laar that no one dares to fight back. This sort of thing is all they know."

"Still," I say stubbornly after a moment, "they could have done something to save that girl."

The shaggy-haired youth leads us silently back to the camp, weaving through the tents without saying a word. He, more than anyone else, looks angry at what has transpired, his discontent showing plainly by the grimace on his tanned face.

He leads us to an empty tent, gesturing for us to go inside. "Bu siz uxlayotgan joi," he says, forcing a small smile through his anger. "Agar biror narsa kerak bo'lsa, keling va meni toping."

We tentatively head inside, Zara thanking him before closing the flap shut behind us.

Then, we are finally alone.
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Chapter Thirteen

Zara
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A girl screaming... a father being run through by a gleaming sword... hundreds of red eyes leering at me from the darkness.

Shaking my head, I try to banish the thoughts, not wanting to dwell on the horrific event that had just taken place.

Now that we have a moment to ourselves, it is a time to plan and think.

I sigh and pull the blanket from around my shoulders, laying it out on the dirt floor and then sinking down to a sitting position. Owyn follows suit. Both of us, it seems, suddenly feel very tired after such a long and arduous day.

After a few minutes of contemplative silence, I clear my throat. “What strange paths we walk, Owyn.”

He looks up and bobs his head somberly. “Yeah,” he replies.

“A few days ago, I would have sworn that there were no people on the other side of the Arc,” I continue, pulling my legs up close and wrapping my arms around them. “Now, we find ourselves living among them, eating their food and staying as their guests.” I shake my head and shoot him a wry smile. “Real life has a way of being stranger than fairy tales, I suppose.”

He snorts and lays back on his rough-spun blanket. “Stranger, darker, and more brutal. I think at this point I prefer the fairy tales.”

I sigh again, gazing around the tent. It is actually quite spacious, a wide circle that is large enough for us to stand up in without having to stoop. The walls appear to be constructing by a patchwork mixture of animal skins and dull-colored fabric, held together with reeds and splintery timbers. The fact that these people dwell in tents as opposed to permanent structures of brick and mortar seems to indicate that they are nomadic, never staying in one single place for long.

Perhaps it is the demons, I think to myself. They must wander from place to place, harvesting its resources and handing the majority over to the R’Laar. A pitiful existence, but existence nonetheless.

“These poor people are in quite the position,” I say softly, staring off into space. “Unable to settle down, to farm and grow. They are constantly under the threat of being exterminated by the demons and have lost all memory of their ancestors. I feel sorry for them.”

Owyn shifts on his blanket and grunts. “They’ve lost the will to fight back.”

I shoot him a glance. “Wouldn’t you, if you were in their situation?”

He thinks about it for a moment, then shakes his head. “Never. I’d rather die than live as a slave.”

Well, I think, curling up on the hard ground myself. There’s a very real chance that this will become our reality as well.

We lay there in silence for a time, the encampment growing quiet outside our tent. In the darkness, I try to sleep but find that I cannot keep my mind from turning. The gravity of our situation begins to weigh upon me. Where do we go from here? Discovering these people complicates things. If we do manage to find a way inside the Arc, do we merely abandon them? How can we justify that knowing the horrors they endure at the demons’ hands?

They are troubling thoughts, and eventually I push myself to a sitting position, giving up on my attempts to find rest.

“Owyn,” I whisper. “Are you asleep?”

He grunts and rolls over to face me. Little light filters in through the tent flap, but from what I can see he seems to be rubbing his eyes. “Not anymore...”

“Sorry,” I reply. “I can’t sleep. Too much going on in my head.”

“You need to learn from my example,” he says, voice scratchy. “Can’t have a lot going on in your head if it’s empty to begin with.”

I smile faintly as he pushes himself up to a sitting position.

“Is everything alright?” He asks a moment later.

“It’s just,” I begin, trying to verbalize my feelings, “I... I’m not sure what we should do next. Things seem much more... complicated now.”

He scratches his chin and yawns. “What do you mean?”

“These people, the demons subjugating them... it causes a problem. What do we do now that they are in the picture?”

He pauses for a few seconds before responding. “Honestly, I’m not sure it changes anything. Our primary goal should still be to find a way back into the kingdom. Being here only ensures that we’ll have food and shelter.”

“But these people need us, Owyn. We can’t just leave them behind to be abused while we return to the comforts of civilization!”

“Zara,” he begins, sounding as pragmatic as ever. “Until today, we didn’t even know these people existed. The fact that they are here should have nothing to do with our mission. Remember, our first duty is to protect the realm. Everything else is secondary.”

I try not to let myself be annoyed by his callous response. As a ranger, he has been taught to make hard decisions, to deal with life and death in a very literal way. Still, I can’t help but disagree with his definition of ‘duty’. The Light teaches that all life is sacred, and that it is valuable and worth protecting. The fact that this group of individuals live outside the borders of the kingdom has nothing to do about whether or not they are worth defending.

However, discussing this with Owyn will no doubt turn our conversation into an argument. If an emotional appeal will not work, then perhaps a practical one will.

“You’re right about the food and shelter,” I reply. “But I think that it is fortuitous that we happened upon these people.”

He cocks his head to the side. “How so?”

“Maybe they are the key to us getting out of here,” I say, an idea forming in my mind. “They know this area better than we ever will – and they know the demons as well. If we can earn their trust, then perhaps they will aid us with information on how to get back inside.”

Silence fills the tent as he considers this. Then, he shakes his head. “We can’t even communicate with them, Zara. And besides, if they knew a way into Tarsynium, don’t you think they would have escaped this place long ago?”

I respond almost immediately, anticipating his question. “I’m a scholar and mage, remember? I bet that with a little time, I could learn their language and communicate with them. As for the other thing... I agree. They probably don’t know how to get through the Arc. But that doesn’t mean they won’t have useful information – perhaps they know the movements of the demons so we can avoid them, or perhaps they know where some source crystal can be found. If I could get my hands on a new talisman, I could probably open a hole in the Arc for us to get through!”

The more I talk about it, the more excited I become. For the first time since being exiled, I feel like there is actually hope for us to escape.

Owyn still seems unconvinced.

"I don't know, Zara. I don't trust these people. If they're completely unwilling to defend themselves from the R'Laar, what's keeping them from betraying us?"

It is a good point, but not one that I haven't already considered. "The young among them seem to be on our side. That one boy, the one who led us here, seemed to plead our case before their elders. You saw him before he left us, after that girl was taken away... he was angry. Perhaps that anger can be turned to our advantage."

He still seems uncertain, but he doesn't object. Instead, he sits there quietly, mulling over our conversation.

I allow the silence to linger – my own thoughts still spinning at the possibilities. I'll probably be the first mage in the Conclave's history to translate a living language. How long will it take me to be able to carry on a conversation with them? Curse my interest in artifice... I should have paid more attention to Evoker Thomison's lectures on the ancient kingdoms of Byhalya.

As the minutes pass by, I find my mind turning to darker subjects, casting a pall on the excitement that has swelled inside me. Why did the gorgons take that girl away? Was it some sort of sacrifice? From what I have observed, the R'Laar seem to channel their magic by sucking the life force out of living things, draining them to fuel their power. Is that what they were going to use that girl for?

I shudder at the thought.

Apparently sensing my sudden emotional shift, Owyn gets up from his place on the other side of the tent and walks over to me, sitting down on my blanket beside me and putting his arm around my shoulder.

His presence puts me at ease, and I find myself relaxing resting my head against his muscled shoulder.

He leans over and kisses me tenderly on the forehead, then proceeds to simply hold me, further comforting my troubled mind.

I'm not sure how long we sit like that, but eventually we lay down beside one another, still cuddling in the darkness of the tent. The warmth of his body seems to seep into me, lulling me into a sense of safety. It seems that, having our essential needs met for the time being, our romantic flame has been somewhat rekindled. My heart flutters at first as we lay wrapped up in each other's arms, but it is quickly replaced by drowsiness, my eyelids growing heavy.

The last thing I remember before drifting off to sleep is smiling to myself, grateful that the two of us have each other. After that, the shroud of sleep covers me, engulfing me in comforting blackness.

That is, of course, until the nightmares inevitably come.
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Chapter Fourteen

Talon
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"Bloody Owyn," I grumble to myself, stomping across the yard of the Nightingale encampment. "Eleven Hells curse you. Why did you have to go and get yourself captured? Bloody thought you had more sense than that..."

The sky is dismal and grey this morning, mirroring the general temperament of everyone in the encampment. Ever since news reached us about the death of Protector Thel and the second betrayal of King Aethelgar, everybody has been depressed, scared of the future and unsure about what we should all do next.

At least there has been plenty of ale to drink, I think glumly to myself. I’m not sure how I’d deal with all of this if I couldn’t take the edge off.

I make my way past a row of tents, the soldiers all lounging and dicing with one another, talking in hushed conversations. Normally, I wouldn’t disapprove of such behavior. What’s life without any enjoyment every now and again? However, this sort of thing has been going on for more than a week, ever since the bodies of the Protector and the other Nightingales were discovered by that old church. Owyn and Zara were not among the bodies, thankfully. They are no doubt holed up in some prison cell in Tarsys, trying to figure out a way to escape.

At least they’ll be safe, I think, walking over to the quartermaster’s tent. That’s more than can be said for us.

The Nightingales are now leaderless, stuck in the middle of the Heartlands and surrounded by enemies. Over the last several days, our scouts have been harried by the cavalry of the king. They seem to be testing our defenses, looking for a weakness they can exploit. It has put many on edge, and the remaining generals and captains all squabble about who should be chosen to lead the army.

It’s been bloody terrible.

I step into the tent and allow my eyes to adjust to the dim light within. Among sacks of grain and barrels of supplies, I spot a rotund man smoking a pipe on a crate near the back. “Master Ault,” I say cheerily, striding up to him. “How are you faring on this fine day?”

The man eyes me suspiciously, taking a long pull on his pipe and puffing it out in my face. “Just dandy,” he says at length, frowning. “The constant threat of death and the lack of decision-making in this camp have made this a wonderful place to be.”

I flash him a small grin and try not to cough from the cloud of smoke. “Oh, come on, Quartermaster. It’s not all bad. At least you still have your health!”

He does not smile back. “Come for more ale, have you?”

Feigning surprise, I take a step back. “Master Ault, you insult me! What makes you think I want at your ale stores? Perhaps I’ve merely come for the pleasure of your company.”

He takes another pull on his pipe and exhales through his nose. “It’s going to be five silvers a pint, this time.”

“Five silvers!” I exclaim. Now, I do not have to feign surprise. “That’s outrageous!”

“Supply’s low,” he replies with a shrug. “Lots of folks been drinking to deal with the recent events. Besides, I don’t like you very much. Not too keen on giving you a discount.”

Cheeky bastard, I think, reaching into my money pouch. At least he’s honest.

I pull out five coins and drop them on one of the barrels beside him. “Buy yourself a friend, if you can afford it. And I'm not just talking about the lady folk."

He snickers at that, and I take it as a personal achievement as I walk over to where the ale is stored in barrels. After finding a pewter mug, I quickly locate the nearest barrel with a tap affixed to it and place the mug beneath it.

Reaching forward with my left hand, I unwittingly attempt to open the tap with my stump. Grimacing, I pull back, using the fingers on my good hand to fill up my pint. Annoying, that. I should be used to not having a hand by now.

The mug fills in short order, and soon I am making for the exit, sipping the froth off the top and waving goodbye to the surly quartermaster.

I step back outside with my ale in hand, taking in a deep breath of cold, wintery air. It smells of war, oiled leather and smoldering fire pits. I much prefer the smell of taverns, but it could be worse... at least it doesn’t smell like death.

Taking a long drink of my ale, I begin wandering through the camp for perhaps the thousandth time. There isn’t much to do besides train, and with my crippled arm, I feel rather useless. What good is a ranger who can no longer fire a bow?

The infirmary tent passes by on much left and I hasten to avoid it. A few days ago, Sybil and I got into a spat, and things haven’t quite smoothed over yet.

The last thing I need is a lecture from some girl, I think, taking another drink of my ale. That won’t help my morale, no matter how nice her backside looks.

A cluster of soldiers call out to me and I raise my pint, acknowledging them. I’ve probably diced with every Nightingale in this camp and have somehow developed something of a reputation. Not that that’s a bad thing. Better to be known as the one who knows how to have a little fun, rather than the one who has no fun at all, like Owyn.

I feel a pang of guilt as my thoughts turn once more to the other apprentice, and I drown it with another long drink. What were the last words I said to him? I hope they were positive, and not me calling him a git for spending too much time with the mage.

A disturbance on the edge of camp captures my attention, and I look to see A group of soldiers running toward the commotion.

Curious, I drain the last of my ale and jog after them, grateful for another distraction to take me away from my own dark thoughts.

When I reach the picket line, a long series of trenches and sharpened sticks along the perimeter of the encampment, I can see a single rider making his way toward us, flying no banners. At first, he is too far away to make out, and the Nightingales around me mutter to themselves about an enemy messanger, but soon I am able to make out the man's apparel, which consists of a grey mottled cloak similar to my own.

"A ranger," I say to myself with a smile. "Well, isn't that a sight for sore eyes?"

Those around me notice it too, and the captains begin calling for the men to stand down. An ally is coming to the camp – and at this point, we need all the allies that we can get.

I race with the others to the entrance as the rider arrives, pulling his nickering horse to a stop. The man has a bow slung across his back, as well as a quiver that is bristling with arrows. As soon as I see his face, though, he is easily recognizable, with his greying hair and dour expression.

"Elias Keen of the rangers," he declares from atop his war horse. "I've come to speak with Protector Xander Thel on a matter of great urgency."

***
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I STARE AT THE DANCING flames of the brazier, listening with half an ear as the Nightingales argue the same stupid points they have been arguing for days.

Night has fallen, covering the camp in darkness, and in the center of it all, Elias Keen speaks with the remaining leaders of the rebel army.

“The betrayal is a grievous offense indeed,” he says, standing up before the assembled leaders, “but we have to keep in mind the greater risk. The whole reason Protector Thel led us down here was because the Arc is failing. We stand a much greater chance of being destroyed if we remain divided.”

He speaks with such eloquence, I think to myself in mild surprise. I never would have expected that from a man like Elias.

The ranger-turned-Nightingale had returned from the Grand Lodge in a rush, his horse lathered and near to collapse. Apparently, the meeting with the Wardens had gone well, for he still had his head attached to his shoulders. Not only that, be he now seems to have a renewed sense of urgency in his voice, an intense desire to rally the rebels and bring the whole realm together.

I should have liked to have been in that meeting when the Master Warden and the others grilled him, I think wryly. It would have been liked watching wolves fighting amongst themselves over an injured stag.

“You sound like one of them,” growls one of the lesser Nightingale captains, leveling an accusing finger at Elias. “You care more for the lives of royalty than you do for our people.”

Elias stares him down, gaze as hard as steel. “I care for the free people of Dunmar City, Vel. In case you’ve forgotten, I’ve fought and bled for the Nightingales. But I also care for the hundreds of thousands of innocent people in this kingdom who will suffer if we cannot unite.” This seems to quell the anger somewhat, causing much of the arguing to die down. Elias continues. “King Aethelgar is a snake,” he says, turning to address everyone sitting around the brazier, “but we are all children of the Light. The R’Laar is the greatest threat we have ever faced... and make no mistake – they are coming for us all.”

“Then what do you propose that we do?” Sturgis asks from the side. Many in the camp believe that he should take command of the army, since he was close to both the Protector and General Barus. “Do you want us to simply submit to the wishes of the king and go willingly to the executioner’s block?”

Many rumble their agreement.

“We need a new Protector!” Another man speaks up, his voice fierce and passionate. “The Nightingales are rudderless without a leader!”

“I agree,” Elias replies, still standing before the assembled group. “We need a plan. But we cannot allow emotion to guide us on the road ahead – it will only lead us to ruin. These are troubling times, and we need logic and principles to guide us more now than ever.”

“To the Hells with principles,” the same man says, standing up to regard Elias from the other side of the fire. “My anger is stronger than that false king’s guile! We need someone to take care of our people and avenge our murdered brothers!”

The crowd begins to grow restless again, arguing voices rising up like steam from a boiling kettle. Elias tries to respond, but is quickly drowned out by the tide of angry voices.

“We should call a moot!” Someone declares to the approving shouts of others. “Let us decide now who will lead us!”

“It should be Sturgis!” Shouts another. “He’ll never bow to the whims of the king!”

The arguing grows even more intense, devolving into a mass of shouting and blustering buffoons. Elias stands in the center of it all, stoic mask cracking as he apparently tries to grapple with the situation. Even I can see the fury start to boil beneath the surface. Sturgis, on the other hand, looks pleased by the turn of events, his eyes bright as many argue on his behalf.

The man wants to be named Protector more than he cares to admit, I think to myself, annoyed. Why can’t these people see reason? They’ll willfully go for vengeance even though they know it will kill them in the end. It’s madness!

As the debate rages on, I find myself growing increasingly angry at the foolishness of it all. Is this what their leaders died for, so they can tear themselves apart with all this bickering?

Finally, the frustration grows too intense within me, and suddenly I am unable to contain myself anymore.

“You’re all a bunch of insufferable idiots!” I scream, leaping to my feet. Surprisingly, this seems to do the trick, and a shocked silence falls over the crowd. Many of those closest to me turn and stare, aghast that I would speak to military leaders in such a flippant way.

Somehow, I find it difficult to care.

“What is wrong with all of you, honestly? We’re facing the greatest crisis humanity has ever faced, and you’re focusing on petty revenge? It’s maddening! If this is what we’ve come to, then maybe we deserve to be crushed by the R’Laar.”

Still, nobody objects to my words. In fact, the only sound that can be heard is the crackling noise of the brazier. I take this as a sign that I should keep talking.

“To an extent, I get where many of you are coming from. You haven’t even seen a demon, much less fought one in the flesh. Well, I have, and let me tell you, it’s bloody terrifying. If you think King Aethelgar’s knights are bad, wait until you have to face down a gorgon.”

More silence ensues. Elias gives me an encouraging nod.

I take a deep breath and continue. “I’ve been with the Nightingales for quite some time now. Hells, I gave up my right hand fighting beside you lot.” To emphasize my point, I lift my stump into the air, giving everyone a view of my deformity. “I’ve diced and drank ale with most of the men in this camp, and I’d guess that most of you would consider me to be an honest enough fellow. With that in mind, please listen to me when I tell you that you’re out of your league here. All of us are. That’s what makes this so important. In order for us to survive, we are going to have to unite with the other side, even if that means shedding blood with people we disagree with. Because in the end, it doesn’t matter if you are Nightingale or kingsman... all of us will die together.”

Suddenly feeling compelled, I turn to Elias and gesture toward him with my good hand. His face betrays a grimace, as if he can anticipate what is coming.

“We do need someone to lead us through these difficult times. And, frankly, the only person I’d feel comfortable following is this man here. I nominate Elias Keen to become the Protector of the Nightingales!”

This time, the crowd absolutely erupts.

“A ranger? As our leader? Absurd!”

“How can you suggest such a thing?”

“You’re bloody daft, boy!”

Still, others raise their voices in agreement, shouting, “Here, here!” and, “An excellent suggestion!”

“Xander Thel trusted Elias as a personal confidant,” I reply loudly, explaining my choice. “He is an honorable man, and is probably the only one who can unite us all in the fight against the R’Laar!”

The arguing continues, voices shouting angrily at one another and opinions ranging in every possible direction. On the other side of the brazier, Elias eyes me with a stern look in his eye, as if to say, “Now look what you’ve done.” I meet his stare and simply shrug, giving him an innocent-looking smirk.

Eventually, one of the Nightingale captains cups his hands around his mouth to amplify his voice and yells, “Alright, you’ve all had your say! Let’s go ahead and put it to a vote. Then we will finally have some direction.”

The noise settles down, everyone glancing at one another uncertainly. Then, the captain begins the process of voting.

“All those in favor of Sturgis becoming the new Protector, raise your hand.”

A respectable number of people put their hand into the air. The captain tallies the votes then nods his head. He rattles off a few more Nightingales’ names, but none of them garner more than a few hands.

Finally, he gets to Elias. “All those in favor of Elias Keen the ranger becoming our new Protector, please raise your hand.” A number similar to that of Sturgis put their hands into the air. The captain begins counting them.

I can’t help but feel nervous as the votes are tallied. If Sturgis is elected, I think to myself, then the Nightingales will either return to Dunmar City or wage war against the king. Both scenarios will be equally disastrous for the kingdom.

When the captain is finished, he turns to regard the assembled group.

He heaves a deep sigh, then reveals the decision. “The new Protector and leader of the Nightingales is... Elias Keen.”

Many people gasp at the revelation, while others exclaim in frustration. Whispering ripples throughout the group, and Elias looks just as shocked as everyone else. At first he seems to wilt, weighed down by the sudden responsibility, but then he straightens, his jaw set and his expression as intent and stony as ever.

Sturgis abruptly stands up, his face drawn and his eyes glittering in the light of the fire. He approaches Elias, moving with a determined gait.

I tense, preparing to throw myself at him, but am surprised to see that he stops a few paces away from the new Protector, his head bowed in deference. He drops to one knee, causing the whole group to grow silent once more, and raises his voice for all to hear. “I accept the results of this moot,” he says, voice sounding pained but resigned. “I vow to serve you until my dying breath. Long live the Protector!”

After a brief hesitation, everyone in attendance, myself included, falls to one knee and declares, “Long love the Protector!”

Elias, appearing to be at a loss for words, looks over the gathering for a long moment, his posture stiff. Then, he clears his throat. “I’ll admit, I wasn’t expecting to be chosen as your leader,” he says, tone gruff as ever. “I desire only to preserve the people of the realm. Needless to say, I will serve to the best of my ability, and will give my life for you and your people, if necessary.”

He pauses, as if considering what he should say next, then continues. “I believe the first thing we should do is solve this dilemma with the king. It is imperative that we unite as quickly as possible, but we cannot do that with him sitting on the throne. The man cannot be reasoned with, so I will lead a small force of veterans to the capital city and sneak into the palace. Once there, I will end his life myself.”

Many of the men nod their heads and rumble their agreement, no doubt gladdened to hear such words from their new leader.

Elias raises his fist into the air. “For the Nightingales!”

The crowd roars in response, “For the Nightingales!”

“Now,” he says when the clamor dies down, hand straying to his belt knife. “Let us go and end the conflict.”
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Chapter Fifteen

Owyn
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Scratching my chin, I watch from my perch on the hill as the slaves busy themselves with their daily chores. The sun beats down overhead, making the parched land appear to shimmer, and in the scrub brush all around me insects chirp and flit around in the hot, dry air.

More than two weeks have passed since we first came to the slave camp, and we are still no closer to getting back inside the Arc of Radiance than the day we arrived.

I pick up a stone and toss it down the hill, watching it tumble to the bottom far below. I feel so useless, I think to myself glumly. There’s not much to do except wait around for Zara to figure out how to communicate with these people.

In truth, she has made amazing progress in the last few days. Every waking moment she spends with the people, speaking with them and attempting to learn their language. Her scholarly interests make her perfect for the job, and even though the majority of the people are still wary of us, many have started to warm up to her, sharing their food and resources with us as a result.

I, on the other hand, feel like I’m going mad with boredom. I exercise, going through fighting stances and keeping my body fit, but one can only do such things for a limited time. The hours in the days are long, and it is starting to wear on my nerves. Half of the time, I have even begun laboring with the slaves themselves, hauling rocks and breaking stones with their primitive tools. More than anything, I hate feeling unproductive.

The one spot of light in all of this has been the fact that our basic necessities have been met. We no longer have to worry about food or shelter, and the demons have not returned since that day when the girl was taken.

Still, I think, picking up another stone and tossing it, it would be nice to have a purpose in all of this.

Eventually, I decide to make the long hike back down to the camp to check on some sinews curing in the tent.

The trail down is rather steep, but I manage it well enough, navigating past the thorny bushes and jagged boulders in my descent. Nearby, a half dozen slaves load stones into a wagon, moving sluggishly in the heat of the sun.

As I traverse the uneven terrain, an interesting thought enters my mind, sparked by a story I had heard when I was just a boy. The Legion of Light, the fabled army that sacrificed itself fighting the R'Laar so that the Arc of Radiance could be created, had fought in hills just beyond the borders of Tarsynium. I wonder if this is where they made their last stand, I think idly to myself. Could the great general Luca Dhar have set foot on this hill himself?

The thought sends a shiver down my spine.

I make my way back into the tent encampment, and the long-haired youth who we had met first rushes up to meet me. His eyes, wide and dark, dart from my face down to the makeshift dagger on my belt, a look of respect passing across his sun-tanned features.

“Siz qaytib keldingiz!” He says excitedly, falling into step beside me as I walk toward our tent. “Menga qanday urish kerakligini o'rgatmoqchiman!”

“I don’t know what you’re saying,” I reply, walking faster in an attempt to outpace him.

He speeds up as well, staying beside me with little trouble. “Kuting,” he says, “men sizga o'zimni tanishtirmoqchiman.”

Reaching out a hand, the boy tries to grab my arm in an attempt to get me to stop. I immediately spin, snatching his wrist and twisting his arm out of the way so that he cannot grab me. He lets out a yelp of surprise, and every slave in the vicinity stops what they are doing to stare at me. Instead of being mad, though, the youth looks up at me in amazement, something resembling adoration entering his eager eyes.

Feeling embarassed for reacting in such a way, I release him and take a step back. “Sorry,” I mutter, abashed.

The boy looks down at his arm almost reverently, then back up at me, a big grin splitting his face. “Siz jangchisiz,” he says softly. “Men sening kabi bo'lishni xohlayman.” Next, he places his hand on his chest, as if gesturing at himself. “Yari.”

It takes me a moment before I begin to understand. “Is that your name?”

Still smiling, he repeats the word, “Yari.”

“Yari,” I reply, nodding. Then, pointing at my own chest, I say, “Owyn.”

“Owyn,” he says, pronouncing it with a long ‘ee’ sound.

We stand there for a moment, looking at each other as an odd understanding passes between us. This one is a fighter, I realize, noting the way he looks at me, especially the demon quill on my belt. He looks up to me because I actually know how to defend myself.

For a brief moment, I feel the urge to take him under my wing, to teach him everything I know about fighting and standing up for myself. But the feeling passes a few seconds later, and I clear my throat uncomfortably. Probably for the best I stay clear. He’ll probably only wind up getting himself and others killed.

“Well,” I say at length, nodding to him. “Nice to meet you, Yari. Now I’d best be off.”

I begin walking again toward my tent.

He begins following me, but I quickly turn and level a finger at him. “No,” I say forcefully. “Stay.”

This appears to work. Comprehension flashes in his eyes, followed by frustration. He mutters something, then wanders off, disappearing between some tents.

I blow out a breath, then shrug it off. Can’t get too close to these people, I think, continuing my walk. That’s Zara’s mistake. Sometimes, it’s best to just look out for yourself. Especially when the end of the world is concerned.

The way to my tent is clear, and I make it back without suffering any more interruptions. As I pull open the flap and step inside, it takes a few moments for my eyes to adjust to the gloom. Zara is off mingling with the people, as has been her habit of late, and so the tent is empty except for our meager assortment of possessions. Rough-spun blankets are spread out on the dirt floor, along with a few primitive personal grooming implements and a bowl of water. Water is scarce out here in the wastes, but Zara somehow managed to secure us with enough for washing.

On the far side of the tent rests a strange contraption of my own creation. It resembles a loom of sorts, spindly lengths of wood lashed together with fibrous cords. It stands about waist-high off the ground, and currently contains two items I have been working on.

One of the items is a curving piece of sapling I was able to find on the edge of the hills. Really, it is no more than the stem of an overgrown thorn bush, but it should serve its purpose well enough. It is held in a slightly bowed position in the contraption, held in place in something of a vice.

The other item, much more delicate than the other, is a length of string held taut between two sticks. It runs about the length of my arm and is a white, milky color, with a strong but uneven texture. I had fashioned it out of the sinews of a strange, cow-like animal that the slaves had slaughtered for food. Zara was particularly interested in the scientific impact of discovering a new species, but I was more interested in the tendons in its leg, cutting them out and threading them together to create this string.

When put together, the wood and the string should produce a fair short bow, which will be of immeasurable value should I ever have to fight the demons out here.

I approach the apparatus and pluck the string, nodding in satisfaction at its springiness. It’s nothing compared to the durability of the composite bowstring from my ranger’s longbow, but it is far better than nothing. The bow itself seems to be faring well, too. Its surface has begun to harden significantly from the fire treatments I have been giving it at night, but has still manage to maintain some of its supple nature.

Fortunately, the slaves kept some sort of odd-smelling root oil for cooking, and I have been able to use it to help cure both the wood and the string.

It’ll be ready soon enough, I think to myself, settling down cross-legged on the floor. At least then I will be able to breathe a little easier.

I immediately set myself to the task of crafting some arrowheads, grinding them down on a flat stone I had dragged into the tent a few days ago. Piled on the ground beside me is a pile of rocks I had gathered in the hills. They all somewhat bare resemblance to the distinct triangular shape of an arrowhead.

As I begin grinding down the small rocks on the stone, I allow my mind to wander, enjoying the labor-intensive, repetitive task which also helps me to feel like I am finally being productive. I’ll need to find myself some shafts for the arrows... maybe those reeds in the valley a few hills over will suffice? My biggest challenge will be finding feathers to create fletching.

Fletching is extremely important for the flight of an arrow. 

There has to be something in the local fauna that will be of use. The leafy spines of a thorn bush, perhaps? If I could rig something like that to my arrows, it should serve well enough.

I work late into the afternoon, grinding down the arrowheads until I have a collection of suitable stones. That being complete, I set out to see if I can find some sticks that will work as shafts.

Zara can work on the technical side of getting us out of here, I think as I step back out into the blistering sunlight. I’m content to be the muscle that will protect her.

With that thought in mind, I set out once more into the hills.

The concerned eyes of the slaves follow me.
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Chapter Sixteen

Zara
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“Bugun qandezan,” I say, stumbling over the unfamiliar syllables. The women gathered in the sewing tent giggle as I apparently butcher the pronunciation.

“Bugun qandaysan,” Kar’ii corrects, emphasizing the ays in the middle of the word. The phrase, which I have interpreted to mean, “How are you today?”, has proven much more difficult to pronounce than I anticipated. For all I know, I could have just said, “How do you smell today?”, or something equally ridiculous.

I nod, determined to get it right. “Bugun qandaysan,” I repeat, doing my best to say the phrase exactly as she had.

The young mother smiles, nodding excitedly. “Juda yaxshi,” she says, reaching forward and squeezing my hand. “Siz ko'p narsalarni rivojlantirdingiz.”

The rest of the women bob their heads and chatter amiably, continuing to work on the garments resting in their laps. Some of the words she said sounded familiar, like “good” and “improving”, but she spoke them so fast that I only have a vague idea at what she is saying. I decide to go to my usual routine of nodding and smiling in return, trying not to get discouraged.

I can channel source energy into radiant magic, but this is unbearably difficult, I think, fiddling with the square of coarse fabric in my own lap. If only I had some sort of reference book or something, this would be much easier.

I’ve been at it for over two weeks, talking with everyone I can day in and day out, and still I feel like I am in over my head. Every time I feel like I make a little progress with the language, it gets buried with more information. Grammar patterns, conjugations, the lack of any discernable writing system makes communicating with these people extremely difficult, not to mention the fact that they labor from sun up to sun down, providing for themselves and their demon overlords.

Kar’ii seems to notice the consternation hiding behind my smile, so she scoots closer to me, threading a thread of fabric through a hole with a bit of wood. “Siz yaxshi ish qilyapsiz,” she says slowly, clearly enunciating each word. “Sabr. Bu oxir-oqibat keladi.”

I pick out the words “you”, “good”, and what I assume is “patience”, but the rest is lost on me. Still, her kind eyes make me grateful that she has taken a liking to me, and not for the first time.

We continue to toil in the wide tent, mending clothing and weaving baskets as a warm breeze blows in through the open flap. The women, grandmothers, mothers and teenage daughters, chat with one another like every other group of women I have ever known, smiling and speaking about what I imagine are their families and experiences. It is a nice change of pace now that they have seemingly welcomed me into their fold.

Kar’ii continues to practice words and phrases with me as we work, pointing to objects and patiently waiting for me to sound out their correct names.

It is nice to have something resembling a friend among this people. It makes the process of understanding them much easier, especially when it has to do with their culture.

Their language appears to be a corruption of the ancient language of Kamdyn, which fell more than a thousand years ago during the Doom of Byhalya. Based on my embarrassingly limited knowledge of ancient history, Kamdyn was one of the more dominant empires on the continent, their language being one of the most widely spoken. It was also among the first kingdoms to collapse during the invasion. There remain similarities between the tongue of Kamdyn and the common tongue of Tarsynium, but after centuries of isolation, they are few and far between.

Still, despite these difficulties, I remain cautiously optimistic that I will eventually be able to communicate with them.

Our lives, and possibly the fate of the world, depends on it.

As I attempt to converse with Kar’ii and the others, my hands continue to work on the fabric in my hands. The threads appear to be made from some sort of coarse animal hair, woven to create tiny ropes of rough-spun strings. The fabric is unbearably itchy and uncomfortable – I should know, I’ve worn it while my mage robes were being cleaned – but it is better than nothing, which is exactly what the alternative is.

I continue to sew, focusing most of my mental energy on memorizing various names for objects and ideas. Rock, cloth, food, tent, happy, sad, man, woman... the words are extraordinarily complex, yet at the same time simple in the way they are used. In truth, their grammar structure seems entirely simplistic when compared to that of my own language.

This is what gives me hope to keep pressing on.

From what I have been able to gather and observe, these people have a strange relationship with the roving armies of the R’Laar. They pay tribute to avoid being annihilated, but they also seem to revere the demons as some sort of twisted deities. They bow and scrape whenever the creatures are present, and speak reverently about them whenever the topic is brought up.

It seems that time and abuse have ground these people down to nothing, creating an entire society of individuals with little to no self-worth.

The youth among them, however, seem to be restless compared to their elders. They talk back and balk at their back-breaking work, much like any teenagers, and seem to regard Owyn and me with an unusual amount of reverence and respect. Perhaps their fiery spirits will eventually get crushed as well, but for now, they are the only ones who seem to have any fight left in them.

Hours pass by, and I can feel my hands start to ache from working the fabric. What’s more, the stuffy tent has grown increasingly hot and my bent posture has caused my back to hurt.

Eventually, we break for food, stepping out into the sun and over to another tent where bushels of withered, dry fruit have been prepared. Like most of the foods the slaves eat, it is bland and difficult to get used to, but I eat it all the same, having become famished for working through most of the day.

While the women toil and work in the small city of tents, most of the men and the boys go out into the hills, where they gather rocks or mine for ore. Others till the hard, clay-like dirt outside of the encampment, trying to raise stunted crops in this harsh environment. It is an arduous, labor-intensive life, but they somehow manage to make it work, even with the demons stealing a large portion of their provisions.

We work the rest of the day, late into the afternoon, then return before sunset to prepare food for the men. When the workers return from the hills, we gather around fire pits and eat mushy grains, dry fruit and, to my dismay, crunchy insects resembling locusts.

These I do not eat, politely declining them when they are offered.

The nights are my favorite, as they are usually when I get to spend the most time with Owyn. Even though both of us are almost always exhausted from the day, we spend the few hours of night walking together through the camp, chatting and even joking with one another from time to time. As a sense of normalcy starts to enter our daily lives, we begin to resume the courtship we had started in Dunmar City, laughing and showing increasing affection for one another. Every night before we fall asleep, we share a kiss, and every night it becomes increasingly difficult to resist the urge to continue kissing late into the night.

Even as I fall asleep, I find my thoughts always turning toward him.

***
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SEVERAL MORE DAYS PASS, with minimal but gradual progress being made in learning the language. I can start to string words together in juvenile sentences, and more often than not the women can seem to understand what I am saying.

Interpreting what they reply is another matter entirely.

As I sit in the women’s tent, this time weaving a basket with malleable plant fibers, I feel myself growing more confident with trying to speak.

“Mening... ismim... Zara... siz-chi?” I say, trying to enunciate every syllable correctly.

Kar’ii claps her hands together softly, smiling broadly. “Juda yaxshi!” She replies, congratulating me. “Juda yaxshi rivojlanmoqda!”

I smile as well, feeling a genuine sense of accomplishment. “Sizga... katta rahmat.”

The other women around us chatter and grin, giving me encouraging words.

Pulling a length of plant fiber through a hole, I hold up my basket for Kar’ii to see. “Bu qantee ko'rinishga ega?” I ask, inquiring about how it looks.

She shakes her head slightly. “Bu qanday ko'rinishga ega,” she corrects, though she still offers me a look of encouragement. Then, she points to my basket, where an obvious hole remains in its surface. “Bu teshikni aniqlash kerak.”

I bite my lip, examining the hole and then returning to work patching it. “Rahmat,” I say, thanking her.

“Muammo yo'q,” she replies, indicating that all is well.

We continue on for several hours, talking and working the way we have every day. I begin to lose myself in the process, learning new things and keeping my hands busy while the day grows late. It feels good to finally be making progress, to know that my efforts haven’t been for naught.

Abruptly, the sound of frightened screaming enters the tent, coming from somewhere outside. We all look at each other, then stand up, setting down our baskets and making for the exit.

Everyone in the tent filters out, rushing to the outskirts of the encampment where most of the other slaves have already gathered. Everyone mutters nervously beneath their breath, clutching their children close to them as they mill about in confusion.

I spot Owyn making his way to our position and I go to him, picking up my robes so that I can move faster.

“What’s going on?” He asks, hand going to his belt where his quill dagger is located.

“I’m not sure,” I reply. “We heard the screaming and came immediately. Let’s check it out.”

He nods and wordlessly follows me to the cluster of people. There, we find a young man of perhaps fifteen running toward us from the hills, waving his arms wildly. “Yovuzlar, tog'larda!” He screams, voice carrying over the badlands. “Ular bizning jamoamizni o'ldiradilar!”

I chew my lip, stomach sinking as I decipher the words in my head. I cannot make out everything that he is saying, but key words jump out at me like snarling darkhounds.

“What is it?” Owyn asks. “What is he saying?”

“I think he’s saying there is a demon in the hills,” I reply uneasily. “And that there are people trapped – in danger.”

He curses under his breath, running a hand through his unruly hair.

Around us, mothers wail and cry out in despair, no doubt lamenting the fact that their friends and family members would soon be dead. When the young man reaches the edge of camp, sweating and gasping, he continues to wave his arms and shout, begging for help. “Biror narsa qilishimiz kerak! Agar biz hozir harakat qilmasak, o'lamiz!”

I take a deep breath, not really sure how to proceed. Light... is this a common occurrence out here? They simply get attacked by an enemy and don’t have the means to defend themselves? There must be something that can be done.

Surprisingly, it is Owyn who comes up with a solution.

“We need to help them,” he says, setting his jaw determinedly.

Still chewing my lower lip, I nod my head. “Of course. But what can we do? We almost got ourselves killed last time.”

He hesitates for a moment, then responds, “Wait here.” Then, he turns and sprints back in the direction of our tent.

The youth continues you shout urgently at the gathered crowd, and several of the women nearby have started to weep, those surrounding them patting their backs comfortingly and looking around with haunted eyes. I have to resist the urge to wring my hands in anticipation, not sure what to do next.

When Owyn returns, I see that he is carrying what looks like a bow in one hand and a length of string in the other, a handful of crude-looking arrows tucked under his arm. He comes to a stop before me and drops the arrows to the ground, then begins uncoiling the string. Bending the bow slightly, he loops the ends of the string around notches carved into the wood, then tests the spring by pulling on it. Then, nodding in satisfaction, he bends down and picks up the arrows, which look to have been tipped with sharpened stones and fletched with spines from a thorn bush.

“Let’s go,” he says, slinging the bow over his shoulder.

“What do you want me to do?” I ask anxiously. “In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t have a talisman to use.”

He frowns, then pulls out his quill dagger from his belt, handing it over to me. “Use this. It isn’t much, but it’ll do some damage if you see an opening.”

Grimacing, I reach forward and accept the weapon, hefting it in front of me warily. It is lighter than I expected, like a shard of hardened tree bark, and it seems like Owyn had made something of a handle on it by wrapping the base in a scrap from his cloak.

“Alright,” I say after a few seconds of hesitation. “I’ll follow you.”

Owyn takes off at a jog, making his way toward the hills while I follow suit. Many of the people gasp and point, astonished that we would rush headlong into certain death. The youth, who had grown hoarse from all the shouting, lets out a cry of appreciation and begins to follow us, hope entering his haggard expression.

Together, the three of us rush off to face down yet another demon.
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Chapter Seventeen

Owyn
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The rays of the sun beat down on us as we sprint, and I am quickly covered in a glistening sheen of sweat.

Delicately grasping my five improvised arrows, I lead the charge away from camp, running along the dusty trail leading to the hills. Behind me, Zara and the slave boy run as well, struggling to keep up, and I have to consciously slow my pace somewhat to avoid outpacing them. Still, we close the distance quickly and are soon entering a rock-strewn ravine.

“Zara,” I say, turning toward her and slowing down. “Tell him to lead the way, if you can.”

She nods, then regards the youth, who is panting beside us. “Siz... yo'lni ko'rsatasiz?”

The boy frowns in confusion, then suddenly seems to understand. “Meni kuzating,” he replies, then takes off running through the ravine.

“Thank you,” I say appreciatively, amazed that she has learned to communicate with them so well.

“Don’t mention it,” she replies, and the two of us go off after him.

He leads us down a winding trail through the hills, passing boulders and thickets of snarly, jagged thorn bushes on the way. Soon, I begin to pick up the telltale signs of a struggle, as well as the tracks of something large. Scuffmarks mar the dirt, and broken thorn bushes litter the path. The further we delve into the hills, we actually begin to pass bodies, bloody and studded with enormous quills.

The boy grimaces and avoids these corpses, eventually leading us to a wide valley nestled between three large hills. In the middle of the valley, there seems to be a rocky ridge jutting up from the ground, upon which stands a huddled mass of about twenty slaves, who are all cowering in terror.

Beneath the ridge, bristling like a giant porcupine, is a quill demon similar to the one Zara and I had faced before. It appears to be pawing up at the slaves, trying to nab them one by one with its sharp-toothed jaws.

“Wait for a moment,” I growl, grabbing the boy by the back of his shirt and pulling him back before he can charge headlong into the demon. “We need a plan.”

Crouching down low, Zara explains something haltingly in their language, and the boy seems to understand.

“This isn’t good,” I mutter, peaking out to get a look at the creature. It looks to be even larger than the one we had faced before, and seems to be enraged with some sort of bloodlust, clawing and shrieking at the cowering slaves.

“I thought they only came out at night?” Zara says, coming up beside me to peer at the thing. “It was dusk when we fought off the other one.”

“Not sure,” I reply, unslinging my bow. “Perhaps it was disturbed while it was sleeping?”

One of the slaves on the outside of the huddled mass gets caught by the monster’s stinging tail. We watch in horror as it uses its barb like a spear, stabbing a hole deep into his chest and flinging him off the rock, sending his bleeding corpse flying into a thicket of bushes many paces away.

“Hells,” I curse, shaking my head in disbelief. “This is going to be harder than I thought. The reach of its tail alone makes this trickier.”

“You think you can do some damage with those arrows?” Zara asks hopefully.

“Maybe,” I reply doubtfully. “If I can get a decent shot. The problem is those quills... it’s like the thing is wearing body armor.”

“Then we’ll just have to provide you with that shot,” she says, setting her jaw determinedly. “First thing’s first. We need to draw it away from those people so that they can escape. Then, we’ll focus on trying to kill it.”

“Alright,” I say, nocking an arrow. It isn’t as smooth or durable as the bow and arrows I am accustomed to, but it should do the job if I’m careful. “I’ll get it’s attention. You take care of the people.”

With that, I emerge from our hiding place and take a few steps forward, drawing the arrow to my cheek and taking aim down the shaft. I loose, the bow snapping it forward and sending it in an arc toward the quill demon. My aim is a little off, but I still manage to hit the thing in its less-spiny flank, causing it to turn its glowing red gaze toward me.

Alright, I think to myself, taking a deep breath and slinging the bow on my shoulder. Here we go.

The demon lets out a furious roar, turning away from the rocky ridge and lumbering toward my position at an alarmingly fast rate. I sprint off to the side, scrambling over rocks and making my way up the side of a hill in an attempt to escape.

As expected, the demon gives chase, opening the way for Zara and the youth to run forward to aid the other slaves. I am not able to watch them, however, as I am too busy running for my life.

The uneven terrain of the hill works to my advantage, the quill beast having to circumvent many obstacles in order to follow my path, but it still manages to get close enough to launch a volley of knife-like spines at me.

They plunk like crossbow bolts all around me, causing me to curse under my breath and dive for cover behind a large rock. Once the barrage stops, I resume running, cursing myself for a fool for suggesting this whole rescue mission. Should’ve just kept my mouth shut, I think to myself, taking a zig-zag pattern along the side of the hill. Should’ve just stayed low and waited for all of this to blow over.

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Zara leading the people off the rock and toward the ravine leading back to camp. She glances over at me anxiously, clearly worried about my well-being.

The monster lets out another roar, lashing forward with its tail but coming up short, gouging the rock a few paces away from me.

Eleven Hells, that was close! I need to put more distance between us, or else I’ll end up with a hole in my chest.

I search about for anything that can be used to kill the thing. A precariously perched boulder... a bottomless pit... anything at all, but nothing stands out as being even remotely useful.

Putting my head down, I push myself harder, racing up the hill in an attempt to outrun the ferocious demon.

At first, it seems like I actually manage to get a safe distance away, but a quick glance over my shoulder reveals that the demon has turned to regard the straggling slaves who had not yet exited the valley. It begins making its way toward them.

Cursing, I skid to a stop and ready my bow, quickly calculating the distance between us and nocking an arrow. I fire twice in rapid succession, sending the missiles flying through the air and into the monster’s spiny back.

It shrieks in anger, turning once more to look at me. Unfortunately, I think I’ve only managed to make it even angier.

Slinging my bow back over my shoulder, I take a few steps forward and pick up a rock, hurling it in an effort to coax the demon into coming after me again.

It works.

Once more, the demon claws its way up the hill, slinging quills and roaring so that its voice reverberates throughout the valley. I begin to run again, drawing it further away from the ravine and allowing the last of the slaves to escape. One of the quills grazes my left shoulder, slicing a bright line of pain on my skin. It isn’t a particularly deep wound, but it still hurts like the Hells themselves.

I continue running until I hear Zara call out, her voice echoing toward me from the other side of the valley. Glancing in her direction, I can see her running toward the center ridge alone, quill dagger in hand.

The demon, still intent on killing me, continues clambering toward my position, so I pivot and begin making my way to the center as well. The ridge should provide us with enough cover to avoid the creature’s tail or quills, at least for a little while.

I push hard, coming dangerously close to the demon’s reach as I leap from stone to stone, but eventually I make it to the ridge, dashing around the other side just as Zara reaches me.

“They’re safe,” she breaths, strands of hair sticking messily out of her ponytail as she gasps for air. “Now, for the hard part.”

“I have two arrows left,” I reply, winded as well. “From what I can tell, its neck and face are weak points... I just need to be in the right position.”

She opens her mouth to respond, but the quill demon rears its ugly, pig-like head around the corner of the ridge, red eyes blazing as it roars.

We immediately make a break for it, running along the perimeter of the great rock in an attempt to escape. It seems to work well enough, the ridge acting like a barrier and preventing the thing from being able to skewer us. We manage to stay just out of reach, running in circles around the rock as the monster pursues us, but I quickly realize that we can’t keep this up forever. Eventually, we will tire and slow, giving it an opportunity to finally kill us.

An idea starts to form in my mind, a smaller, wedge-shaped rock off to the side catching my attention. As we make another circle around the ridge, I explain it breathlessly to Zara.

“Around this bend is another, smaller stone. Have you seen it?”

She nods.

“When we get close, I want you to get behind it. I’ll distract the demon. When I give the word, I want you to come out and attack its tail. Have your dagger ready.”

She nods again, gripping the quill dagger as if her life depends on it.

Then, I steel myself for what I know I must to.

As we draw near to the wedge-shaped rock, I slow down, allowing Zara to run up ahead. Then, I whirl around, launching one of my two remaining arrows at the demon’s face. The arrow hits it in the snout and snaps, but luckily, the sudden attack causes the beast to stumble just a bit, enough for Zara to get into position behind the rock.

Using the split-second hesitation to my advantage, I whirl around and run, bow in hand, around the bend and straight for the rock Zara is now hiding behind.

The demon soon follows.

When I reach the rock, pretending it is a dead end, I turn around and scream just as the demon bears down on me. My heart pounds in my chest, real fear gripping me as its tail comes within range.

This is it, I think, preparing to spring. The moment of truth...

Its tail rears up, like a scorpion preparing to strike, then brings its blade-like barb swiftly down, aiming right for the middle of my body.

At the last second, I jump out of the way, diving into a tangle of thorn bushes. The branches rip painfully through my clothing, but I barely notice. It is nothing compared to the pain that barb would have caused.

Unable to stop its strike, the quill demon drives its tail straight into the rock, jabbing it with enough force to send shockwaves through the earth. Chips of rock and dust burst from the stone, but my gamble pays off. Its barb is now embedded deep into the stone, held fast like a nail driven into wood.

“Zara, now!” I shout, prying myself from the thorn bushes.

She emerges from behind the stone, eyes wide as she watches the demon shriek and struggle to pull its tail free. However, she doesn’t hesitate in the slightest. She bears down on the tail, raising her weapon high and then stabbing it repeatedly in the fatty part just above the stuck barb. Greasy black blood and purplish ichor spill out of the wound and onto the dusty ground, and the demon lets out a high-pitched wail of pain, thrashing in place but unable to move forward.

Eventually, it manages to pull its tail free, but by the time it does, its barb is a broken, mangled mess.

Zara scrambles backward but I race toward it, having successfully pulled myself out of the snarl of bushes. I ready my last arrow, nocking it to the string and pulling it back to my cheek. The demon bares its teeth, arching its back as if to shoot quills at me, but I loose my arrow with a snap before it can attack.

It flies true, embedding itself into one of its eyes and deep into the monster's skull, puncturing its brain. It shutters, eyes growing dim, then finally collapses in a heap, breath leaving its lungs with a whoosh and then growing deathly still.

I resist the urge to fall to my knees, quietly thanking the Light that my insane plan had actually worked.

The valley becomes strangely quiet.

"Light almighty," Zara breathes, shuffling over and throwing her arms around me. Her figure, pressed against mine, is shaking. "I can't believe we actually did it... again."

"Yeah," I mumble, glancing over at the demon's body.

Blood oozes out from its punctured eye socket, dribbling out to the thirsty ground and quickly being soaked up by the dirt. Its mouth hangs open, revealing a maw of jagged teeth and a long, wet tongue which flops out like a hunk of meat left out to dry.

As we turn to head back to the ravine, still clinging to one another, we see that most of the slaves are gathered there watching us, their eyes wide with amazement. We pause, not really sure what to make of them – they appear to be looking at us like we are some sort of immortal deities.

Not really knowing what else I should to, I raise the fist clutching my short bow into the air, indicating triumph.

They erupt into wild, unadulterated cheering.
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Chapter Eighteen

Zara
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We are welcomed back to the encampment as heroes.

From the minute we exited the valley, making our way back through the ravine, everyone seemed to regard us with an awed sense of wonder. They parted for us to pass through, giving us a wide berth, then followed us like disciples, whispering in hushed and reverent tones.

Eying each other uncertainly, Owyn and I continued through the rocky crag to the plain where the tents are set up, moving tiredly as the people we had rescued tail us. Owyn’s arm is hurt, but it does not look too bad. I will no doubt have to help him apply some healing salve when we have a free minute to keep it from getting infected.

As we approach the city of tents, everyone gathered there, mostly women, raises their voices in praise, overjoyed to see that their friends and loved ones had not been killed. They fall down, practically worshiping at our feet, as families tearfully embrace around us.

“What’s going on?” Owyn asks, clearly uncomfortable by the adoring throngs reaching out and touching him while uttering thanks in their own language.

“They’re thanking us,” I reply, smiling politely to a woman as she comes up and grips both my hands in hers. There are tears in her eyes, and a big smile splits her wrinkled face. “They seem to be appreciative of our efforts to save their people.”

“I’ve gathered that much,” he says, brushing away the grateful hands of at least five other people. “My question is, why all of this? You’d think they’d never killed a beast before.”

I shrug, inching my way through the crowd and deeper into the encampment. “They probably haven’t. Remember, these people have had the fight crushed out of them. The fact that we actually stood up and protected them probably makes us seem larger than life.”

The lauding continues, even as we make our way over to our tent. There, we kindly bid them all farewell and retreat inside, completely overwhelmed.

Owyn closes the flap behind him and sets his bow down on the strange apparatus he had created. Then, he collapses onto the ground, resting on his mass of blankets. “Never a dull moment,” he says, heaving a long sigh.

I smile wearily, sitting down as well.

Things always seem to go this way with us, a brief period of peace where both of us are hard at work, followed by an abrupt descent into madness and chaos. Ever since that fateful day in the Emberwood when the two of us met, things have been difficult. Truly, it feels at times like the end of the world is upon us. Still, I think, looking affectionately over at him, there’s no one else I’d rather be with at times like this.

For the next few hours we rest, letting the afternoon slip by while life goes on outside our tent. We spend the time chatting and napping, and I make sure to tend to the wound now crusting on his upper arm.

Through the tent flap, I can see that the sun has started to set. Night would soon be upon us, and food will soon be served.

Thank the Light, I think, stomach rumbling. I’m famished after all of that running.

Something about almost being torn apart by a terrible monster makes one extremely hungry, I’ve found.

We are about to head outside when somebody actually slips inside of our tent. I recognize her immediately as Kar’ii, and she glances from Owyn to myself, then lowers her eyes shyly. “Meni kechir, Zara,” she says in a soft voice. “Men sizga biror narsa aytmoqchi edim.”

She seems different than she did before, more respectful, reverent, even. Owyn quirks an eyebrow at her, but I give her an encouraging smile. “Erkin gapirish, Kar’ii.”

She looks up at me, then gestures to the tent flap. “Biz sizning qahramonatingizni nishonlash uchun bayram qildik.”

“What is she saying?” Owyn asks, pulling his ranger cloak around his shoulders.

I frown. “I think she said something about a feast... and a celebration.”

“A celebration?” He asks, frowning as well. “What for?”

“I’m not sure,” I reply. Turning back to Kar’ii, I ask, “Nega bayram?”

She insistently gestures at the exit. “Chunki bizni qutqarding. Biz sizlar uchun ziyofat qilamiz.” Then, she opens the tent flap and slips back outside.

“That’s... a bit odd,” I remark, glancing at Owyn and shrugging. “Regardless, I’m quite hungry.

“Me too,” he replies. “Let’s go.”

Together, we push open the flap and step outside, where we are met by an eruption of clapping and cheering. I am surprised to see that most of the camp had gathered around our tent, hundreds of individuals smiling and clapping their hands. Even the elders are there, I note, with their painted beads and dour expressions. They, along with a few others, look unhappy that we are being met with such adoration.

But they are in the vast minority, and I find myself breathless in the face of so much kindness and open admiration.

Owyn and I look at each other in shock, and as the cheering dies down, a stream of people comes forward and takes hold of us, towing us along and leading us toward a ring on bonfires on the edge of camp.

As we are pulled through the crowd, I catch hints of what is being said around us. “You saved us,” some people cry, while others say things like, “Thank you,” and “Please, accept our gifts”.

When we reach the bonfires, my eyes take in a sight that is a true wonder to behold. Baskets of fruit have been laid out in excess, along with bushels of flat bread and varieties of spices and multi-colored sauces. Great pots, made from crudely-forged iron, steam in the coals, boiling grains, and in the center of it all, above the largest of the fires, is the corpse of the quill demon, cooking on an enormous spit. Its spines had all been removed, and its flesh now sizzles from the heat of the fire, giving off a savory aroma that makes my mouth water.

“By the Light,” I mutter as Owyn lets out a low whistle.

It’s more food than Owyn and I have seen in weeks, and it looks utterly amazing.

The inhabitants of the camp flood onto the feasting grounds, many of them picking up bowls and proffering us food. They seem to hesitate, the humble wastelanders apparently waiting for the two of us to take the first bite.

Looking over at Owyn, I shrug and pick up a piece of flat bread, dipping it into some sort of red paste and putting it into my mouth. As soon as I swallow, the crowd cheers again, this time delving fully into the festivities. Some people pick up instruments and begin to play, creating odd, jovial-sounding music with a mixture of pipes and multi-tuned drums, while others begin to carve large swathes of meat from the demon’s body, passing them around for everyone to enjoy.

Owyn and I are led to a place in the middle, between the fires, where we sit down on some mats and accept massive amounts of food from the revelers. Fruits, breads, grain mash, even deserts resembling pies are laid at our feet, given to us to enjoy.

The food is actually quite good, and I eat so much that soon, my stomach feels like it is about to burst. Still, I nibble, determined to try everything, sharing smiles with Owyn who seems to have eaten his own weight in meat.

We continue to eat, watching the people mill about, interacting with one another, talking and laughing. Some have even started dancing, moving to the tribal music in a way that would have been considered improper back home. I find that watching them has caused me to blush furiously, and mask this by picking up another piece of flat bread and bringing it up to my lips.

Once Owyn and I have eaten our fill, our bowls are taken away and brown pitchers are brought forward, along with small, clay cups painted with swirling designs.

Kar’ii breaks away from the dancing and approaches us, kneeling down on the mat beside me and offering me one of the cups.

“What is this?” I ask in her language, accepting it with both hands.

“Uzqi,” she replies, picking up a pitcher and pouring its contents into my cup. The liquid is clear, and it gives off a rather pungent odor, reminding me of some of the cleaning solutions stewards would use to scrub the floors at the Conclave.

“Uzqi,” I repeat, crinkling my nose.

Kar’ii pours herself a cup and downs it in a single gulp, grimacing only slightly then letting out a mischievous giggle. She motions for me to drink as well, but I hesitate, put off by the powerful stench.

“Whoa,” Owyn says, sniffing the pitcher. “This stuff is strong.”

“You know what this is?”

He glances at it, then pours a little into a cup. “Some sort of alcohol, I’d wager. Probably made from fermenting the roots I’ve seen these people eat.”

I examine my own cup for a few moments, then bring it tentatively to my lips.

“Careful now,” Owyn warns, sounding insufferably condescending. “I don’t think this sort of drink is for the faint of heart.”

I shoot him a flat look, then quickly dump the contents into my mouth.

I immediately regret the decision.

The uzqi burns my throat like magefyre, making my tongue feel numb with its horrendous taste. I have to force myself to swallow it, then fall instantly into a fit of coughing, my eyes beginning to water profusely.

Owyn, Light curse him, starts laughing harder than I’ve ever heard him laugh before.

When my ability to speak returns, I give him a nasty glare. “What’s so funny? You think you could do any better?”

He reaches up and wipes a tear from his eye, still chuckling. “This isn’t my first time drinking, Magus. I know that I could do better.”

“Alright,” I say, pointing to his cup. “Prove it!”

He eyes the cup for a split second, then tosses his head back and drinks, gulping down the foul stuff just as Kar’ii had. For a moment, he looks perfectly fine, his eyes regarding me stoically from the other side of the mat. Then, his face grows bright red, and it seems like he cannot hold it in any longer. He begins to cough, the cup falling from his hands as he struggles to regain control.

This causes me to laugh so hard that I let out an unladylike snort, which only makes the both of us laugh even harder.

“Pour me another cup,” Owyn says after a moment, wheezing. “I want to try that again!”

I pour him some more uzqi from the pitcher, then proceed to pour one for myself. For the first time in a very long time, I actually feel like I am having fun.

The people around us watch and laugh as we drink, but I pay them little heed. Right now, it feels like it is just me and Owyn, and that everything is right with the world.

I begin to feel tingly all over, the uzqi quickly working its way through my system and making my whole body feel warm. It removes my inhibitions and makes me feel more bubbly and impulsive. Even Owyn seems to relax, his normally stoic demeanor cracking as we lose track of the number of cups we drink.

After a time, I’m not sure how long, my eyes wander over to the musicians and the dancers. It looks like they are having the time of their lives.

“Come on,” I say, acting on impulse. “I want to dance.”

Owyn glances at me in alarm. “Dance?” He asks, voice cracking. “Here? Now?”

“Yes,” I reply, standing up. I reach out my hand for him to take. “Or is the great Owyn Lund, ranger’s apprentice and slayer of demons, scared of a little music?”

He grimaces, cheeks rosy from the drinks, then mutters a curse and takes my hand. “Alright,” he says. “Let’s get on with it.”

Grinning, I pull him over to the dancers, who make way for us the moment we arrive. The music continues unabated, drums beating a steady rhythm that makes me want to move my body.

Following the lead of the other dancers, I begin to sway, pulling Owyn close and placing his hands on my hips. His eyes go wide for a moment, but the music seems to affect him too, making him move in time with the beats and dance against me. Everything feels so hypnotic, the music, the press of bodies, the tingling sensation running through my veins, and for a time I lose myself, moving and turning with the rhythmic, pulsing sound.

Heat flushes through me, and I can feel my cheeks burning, but I ignore the sensation, feeling Owyn’s solid body pressed against mine. He moves, swaying like an oak tree in a wind storm, and I reach up without thinking, running my hands through his thick mess of hair.

More and more people join the dance, the feasting drawing to a close, and time seems to lose all meaning. We move in the heat of the moment, acting in such a way that would no doubt mortify us if uzqi were not involved, but neither of us seems to care. The only thing that matters is the here and now, the wild sense of intimacy that we now share.

Eventually the music comes to a stop and the dancing mass grows still, many people groaning complaints that the song is now over.

Breathless, I gaze up at Owyn, meeting his forest green eyes and holding his gaze for a long moment. Briefly, it seems like we are gazing deep into each other’s souls, and our faces inching closer together, heartbeats remaining quick and eager.

We kiss, lips locking intently as I reach up and wrap my arms around his neck, feeling him hold me tight against him, tighter than he’s ever held me before. The passion takes a hold of us, threatening to overwhelm us, and by the time we pull away both of us are breathing heavily, ears ringing from the intensity of it all.

He smiles, a crooked, anticipatory smile, and I giggle involuntarily, reveling in being so close to him.

"Come with me," he says softly, taking hold of my hand and leading me away.

By now, many in the crowd have begun to head back to their tents, but a large number still remains. As we pass by the outer ring of fires, the music starts back up, to the wild cheers of everyone still there.

We make our way wordlessly through the maze of tents, the drumbeats seeming to urge us on. I feel light, giddy, and more than a little dizzy, and as we draw closer to our tent, I can feel my pulse start to quicken, going faster than it ever did when we were dancing.

Owyn pulls open the tent and we step inside, stumbling through the darkness and practically tripping over the blankets on the floor.

As the tent flap closes, near total blackness envelops us, the sound of our breathing the only indicator that we are both still together. Shyly, I reach my hand forward and touch his arm, and he reaches out with a caressing touch as well.

Then, like moths drawn to a flame, the two of us come together, our bodies pressing and our lips connecting fiercely.

We embrace, kissing passionately in the seclusion of the tent. My heart seems to pound in rhythm with the drums, his scent filling my lungs in the most intoxicating way. I can feel his hands gripping my back, and I rake my fingers through his hair, savoring every ounce of passion.

Within minutes we are on the floor, laying amid the blankets with our limbs tightly tangled.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, alarm bells start sounding but I ignore them, wanting to give in to myself the way I had while dancing. As things escalate, however, the alarm bells grow even louder, making them more difficult to ignore.

Owyn, on the other hand, seems to grow bolder, kissing me forcefully and then making his way down my neck, stubble scraping against my tender skin.

His hands, now wandering, reach for my sash and begin untying my robes. This causes the alarm bells to clang so loudly that I cannot possibly ignore them.

Before things can go too far, I place a hand on his chest and gently, but determinedly, push him off of me.

"What's wrong?" He asks, out of breath. "Is everything alright?"

I nod my head, even though we can barely see each other in the dark. "Yes," I reply, out of breath as well. "But... I think that we should stop."

"Stop?" He asks. I can practically hear the groan in his voice.

I nod again. "Owyn, I love you. I really do. And there’s no doubt in my mind that we’re meant for each other. But I think that there needs to be a commitment before we allow things to go any further."

He pauses for a moment, then asks, "What are you saying?"

I hesitate, trying to choose the right words. "There needs to be promises... vows made between us. Some sort of real commitment."

He sits up and scratches his head. "Do you mean, like...?"

"I don't know what I mean," I reply, exasperated. Then, I reach up and rest an affectionate hand on his cheek. "I don't want you for just one night, or even a few nights. I want you forever. I want to be sure that this isn't just some fling, or that we made a mistake from having too much to drink."

He seems to consider this, then deflates, letting out a long, drawn-out breath. "I understand," he says quietly. "I love you too, Zara." He trails off, and it is obvious that he is sorely disappointed.

"Thank you," I reply, even more softly.

An awkward few seconds pass, then Owyn pushes himself to his feet. "I'm going to go walk around for a bit. Clear my head. Is that alright?"

"Of course," I say, shifting so that he can get up.

He goes over to the tent flap, and cool air rushes over me as he steps outside.

I wait there for a long time, thoughts churning through my head, but he does not return. Probably a good thing, too, I think, settling down on the blankets. He'd risk me pouncing back on him if he came back here now. I doubt I could say 'no' a second time.

As I rest on the blankets, my heartbeat slows considerably and I find my eyelids growing heavy. The effects of the uzqi seem to be wearing off.

Within minutes I am fast asleep, dreaming of dancing to the rhythmic pounding of drums.
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Chapter Nineteen

Owyn
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I wake up the next morning with a pounding headache, the result of drinking far too much uzqi.

Rubbing my eyes, I sit up and see that Zara is still sleeping on the other side of the tent. She looks so peaceful, wrapped up in the coarse blankets, and I attempt to move quietly so that I do not disturb her.

Eleven Hells, I think to myself, grimacing. Was that alcohol we drank last night, or some sort of foul poison?

As I step outside, the heat of the morning sun begins to cook my skin, the brightness overwhelming my senses. Blinking against the light, I let the tent flap fall closed behind me, cursing under my breath as the intensity of my headache increases tenfold. When my eyes finally adjust, I begin making my way to the nearest watering tent.

Water, of course, is extremely hard to come by in the wastes, and has to be hauled from springs miles away in leather skins. These skins are stored in large, open tents all over the encampment, hanging like bulbous sacks from spindly wooden supports, and have to be refilled practically on a daily basis.

The lukewarm water doesn't taste very good, but it gets the job done.

My mouth feels as dry as the desert around me, my lips painfully chapped. I run my tongue across them, trying to work up a little moisture, but it does little to help, my tongue feeling like a dry slab of meat.

When I finally reach the watering tent, I feel like I am on the verge of collapsing. I stumble inside and grab the first water skin I can find, pulling off the stopper and bringing it up to my mouth. Despite tasting like dirty leather, it feels good on my parched tongue, wetting my throat and instantly cooling me from the inside out. I drink as much as I possibly can, filling my stomach to bursting before stopping. Letting out a sigh of relief, I lean against the wooden support of the tent and close my eyes.

That hit the spot, I think, resisting the urge to pour some of the water over my head.

As I stand in the shade of the watering tent, memories from last night come rushing back to me. The fight with the quill demon, the feast, the dancing... and Zara's rejection in the tent.

I wince as that particular memory plays out in my mind. Bloody Hells, I think to myself, tossing the empty water skin to the side. That's going to make for an awkward reunion.

My headache, though still present, is considerably less intense than it was when I woke up. With my system now full of water, I feel like I am well enough to get around. Sitting around in a stuffy tent does not sound appealing to me right now, nor does facing Zara after the events of last night.

I make the decision to go on a walk along the outer hills. The fresh air will no doubt make me feel better, and it will be perfect for me to gather my thoughts.

Being alone, even in the heat of the day, will certainly help.

Pulling another water skin down and cinching it to my belt, I step out from the watering tent and being making my way to the edge of camp. Along the way I pass a bushel of dried fruit, and I grab a handful to serve as my breakfast. With my makeshift quill dagger on hand, I feel prepared enough to step away for an hour or two.

Most of the camp appears to be asleep. Many of them are no doubt still sleeping off the effects of last night's festivities.

These folks don't know how to properly defend themselves, but when it comes to revelry, they're as wild as anyone in Tarsynium.

I make my way out of the encampment without seeing a single soul, and soon, I am all alone on a dusty plain, following the curvature of the hills. Even though it is still morning, the sun is scorching, so I make sure to keep hydrated, sipping at the water as my feet take me onward.

Despite being a desolate wasteland, this side of the Arc is not without beauty. The vast, sprawling plains shimmer with sand and heat, creating a waving effect that is both strange and dazzling. In the far-off distance, mountains can be seen, breaking up the landscape like tiny spikes of slate-grey stone. The sand itself is a golden color that gathers in great dunes, and every so often a vein of red rock breaks through the desert, adding variation to the hues of yellow.

As I gaze out at this bleak wilderness, my thoughts continue to go over what went on last night. It all seemed to go wrong when we started drinking the uzqi. It removed our inhibitions and made us both start acting like fools. I cannot help but cringe as I think about the things I said and the lustful way I had treated Zara, even though she seemed to enjoy the behavior.

Did I really dance like that with her? I shake my head in embarrassment. Light, Elias would be ashamed of me.

The memories seem hazy in my mind, but they are still distinct enough to fill me with an overwhelming sense of shame. However, when I think of what transpired between us in the tent, I find myself feeling more hurt than anything else.

She rejected me, I think, wrestling with the complex emotions inside of me. Am I not good enough for her to want me in that sort of way?

Then, I think about what she said to me, her voice surprisingly lucid despite the amount of uzqi we had drunk. "There needs to be a commitment before we allow things to go any further... I love you... I want you forever."

It dawns on me that she did not want to go further because she did not feel ready. She didn't want our first time to be a drunken night of passion, but a purposeful event based on love. The talk of commitment still baffles me, but her reasons for stopping me do make some form of sense.

The realization does not completely take away the pain of rejection, but it does make me a little less confused.

I continue on my way, enjoying my time away from everything and everyone, my thoughts keeping me company. The path continues forward, wending through sandy flats and rocky foothills. Everything around me seems stark and rough and jagged, but the exercise makes me feel good, the effects of my hangover becoming less severe.

Thoughts of Zara continue to make their way through my mind, along with worries of our current situation and hopes for the future. I think of the slaves, who had been so grateful that we had saved them, and how they might play into the events to come.

Something big is going to happen in the coming weeks... something that makes the siege of Dunmar City look like a skirmish.

An hour or two passes, and eventually I start to think about turning back. My water is getting low, and Zara will no doubt start to worry when she can't find me around the encampment.

I am about to turn around when a rumbling sound catches my attention. It sounds like a bear roaring in anger.

My hand goes immediately to my dagger, and I crouch down, ducking behind a mound of sand covered in stalks of straw-like grass. After a few minutes, I hear the roaring sound again, and this time, it is accompanied by barking words in some guttural tongue.

Demons.

Keeping low to the ground, I half-walk, half-crouch up to the dune ahead of me, scaling its sandy surface in an attempt to see what is on the other side. When I reach the top, I catch a glimpse of a sight that chills me to the bone despite the heat of the day.

In a wide, barren valley that seems to stretch on forever is a vast army of demons, milling about a sea of black tents, blazing green torches and siege equipment. There seems to be tens of thousands of them, hundreds of thousands even, of every shape and variety one can imagine. There are gorgons and darkhounds, spindly creatures with hooks for hands and crawling things with dozens of clawed limbs. Darkwings flit through the sky off in the distance, and I can see ferocious beasts in thick steel cages, roaring and shrieking against their constraints. Most terrifying of all are enormous giants that lumber about, their hulking figures standing more than twenty feet off the ground, red eyes peering out between curling ram's horns.

These I recognize from the stories as balors. They are said to be strong enough to knock down entire castles.

Spitting out a curse, I quickly duck back behind the dune, praying that none of the demons had seen me. They didn't appear to have any sentries posted – why would they, here in their own domain?

This must be the R'Laar's main army, I realize, gripping my dagger in a sweaty fist. Eleven Hells, there's so many of them! I've never even heard of an army so large!

I decide to tempt fate once more, peeking back over the dune to try to glean everything I can from their encampment. Seeing it a second time only serves to fill me with more dread. That must be the commander's tent, I think to myself, staring at a massive tent that stands out above the rest in the middle of the camp. It seems to radiate blackness, sucking all light into itself. The Prince of Darkness... the demon lord of legend. He must be commanding this army personally...

They appear to be preparing for some kind of assault, and their proximity to the Arc of Radiance does not seem to bode well for the survival of humanity.

Blowing out an astounded breath, I creep back down out of sight.

They must know something we don't, otherwise they wouldn't be gathering their troops like they are about to march off to war. Does this mean the Arc is closer to failing than we realize?

Questions. Too many questions and not enough answers.

Heart heavy, I set off immediately for the slave encampment, moving as quickly and as quietly as I can manage.

***
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BY THE TIME I RETURN to the slave encampment, I am completely drenched in sweat.

I hurry the last few hundred paces and begin making my way through the tents, searching for Zara so that I can tell her about what I had witnessed. By now it is nearly midday, the sun high in the clear blue sky and baking the land like an oven. Many of the inhabitants of the encampment give me odd looks, their surly expressions indicating that many of them are still recovering from uzqi consumption.

I feel your pain, I think to myself miserably, looking around for Zara’s telltale blue robes.

I eventually find her toiling in the women’s tent with a handful of the other women in the camp. She looks shocked upon seeing me, probably because of my haggard appearance, and immediately puts down whatever she is working on and comes over to me at the tent’s entrance.

“Owyn,” she says, concern lining her eyes, “is everything alright?”

Nodding, I wipe the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. “Yes – and no. It’s complicated. Can we talk?”

“Of course,” she replies, wincing as she steps out into the sun. “Ugh... it’s so bright out here. I don’t know about you, but my head feels like it is about to explode.”

I let out a small, forced chuckle as I lead her away, going to a shady spot down between two other tents.

When we are alone, I hesitate, trying to come up with the right words. Light, I don’t want to alarm her... but that army – can anything possibly stand against it?

Apparently, she takes my hesitation as me feeling awkward about last night, which honestly is not far from the truth. She reaches out and takes my hand, looking at me with her beautiful brown eyes. “Listen, Owyn. I know last night was... interesting. Neither of us acted like ourselves. I blame the uzqi. I don’t think I’ll ever have another drop of that stuff as long as I live. But I want you to know that everything is okay. I still love you, and I don’t harbor any bad feelings against you.”

I shake my head, bringing up both my hands in a warding gesture. “No, no, you misunderstand me. I mean, yes, I feel like a complete and utter fool after last night, but that’s not what I want to talk to you about.”

She furrows her eyebrows. “It’s not?”

“No,” I reply with a small laugh. “I love you too, Zara, but there is something much bigger going on. I just got back from walking a few miles south of here.”

I proceed to tell her what I saw in the dunes, about the massive army of demons and the presence of siege equipment. I also tell her about my suspicions, how the presence of such an army indicates that they are getting ready to invade, and that the Arc of Radiance may be closer to collapse than we had previously thought.

When I finish, she looks both astounded and worried.

“Light,” she says at last. “That’s not ideal.”

I nod gravely. “They’re not far from here, maybe a few hour’s walk.”

“I think you’re right,” she says after a brief pause. “They must know something that we don’t. Light, this couldn’t have happened at a worse time.”

We continue talking, going over the implications of my discovery, when I catch some movement out of the corner of my eye. The sound of feet crunching on dirt shakes us from our grim conversation, forcing us to look up to see who is coming, and we both see a sight that neither one of us is expecting in the least.

A group of a dozen or so youths are converging on our position between the tents, their expressions nervous as they approach. They range from about ages twelve to seventeen, and there is a mixture of boys and girls with them, though the bulk is mostly male.

The youths gather around us, some looking sheepish, but most looking determined as they surround Zara and me. Their leader, it seems, is the long-haired boy named Yari. He stands at the forefront of the group with his arms crossed in front of him.

Zara looks over the group. Quirking an eyebrow, she asks, “Nima xohlaysiz?”

“Bizni o'rgatishni xohlaymiz,” Yari replies, his fellows bobbing their heads in approval.

She frowns, looking confused. “Nimani o'rgatmoqdasiz?”

He looks her dead in the eye. “Qanday kurashish kerak.”

This makes her look troubled, her frown deepening. “What do they want?” I ask in a low voice.

She turns to look at me, her eyes tightening in worry. “He says they want us to teach them... how to fight.”

“They want to learn how to fight?” I can’t help but feel surprised. Ever since coming to this place, the people have seemed beaten down, unwilling or unable to defend themselves. Not so with these youths, apparently. Looking closer at their appearance, I can see that they appear eager, almost like they are looking to make some trouble. There is a fire there, a fire that can be stoked into becoming a blaze.

“I’m not sure what to say to them,” Zara says, clearly conflicted. “Their elders will no doubt be furious if they were to hear about this.”

After a moment, I smile, looking at Yari and giving him a small nod. Then, I approach him, pulling out my dagger and handing it to him, hilt first.

“Owyn!” Zara hisses. “What are you doing?”

“Seeing how they will react,” I reply without looking back.

Many of the youths cringe as I proffer the dagger, scuttling back as if I am in the process of attacking them. However, Yari stands his ground. Bravely, if not a little hesitantly, he reaches forward and accepts the weapon, grasping it firmly in his sun-darkened hands. All his friends look at him with a sense of awe.

They only want to fight to defend themselves, I think, watching as Yari examines the quill blade with a mixture of curiosity and wonder. To the Hells what their elders think.

“Tell them that we will teach them,” I say after a moment.

Zara starts. “Are you certain? I can see this going badly very fast.”

“I’m sure,” I reply calmly. “The world is ending, Zara. They just want to know how to defend themselves. This is the right thing to do.”

She considers this, then nods, though she doesn’t look too happy about it. Then, she proceeds to tell them, which prompts excited whispering to break out among them.

“Alright,” I say after a moment, still looking at Yari. “Let’s get to work.”
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Chapter Twenty

Zara
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“Are you sure we should be doing this?” I ask, hurrying to keep up with Owyn’s fast pace. Around us, the hills rise up like dusty sentinels of rocks and thorns.

He gives me an odd look, like he is confused as to why I am questioning our actions. “Yes,” he replies, still following the youths as they lead us deeper into the hills. “You know as well as I do that we need all the help we can get. Besides, if we get into another fight with another one of those big demons, won’t you want some more fighters on your side?”

I hesitate, then finally nod. “I suppose,” I reply sullenly. “Though, I don’t have to like it. Teaching these people to fight will only increase the likelihood of them getting killed.”

“They’re going to get killed anyway,” he mutters, looking forward. “At least this way they’ll have a chance.”

We fall into an uneasy silence, our feet scraping on stone as we make our way through the uneven terrain of the hills. The youths, upon us agreeing to help them, promptly began leading us out of camp and toward a location they claim to be safe. Because most of their parents are laboring in the fields or breaking rocks, there wasn’t anyone to question why we were leaving the encampment.

The shade provided by the hills is welcome, though I can’t help but feel a little uncertain of how this will all play out. I should be trying to learn from the women in the camp, I think to myself, struggling to keep pace with the others. Not gallivanting through the hills where we can be attacked by a roaming demon!

Yari seems to be the leader of this group, many of them looking to him for guidance. He blazes the way through the ravines, leading us on a winding path that is difficult for me to remember.

Eventually, though, we come to a stop in a cleft between two hills. There, burrowed into the rock face of a hillside, is a cavernous hole covered over by a barricade of brambles lashed together by ropes.

Yari quickly pulls away the barricade and gestures for us to follow him inside. It appears to be an abandoned mine, discarded tools and old piles of dirt laying strewn about the outside.

Following Owyn, I steel myself and make my way inside, feeling a rush of cool air as we creep into the heart of the hill itself. The change in temperature feels wonderful, but the darkness that awaits us feels menacing, like it is some beast that is going to swallow us whole. Yari picks up a coarse rope that lies on the floor of the tunnel, using it as sort of a guide as we go deeper into the mine.

I hold the rope in one hand and the hem of Owyn’s cloak in my other, gingerly stepping forward through the blackness and trying not to trip or step into a bottomless pit.

We continue this way for a while, shuffling through total darkness with only the rope and the rough wall for guidance. Down we go through twisting corridors, and the longer we are in the confines of the mine, the more my anxiety seems to increase.

Suddenly, I can see a light ahead, an illumination, though dim, that looks profoundly brilliant to my dark-adjusted eyes. The closer we get the brighter it becomes, until we find ourselves standing in a vast chamber that seems to stretch on forever. The light comes through a shaft in the ceiling of the enormous cave, leading to the open sky which provides a golden column of sunlight. This is not what catches my attention however – it is instead the gargantuan crystal that dominates the larger portion of the chamber. Its azure surface catches the light, sending glittering, prismatic sparkles dancing around the cavern, and its multi-faceted surface juts up from the stone, rising more than fifty feet into the air and nearly reaching the roof.

My mouth drops open and I become speechless. After all this time, it was just a short walk away from the encampment.

A source crystal, I think, completely and utterly awed. By the Light, it’s even bigger than the Heart of Light!

The youths continue forward undeterred, as if the sight of the great crystal is not even remotely noteworthy. Owyn, on the other hand, lets out a low whistle.

“Eleven Hells,” he says, voice echoing off the stone. “That’s one big piece of rock.”

“It’s a source crystal,” I reply, still marveling at the thing. Light... I can feel it radiating with magic. There must be more latent power here than in the Pillar of Radiance itself!

“I sort of figured that,” he says. Then, he chuckles, glancing at me and jabbing a thumb at the crystal. “You think there’s enough there for you to make a new talisman?”

I give him a flat look. “Owyn... this changes everything! Everyone believes that the Heart of Light is the biggest source crystal ever discovered. This,” I gesture with both my hands, “can be used to help us. Maybe we could even create a new Arc of Radiance!” Dozens of new possibilities begin to blossom in my mind.

He considers this for a moment, then bobs his head, grinning. “That’s great! Now all we have to do is figure out a way to get back into the kingdom and make contact with the Conclave before the Prince of Darkness can destroy us all. No pressure.”

I choose to ignore him, walking further into the cavern to stand in front of the crystal’s mammoth, glasslike surface.

Like a tree growing out of the ground, the crystal shoots upward, its base circular like a trunk and its top coming to something of a point. It is not perfectly round, of course. It has the uneven, uncut shape of a stone, and there are no twigs or branches growing out of it. Still, the resemblance gives it the appearance of a living organism. Many scholars and mages have studied source crystals and have almost all concluded that before it is harvested, it literally grows from somewhere deep below the earth like a plant, though the process is slow. Judging by the size of this one, it must be truly ancient.

Yari comes up beside me and watches me curiously.

I glance at him before turning my attention back on the source crystal. "Why was this mine abandoned?" I ask, using his language in my broken way.

He explains simply that the demons hate this crystal, and that long ago they forbad anyone from ever entering this mine again. Any slave seen touching the crystal or holding a broken piece of it was killed on sight. When the tribe had learned of the demon's loathing, the elders ordered this place sealed off.

The R'Laar must not have wanted any mages to spring up in the population, I realize with chagrin. Even after the Arc went up, a thousand years is a long time. These people would have eventually relearned to use radiant magic in some form or another.

I thank Yari, then take a step closer to further examine the source crystal. Acting on instinct, I reach up and rest my hand on its glassy surface. It is warm to the touch, and I can immediately feel an ocean of power waiting for me to reach out and take it. I suppress a shiver, feeling ecstatic at touching the source power once again. It feels like a long-lost friend, tantalizingly strong and ready to be used.

Before I am overwhelmed, I take a step back, removing my hand from the surface of the crystal. To my surprise, I notice that I have caused the whole thing to glow, bathing the chamber in a soft, blue light.

Looking around, I can see that everyone has gathered around me, their eyes wide. My cheeks flush hot with embarrassment.

"Uzr," I say, using their word for sorry. Then, in the common tongue, I mutter, "I should have been paying more attention."

When my eyes fall on Owyn, I see that he is grinning. "Don't be embarrassed, Zara," he says. "I think you just gave them another reason to respect us."

"They probably respect us enough," I reply, wading through the crowd and stepping up to him. "We're heroes, remember? What we need is for them to not be afraid of us."

Reaching down, I pull the quill dagger out of his belt. Then, I make my way back over to the source crystal.

"Yashi, ishga kirish vaqti," I declare, getting their attention. "Qani, Owyn kabi ish tuting." This means roughly for them to stop gawking and go over to Owyn to start training.

"What did you say?" Owyn says, looking concerned as everyone shuffles over to him.

I smirk. "I told them that you are going to start training them, of course!"

He blanches. "Zara, I don't speak their language!"

"Don't let that stop you!" I reply, stepping up to the source crystal once more. "Just... go through some exercises or something. Have them follow you. You'll get the hang of it!"

He grumbles, but I have already begun tuning him out. Now, comes the truly important part.

I've never created a talisman before, I think to myself, bending down and picking up a rock. Let's hope this works.

I lift the makeshift dagger in front of me, rock held firmly in the other hand. Then, I locate a spot on the crystal that seems to stick out, a place where I should be able to knock a piece off. Using the quill like a chisel, I place the point on the crystal and bring up the rock to strike, hitting the back of the quill like a hammer. Fortunately, source crystal is known for being extremely brittle compared to other minerals, being more akin to glass. The tip of the quill bites in and breaks off a sizeable piece about the size of my hand.

The chunk of crystal clatters to the ground, shattering into many smaller pieces.

"Blast," I mutter, dropping the rock and the quill and kneeling down beside the broken pieces.

Unless bonded with a mage immediately after being severed, source crystal dies out – at least that’s what I remember reading once at the Academy. Reaching for a sliver about the size of my index finger, I quickly scoop it up and wrap my entire hand around it. Then, I reach mentally for the source power.

Radiant energy seems to fill my entire body, making every inch of me tingle. Then, after a few minutes, the sensation fades, causing me to sigh audibly as the power seeps out of me.

Opening my hand, I peer tentatively down at the crystal in my palm. To my delight, it feels alive, a warm, almost indistinct glow radiating from its core. I did it, I think, smiling broadly. On my first try, no less! I managed to create a new talisman!

After relishing my success for just a moment, I glance back behind me to see what the others are doing.

Owyn, standing at the front of a rabble, seems supremely frustrated at his attempts to communicate with his students. The youths stand before him, glancing uncertainly at each other while he goes through what looks like some sort of fighting stance.

No one seems to be replicating his actions.

Unable to help myself, I let out a small giggle that seems to bounce off the cavernous walls.

Red-faced, Owyn looks over at me and glares. "Having fun, are you?" He asks, voice thunderous.

I nod, smiling sweetly at him.

He grunts. "Well, how about you come help me instead of playing with rocks over there?"

Still holding my new talisman, I stand up and smooth out the front of my robes. Alright, I think, still laughing on the inside. I suppose I should go help him. After all, we still have a lot of work to be done.

Walking over to the front of the group, I begin to help with the work of translation.
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Chapter Twenty-One

Owyn
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“Tayyor ... bori!” I shout, using the few words Zara had taught me in the slave’s language. This prompts the pairs of young men to grapple with each other, filling the cave with grunts and the sounds of struggle. I watch from my position atop a large boulder, examining the young fighters use the fighting techniques I had shown them with a keen eye.

“Yaxshi!” I command after a moment, using the word for stop. Then, after giving them a chance to breathe, I use the word for again. “Yana!”

They go at it again, as tenaciously as ever.

We have been in training hard for about two weeks, coming to this secret, abandoned mine day after day while the adults work. They showed great promise when we began training, but that did not prepare me for the amount of progress they have been able to achieve. Like a starving man devouring a feast they have taken to my teaching, picking up everything quickly and never offering a word of complaint.

Not that I could understand them even if they did, I think to myself wryly, still watching them spar.

Training in another language has presented many difficulties, most of all my ability to offer critiques. To make up for my lack of fluency, I have been forced to make the teaching more physical than verbal, showing fighting styles rather than simply speaking about them. Admittedly, this seems to be an effective method, though I’m sure the student’s desire has something to do with it.

They seem to absolutely love the things I am teaching them, as though having an outlet to vent their frustrations has been something they have been thirsting for their entire lives. Even as I watch them, I can’t help but smile at their ability to wrestle one another to the ground.

For a brief moment, my gaze wanders around the enormous cavern.

On the other side of the chamber, near the giant, faintly-glowing source crystal, I can see Zara sitting with a handful of other youths – those who had shown promise in the ability to use magic. After creating a talisman for herself, she set out to test everyone for the ability to channel source energy. She did this by having them place their hands on the source crystal and inciting a few words of power. If the crystal glowed, that meant that they have the gift, or the ability to become a mage. Even now, Zara is instructing them on how to pull in the magical energy, watching maternally as they attempt to make their own source crystals light up.

One of the youths cries out as he gets pinned to the ground, pulling me back into the training. “Yaxshi!” I shout, prompting them to take a small break.

Stepping of my perch on top of the boulder, I make my way to the place where I had set up mock spears for weapons training. They are really no more than long, sharpened sticks, but for now they will serve the same purpose. Gathering up the spears in my arms, I walk over to the youths and begin handing them out, looking each of them in the eyes and nodding approvingly.

Even after struggling with one another, boys against boys and girls against other girls, they stand at a semblance of attention as I walk by, eager for my approval.

Their steadfastness puts most of the rangers I know to shame, I think to myself, already mentally planning my next series of exercises.

A young man named Uxai suddenly rushes into the chamber, looking sweaty and disheveled and all out of sorts. Upon seeing us, he immediately races over to our position, speaking in an urgent tone that echoes off the cavern walls. “Jinlar bu erda! Orqaga qaytishimiz kerak!”

This seems to cause the gathered youths to panic, sending them scrambling over to Uxai and up into the exit tunnel. They don’t even spare me a second glance, but they do hold onto the spears I had given them, rushing out of the mine with them in-hand.

I go over to Zara, who is standing dumbfounded beside the giant source crystal. “What’s going on?”

She looks at me, concerned lines pinching at the corners of her eyes. “He says that demons are coming,” she replies uneasily. “He says that we all need to go back now.”

Letting out a deep breath, I nod and reach for Zara’s hand. “Let’s go, then.”

She takes my hand and together we make our way over to the tunnel. Most of the youths have already made their way up. When we reach the shadow of the tunnel entrance, I reach down and pick up the safety rope and begin to climb, Zara still clutching my hand.

Even after all of these days, the climb is arduous. The tunnel winds through pitch blackness through the bowels of the hill. Still, in a quarter hour we come out the other side, stepping out into the blinding sun at the entrance of the mine.

Almost everyone has already left the cleft between the hills and is making their way toward the encampment. Without saying a word to each other, the two of us follow suit, running as quickly as we can in the same direction.

As we go, my thoughts race. More demons? What could this mean? Are they here to take more resources and kidnap more people? The memory of that day weeks ago boils my blood.

The journey through the hills is long and hot, but we make it through without incident, coming out onto the plains where the tents are all set up. As we approach, I can see a large group of people gathered on the other side, kneeling in reverence as others filter over through the tents.

"They're already here," Zara breathes, concern lining her face.

"We'll just have to keep low," I say, winded as well. "As long as we keep a low profile, the demons won't notice we are here."

I'm not sure why the youths were so determined to come here upon hearing the news of the demons. To me, it seems perfectly logical to wait underground for the whole thing to blow over.

Maybe there is some sort of mandate from R'Laar, I find myself thinking as we make our way over to the tents. Perhaps those who do not come to meet the demons are punished in some terrible way.

Again, the thought causes my chest to flare with anger, and I have to force it down to keep me from doing anything rash.

Eventually, we approach the gathering of slaves as they kneel at the edge of camp. Near the back, the youths are gathered in a small cluster, their handmade weapons laying on the ground beside them. Probably not a good thing they brought those, I think, noticing the looks of alarm the older slaves shoot their way. Well... nothing that can be done about that now.

Zara and I crouch down in the shade of a tent, watching the proceedings from the farthest distance possible.

Ahead, there is no grand procession of flame-wielding demons. In fact, as far as I can tell, there are only three gorgons at the front of the gathered crowd. They seem to be examining baskets of grain, speaking to one another in their harsh, guttural language.

"Nima deyishadi," Zara asks, leaning forward and speaking to one of the young girls she had been teaching.

She gives a quick response that I can barely even hear.

"What's going on?" I ask Zara.

She bites her lower lip, looking worried. "This seems to be a rather common occurrence," she replies, keeping her voice low. "Demons come to inspect their progress and cause trouble. She says it usually doesn't last for long."

I frown and gaze forward, watching the events at the front unfold. The demons seem to be arguing about something. Then, they turn and point to an old woman in the crowd. I recognize her as one of the elders we had met on our first night here.

She stands up, looking calm and cool, and approaches the demons, motioning to the gathered resources and answering their supposed question.

Her response does not seem to please them.

One of the gorgons yells at her, causing her to shrink back a little in fear. She says something else, which prompts the other two gorgons to chuckle, a grating, unnerving sound.

The first gorgon bellows in rage and draws its sword, and I have to resist the urge to reach for my own weapon and leap to her defense.

Careful, Owyn, I remind myself, taking a breath. You don't want to stir up any trouble.

The demon swings, using its sword like a farmer cutting wheat with his sickle. The weapon slices the woman's stomach, sending her falling backward onto the ground, and I can see crimson blood staining the monster's blade.

Yari, who kneels nearby, grunts in fury, his fists clenched as he watches the murder from the back. His friends seem to hold him back, whispering calming words into his ear.

They do not seem to do much in calming his fury.

The demons all start to laugh, their voices ringing out over the crowd of cowering slaves. Then, after a few moments, one of them turns to address everyone, its voice coarse and commanding.

"What is he saying?" I whisper to Zara, who seems to be listening intently.

She turns to me, and I can see that the blood has drained from her face. "They say as punishment for the insufficient amount of resources, they are going to take a captive."

"Hells," I curse under my breath.

It's happening again.

The demon begins making its way through the camp, examining everyone with its glowing, red eyes. Everywhere its gaze sweeps, people cower in fright, and eventually, it makes its way near to where our group is kneeling. It does not seem to notice Zara and I, however. Its eyes seem focused on a young girl not five paces away.

It levels a black-nailed finger at her, and she begins to cry.

Yari says something quietly to his friends around him, then reaches down and picks up the wooden spear.

"Oh, no," Zara says, pointing at him. "I think he is about to do something very stupid."

Before either of us can do anything, Yari is on his feet and charging the demon, spear in hand. He lets out a savage yell and aims the point at the thing's chest. The gorgon turns, eyes going wide with surprise, then grunts as the spear jabs into its black armor, point puncturing its chest.

For all Yari's bravado, the thrust is clumsy and poorly executed. The spear snaps in his hands before it can go deep enough. The demon looks down, confused, then quickly contorts its ugly face in rage.

I jump to my feet, pulling out my quill dagger, and begin racing toward Yari as swiftly as I can. Around us, the slaves shuffle to the sides, wanting no part in the fight that is to come. Just as the gorgon is about to draw its sword and retaliate, I shove Yari out of the way and send him rolling to the side.

The demon pulls its weapon out and stares at me, a cold smile parting its red and black lips.

That's right, I think, bringing up my dagger and falling into a fighting stance. I'm not one of these people.

It lunges, bringing its sword down in a downward arc, and I easily sidestep to get out of the way. Then, seeing an opportunity to strike, I leap at the demon's unprotected side, stabbing my quill into a weak point it its armor. The point goes deep, and the gorgon lets out a howl of pain.

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see that Zara is now standing up as well, her talisman in hand as she faces down the other two demons who are now racing to our position.

The gorgon spins, slashing with its sword, but I dodge this attack as well, jumping back on my heels and then running forward again as the sword goes wide. The demon panics now, realizing its mistake, but it’s already too late. When it tries to bring its sword in, I shove my dagger up, stabbing the point beneath its chin and up into its brain.

Magefyre flashes behind me, and the slaves all let out a cry of alarm.

Letting the body slump to the ground, I turn to see that Zara has engulfed one of the remaining demons in blue flames, causing it to shriek in agony and drop its weapon as it attempts to put out the magical fire. The other, though, seems warier, crouching low to the side and keeping and putting distance between him and Zara.

What happens next surprises me, as the youths all jump to their feet and lift their spears into the air. They let out a battle cry and charge, running toward the remaining demon with reckless abandon.

I curse.

Racing to follow them, I watch in horror as one of the young men is cut down. I think his name is Tiui. Zara lowers her next ball of magefyre, not wanting to harm any of the youths now standing in her way.

Shoving a pair of spear-wielding boys out of the way, I throw myself in between the rest and the demon, narrowly dodging the creature's next attack. Then, I lower my head and drive my shoulder into its gut, knocking both of us to the ground in a cloud of dust.

I roll to the side. Trying to avoid being skewered as the youths descend on the demon, stabbing wildly with their spears at every possible angle. At first, the gorgon tries to get up, it roars of anger becoming yelps of pain, but soon it collapses, pierced dozens of times with the bloody points of the makeshift spears.

Just like that, it is all over, the three demons dead at our feet.

I push myself up and go over to Zara, noting the horrified eyes on all of us. Apparently, we've just made a bad situation terribly worse.

"You okay?" She asks as I approach.

Nodding, I wipe the quill on the hem of my cloak then replace it back on my belt. "Well... that could have gone better."

Breathless, the youths all stand back, looks of amazement painting their faces. They seem equally surprised at their own actions, their faces drawn and pale.

"Nima qilib qo'yding?" Someone cries, an elder with white hair and multi-colored beads adorning his neck. He stumbles out of the mass of shocked-looking people, expression appalled. "Nima uchun bunday narsalarni qilasiz?"

"What's he saying?" I ask, leaning over to Zara.

"I'm not really sure," she replies. "Though, if I were to guess, it would be, 'What have you done?' or something along those lines."

Yari steps forward wearing a look of grim determination on his youthful face. "Biz qo'rqqan narsalarni qildik," he says defiantly. "O'zimizni himoya qildik."

Zara translates softly in my ear. "I think he’s saying that they've done what the others have been too afraid to do... they've defended themselves."

A terse yet brief conversation ensues between the elder and the youth, but I do not need a translation to understand the meaning. The old man's wild gestures and furious demeanor tell me everything I need to know about the exchange: we've crossed a boundary that hasn't likely been crossed in centuries.

Finally, the elder shakes his head and spits upon the ground, proclaiming something that sounds very much like a curse.

"What was that last bit?" I ask, lowering my voice as an uncomfortable silence ensues.

She turns to me, looking more than a little troubled. "He condemns us all for dooming them," she says with chagrin. "Owyn, he wants to turn us over to the demons to answer for our crimes.”

Reaching down to my dagger, I growl, "I've already been sentenced to death once. I'll be damned if I'm going to let it happen again."
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Chapter Twenty-Two

Zara
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"Owyn," I snap, resting a hand on his arm. "Don't you dare do anything rash!"

He grunts, but does not insist on drawing his weapon. "What do you want me to do, Zara? Let them hand us over to the R'Laar?"

I give him a suffering look. "And who's going to lay a hand on us? Look at these people... they're terrified! And we just took down three gorgons! I highly doubt anyone is going to force us to march over to the demon camp as prisoners."

Owyn glances about and after a moment, his expression softens. He removes his hand from the hilt of his dagger, seeing the terrified and uncertain expressions on everyone's faces.

Still, the elder looks furious.

"You've doomed us all!" He cries in their language, waving his hands about wildly. "Our blood is on your hands!" He continues on, and I cannot understand everything he is saying, but the overall message seems to be that Owyn and I should be driven from the encampment.

When next he turns on us, it seems almost as if he is about to rush up and apprehend us himself.

Seemingly on cue, the youths all surround us, stepping in front of Owyn and I protectively with their spears held up. Yari fixes the old man with a cold expression. "If you are going to harm them, you will have to harm us, first."

The confidence in which he says this gives the old man pause.

His hesitation gives me an opening, and I decide to use the opportunity to speak to the gathered host of people. Acting quickly, I step forward and mentally search for the right words to use in my speech.

“I do not speak your language very well,” I say, fumbling over the words despite my best efforts, “but I hope you will listen to what I have to say. I have grown to care for your people and have only their best interests in my heart.”

I wince, cringing inwardly at my horrendous grammar, but nobody seems to care. In fact, they begin to gather around me, apparently curious about my message.

Steeling myself, I continue. “The demons want only your death. They steal from you, take your children... this is not how it should be. All of us deserve to be free. That is what we experienced in Tarsynium, where we came from.” I gesture to Owyn and myself. “That is where you and your families will be safe.”

A cackling laughter rises from someone in the crowd, a scornful, bitter sound. It is another white-haired elder, a woman with multi-colored beads dancing with the heaving motions of her chest.

“Yolg'on gapirsangiz,” she says, wheezing. “Bizni hamma o'ldirasiz.” From what I can tell she is calling me a liar and claims that our actions will kill them all.

Murmuring whispers begin to make their way through the crowd, and I can tell that doubt is hanging over them all like a storm cloud. Acting on a sudden impulse, I reach into a pocket in my robes and pull out my newly-created talisman.

Owyn glances at me out of the corner of his eye. “What are you doing?”

I set my jaw. “Something reckless,” I reply while raising my hand to quiet the crowd.

“You now have a choice,” I declare in their tongue, lifting my voice high so that all can hear. “When the demons discover that their messengers were killed, they will come to punish you. Many will die. But if you come with us, flee to the green lands of Tarsynium, then you will be free at last!”

Reaching for the well of source energy within, I take hold of the power and begin to channel, feeling crackling radiance begin to gather at my fingertips. Then, thrusting my right hand into the air, I bellow the words of power, “Solas ó na flaithis!”

Blue light surges from my fingers and into the sky, filling the air with an azure brilliance that is near blinding. It shimmers upward like a spear, stabbing the sky, and then arcs down in all directions in a shower of sparks, making me look like some sort of mystical fountain. No heat emanates from the radiant magic – this spell is mostly for show – but it seems to have the desired effect on the gathered people, making them gaze at my display with looks of awe.

By the time I release my hold on the source energy, the sparks fading to nothingness and it has grown so quiet that all I can hear is the faint rustle of the wind.

Feeling drained, I lower my hand and put away the talisman, turning to face the crowd once more. “The demons will come for you here, but if you remain with us, then you will have a chance to survive. We will leave now to return to our home in Tarsynium, and anyone who comes with us will be granted our protection. You will be slaves no longer. We will make sure that you are free.”

Again, I feel like my poor grasp of the language has made my phrasing unintelligible, but it doesn’t seem to matter.

With wide eyes and reverent expressions, almost every single person in the crowd bows themselves to the earth, prostrating themselves before us as if we are gods. Nobody even says a word, not even the surly elders and their handful of followers, who seem much more uncertain than they had before.

Owyn glances at me and raises an eyebrow. “What in the world did you say to them?”

My cheeks grow red with embarrassment. “I’m... not really sure, to be honest. I think it has more to do with the magic than it does with what I said.”

He nods, looking back over the bowing people. “Well, whatever the case, it seems that we’ve won them over. What do we do now?”

I consider this for a moment, then reply. “We need to make our way to the Arc at once. It won’t be long before the R’Laar discover what we did here. They’ll come after us... and when they do, I’m afraid that many more will die.”

“Alright,” he replies, gesturing to the crowd. “Tell them.”

***
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THE NEXT DAY PASSES in a chaotic, disorganized blur.

Between the weeping, the arguing elders, and the air of uncertainty, the encampment seems to have descended from a relatively peaceful community into absolute chaos, with every possible reaction to the demon killings being represented. Some people, most of the elders included, still desire to grovel for their lives and hope that the R’Laar will be merciful. Others seem to want only to drink uzqi and fall into a stupor. Most, though, seem to cling to the promises Owyn and I have made, seeing them as their only opportunity for salvation when the demons inevitably return.

Even so, I know that deep down it will take a miracle for us to return to Tarsynium – especially if it means we will be required to save everyone’s lives.

I take it upon myself to attempt to organize the madness by communicating in my broken language how we should proceed moving forward. It proves difficult at first, but people seem grateful that someone is taking charge.

We begin with gathering all the supplies we can and placing them on the outside of camp. Food, water, blankets and clothing – anything that can be carried is taken out and set aside in preparation for the journey. Then, we begin breaking down tents and rolling up the skins around the wooden supports, trying to make them as portable as possible.

There is some resistance to our actions, of course, mostly from the older folks and the elders, but thankfully their passive nature as slaves makes them a mild nuisance only. They do not attempt to stop us as we prepare to depart.

Alternatively, the youths who had participated in our training and the subsequent killing of the demons have taken it upon themselves to become something of a guard unit, watching the horizon for signs of trouble and patrolling the camp while others work. They carry their spears proudly and always bow their heads in respect whenever Owyn or I approach.

An interesting development, I think to myself as I pass a group of them on the outskirts of camp. They seem to regard Owyn and me as their new leaders... though I’m not yet sure if that’s a good thing.

As the day wears on, the encampment seems to grow smaller and smaller as more tents are broken down. Soon, we are just about ready to make the trek through the hills.

As the supplies are gathered up, being placed upon backs and carried in odd, hammock-like containers, Owyn approaches me on the edge of the plains. “The rear guard is in place, though I doubt they’ll be able to do much good if we get attacked. At least they’ll be able to stand their ground long enough for one of us to get involved.”

“Excellent,” I reply, dusting off my hands after carrying a bushel of grain. "We're making good time. With luck, we should be able to get everyone to the edge of the Arc before night falls, and still have an hour or so to spare."

Wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead, he asks, "Any chance you can cast a spell to ward off those quill demons? I have a feeling they're going to want to pick us off if we gather closely together."

I nod my head. "We'll have to be on our guard. We may not get much sleep tonight, but if those ugly demons show their faces, I should be able to frighten them off with magefyre."

I smile at him, but he does not return it. Instead, he lowers his eyes. “Zara, I know this probably isn't the best time but... I’m ashamed at how I acted that night after the feast. I've been thinking about it a lot and... you deserve better – I’m sorry.” He seems to struggle with the words, as if speaking to me about such a personal experience is extremely difficult for him.

Still smiling, I reach forward and take his hand in mine. "There's nothing to be sorry about, Owyn. Things are far too dangerous now for either of us to harbor ill feelings. I love you, now let's move forward."

This seems to put him at ease, and finally he gives me a small smile in return. Squeezing my hand, he says softly, "I love you too."

He gazes at me a moment, then clears his throat, falling back into the 'stoic ranger persona' once again. "Everything seems to be in order. I'll work with the youth if you want to lead the rest." He gestures at the milling mass of people.

"Alright," I reply, releasing his hand. Then, I heave a sigh. "Let us get going, shall we?"

Holding my talisman, I send a spark of blue light into the air. This seems to get everyone's attention as the group grows quiet. "The time has come for us to leave," I declare in their language, trying to make my voice as loud as possible. "Everyone, carry your things and follow me."

With that, I begin walking toward the hills.

It begins slowly, at first, with small families breaking away from the group and making their way behind me. Soon, however, the bulk of the camp shifts into motion, picking up their possessions and following me into the hills. It is slow moving without pack animals, but it is movement nonetheless, a large cloud of dust picking up as we depart the plains and head into the ravine.

In all, it seems to be that more than two thirds of the people have chosen to come with us, a small group including most of the elders staying behind to await the return of the demons.

This gives me hope as we head forward into the unknown. With any luck, we will be able to open up a portal in the Arc of Radiance and make our way into Tarsynium, then work with the king and the Nightingales to unite under one banner.

One problem at a time, Zara, I remind myself, walking in the shade between two hills. One problem at a time...
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Owyn
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It is nearly nightfall when our beleaguered band finally makes it to the edge of the Arc of Radiance. Halting at the zenith of a large hill, we begin to hastily set up camp, rebuilding tents and cloistering ourselves as close together as is prudent under the circumstances. The howls of the quill demons have already begun to sound in the distance, giving everyone an additional reason to move with all haste, and the swiftly setting sun brings promises of a long and potentially dangerous night.

Above our heads, the Arc looms like a shimmering wall of light, casting the land around us in a soft, bluish glow and offering a tantalizingly clear view of the other side. Beyond, the leafless trees of the Emberwood wait in a clustered tangle that makes it look like a vibrant garden compared to the deserts of the waste.

The slaves, oddly, seem uncomfortable around the Arc. Many of them cast uncertain glances at it over their shoulders while others refuse to look at it entirely.

They’re afraid of it, I think, turning from the Arc to stare out at the darkening hills. Our world is so much different than the one they have always known.

Fortunately, there are no gorgons or any other demons present when we make it to the Arc. Either all of them have been recalled to muster with the greater army miles away, or we miraculously managed to find a section of the barrier that isn't being scrutinized by demonic eyes.

Whatever the case, I am just grateful that no additional violence is required this day. Fighting beside a group of frightened pacifists is exhausting work.

The tents are erected in short order, though no fires are lit anywhere in the camp. With the omnipresent glow of the Arc, the light is not needed, nor does anyone want to spend the energy to dig out the pits. Instead, meals are eaten cold, a mixture of dried roots and berries washed down with spring water, then the majority of people get ready for bed. Everyone is weary after our journey, and emotions are still high for having abandoning their ancestral way of life to follow two strangers.

Overall, the mood is quite subdued in the camp.

Worried about the presence of the quill demons, I organize the youths to the best of my abilities and set up watch posts. There needs to be a constant presence of spears if we are to avoid catastrophe, and I mentally prepare myself for a sleepless night moving from soldier group to soldier group.

Hells, I think to myself as I walk away from one such group. Am I really referring to them as soldiers, now? Being out in this desert must have really lowered my standards...

Once everyone has settled down, I find Zara sitting cross-legged on the ground in front of the Arc, staring into its magical surface while wearing a look of intense concentration. She absently rubs her source crystal in one hand, the other tapping her leg like she is anxious about something.

She seems to relax as I approach, letting out a long sigh when I come and sit next to her in the dirt.

"You look... troubled," I say at length, removing the bow from my shoulder and laying it in on the ground beside me. "Is everything alright?"

“Yes and no,” she replies, blinking away some thought as she tears her gaze away from the Arc and focuses it on me. “I was just thinking about ways I can open up a portal so that we can all get through.”

I sense some hesitation behind her words. “And have you come up with anything?”

She grimaces. “Nothing yet... there is a lot to consider with some something of this size.” Then, she pauses, suddenly appearing very vulnerable. She opens her mouth, then closes it again, as if unsure about what to say. Finally, she glances away and says, “I’m worried, Owyn.”

“Worried?” I ask, keeping my voice gentle. “About what?”

She heaves another sigh. “About everything! The Arc, the demons, these people... all of it is weighing on my mind like a mountain, and I can’t help but feel like I’m inadequate. What if I can’t find a way to get us back through the Arc? The R’Laar will find us eventually, and when they do, there is nothing that you or I will be able to do to stop them.”

The words all come out in a rush, and I find myself reeling in surprise at the intensity at which she says them. “Whoa... hold on, Zara. Where’s this coming from? This doesn’t sound like you.”

She holds my gaze for just a moment, then looks down at the ground. “What I’m attempting has never been done before, Owyn. The only reason the demons were able to breach the Arc in the first place is because of random holes that started appearing in it. Those holes are unpredictable, and...” she shakes her head, squeezing her eyes shut. “I’m just afraid – afraid that I might fail.”

I put my arm around her shoulders and say comfortingly, “You’re not going to fail.”

She looks up at me, frowning. “How can you be so sure?”

I smile. “Because you’re Zara Dennel! If anyone in this Light-forsaken world can get us through the Arc, it’s you. I refuse to believe that we’ve come so far only to be trapped here. You’ll think of something – you always do.”

She looks up at me, then rolls her eyes, nestling closer to my chest and closing her eyes. “It’s so annoying that you’re able to do that. You shouldn’t be so good at making me feel better.”

I chuckle and pull her close. “It’s one of my many talents, apparently."

We sit there for a time, resting quietly beside one another and watching the swirling patterns of light dance before us. The Arc gives off no warmth, but there is something comforting about its magical thrum, a reminder that civilization is close by, even if we are currently on the wrong side of it.

Eventually, though, the nag of my responsibilities gets the best of me, and I remove my arm from her shoulders, standing up and once more shouldering my bow. “I should get going,” I say gruffly. “Need to check on the guard posts.”

She nods, giving me a warm smile. “Thanks for coming, Owyn. It really means a lot.”

“Of course,” I reply before slinking off into the darkness. As I head over to the first group of guards, I can’t help but look over my shoulder at her. She is sitting cross-legged again with her talisman out, staring up at the Arc with a determined expression.

Shaking my head, I rest a hand on my dagger. I truly hope you can figure this one out, Zara, I think to myself grimly. For all our sakes.

***
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THE NIGHT ENDS WITHOUT incident, the quill demons keeping their distance from our new encampment. As the orange sun rises, drowning out the soft blue of the Arc, the immediate danger passes, allowing myself and the youth warriors to finally relax. After filling myself with a small meal of grain mash and roots, I make my way to an empty tent and sleep away the morning hours.

When I awake it is nearly midday, the heat outside sweltering and the air of the camp is tense.

Blearily, I emerge from my tent and find myself some water, wetting my parched throat and giving me a chance to fully wake up.

Although unable to communicate well with the people milling about, I can sense their unease at their current situation. It feels like the encampment is holding its breath. Most sit in the shade, idling away the time as if uncertain of what else to do.

Walking past the last group of tents, I make my way over to Zara’s position near the edge of the Arc. She had spent a large portion of the night just staring at the wall of energy, and now she appears to be in the midst of casting some sort of spell, her talisman held up and her lips moving in some sort of arcane incantation. Radiant white light gathers at her fingertips then shoots up into the air, connecting with the Arc like spears of glass connecting with a shield. The light explodes, breaking against the blue energy and sending down a shower of blinding sparks – leaving the surface of the Arc unbroken.

Zara seems to deflate as I approach her from behind, and I can hear her muttering angrily to herself in a low voice. “How’s it going?” I ask, attempting to sound unassuming.

She glances over her shoulder at me, then turns back to regard the Arc. “Not good,” she replies, shaking her head. “No matter what I do, I cannot seem to even scratch this thing.”

“Well, keep at it,” I respond, coming up to stand next to her. “I believe in you. We all do.”

She doesn’t reply, but I can sense that she is bristling with annoyance. Hells, did I say the wrong thing?

An awkward moment passes between us, and I break the silence with an uncomfortable chuckle. “None of us died in the night, so that’s a good sign. Those quill demons didn’t even come near our hill.”

Still staring intently at the Arc, she says quietly, “Perhaps they are just biding their time.”

“Perhaps,” I concede. “But we’ll be ready if they finally decide to attack. I plan on putting the men in this camp to work this afternoon. We’re in some serious need for defensive structures to be built.” When she does not respond, I go on. “Could I maybe get your help in translating my orders for them?”

She nods absently. “Yes, yes. Tell me what you want me to say and then I’ll relay it to them.” Then, blinking, she turns and gives me a tired smile. “Thanks for checking in on me. I appreciate it. But, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get back at it.”

I raise my hands in a sign of conceit. “As you wish, Magus. Sorry for disturbing you.”

As I walk away from the Arc, I can hear Zara start muttering to herself again, speaking in some arcane language that I could never hope to understand. Taking a deep breath and exhaling through my nose, I make my way to the far edge of the hill and begin to survey the scene.

The uneven terrain stretches out before me for miles, eventually giving away to the flatlands of the desert and into lands unknown. Everything seems quiet and desolate before my eyes, the only life being the scrubby, thorny bushes covering the hillsides and the occasional buzz of flying insects. For the second time, I feel a brief but substantial rush of fear that Zara may not ever be able to deliver on our promise, and that we would be trapped on this hilltop forever. I quickly push away the thought, feeling that that sort of thing is unproductive. If that happens, we’d better be able to hold out up here as long as possible.

Sighing, I turn around and begin planning out in my head what sort of defenses should be erected.

With the help of Zara’s translations, I spend the afternoon organizing the men into work teams as setting them to various assignments with our limited tools and materials. We spend hours gathering brambles and rocks, as well as digging trenches all around the perimeter of our encampment up against the Arc. It is grueling work in the heat of the sun, but I think the men are glad to feel productive, not to mention the fact that they are already accustomed to hard work.

By nightfall, a semblance of a barrier is in place, though admittedly it would probably not prove to be much of an obstacle to attacking demons. We will add to it every day until it can adequately protect us, I think as I settle down on the ground for the evening meal.

Zara does not accompany the rest of us in partaking of our meager provisions. I bring her some food before bed but she hardly acknowledges my existence. I make her promise to get some rest before heading off to bed myself, pointing out that she will do little good if she burns herself out.

She agrees, then promptly returns to hurling spells at the wall of radiance.

The next few days pass in much the same way, with most working on the defenses of the camp while Zara tries everything in her power to open up a hole in the Arc. Her efforts have thus far proven to be in vain, and the longer we wait, the more agitated she becomes. By the third day, she has dark circles beneath her bloodshot eyes and a permanent expression that betrays her fatigue. Her pyrotechnics, while showy, do little to open the Arc, and no random holes appear for us to take advantage of. She even resorts to joining hands with the youths she had been training, determined to share their power in attempt to open it. This, too, proves fruitless.

The desert folk also grow increasingly restless, muttering to themselves whenever Zara or I are near, shooting veiled glances in our direction.

We’re going to have a full-blown revolt on our hands if nothing changes soon.

Late one afternoon, I stand at the edge of our considerably larger defenses, staring out at the hill country and the wasteland beyond. The bulwark of earth and stone has grown to be taller than any man in the encampment, and is now guarded at all hours of the day by our increasingly growing numbers of guardsmen. While not all men in the encampment desire to pick up arms and learn to fight, the number of warriors has extended well beyond just the youth. Their fighting prowess is nothing spectacular, due to their limited training, but I suppose that it is better than nothing.

Yari approaches me from behind, spear on shoulder, and joins me in staring out at the desolate expanse. “Tabrik,” he says in greeting.

“Tabrik,” I return somberly.

We stand there in silence for a time, listening idly to some of the would-be warriors training with throwing rocks on the open expanse behind us. Finally, Yari clears his throat. “You... good leader... Owyn. Thank you... for... teach.”

I turn to look at him, surprise and amusement playing out on my face. “You’ve been practicing with Zara, have you?”

His brow furrows in concentration, then he nods slightly. “Before... come here. Yes.”

I nod my head to him graciously. “You’re welcome, Yari. I’ve enjoyed teaching you.”

He pauses, as if trying to figure out the right words. Then, says haltingly, “Others... they... no happy. Think... we all die.”

“We might indeed,” I mutter under my breath, gazing back out at the hills. After a pause, I add, “But if we die, we die with honor. That’s all a man can really ask for.”

Yari’s eyebrows pinch together in confusion. “Honor?”

“Oh,” I reply, feeling foolish. “It’s... well, honor is when you do what’s right, even when you know you might die.” I try to speak slowly, even though I know he probably won’t get any of it. As I speak my thoughts flash briefly to Elias, and to the men I’ve seen stand their ground in battle, even against great odds.

“Honor,” Yari repeats, the word sounding strange on his tongue. Then, unexpectedly, he pointed a suntanned finger at me. “Owyn... honor.”

I can’t help but chuckle a little. “No, I... well, I try.”

Smiling, Yari looks back out at the hills. After a minute, though, his eyes go wide with shock. He points, then starts jabbering quickly in his language. I follow his gaze, squinting to see what has caught his attention.

Then, I notice the shapes of gorgons flooding down a distant hill toward us.

Many, many gorgons.

“Ah, Hells,” I growl, pulling out my belt knife. “Yari, get the others. We’re under attack!”
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Elias
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"Keep your heads down and do only as I do."

The Nightingale warriors all nod beneath their hoods, expressions grim.

"Stay close and keep your weapons hidden. If any of you believe in the Light, now is the time to start praying." With that, I begin making my way out of the alley and down the street, keeping my stride leisurely and slow. Behind me, the team of five men shuffle out as well, their speed matching mine perfectly.

Now comes the hard part, I think to myself, shoulders brushing against those of pedestrians on the street. Let's see if the Light is truly on our side.

It is a grey day in Tarsys, the clouds hanging low and obscuring the sun. Icy slush sloshes underfoot, the sodden result of last week's snow storm, and columns of white smoke billow out from the city's sewers and chimneys, clogging the air with a myriad of contrasting smells. Fortunately, the cold winter air has caused everyone to dress in thick wools and cloaks, so the six of us don't stand out too badly as we make our way through the market.

That's one stroke of luck, at least.

The men accompanying me through the city were hand chosen by the highest-ranking Nightingales, making them the finest swords in the army. Sturgis is with them as well, not wanting to be left out of the action. I still feel uncomfortable at being named their new Protector, but I am grateful for the quality of men in my company. They accompanied me on this insane mission without a word of complaint, and from what I've seen of their martial prowess so far, their reputation as skilled warriors seems to hold up.

We had snuck into the city under the cover of darkness, smuggling ourselves in with the help of a local gang of thieves. For the past several days we have been doing reconnaissance work, scoping out the best plan of attack, and preparing ourselves in every way possible for what is to come. Now, the only thing left to do is to act and hope that our efforts will be enough to save the world from annihilation.

My fears tell me that it is already too late.

Armed with swords, knives, and miniaturized crossbows hidden beneath our cloaks, we weave through the crowds during midday, making our way determinedly toward our destination. Even without the proper training, the way the others carry themselves makes the ranger in me proud. My thoughts briefly go to Owyn, and the months we had spent together stalking through the trees of the Emberwood. I feel a pang of remorse and quickly shake my head to banish the thoughts.

I can't let myself think about that now, I silently berate myself. We're on a mission. When it's complete, then I can worry about springing Owyn out of whatever dungeon he's currently in.

Passing through the market undetected, we duck into another alley and begin making our way deeper into the city. Beggars and vagrants huddle beneath their rags as we pass by, but none of them say anything as we flit from alley to alley, keeping to the shadowed, less-populated neighborhoods of Tarsys.

Soon, we find ourselves at a dead end, a steaming metal grate set into the cobblestone ground.

"Is this it?" Sturgis asks, keeping his voice low.

"It's where they said it would be," I reply, crouching down and wrapping my gloved fingers around the dripping metal.

Giving it a tug, it comes free with a metallic screech. Everyone seems to tense, looking to the entrance of the alley to see if anyone had heard. After a moment, they seem to relax when no one comes to investigate.

I set the metal grate aside, leaning it against the stone wall of the nearest building, then peer down into the gaping, man-sized hole it had been covering. The smell makes me wrinkle up my nose in disgust.

"That smells awful!" One of the men complains, spitting to the side.

"That's our way into the palace," I reply dryly, reaching beneath my cloak and pulling out a small, ceramic lamp. "So, unless you have another way at getting to the king, I suggest you keep quiet and breathe through your mouth."

No other complaints are voiced.

Pulling out my belt knife and a flint, I scratch out a few sparks and light the lamp, then crouch down once more to examine the hole. The thieves, who call themselves the Red Fisted Dogs, had promised that this sewer in particular led to the bowels of the palace, and that markings scratched into the walls would lead the way. For their sakes, I think to myself, they had better have been telling the truth.

Sturgis crouches down beside me and pulls back his hood. "After you, Protector." The word almost sounds as if it were meant as a slight.

Wordlessly, I hand over the lamp and pull back my own hood, then drape my legs over the side. Gripping both sides of the opening, I lower myself in, then drop the final few feet to the bottom. Water splashes as my feet hit, and the smell becomes almost overwhelming.

"Alright," I call up. "Hand down the lamp!"

Sturgis positions himself over the hold and lowers himself down as well, cradling the lamp to his chest with one hand. Bracing the walls with his feet, he bends down and gives me the oil lamp, then drops down to the ankle-deep muck beside me.

As the rest of the warriors make their way down, I begin exploring the tunnel in front of me, holding the lamp aloft. It is a dimly-lit, dank sewer with barely enough room to stand. Several passages branch off in different directions, but I quickly spot a crudely-drawn image of a fist scratched onto one of the walls. "This way," I declare, pointing down the tunnel. Then, we begin making our way forward, the men cursing and gagging all the way.

The path winds deeply into the bowels of the city, and the further we go, the more unbearable the stench becomes. Still, we press on, grimly following the crude markings until finally we appear to reach our destination.

The sewer tunnel opens up into a wide chamber filled with fetid, stagnant water, a narrow path of stone leading across to a rusted steel grate on the other side. The flickering flame of my lamp casts dancing glimmers of light along the water’s foul surface, making the wall glitter wetly in the oppressive darkness.

“Come,” I say softly, trusting my senses and pointing ahead at the grate. “That is the entrance to the palace cellars.”

“How can you be certain?” Sturgis asks from behind me.

“I’m a trained ranger,” I reply simply, picking my way across the slick stone path. “I can find my way around just about anywhere. Watch your footing... that water doesn’t look pleasant to swim in.”

Carefully, we cross the pool, the six of us gathering on the other side near the great. As I hold my lamp aloft I can see that the grate has been cut, and that it is held together by nothing more than a few twisted wires. Handing the light to one of the warriors, I begin working the wires with my fingers, untangling them until the grate comes free. I set it off to the side then climb into the newly-opened tunnel, accepting the light and peering ahead.

It slopes upward, I think to myself, eyeing the round passage. A good sign.

The men crowd in behind me and we begin moving forward once more, half-crouching as we press on through the gloom.

Eventually, we come to another small grate, this one plastered into the wall with hinges. I stop just before the grate and extinguish the lamp, plunging the tunnel into shadow, but as our eyes adjust, we can see a faint, grey light coming from the other side of the iron bars.

We have finally arrived at the cellars.

Taking care to move slowly, I reach forward and gently push on the grate, forcing it open. The metal swings outward, well-oiled hinges turning noiselessly as the way suddenly becomes clear. Relaxing, I step out of the tunnel, feeling more grateful for smuggler ingenuity than I ever have in my entire life.

The tunnel deposits us behind a stack of dusty barrels in a dark, stone room, the temperature cold and the air smelling of old timbers and stale beer. As we creep around we discover that we are alone, the ancient cellar being lit by a small, grime-covered window set into the top of one of the walls against the ceiling, its thick glass letting in precious little light. Wine racks and oak barrels line the walls and floors, along with rat-chewed sacks of grain and an odd assortment of tools. In truth, it looks as if we are the first people to enter this cellar in decades.

“Alright,” I whisper, causing the other men to huddle around me, “the Red Fisted Dogs have gotten us this far. Their information says that the king’s personal chambers are a few floors above us, in the east wing of the palace. We should be able to take the servant stairs in order to reach him. Malik, Renlyn, stay here in the cellar to make sure our way of escape remains clear. We’ll need to take the sewers once more if we are going to make it to the Conclave.”

They nod, expressions grim.

“Sturgis and I will scout ahead,” I continue, eying all of the men in turn. “When the way is clear, one of us will come back down here to retrieve the others. Understood?”

Again, I am met only with nods.

Good, I think, taking a step back and casting off my cloak. Let’s just hope that if things go awry, they will still be willing to follow my orders.

The men follow my lead and begin shedding their cloaks, revealing their leather armor hiding beneath. Then, every man draws his weapons.

Silently, Sturgis and I make for the stairs, quietly making our way up them and opening the door. We find ourselves in a long corridor with polished wooden floors.

Stepping out of the cellar, we begin creeping down the hall, searching for any signs of life that may be lurking around the corners. It appears that this area is empty, and I quickly discover the servant stairs winding up into the castle. Nodding at Sturgis, he ducks away and soon returns with the other two men, their footsteps quiet on the hardwood floors.

Taking a deep breath, I begin making my way up the servant stairs, keeping my hand on my belt knife as I go. The stone steps wind up in a spiral, and when we reach the third floor, I motion for everyone behind me to stop and wait.

Reaching for the door, I push it open a crack, wincing as it creaks slightly with the motion. No one seems to be waiting on the other side, so I open it a little more and slip outside.

I find myself in a much more lavishly decorated hallway, with thick, plush carpets lining the floors and exquisite paintings lining the brightly-lit walls. Many doors branch off down the hall, and I feel a slight sense of apprehension moving forward. This is where it gets tricky, I think, silently making my way down the hall. The king could be anywhere at this point.

Coming up on a corner, I stealthily turn to make sure that I am still alone. No one seems to be on this floor, or else I would hear footsteps or voices. Moving forward a few yards, I discover another hallway branching off from this one, moving north in a slight, uphill slope. This hallway seems even more lavish than the first, and at the doors all seem to be hand-etched and painted, with gold leaf embossing the edges.

That looks kingly to me, I think in satisfaction, turning to go back to Sturgis and the others.

As I make my way down the hall, I hear a faint noise coming from one of the rooms off to my left, and I dive behind a potted plant just as the door opens up. A serving girl in a black and white dress steps out, a feather duster in one hand and an apron tied about her waist. She begins walking in my direction, humming softly to herself as she goes.

Before she can discover me and scream, I lunge at her from behind the plant, wrapping my arms around her and clamping my hand over her mouth.

She freezes, going rigid with fright, and lets out a muffled shout the fortunately isn’t very loud.

“Shhh,” I whisper in her ear, pulling her back to the open room. It looks to be a broom closet. “I don’t mean to do you any harm – but I won’t hesitate to knock you out if you make any noise. Understand?”

Trembling, she nods her head.

“Good.”

I close the door and release her, and she promptly drops her duster and wraps her arms around herself, growing pale.

“Now,” I say, pulling out my belt knife, “hold still.”

She whimpers as I tear away her apron, using the knife to saw off a few strips of fabric. These I use to bind and gag her, preventing her from fleeing, and when I step back, she is sitting on the floor, wrists and ankles tied tightly. A small part of me feels pity for the tears rolling down her cheeks, but I push the feeling away. I have a job to do, I think to myself coldly. The fate of the whole world hangs in the balance.

“Don’t move and keep quiet,” I command as I make my way to the door. “Everything will be alright.”

Then, as quickly as I had entered, I pull out my hand crossbow and slip back out.

I move swiftly back down the hall to the stairwell and notify the others that the way is clear, then together we begin making our way to the other side of the wing. As the decorations grow richer, the hallways grow wider, and soon, we find ourselves standing in the middle of a wide corridor filled with marble statues and expensive decorations. At the end of the hall, I can see a large set of doors that are carved with the reliefs of two roaring lions. Standing in front of the doors are two guards in polished metal armor. Both of them jump in surprise upon seeing us.

Raising my crossbow, I immediately fire off a bolt, catching one of the guards in the eye. He goes down with a metallic thud as his companion calls out in alarm.

The other Nightingales follow suit, pulling out their ranged weapons and launching feathered shafts at the other man, puncturing his body like a pincushion and knocking him down as well.

I curse, rushing up to the door and the corpses lying before it. “That scream just blew our cover,” I growl, tossing my crossbow to the side and pulling out my belt knife. “Edwin, Kris, watch our backs. If anyone else comes, deal with them. I have a feeling we are going to have to fight our way out of here.”

Both of them wordlessly nod their heads and mutter, “Yes sir.”

“Sturgis,” I say, turning to the other man, “with me. Ready?”

“Been ready for years,” he replies coldly, drawing his sword.

Then, without hesitation, I push open the double doors and rush inside, Sturgis on my heels.

I find myself in a grand audience chamber, lit with a large number of wide windows. The room is richly furnished and shelves of books line the walls, but none of these things hold my attention for long as my eyes are drawn to the handful of armed guards who are making their way curiously toward me.

"Hells," I curse, skidding to a stop. Why can't anything ever be simple?

The guards cry out a half-second later, pulling their swords out and sprinting toward the two of us. There are four of them in total, and they wear bright crimson knots at their armored shoulders, indicating that they are royal bodyguards.

"You go right, I go left," I command, raising my belt knife and pulling out a swordbreaker from a strap on my leg. "Now!"

Sturgis breaks away, and together, we engage the soldiers with deadly intensity.

Using the swordbreaker to catch the blade of the first guard, I propel his sword wide and drive my belt knife into his throat. The blade pierces his mail coif and goes deep into his neck, spilling crimson blood down his breast plate and onto the floor. His body collapses just as the second guard attacks, and I am forced to dodge to avoid being sliced, moving away nimbly on the balls of my feet.

Behind me, the sound of metal on metal indicates that Sturgis has engaged the other guards as well.

Falling into a defensive stance, I begin circling the guard, watching every subtle movement as he brings up his great sword in a two-handed grip. Then, he lunges, deftly stabbing at my heart with the gleaming point of his weapon.

I bat the blade aside and lean back, warily bringing up my knife as he adjusts his grip on the hilt.

After a few seconds he strikes again, this time feinting with another stab and then switching at the last second to a slashing attack. Fortunately, I don't fall for the feint and am easily able to block the blow.

Using the serrated edge of my swordbreaker to latch on to the cross guard of his sword, I pull down hard attempting to yank the weapon from his hand. His grip holds, but he is thrown off balance, pitching forward and stumbling awkwardly over his own metal-clad feet.

Seizing upon the sudden opening, I bring up my knife and slip it into the unarmored section just beneath his armpit. He grunts in pain, cursing as I pull the twice-bloodied dagger out of his flesh and leap away out of his reach.

He seems unsteady now, lifting his sword up with much difficulty as blood pours down his side. He desperately attacks again, trying to make for my neck but he is far too slow. Dodging the attack, I go in for the kill, ramming the point of my knife through his cheek bone and deep into his brain. He twitches for a moment then falls down in a heap, his sword falling from nerveless fingers and clattering on the marble floor.

Spinning, I see Sturgis locked in the fight of his life against the two remaining guards, one of whom looks to be near collapse from a gash on his thigh.

I run and intercept the wounded guard, finishing him off with a strike to the base of his skull and sending him down hard.

Sturgis pulls his eyes away from his fight to look at me for a split second, renewed energy filling his visage. But the distraction proves fatal as the guard manages to slip the tip of his sword right into the man's belly just beneath the ribcage.

"No," I growl, reaching out with my swordbreaker and hooking it around the base of his sword blade. I manage to pull the blade out, but the top is red with Sturgis' blood. The Nightingale staggers backward, clutching his stomach with a look of shock painting his face.

I quickly end the fight with the final guard, opening his throat with a swift flick of my dagger. As his body goes down, I rush to Sturgis' side.

"My own... damn fault," Sturgis mumbled, falling to his knees with one hand pressed to his bleeding wound. "Should have... kept my eyes on the fight."

"Easy, now," I say, easing him down to a sitting position. "Let's take a look at this." I gingerly pull away his hands and examine the wound, resisting a grimace when I realize that it doesn't look good. The blade went too deep, I think, noting the size of the hole. His organs have likely been punctured. He's done for.

With a surprisingly strong voice, Sturgis brings my attention away from his gut wound. "Don't fuss over me," he grunts, eyes blazing. "I'm not going to be much more use, but you have a job to do, Protector. See that it gets done."

I meet his gaze, then nod, standing up and taking a deep breath. "Go meet with the others, if you can. They may need your help holding the hallway."

He gives me a stout, "Aye," and then I turn, leaving him for a set of gilded doors on the far side of the room.

As I approach, I can hear fierce whispering on the other side, and I think I can recognize one of them as the harsh voice of the king. Setting my jaw, I push open one of the doors and step inside, weapons at the ready to deal out the justice we have come to administer.

I barely make it three steps, though, before something takes hold of my legs, squeezing my ankles like metal vices and preventing me from moving forward. Growling, I look up to see a woman with a glowing blue crystal in her hand pointing at me while wearing an imperious expression.

My eyes betray some surprise as I recognize this woman.

The High Magus, I think, struggling as shimmering blue bindings wrap themselves around my wrists as well. What is Sylvania Holdyn doing here?

"Elias Keen," says a deep voice, and I turn to see King Aethelgar stepping out from behind a stone pillar, a small, knowing smirk on his ruddy, black bearded face. "I should have known that if anyone could break into my palace, it would be you. Pity I did not kill you weeks ago when I had the chance."

I rip my gaze away from the red robed king and give the High Magus a confused, if not wounded look. "Why are you working with him, Magus? This man will see this kingdom destroyed by the R'Laar."

The corners of her eyes pinch together, but her lips purse together in a tight line. "The king and the Conclave may be at odds with each other at times, but we do not condone regicide as a reasonable solution to our problems."

"No," I reply, accusation heavy in my voice. "Instead, you would stand by while he kills and plots to consolidate his power. Your inaction has led to the death of thousands and will likely lead to the death of thousands more."

Again, I can see conflict in the woman's eyes, but she does not release me from her spell.

"Your words are meaningless, ranger," the king sneers. "Or perhaps I should call you Nightingale? It's hard to tell. Turncoats have a way of switching alliances whenever the need suits them."

"I serve only the realm, your majesty," I reply through gritted teeth, "which is more than can be said of you."

The king goes up to stand beside Sylvania, his hands clasped neatly behind his back. "The Nightingales are rebels and traitors. All deserve the headsman's axe, which is precisely where you will be soon. Once the High Magus and I have completed our business, I will see to your execution personally."

Anger boils into rage in my stomach, and I turn once more to the High Magus in a desperate attempt to sway her. "Zara Dennel would be ashamed of you, Magus, if she was still with us. She would never have stood by while you bent the knee to this tyrant."

This seems to strike a nerve, and her eyes briefly go wide with shock. "What do you mean?" She replies, taking a step toward me. "What has happened to Seeker Dennel?"

"The traitor is speaking lies, Magus," the king replies behind her, his face flushing a deep crimson. "Do not listen to him."

"My last communication with Seeker Dennel indicated she was with the Nightingales camped in the Heartlands," she says, insistent. "Speak, ranger, and tell me what has happened to her."

"Your Seeker is captured, likely rotting in some dungeon in this very city," I declare bluntly. "King Aethelgar took her and my former apprentice when he murdered the Nightingale Protector under the banner of peace."

The blood drains from the High Magus' face and she whirls to face the king. "Is this true?"

King Aethelgar flashes her a self-assured grin and makes a placating gesture with his hands. "Are you really going to listen to this man, this traitor? I have no idea what he is talking about."

"Every word of it is true," I shoot back, hardening my tone. "You slaughtered your potential allies and took Owyn and Zara as an act of petty vengeance. Do not deny it!"

The king's eyes blaze and he abruptly pulls out a dagger from the folds of his robes, bearing down on me as if to strike. "You dare speak to me in such a way? Filthy woodsman! I should kill you where you stand!"

"Do not touch him," the High Magus says coolly, stopping him dead in his tracks. Then, after a pause, she asks, "Is it true, your majesty? Did you imprison one of my most trusted mages without my consent?"

The king lets out a low, dangerous chuckle then turns to face the her. "You are weak, Sylvania. That is why the Conclave wanes in strength. You lack the resolve to do what is necessary while your authority is leeched away. Yes, I took your precious Seeker captive, but she is no longer in my possession. I had the pair of them exiled for committing treason against the crown!"

Sylvania gasps, raising a hand to her mouth.

Though the admission is egregious, I can't help but smile inwardly, oddly feeling a small sense of hope. Owyn is skilled enough to survive the wastes beyond the Arc... I'd wager he's still alive out there. Better to be free in a wasteland than half dead in some cell.

"You had her exiled, simply for being stuck on the wrong side of the siege?" The High Magus sounds horrified.

"Yes," the king replies, giving her an arrogant smirk. "And I'd do it again, too. There can be no room for traitors in this kingdom, even among the mages."

"You're a real bastard for a king," I say through gritted teeth.

Again, Aethelgar turns toward me with his dagger raised menacingly. "One more word out of you, and I'll make you wish for death. My torturers have become exceptional at squeezing every drop of pain out of Nightingale scum."

"You'll do no such thing." The High Magus draws herself up to her full height and raises her chin at the king.

Surprisingly, I can feel the magical bonds around my wrists and ankles loosen, the spell suddenly being released. I do not move, however, as the king's attention is now fixed on Sylvania and not on the fact that I am now free.

"Ranger Keen is privy to important information that the council of lords will no doubt want to hear. I will not allow you to bring him to harm without a fair trial." Her tone is icy cold as she regards the monarch impassively. "Consider this man now under the Conclave's protection."

The king smiles, a wicked grin brimming with hatred, and he opens his mouth as if to speak. Then, without warning, he lunges forward and rams his dagger straight into the High Magus' stomach, going deep and twisting violently.

She gasps and staggers backward, and I let out a bellow of rage. Striding forward, I shove the king aside as he pulls out the bloody blade, knocking him hard to the floor. He yells, shrieking for his guard, for anybody to help him, but it is too late. I leap on top of him and slide the edge of my belt knife across his throat, silencing his cries.

He gurgles, eyes going wide as he reaches up to stem the flow of blood, but within a matter of seconds he goes still, face frozen in an expression of complete and utter shock.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

Zara
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Source energy courses through me, radiating my bones and electrifying my flesh. I focus all of my attention on gathering to storm within to the palm of my exposed hand, compressing it to the smallest pinprick imaginable, then take aim at the Arc in front of me. A spell of penetration, I think to myself, ignoring the profound weariness seeping into my mind. Perhaps a needle will work where a hammer has failed. Pulling back my fist as if to throw, I hurl the spell like a crossbow bolt at the wall of energy, watching it explode into a thousand tiny stars.

My vision clears, the Arc coming back into focus before me, but my heart sinks at what a see.

Another failure, I think bitterly, heaving a frustrated sigh. Light... I was hoping that would work.

I release my grip on my talisman and loop it around my neck, letting the source energy leave my weakening body. When it recedes, going back like the lapping waters of Loch Morloch, it leaves behind a pounding headache, putting me in an even worse mood.

"Harakat qiling," Liyaa says gently behind me, offering words of encouragement. "Bajarmaslik kerak."

I turn to look at her and offer a fatigued smile. "Men ta'slim bo'lmayman." Liyaa has become a rather promising young mage initiate, as have the handful of other youths who had begun training with me back in the cave. Ever since we have come to the edge of this wretched wasteland, they have hardly left my side, watching silently and learning from my endless barrage of mistakes.

Resisting the urge to sigh again, I make my way over to a blanket that has been stretched out and pick up a skin of water. The warm liquid isn't very refreshing, but the moisture still feels good in the heat of the afternoon sun.

As I pull the water skin away from my lips, I notice a commotion happening on the far side of camp, near the barrier Owyn and the others had built. In fact, everyone seems to be running about in a near panic.

I glance questioningly at my initiates, but they merely shrug, appearing just as confused as I am. Finally, I see Owyn break away from the group and begin sprinting toward our position.

“What’s going on?” I ask, raising my hand to shield my eyes from the afternoon sun.

“Gorgons!” Owyn shouts, stopping in front of me and breathing heavily. “Lots of them. They’re making their way to our position!”

“Light,” I whisper, feeling the blood drain from my cheeks. “I thought that we had more time.”

“I did as well,” Owyn replies, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “I’m not sure how they found us, but they did, and now we have to fend them off. How are you feeling? Can you fight?”

I nod, though in truth, I feel like passing out from fatigue.

Owyn eyes me, expression tight with worry, but he doesn’t object. He realizes just as I do that we are woefully ill-equipped for this sort of fighting. He and I are the only ones with any real experience, the others too new and skittish to pose any real threat to the demons.

“How are the barricades?” I ask, squinting to examine the front of the camp. “Are they sufficient to keep the demons from overwhelming us?”

“Sufficient enough,” Owyn grumbles. Together, we begin making our way to the front of the camp, my young initiates following nervously. “The trenches we have dug should prove to be obstacles to the gorgons, the banks of dirt too high for them to climb easily. That leaves only one real entrance for them to gain access to the camp.” He points with his quill dagger to a gap set into the barricades. “That is where I will array the spearmen.”

“Alright,” I say, setting my jaw. “Where do you want us?”

He pauses and quirks an eyebrow at me. “Us?”

“Me and the initiates.” I incline my head to indicate the group of youths following me.

“Do... do they know how to cast any spells?”

I give him a small smile, then lean forward and plant a kiss on his cheek. “You let me worry about that, alright ranger boy?”

He gives me a curious look, then shrugs. “Alright, then. Stay behind the walls and take out any demons that manage to get through. Throw fire on them if possible, and do keep yourself from getting killed.”

“You, too.”

He flashes me a crooked smile that does not reach his eyes, then rushes off to see to the defense of the walls, such as they are.

Alright, I think to myself, taking in a couple of deep breaths and clearing my mind of all excess thought. You can do this, Zara. You’ve done this before. We just need to drive off this raiding party, then get back to figuring out a way inside the Arc.

The plan seems simple enough, but even as I consider it, flaws immediately become apparent. Will I have the strength to carry on after exerting myself so? How soon before more demons come? There isn’t time to continue experimenting on the Arc... every one of us is going to die, and it is all my fault.

Blowing out a frustrated breath, I shove those doubts aside and turn to face the anxious mages in training.

“I am going to need your strength to help me fight the demons,” I explain in their language, looking to each of them in turn. “Alone, I am too weak to fight back. Together, we can become strong.”

They each nod their heads, expressions grim but determined as the others run about preparing the defenses. Not one of them offers a word of complaint.

Reaching out, I take Liyaa by the hand, gripping my talisman tightly in the other. “Quick,” I say, motioning for them to follow suit. “Join hands and open yourself up to the power. We will share our energy.”

They do so, joining their hands to form a chain of some half dozen youths. Every one of them appears to be frightened, their eyes darting about uncertainly, but even now, I can feel their strength as we join ourselves together to fight for our very lives.

“Follow me,” I say when everyone has formed up, taking a step toward the barricade. “And do not let go!”

As one, we march in a line, making our way to the patch of dirt immediately behind the walls. From here, we can see the entrance, as well as the group of men who have gathered to protect us. The majority of them are up on the banks of earth, clutching rocks nervously as if to throw them down on the coming enemies. The rest, mostly young people armed with crude-looking spears, cluster in ranks before the gap in the wall, staring out with looks of unrestrained fear.

Owyn races up to the group of guards, shouting one-word commands and pointing to places on the ground. His bow is slung on his shoulder and a cloth-made quiver of arrows is strapped to his back, his dirt-stained ranger cloak billowing behind him as he moves.

As he takes command, I can’t help but think that he looks every bit a ranger from legend, a hero from the stories I heard as a child.

You better not get yourself killed, Owyn Lund. I don’t think I can face the end without you.

An idea suddenly strikes me, and I quickly usher my trail of budding mages to the lines who are anxiously awaiting the demons’ arrival.

Approaching Owyn, I transfer my talisman to the fist holding Liyaa’s hand and use the other to lightly touch his arm. “Darian au glam'drytl,” I utter, casting the spell to form a radiant shield. Shimmering blue light coalesces around Owyn, clinging to his body like a second set of skin and giving him an extra level of protection.

I proceed to do this with every one of the gathered youths, drawing upon the strength of those I am connected to in order to properly channel the source energy. When I am finished, the lot of them have a radiant sheen to them, a bluish aura that seems to make them glow.

Out of the corner of my eye I can see the demons fast approaching, their black-armored forms racing up the hill with their curved blades drawn. Wishing the soldiers luck, I retreat with my retinue back behind the barricade, falling in on the flat expanse between the earthen wall and the mass of tents.

Before long, I can begin to hear the bestial roars of demons coming from beyond the barricade, their guttural voices carrying over the hilltop and mixing hauntingly with the ever-present howl of the wind. Those atop the walls of dirt begin to hurl their rocks, their movements hasty and uncertain with fear.

“Stand firm!” Owyn shouts in the common tongue, relying on the authoritative timbre of his voice rather than the language he is using. “Hold the line here!”

He stands amid one of the groups of spearmen, his bow in hand and an arrow nocked. With ranger dexterity he shoots and redraws, quickly emptying his quiver as the youths all cluster nervously around him. Then, with a growl, he shoulders his bow and pulls out his quill blade, holding it in front of him and bracing for contact.

From our position behind the barricade, we can see the first demons start to attack the spearmen, their mottled, deformed features snarling as they bear down on the defenders. They approach tentatively at first, then quickly grow bolder when they realize they are not dealing with trained soldiers. When they begin striking out, however, they quickly learn that their blades have little effect against the radiant shields the youths now wear.

Owyn strikes out and spins, using his weapon with expert skill and felling several of the monsters as they stare at their swords in confusion. The spearmen, emboldened by their radiant shields, begin thrusting out with their spears, drawing black blood as well.

Looking to the chain of youths behind me, I set my jaw and say urgently in their tongue, “Lend me your strength,” Then, I speak the words of power.

“Fos lasair!”

Magefyre materializes in my palm and I promptly hurl it over the wall. Screams follow shortly after, harsh screams in a language I do not recognize. Smiling grimly, I set to the task of conjuring more.

The connection I feel with the six youths is powerful, and it allows me to channel great amounts of magic despite the exhaustion I already feel. I’m going to have to be careful, I think as I lob another ball of magefyre over the barricade. If I don’t watch myself, I could risk burning myself or one of these youths out.

As I channel and throw magefyre, adding my efforts to those of the rock throwers, the situation gradually grows more dire at the gap. Unable to pierce through my radiant shield with weapons, the demons have taken to using their brute strength to push the young defenders aside, knocking away their spears and shoving them hard to the ground. Even as several of the gorgons die, their overpowering numbers and strength quickly pushes on the youths. They begin to inch backward.

Owyn fights like a whirlwind, lashing out and drawing blood with reckless abandon. He takes many hits, but of course they do little to harm his body. He has even managed to pick up a sword from the fallen demons, using it with expert skill to kill and maim.

Despite his best efforts, however, the attackers manage to press their advantage. A handful of the demons spill through the gap and begin rushing up the backside of the earthen walls, slaying unprotected rock-throwing people as they go.

I let out a snarl and begin launching radiant bolts at the gorgons, shooting the energy out of my palms and blowing holes clean through their armor.

Many fall, but it seems that with every demon that dies there is another to replace it, their glowing red eyes wild with bloodlust as they begin to spread into the camp.

Panting, Owyn falls back and commands his warriors to follow him, his skin still shimmering with the translucent blue light of the radiant shield. The spearmen shakily obey, edging back to the line of tents with their handmade weapons held up defensively. The rock throwers, though, are not so lucky. Many of them remain stuck up on the dirt walls, their eyes wide with horror as the demons begin to cut them down.

“Fall back to the tents!” I call between spells, shouting to the wastelanders in their tongue. “Quickly! Fall back!”

They begin to obey, though not quickly enough to save their lives.

Desperately, I raise my hand and point toward the gap in the barricade. Scores of gorgons are now pouring through, their way unobstructed as they gleefully race forward to begin the slaughter. Reaching deep into myself and every one of the initiates I am connected to, I begin pulling in as much source energy as I can, gathering it all like a tempest raging beneath my flesh.

“Cruthaich balla mòr de lasraichean!”

A torrent of magefyre erupts from my fingertips and arcs in the air toward the barricade entrance, filling the gap with an enormous wall of magical blue flames. As the energy seeps out of me the fire grows higher, until it is even taller than the barricade itself, reaching hungry tongues of flame up into the sky. The inferno rages, consuming a great number of the demons, and their screams become so intense that many around me reach hands up to cover their ears.

When the last of the flames leap out of me I collapse, falling hard to my knees in the dirt. Everything grows dark as I nearly black out, my ears ringing painfully from the exertion of casting such a spell.

It takes a moment, but when I am finally able to look up, I see that every one of the mage youths is on the ground as well, looking pale and sick. Beside me Liyaa lays unconscious, her pallid skin drenched in sweat and her dark hair askew.

Light, I think dizzily to myself. I could have killed them! That was an extremely stupid thing to do.

Still, I can’t help but notice that the gap has been temporarily sealed by magefyre, preventing any more gorgons from getting through. My stunt may have bought us a few minutes, though it also may have cost us the ability to use more magic.

“Watch out!”

In an instant, Owyn is at my side, blocking an attack I hadn’t even seen coming in my daze. A green-faced gorgon stands just two paces away, its sword raised in a charge that would have no doubt killed me. Owyn quickly dispatches the demon, slashing its throat with his new curved sword and sending its body toppling to the ground. Then, he is beside me, concern plain in his forest-colored eyes.

“Light, Zara, are you alright? You look like you are about to pass out!”

I nod my head, though in truth I feel like curling up in a ball and crying myself to sleep. “I’m fine... though I’m not sure I’ll be able to do that again.”

Owyn glances over his shoulder, looking at the massive wall of blue flames. “That was quick thinking. The bastards won’t be able to get through that any time soon.”

“It won’t last long,” I reply, my voice sounding like it is coming from far away. “In a few minutes the magefyre will start to dissipate, and then they will start coming through again.” I look at him, feeling tears start to sting my burning eyes. “Owyn... I’m not sure that we will be able to hold them.”

He curses under his breath then looks around, taking stock of the situation. “We’ll flee toward the Arc,” he says, expression becoming hard. “Then, we’ll do what we can to keep them back. Zara... I know that you’re exhausted, but we need you to try one more time to open a portal in the Arc. It’s our only chance.”

I nod, though the thought of channeling any more source energy makes me feel physically ill.

“Let’s start getting everyone out of this area,” he continues, bending down and scooping Liyaa into his arms. “Then we can start marshalling a defense. Come on.” With that, he begins motioning for his beleaguered spearmen to follow him into the sea of tents.

Turning to the tired-looking mages in training, I begin speaking quickly in their language. “To the Arc! Follow Owyn! Bring as many people as you can with you! Now!”

They scramble to do as they are told.

The gorgons on this side have all been dealt with, and now the rest of the defenders are milling about in fear and confusion. I lift my voice and begin shouting for them to flee to the back of the camp, and fortunately, most heed my calls. Even so, it takes a painfully long time for the area immediately behind the barricade to fully evacuate.

In the gap, the magical flames have already begun to grow smaller.

Panting, I weave through the tents, moving with the tail-end of the evacuation until finally, we reach the glowing wall of the Arc of Radiance. There, Owyn has set up a line of spears protecting the large mass of frightened-looking former slaves.

It is a sad defense indeed, a last-ditch effort to save everyone’s lives.

And hope rests on me to save them, I think to myself, feeling the crushing weight of responsibility bear down on my shoulders.

Owyn approaches me as I walk past the line.

“We’ll hold them for as long as we can,” he says, projecting confidence that he probably doesn’t feel. “I love you, Zara. I know that you can do this.”

Forcing a smile, I reply weakly, “I love you, too.”

Then, we part ways, him going to stand at the front of the line and me going to the back to stand before the Arc. As I depart, I can’t help but notice that his skin no longer shimmers with the glow of my radiant shield. The realization makes my stomach drop, but I push my worries to the side, focusing instead on the monumental task ahead of me.

I approach the massive wall of light and pull out my talisman, holding it in sweat-slicked fingers as I rack my brain for something – anything – that could possibly open up a hole.

The other young mages, those who had not passed out from exhaustion, step up beside me and join hands, grimly lending their own waning strength to my own. I feel a sense of pride as we connect, grateful for their courage in helping me attempt this feat one last time.

Behind us, we can hear the roars of the gorgons as they begin making their way into the camp, their booted feet thumping on the dusty ground.

The wall of flames has at last died out.

Taking a deep breath, I reach into the well of power within me, using the help of the others to channel as much source energy as I can. The effort is nearly overwhelming, but somehow I manage to stay on my feet as I raise up a hand to begin casting a spell. The words that come to mind are simple but powerful, a complex spell of dividing that I have not yet attempted on the dome of energy.

Sounds of battle begin to ring out in the background.

Opening my mouth, I begin to speak the words of power. “Roinn am balla draoidheachd romham!”

Radiant magic leaps from my hand in the form of a long, flat spear. The blade-like manifestation grows large in size, becoming longer than I am tall, and collides with the Arc itself. Sparks fly, and a whirring noise fills the air, mingling with the sounds of fighting and distant clang of metal. I close my eyes to avoid being blinded, and as the energy comes out of me, I can feel myself swaying, my stomach lurching in a wave of nausea.

By the time I open my eyes, however, the sparks have all dissipated and the Arc rises before me, complete and bearing no signs that I had harmed it at all.

I scream in frustration and stumble forward, dropping my talisman to the dirt as I approach the wall of light. I begin beating my fists against it in anger and defeat, tears pouring down my face, but it is as if I am hitting solid stone, my attacks bouncing off ineffectually. Sinking to my knees, the despair of the situation finally takes over.

The mass of frightened people presses in around me as the cluster toward the Arc to avoid being caught up in the fighting. Mothers cry out and clutch their children as people weep in terror, panic surging in the crowd.

Sobbing, I push myself up to my feet and push my way through the crowd, my exhaustion so great that I feel I might collapse. Finally, I reach the battered group of spearmen as they attempt to fight off the demons. Many of them have already fallen, their bodies bleeding on the ground as Owyn desperately leads them in a losing fight.

As he breaks away from a dying gorgon, I can see that he is limping, a deep, bloody wound marring his thigh. He sees me and stumbles away from the melee, his eyebrows pinching together in both pain and concern.

“Zara, what–”

I rush into him, burying my face into his chest as my emotions get the better of me. “Owyn, I’ve failed. My spell didn’t work and I can’t channel anymore without killing them. We’re all going to die because of me.”

He seems taken aback by uncharacteristic sobbing, holding me in stunned silence and patting my back. Around us the battle rages, prodding spears holding back an ever-encroaching tide of snarling demons. Nearby, Yari brings down a gorgon single-handedly and then moves onto another, a nasty gash on his forehead dripping blood down his face and into his eyes.

“It’s alright, Zara,” Owyn says softly into my ear. “You did your best. Everything is going to be okay.” His voice, gentle and not in the least judgmental, soothes my conscious and helps put my heart at peace.

More and more of the youths and men begin to fall, the defense buckling and collapsing in a matter of seconds.

“Zara, I want you to know that I love you and that I have no regrets.”

Voice quavering, I look up at him, tears brimming in both of our eyes. “I love you, too, Owyn.”

Then, the last of the defense crumbles and the demons descend on our huddled group, murder in their glowing red eyes. The two of us hold each other one last time, tearfully awaiting our deaths.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Epilogue

The Prophet
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A din of voices fills the grand hall of the Pillar of Radiance, reverberating off the polished stone while concourses of mage folk gather in large groups. It is a business-like cacophony, replete with haughty voices and the sound of hundreds of slippered feet on marble. Many people flow from the assortment of large, fluted columns located at the chamber's center, hurrying from one appointment to next in the corrupted heart of the capital city.

I follow the blue-robed men in front of me with a handful of my associates, unassuming as we make our way to the lifts. My face, uncovered by my usual vestments of hood and cloak, fully takes in the majesty and grandeur of this place – the sights and the sounds that would fill ordinary men with a sense of awe.

More than anything else, it makes me feel sick.

Sinners and charlatans, one and all, I think to myself as I pass through the crowd unnoticed. They cling to their ways like leeches, sucking the life out of a city that lifted them up as gods. A small smile graces my lips as a new thought strikes me.

At long last, the time for new gods has come.

We pass through the crowd, blending in perfectly as our group approaches the lifts. One of the central columns, large in comparison with the others, rises up before us like an obelisk, arcane symbols painted up its side.

"This is the lift to the Circle," the bearded man standing in front of the lift says, crossing his arms. "Only authorized personnel are allowed access."

The man in front of our group, a Harbinger by the name of Selik, reaches into his stolen mage robes and pulls out a sealed letter. He hands it over to the guard, who reads it with a surprised expression. The script is a clever forgery, penned in the hand of the High Magus herself. It is a flawless ruse, but even so, I cannot help but hold my breath as the mage reads it and considers.

Finally, he hands it back to Selik and gives a slight shrug. "Everything seems to be in order, Evoker," he says, stepping to the side. "Please give the Circle my regards when you meet with them."

With that, he grasps his talisman, using his other hand to touch the side of the column. This causes a pair of magical doors to open up, granting us access to the interior.

We shuffle inside without a word, the doors closing behind us and radiant light shimmering beneath our feet as the lift begins to bear us up.

Anxious silence fills the inside as we ride, and my hand cannot help but stray to my side, where the Prince's great gift is hidden away.

Soon, I think eagerly, forcing myself to take a deep breath. Soon I will be able to finally prove my worth to Asmodeus the Great.

The lift comes to a stop, the doors opening before us and depositing us on a floor near the top of the tower. Fortunately, the way is clear and no mages stand immediately before us to bar our way. The golden-haired secretary who usually greets guests on this floor is away, no doubt spending the large amount of gold that was given to her as a bribe.

Stepping out in front, I lead the disguised Harbingers out of the lift and into the wide hallway, passing offices and large windows granting a breathtaking view of the city. Even in my haste, I cannot help but glance to my side and marvel at the great distance between the buildings below and where we now stand.

For the barest instant, it fills me with the icy grip of fear.

Steeling myself, I press on, striding forward with my loyal band of followers in tow. The move nervously, hands straying to concealed weapons as we draw nearer to our destination.

Suddenly, an elderly mage woman steps out from one of the offices, eyes down on an unfurled scroll in her gnarled hands. She glances up, surprise plain on her face as she sees the lot of us walking toward her.

"Oh, excuse me... can I help you?"

We do not slow our pace, continuing our determined march toward her position. As we bear down on her, her eyes grow wide with realization, her mouth opening to cry out for help.

However, she doesn't get the chance.

Knifes flash in the light of the magefyre lamps as Selik and the others leap forward, pummeling her to the ground and driving their blades into her flesh. It is a short, brutal exchange, and within seconds they are moving again, their knives wet with her blood.

Nodding my approval, I continue down the hall, following the gentle, circular curve of the tower until we finally reach the place we have been seeking.

It is exactly as it had been described: a solitary lift set into the inner wall of the hallway. A mage currently stands guard, with jet black hair and a puckered scar along his jawline. He tenses as we approach, and I make a placating gesture with one of my hands, using the other one to pull out a medallion from within the folds of my robe. It is a circular device, made from bronze and stamped with four-pointed star surrounded by a circle of intertwining lines.

The symbol of the Harbingers.

He glances down at the medallion and nods, relaxing his posture and turning around to activate the lift.

Grinning wickedly to myself, I replace the symbol and wait to stand with the others before the lift. It had taken us months to plant one of our own within the Conclave, and almost the entirety of our considerable resources of gold. But apparently, our efforts had been worth it. We are now being granted access to one of the most important places in all Tarsynium.

And it only took a few well-placed bribes and the blood of one foolish old woman to bring us here.

The doors slide open, revealing a chute similar to the one that had brought us to this floor. We step inside, followed by the Harbinger mage, and the doors slide shut behind us, the magical platform forming itself beneath our feet.

"This is it, my children," I say intently as the lift bring us up to the tower's pinnacle. "The moment each of us was born for. Clear a way to the Heart and stay alive as long as possible. Our success today will ensure that each of us will be granted paradise in the eternities."

Each of them bows their heads solemnly as a sign of obedience.

The doors to the lift slide open to reveal a massive chamber at the zenith of the tower. It stretches before us in a great circle, its dome ceiling open to allow an enormous shaft of light to shoot up into the heavens. Hovering in the center of the room is a great crystal of the purest blue floating several feet off the floor. The crystal is the source of the light, and it thrums with a pulsing sound that fills the entire chamber.

The Heart of Light.

As a group we step out of the lift, startling a handful of mages cloistered with their instruments at the base of the Heart. An elderly, self-important man steps forward with a look of confusion on his grey bearded face. He takes in our robes with a frown and looks to me as we approach.

“Can I help you?” He asks uncertainly.

“What is your name?” I ask in turn, refusing to answer his question.

His frown deepens. “Evoker Jora Laramie,” he replies, clutching a sheaf of parchment to his chest. “I’m in charge of researching the problems with the Heart. I don’t recognize you. Why are you here?”

I smile, which only seems to unsettle him further. “I am here to do my master’s will.”

With that, I reach into my robe and pull out the dagger I have secreted there. It is black like polished onyx, a flawless emerald set into its pommel, and it seems to glow with the infernal green light of the Eleven Hells themselves. Laramie lets out a gasp as I plunge the blade into his chest, the point driving inward as easily as it would through butter, and it seems to suck the life force out of him, his skin becoming a dull grey as his eyes shrivel up and become smoking black holes.

Before his corpse even hits the ground my Harbingers jump into action, pulling out daggers of their own and striking at the mages with savage fury.

Grunts of pain and shouts of alarm ring out in the chamber, but there are none that can come to their aid.

A handful of the mages manage to get out their talismans and frantically cast spells, magefyre flaring to life around us, but it ultimately proves to insufficient. Blood spills on the cold stones as every one of them falls beneath the onslaught, our blades too quick and our attacks too abrupt for them to mount any sort of defense.

The acrid stench of burnt flesh fills my nostrils as two of the Harbingers burn to death, but I pay them little notice as I approach the massive floating crystal. Even now, standing before the artifice, I can sense the sickness within.

The Arc of Radiance is dying, and there is nothing any mage or man can do to stop it.

Holding the Prince’s bloodless dagger in front of me, I stare at my reflection in the glassy surface of the Heart for just a moment. Dark eyes stare back, set into a stony face of rough lines and sturdy features. A receding hairline of brown hair compliments that week’s growth of stubble on my cheeks, and my lips curl back in a grin of victory as I sense the hunger emanating from the blade in my hand.

The remaining Harbingers, having done their bloody work, gather behind me with a sense of apprehension, their nervousness apparent in the postures of their uneven reflections.

“Fear not, my children,” I intone, raising the dagger up as if to strike. “When we awaken, we will be crowned with glory. Our eternal treasures are already being prepared.”

Nobody responds, and for a second it seems as if the entire world is holding its breath.

Then, I plunge the dagger into the Heart, its crystal giving way easily before the magical blade. It cracks, splintering like shattered crockery and emitting a high-pitched whine that pierces the ear, until everything goes quiet. Things grow deadly still for the barest instant, as if time has suddenly stopped, but then the Heart explodes outward in a powerful rush of heat, the jagged shards tearing my flesh and the fire searing my bones.

Intense pain unlike anything I have ever known overcomes me, a fraction of a second that stretches on for an eternity.

Then, the sweet darkness overtakes me.
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Preorder “Prince of Darkness”
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The end has come at last.

With the Arc of Radiance gone, Asmodeus, the Prince of Darkness, marches on Tarsynium with an inumerable demon host at his back. It would seem that the end of the world has finally come.

A slim hope remains as our heroes ride forth, determined to cast an ancient spell that has not been used in centuries. Their success hinges on their ability to hold back the R'Laar long enough for them to try their desperate plan. Their failure means extinction for all humankind...

The thrilling conclusion to the epic Arc of Radiance saga!

***
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PREORDER Prince of Darkness, the fifth and final volume in the Arc of Radiance series, for only $0.99!
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