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Torva: Professor, mage: thermal
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Gorshun: Professor, mage: liquid, sound
Joan: Professor, mage: liquid, death, spirit
Lafe: Professor, former leader of the Circle of Masters, mage: nature, earth, spirit
Jahan Kenstin: Student, former battlemage of Ta-Veer, mage: light
Yortia: Prisoner, former Konseer, mage: nature, life
Yans: Lead medic from the university, former battlemage of Brunta
Brunta


King Sulvin: King of Brunta
Queen Pell: Queen of Brunta
Prince Penchin: Heir to the throne of Navaneer
Tessard Jollen: Captain of the royal guard, advisor to the king
General Gaist: Commander of the Bruntan Royal Army
Gorva Agents


Klien: Captain of the Gorva, mage: dark
Candle: Second-in-command, mage: light
Cass: Shadow Squad leader, mage: earth
Rock: Hawk Squad leader, mage: sound, thermal
Hort: Midnight Squad leader, mage: earth
Gattul: Toxin Squad leader, mage: thermal
Ta-Veer


King Yewn: King of Ta-Veer
Queen Balen: Queen of Ta-Veer
Princess Yew: Heir to the throne of Navaneer
Empire of Cansafore


Emperor Yulnor V: Grand Emperor of Cansafore, located in Kelitak
Halmon: Right hand of the emperor
Callio: Leader of the Sun Dwellers
Nadarin: Leader of the Snakeskin Battalion
The Haste


Jilmon: Personal agent of the emperor
Carrina: Personal agent of the emperor
Tella: Cirro's resident agent
Erla: Copper's resident agent
Cloud Battalion


Sir Theltor: Leader of the Cloud Battalion
Yorn: Second-in-command
Lavlin: Platoon commander
Julian: Commander in Nimbus
Wanderers


Gerin: Nomad, mage: spirit
Ryptin: A boar
Grayson: Former Bone Knight, current wielder of Dryad
Toes: Former Gorva agent, mage: light
Yelt: Traveling merchant
Professor Bozendol: "The Professor," old man living in the Wasteland
Titans


Tahk: Storm Titan
Farlir: Great Forest Titan
Warden: A watcher
Kofore: War Titan/Titan of Peace
Death: Noise, collector of the dead
Yolshneer: Fog Titan
Billo: Snail Titan
Neptor: Bone Titan, Forgotten Titan, Titan Killer
Borthes: Warrior from Junnan, Sun King, God of the Sun
Havinoor: Guardion of the Grove




From the writings of Grandmaster Lafe:
A section from The Circle of Magic and Its Consequences, year 1152:
Magic is undoubtedly a dangerous force. It can kill thousands, topple empires, or heal the mortally wounded, and even halt titans. It all depends on who wields it and what they intend to do.

As it is, magic is difficult to comprehend. The Circle of Magic is a way some scholars have made sense of the energies in our world. I have used the Circle of Magic to further my understanding of the magic I possess and that of my colleagues and enemies. . . .

Studies have estimated that magic users make up less than one third of the world’s population. Of those able to wield magic, three fourths can access only a single type of energy. From what we understand, magic is often passed down through families. Most magic is hereditary, though not all of it. Multiple energies can be acquired through breeding, and more powerful mages have historically come from nobility for this reason.

Jonsa of Zarren recorded an analysis of the arranged marriages and attempts of selected breeding in the year 1002. She was one of the first to propose the idea of the Circle of Magic and connected the births with her charts. Families breeding with energies close together on the Circle or on opposite sides had a higher chance of birthing a child capable of using those energies.

For example, a mother with sound magic and a father with gas and liquid would have an almost guaranteed mage able to use both sections of the Circle. At the same time, a mother with sound magic and a father with death magic would likely have a child with access to only one, or neither. Two energies beside each other also increased chances, such as sound and nature, or death and dark.

While this theory often proves true, it is not always correct. I, Grandmaster Lafe of Ta-Veer, have access to nature and spirit, which are opposites, while also having access to earth, which is neither beside the others nor opposite.

These rarer abilities are mostly unexplained. It is often thought that an ancestor possessed access to earth magic, and therefore it appeared once again in me when my parents were both nature mages.

Spirit magic is another phenomenon that scholars, including myself, hardly understand. It is the magic of titans, the magic of legendary weapons, and a magic that few can use, even if they can access it. At best, most spirit mages are only capable of mixing it with other magic, or they cannot use it at all. Because of this, few studies have been done.

Spirit magic is truly the rarest and most powerful energy. Its limits are unknown and likely beyond a mortal’s understanding. Most of my studies have been focused on spirit magic, though I have yet to acquire enough knowledge to fill a book with my research.

All magic exists naturally within the world. How and when humans acquired it is unknown, and why only some have access is even more of a mystery. The very ground outside is both earth and nature magic and sapping either would cause the ground to wither away and die. Liquid and gas magic is our air, our rivers and oceans, and the blood in our veins. Light and dark magic are the day and night, the sun and the moon. Life and death are the beginning and end of life. Everything is found on or within our world.

Titans are sources of these energies as well. The sound of Death, the life-giving fruit of Ba Kaia, or even the light crystals of Havinoor’s Grove. Legends say some titans created the more infamous magical weapons, such as Plague and Femur, but lost histories of the weapons and their wielders make it impossible to verify those stories . . .
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Year 1164
Heat swam through the city of Junnan. People of all ages roamed the streets, filling both the walkways and the roads. Horses, oxen, and carriages stood still, unable to maneuver through the crowd. Borthes leaned against a brick wall, watching the chaos. He was a full head taller than anyone around, and the eyes of many held onto his face until they passed.
He smiled at each person who looked at him as he mindlessly wound his black hair into tightly knit braids. The sun was high in the air, and the temperature grew endlessly. Before long, he expected the city to halt and hide from the sun’s rays. It always felt the hottest during autumn in northern Nuliya. Despite the heat, there was no sweat on his dark brown skin. He loved the warmth as if it were part of him.
A pulse erupted deep in his chest, like a hammer striking his heart over and over. Borthes gasped. His eyes shot to the sky, but nothing looked out of place. Tahk was nowhere near, so where did such powerful magic come from? It had been a blast of magic so powerful it was felt across the planet. Something so impressive had not been seen in centuries. He would have to leave to investigate.
Borthes tied off his braid, lifted his hood over his head, and stepped around the corner into an alleyway. A door stood open with noise spilling out. Borthes leaned his head inside.
“Joley? Do you have a moment?” he asked.
“One moment, please.” Her voice was quiet as she talked to customers. A woman with long, black hair and a red dress with an apron stepped around the corner. “Borthes? I thought you had gone home.” She smiled wide. Her brown skin shone in the sunlight.
“I will be on my way soon.” He grabbed Joley’s hand and kissed it. “I wanted to say goodbye. I may not return for some time.”
Joley’s smile slipped from her face. “Why?”
Borthes sighed and gently squeezed her hands. “I felt something incredibly powerful, and I might need to intervene.”
“You are going to see Farlir then?”
Borthes nodded and released her hands. “I will seek its guidance. Farlir has never been wrong.”
Joley held up a finger, then rushed back inside. Her voice carried weakly outside. “Go say goodbye to Borthes. He has to leave for a long time.”
“Really?” The voice was small and quiet. “I want to give him something.”
“Good idea, honey.” Joley stepped back outside. “She won’t be happy.”
Borthes leaned against the wall. “I know. I wish it could be different. I will return someday.”
A young girl stepped out of the door beside Joley. Her hair was placed in two braids, and she wore a matching red dress to Joley.
Borthes crouched to meet her eyes. “Jossen.” He smiled. “I wanted to say goodbye before I leave.”
Jossen smiled and held out a basket full of bread and fresh fruit. “This is an offering. For your travels.”
Borthes smiled. “I appreciate it, Jossen, but you should keep the food for you and your mother. I have never needed offerings.”
Jossen looked up at her mom and sighed. “Not you, Borthes. You eat enough of our food,” she said sarcastically. “This is for the villagers in that little village you mentioned by the forest.” She thrust the basket into Borthes’s arms. “Mother says we should offer everything we can to the titans, but you and Farlir don’t need anything.”
Borthes stood with the basket and grinned at Joley. “She’s right, you know.” He placed the food into his pack and handed the basket back to Jossen. “I will get this food to the villagers. I know they will appreciate it. You are so kind, Jossen. Take care of your mother and the bakery.”
Jossen hugged Borthes and sniffled. “Will it be colder when you leave?”
“Jossen,” scolded Joley.
Borthes stood. “It’s okay. It might be, Jossen. You will have to write it down and let me know when I come back. Maybe I am the reason for these heatwaves.” He adjusted the sword hilt on his hip, tucked his hair into his hood, and left. “Take care. I promise I will return someday.”
Borthes stepped into the street and followed the current in the packed crowds until he found himself at the city's eastern edge. He stretched his arms and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. He knew he would miss Junnan greatly, but he needed to know what caused such a strong magical pulse.
Outside the city of Junnan, dark green grasses spread off into the distance with a narrow path weaving through the middle. Fronds of ancient, tall trees cast shadows. Borthes followed a merchant through, keeping to the old man’s pace. He turned and apologized as his horse stopped again and again.
“It is no problem, I assure you,” said Borthes. They traveled the length of the thin path together until the tall grasses faded into a wide plain with a fork in the road.
“Safe travels,” said Borthes. He stepped onto the opposite side of the road and raised a hand in farewell.
“Thank you, lord Borthes. Thank you for your company and everything you have done for us. My wife will never believe that I met you.”
“I’m sure she will. Travel safe. You should make it home before sunset.”
“I will keep a strong pace for you.” The merchant smiled wide and waved as he led his cart down the path.
Borthes followed the path in the other direction and watched the setting sun. The orange flames burned bright. Huts and small houses appeared over a hill with a creek running through the middle. The few people outside shouted, “Borthes.” Soon children and elders left the huts and gathered near.
“Greetings,” he said loudly.
“Are you on your way to visit Farlir?” asked an old lady. Her wrinkles were deep, and her back was arched.
“Elder Liya,” said Borthes. “You look well. I am on my way, and my friend Jossen gave me a small gift for you all.” He took his pack off and pulled out the fruit and bread. Villagers approached and took the food, bowed, then hurried back to their families.
“You are too generous, Borthes,” said Liya.
“No, no. It was Jossen and Joley, I assure you. They give it as an offering, not to me, but to you. I hope they can one day visit your village.”
“They would be honored guests, just as you are, Lord Borthes.”
Borthes smiled and waved his hand. “No lord, please. I know I’ve said it a million times, even when you were a young woman, Liya. It is more honor than I deserve. Just Borthes is more than enough for me.”
Liya bowed and grinned. “Lord Borthes, we always welcome your company. Will you be joining us for the evening?”
He looked to the setting sun and shook his head. “I won’t. I apologize, Liya. I need to be on my way. I will be back someday. I hope soon.”
“I feel I will not be around then.” Liya tilted her head and smiled. “Even my life magic is fading now. Will you visit my grave when you return?”
Borthes stepped forward and embraced her. “I will, old friend.” He stepped back and wiped a stray tear from the corner of his eye. “I will check on your beloved village when I return.”
Liya smiled and placed her hand on Borthes’s arm. “One as ancient as yourself cannot mourn for an old woman like me. Farlir will keep my family safe while you are away. I have counted on you keeping the world safe for almost seventy years. Go about your business. Our village and Junnan will be here when you finally come home.”
“Thank you, Liya. It means a lot.” Borthes cleared his throat. “I need to hurry to Farlir. Say goodbye to your family for me. I hope the offering from Jossen helps.”
“We will find a way to thank Jossen for her generosity. Farewell, Borthes.”
He waved and returned to the path. He followed a winding trail over rolling hills, through the plains until he reached the edge of the Grand Forest of Farlir. Dirt paths, worn from repeated travel, went north and south, with no trail toward the forest. Borthes stepped into the plain’s grasses and looked at the sky, colored orange from the rising sun.
He walked and sang quietly to himself, letting his hand brush over the top of the grass. With each step, the trees of the forest seemed to grow taller and wider. The trunks were dark like they were veiled in shadows. Each tree was a new kind, no two looking the same. He stepped into the shadows of the Grand Forest and listened to the bird calls and rustling leaves. It was always the same. Peaceful, yet unnerving.
Small antelope froze, their mouths skewed from chewing, watching Borthes approach. Bird songs from the high branches of the forest’s canopy reached his ears. He kept his gaze forward, away from the antelope, and walked until the animals relaxed and continued their meal.
Few animals in the forest seemed to behave in a normal manner. Borthes had hoped they would warm up to him with his semi-frequent visits, but none had seemed to be comfortable in his presence. A trail, veiled from the sight of a normal person, led through the underbrush, clear from repeated travel. The first times Borthes visited, he had to mark his surroundings and follow landmarks. Now, his feet traveled mindlessly, stepping within the open, compacted dirt. It was relaxing.
No animals in the forest over ate or harmed others unnecessarily. Nothing was territorial, and carnivores only ate when needed. Borthes was certain that the forest was thriving more than any other on the planet.
Farlir would do that. The titan’s presence alone was enough to make unique plants sprout and bloom. New trees could grow and rise to the canopy in a day. Pure nature magic radiated from Farlir, unlike anything else in the world. In all of Borthes’s travels, he had never encountered such strong wilds. The plants, the animals, and even the air felt fresh and unique.
Borthes stepped into a clearing with the sun beating down on the short grass. Pawprints of a predator formed a trail across his path, and glowing eyes stared at him from the edge of the clearing in the dark of the forest. A low rumble sounded beneath the ground. Its humming was deep, like an earthquake far below the surface.
On the opposite side of the clearing, rocks tumbled, and trees shook back and forth as the massive form of Farlir stood from the ground. The deep growl-like humming continued as the gigantic face of the titan climbed from the dirt. The titan’s skin was pale green and covered in dust, giving it a brown tint. Its eyes sat far apart, bulging from the sides like a chameleon’s. Each eye was the size of three men. Massive eyelids blinked slowly as the pupils spun forward to face Borthes.
“Hmmm,” said Farlir. It opened its mouth, revealing shark-like teeth and an endless throat. “You have returned.” Farlir spoke in the language of titans. The sounds only resembled rumbling, like a thunderstorm, to mortals.
Borthes took small steps forward. “I have, my friend.” His voice echoed Farlir’s but mimicked human speech. Like thunder mixed within the mortal words. “Two days ago, I noticed a surge—”
“Of spirit magic,” finished Farlir. “It was from Masaneen.”
“Do you know of its source?”
Farlir hummed and shifted. Its back, covered in its own forest, shook as it stepped its two front feet out of the dirt. Farlir’s form was similar to a tortoise but enormous in scale and with eight legs. Instead of a shell, the titan had a forest with paths, ancient trees from each continent, and all kinds of animals. A forest was left anywhere Farlir settled for an extended time. The Grand Forest continued to grow and spread through northern Nuliya, as Farlir had stayed for decades. Maybe centuries. Borthes wished he knew how long the titan had been in the ground. It only stood when he visited, so Borthes tried to visit less. The animals were always disturbed by the shaking and rumbling. It was the reason Borthes assumed the animals didn’t seem to like him.
“I do not,” said Farlir. “It was a power unlike that of our kin. A mortal may have been responsible.” The nature titan stepped its other legs out of the ground and towered higher and higher over Borthes. He looked straight up to make eye contact with Farlir.
“Is it worth investigating? I told Joley I would be gone for a long time.” Borthes sighed at the thought and placed his palm on the hilt of his sword. “It seems dangerous to get too comfortable.”
Farlir hummed again. “Titans can love, Borthes. Comfortable is not weak.”
Borthes smiled and sat on the grass. He lounged back and looked at the underside of the titan’s head. “Thank you, Farlir. That is a kind thought. But I always remain concerned about the other two.”
“As do I, Borthes. The Derelict King and the King of Flesh cannot be allowed to meddle in the lives of mortals again. Do you believe you are still capable of stopping them?”
Borthes sighed and picked at the grass. He looked back to Farlir. “I hope.”
“I believe you are capable, Borthes. You are my friend. Leave the anomaly to those in Masaneen.” Farlir hummed again and lowered its head to face Borthes. “A mortal is no concern for now. Go visit Gojeer. The Kings may be active with such power in the world. Your time may have come again.”
Borthes scrambled to his feet and bowed. “I will, Farlir. Thank you for the guidance.”
“When did you last activate your powers?”
Borthes shook out his arms and cracked his neck. “Truly? Maybe a decade.”
“Unleash the fire, Borthes. Let us see where you stand in the power we feel growing.”
Borthes widened his stance and glanced around the clearing. “You will protect them?”
Farlir hummed. “No plant or animal will be harmed.”
Borthes looked at the sky and took a long, slow breath in. Wisps of flames danced around his hands, floating through the air as they climbed his arms. The ground shook for a moment before red fire erupted from Borthes’s whole body. The flames shot out, climbing above the forest canopy. Farlir’s magic exploded outwards, containing Borthes’s flames within the clearing. The grass charred, turned to ash, then vanished as all moisture was sucked from the air. The flames grew brighter and brighter until Borthes stood in the center as a silhouette.
Borthes took a deep breath in, causing the flames to vanish. The air was left still and silent. Grass around his feet grew back, and all that had been burned away was replaced.
“How did it feel?” asked Farlir.
Borthes smiled and placed his hood over his head. “Refreshing. That wasn’t even half of what I had built up.”
Farlir lowered his head until it rested on the ground before Borthes. “You are indeed the God of the Sun, Borthes. I will miss your company, and Junnan will miss your blessings.”
“Thank you, friend. But you and I both know I never did anything like blessing the people of Junnan.”
“They still worship you more than they do Tahk or me. Yolshneer has not visited once in the time you have lived within Junnan. Do not underestimate yourself, Borthes. They have given you the title of Sun God for a reason. Your flames can turn night into day, and they protect all of those who live within northern Nuliya. They love you. How many visit the forest of Farlir?”
Borthes grinned and patted Farlir’s face. “Don’t feel bad, friend. Your forest is dark and quiet. They know you live within, yet they are scared. The pilgrims who do travel into the woods love you deeply.”
“They all love me deeply, Borthes. I am their nature. You are their sun. Go, check on your kin, and return to those you love, and that love you in return.”
Borthes placed his hand on Farlir’s face and took a deep breath. “Thank you for everything. I hope to see you soon. Keep danger away from Junnan for me, will you?”
Farlir hummed. “I will do what I can, friend. Energy stirs all over the world. Be cautious and carry Daylight close.”
Borthes squeezed the grip of his sword. “I will.” He turned and followed the trail back out of the forest.
The ground rumbled as Farlir settled back into the dirt, becoming one with the forest.
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The towers of the University of Cantille stood taller than the palace in Brunta and even reached higher than the towers of the Free Mages. Slem and Torva stood on the city's outskirts and stared at the top of the towers where crows sat.
The six towers surrounded a wide field of grass and paths that led from tower to tower. The university was in the middle of Cantille, placed right near the river cutting Ta-Veer and Brunta in half. Most of the old city remained, although it was mostly abandoned at the moment. New buildings outside of the towers were created as dormitories, training rooms, and other living spaces.
Torva, his curly red hair cut short, leaned on Slem’s shoulder. “And you are sure those towers will stand?” he asked.
Slem pushed Torva’s arm off and rubbed his face. “The foundations are strong. You were there when we were building it. Are you that stupid?”
“No, no,” said Torva, still staring off into the distance. “I’m only concerned because they let you be in charge of the other earth mages.”
Slem rolled his eyes. “Real funny. Did you take a look in the vault yet?”
Torva walked around, the snow crunching beneath his feet. “I haven’t. Lafe still creeps you out, right?”
“Oh, yeah. I do not enjoy being around him at all. I get Brenna’s side, but he is a monster. And he’s old.”
Torva turned to Slem and opened his eyes wide. “I really felt like I was the only one who thought it. Joan and Gorshun seem so comfortable around him, but he is so quiet and still. I’ve heard him talking to himself too.”
“Brenna said it is him talking to Sandra or one of the other Masters he absorbed.” Slem pulled out a waterskin and took a long drink. “I don’t like any of it.”
“Ten days,” said Torva. He looked around at all the new buildings in Cantille. “All of these will be filled by students, and we will be teaching classes. Can you believe that?”
Slem walked toward the university. “Not at all. Let’s get back. Brenna said she wanted to talk.”
They walked through the fresh snow, leaving footprints all the way to the University grounds. Brenna and Joan sat together on the ground, drawing figures in the snow with their fingers.
“How’d the meeting go?” asked Torva.
Brenna lowered her hood and scrunched her nose up as she looked at Torva. Her face was red from the cold, and her hair was messy from the hood. Torva smiled.
“You’re not going to like it,” said Brenna. She sighed and stood. Joan did the same and leaned against Brenna’s side. Her head reached above Brenna’s shoulder. “You remember how we built a jail in case of emergencies?” asked Brenna.
“No,” said Slem. “Nope.” He turned and walked toward the main tower where the Konseers quarters were.
“Sorry, Slem. The Bruntans are bringing Yortia here. We will all be responsible for her fate.”
Torva sighed and looked at the ground. He kicked snow around.
“My father has a good point. The king doesn’t want to be worry about her,” said Joan. “Only Klien would be able to stop her if she gets healthy. Why not have her here? You two stopped her before.”
“We didn’t want to,” said Slem loudly as he opened the door to the tower. He turned back at the threshold. “I don’t want to see her.”
“Fine. You won’t have to,” said Brenna. “I will be responsible for her, and we are hiring high-ranking battle mages from Brunta, Ta-Veer, and Shenwood to protect the prison and vault. They are all trustworthy and will know all about her.”
“I trust you,” said Torva. “Does Gorshun know?”
Brenna nodded. “She already went inside. Also didn’t take it well.”
“Lafe has been talking to her. Trying to reassure her that prison is the right choice,” said Joan. “My father is still angry that we won’t let him execute her.”
“I’m not questioning any decisions here,” said Torva. “It’s okay. Everything has been moved into the vault?”
Brenna nodded and grabbed Torva’s hand. “Everything is set. All we have to do is wait for the students.”
“Ten days,” he said.
Joan winked at Torva and walked away.
“Ten days,” said Brenna. “Then everything will be great. I can even call you Professor Torva.”
He hugged her. “You can. Let’s join the others. Slem could use some company.”
Brenna nodded and leaned her head on Torva’s shoulder. “He’s not angry with me, right?”
“No. It is safer to have her here. We aren’t happy, but we understand.”
Brenna walked toward the main tower and pulled Torva along. “We can talk about something more fun. He likes talking about rocks, right?”
“Maybe we can just get him a drink instead. No talking might be best.”
Brenna mocked Torva as she opened the door and entered the main tower of the University of Cantille.
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Seagulls flew in the air above eastern Distolier. The ground was soft, and the road was slick from recent rainfall. Gerin couldn’t decide where to walk. He kept slipping and almost falling on the road, and he felt like he would actually sink into the ground. It was cold, and his damp cloak didn’t seem like it was helping.
Toes, Grayson, and Ryptin walked unimpeded off the side of the road, unaware of Gerin’s inner turmoil. Ryptin, the boar, oinked and looked back at Gerin, who glared and pointed forward. Ryptin grunted and turned his head forward.
“Do we catch a boat tonight or wait until morning?” asked Grayson. He lowered his hood and looked over his shoulder at Gerin. “What are you doing?”
Gerin froze, one foot on the road and one in the grass. “Uh.”
Grayson rolled his eyes. “Forget it. Toes, what are you thinking?”
“Tomorrow.” The assassin patted Ryptin’s head. “I don’t want to start over the ocean at night. I think everything will freeze again.” He looked at Grayson, then at Gerin. “Have either of you ever been on the ocean before?”
“I saw it once,” said Gerin.
Grayson nodded slightly. “I am actually in the same position as Gerin.”
Toes groaned. “Then we have no idea what we’re getting ourselves into. Will Ryptin be fine on a boat for a few weeks?”
Ryptin grunted and wagged his tail.
“He seems pretty confident to me,” said Gerin. “Probably will do better than I will.”
The group stopped at the edge of a city along the coast. The buildings were short, none reaching a second floor. A main street forked in the city center into north and south roads, following the coast. Only a few citizens were out in the cool winter air, all moving from one building to the next. Billows of smoke drifted from the chimneys. An old, weathered sign hung at the fork that read “Tonshen” in faded red paint.
“Is this the port town we were looking for?” asked Gerin.
Grayson approached the sign and brushed grime off its side. “Looks like it.” He looked into the cloudy sky, then over his shoulder at Toes. “You good finding an inn? Me and Gerin can find a ship for tomorrow.”
Toes lifted his wrapped foot and scrunched his face. The cloth wraps around his feet were muddy, wet, and torn. “Yeah. I’d like to get inside.”
“Can’t I go inside? Me and Ryptin are cold,” Gerin whined. “Toes is good at finding things.”
Toes patted Gerin’s shoulder. “Ryptin is coming with me. It’s my turn to go inside first. You will live.” Toes walked away, pausing to wipe the mud from his feet on the cobblestones. “Let’s go, Ryp.” Ryptin snorted and hurried after Toes.
“So, a boat? What kind?” asked Gerin. He scratched his head and yawned. “I could really go for a warm fire and some food.”
“Me too. Let’s find the port. I don’t know kinds of ships.”
Gerin adjusted his pack and stood in the middle of the fork, looking back and forth in each direction. “I kind of assumed you knew everything. You and Toes always talk like you’re so smart.”
Grayson stood beside him and peered at the tops of buildings until he spotted a sail against the gray clouds. He pointed to their left. “North road. The port should be this way.” He walked a few steps and turned to Gerin. “We aren’t that smart. You are usually just busy talking to Ryptin.”
“And? We understand each other.”
Grayson sighed and walked away. Gerin scrambled after him and fell into his pace a few steps back. Grayson raised his hand in greeting to an old couple standing beneath an awning. The seaside breeze with the winter precipitation made everything feel miserable. Grayson hated it. Usually, snow and cold were manageable for him, but when the cold didn’t freeze and soaked into his clothes, it made it unbearable. Days of sleet and rain made traveling near the coast the least enjoyable travel in his life.
Seagulls squawked above the road, pushed off the water by the strong breeze. Gerin followed behind Grayson, absentmindedly watching the birds. They stopped at a warped staircase leading down to wooden docks. Ships of all sizes were docked, some far out in the water. The port was enormous, stretching into the distance. Giant merchant vessels were tied to posts in the deep waters, where the tides did not affect them.
“That’s a lot of boats,” said Gerin quietly.
Grayson grunted. “Let’s find one with some sailors. You have your money?”
“Yeah, yeah. I will run out someday if you keep spending it like this.”
Grayson waved Gerin on, leading him down a row of docks. “I’ll make it up to you and Toes.”
Gerin placed each step carefully on the wooden boards, watching the water slosh through the cracks. “Really? How will you do that? You’ve been spending my money since the day I met you.”
Grayson looked over his shoulder and watched Gerin’s precise foot placement. “I did save your life back then.”
Gerin muttered and mocked Grayson. Most of the boats docked were bare. Ice already crept onto the hulls and masts. “Is it safe to sail in this weather?” Gerin ran his hand along a rope and looked at a small sailboat. It floated in the water without a sail. Ice crystals covered the deck.
“They had said people sail out of Tonshen all year. It will be safe, I promise.”
Gerin sighed and followed him farther out onto the docks. The waves grew as the water became deeper. “Will Dryad protect us from waves and ice? Because all we’ve seen it do is cut apart some skeletons and Pettrin.”
Grayson stopped moving, pivoted to face Gerin, and placed his hand on Gerin’s shoulder. “Relax,” said Grayson. “We will find a safe ship, then go back and eat a warm dinner with the other two. You can go back early if you need.”
Gerin placed his hand over Grayson’s. “I’m good. Thanks.” He patted the hand then pointed at an enormous ship. “I see people.”
Grayson looked over his shoulder at twin ships with matching paint, sails, and structure. A muscular man and woman stepped onto the dock, grabbed barrels, and lifted them onto their shoulders. Their knees buckled, and their arms flexed under the weight. They brought the barrels into the hold and quickly returned for more.
“Excuse me,” shouted Gerin over the wind and waves.
The sailors looked over and stared impatiently.
“We are looking for passage,” said Grayson. “Do you have room for four passengers?”
The sailors glanced at each other, and then the woman stepped back into the ship.
“She’s getting the captain,” said the man. He grabbed a barrel, then brought it inside.
“Captain is good, right?” asked Gerin. “Seems good.”
Grayson examined the identical ship, which rocked in the waves without any people present. The paint was faded and chipped, and parts of the hull were patched with discolored and warped wood. It looked scarred compared to the ship in front of them.
A lean man with messy hair stepped out and looked over to Gerin and Grayson. He shrugged his shoulders as he adjusted a heavy, orange coat with many buttons. “You the two looking for passage?” The captain’s voice was raspy like he was running out of air.
“We are. Our friend and pet boar are back at the inn in town.”
“Boar, huh? Odd. Where you heading?”
“We are trying to get to Gojeer for now,” said Grayson.
The captain nodded. “We are heading to Halindon. If you want to get to Loendol or the clans, you will need to figure that out yourself.”
“So, is that a yes?” asked Gerin.
The captain glanced between them, then nodded. “Twenty a passenger, and the three of you will help keep the ice off our sails. The boar will be cleaned up after or become dinner.”
Gerin clenched his jaw but relaxed as Grayson placed a hand on his arm.
“We will keep it spotless,” said Grayson.
The captain pointed to Grayson’s waist. “You carrying a wooden sword? Is it a toy?”
Grayson looked down and tapped Dryad’s grip. “For practice.”
The captain grunted and looked at Gerin. “You carrying any weapons? I want to know what is coming on my ship.”
Gerin shook his head and held up his hands. “I have nothing.”
“Our friend has a knife with him, and all I have is this sword.”
The captain exhaled loudly. “Then welcome to The Casket. We leave at sunrise. The money needs to be in my hand before you step aboard.”
“Understood,” said Grayson. “See you in the morning.” He turned and walked away, guiding Gerin with a hand on his back.
“Did he say The Casket? I don’t think a ship could be called that.”
“You found the ship,” said Grayson quietly. He glanced over his shoulder. The captain stared as they walked away. “I hope your spirit magic is helping us here.”
“Oh, this is a lot of pressure. Toes isn’t going to like this.”
They followed the dock back to town as the sun set. Toes and Ryptin sat outside underneath an awning. Freezing rain started to fall as Gerin and Grayson sat down with Toes.
“You find one?” he asked.
“Yeah,” sighed Gerin. “The Casket.”
“The what?” Toes cocked his head and looked at Gerin.
“That’s its name. Grayson said it was my magic guiding us.”
“No, no, no. I said I hope it is your magic guiding us.” Grayson petted Ryptin. “How is the inn?”
Toes stretched. “It’s warm. Food is a bit expensive. Mostly fish. I got one room for the night. The bed is pretty small, so just one person. But the room is next to the hearth, so the floor will be warm.”
“Dinner?” asked Gerin.
Toes pointed to the door to his right. “Already paid for. Ryptin and me ate. You two have some fish stew and stale bread.”
“Tell me they don’t have fish for breakfast,” said Gerin. He stood and walked to the door. “Toes?”
Toes smiled. “Have you ever eaten fish cakes?”
Gerin groaned and walked inside. Grayson patted Toes on the knee, then followed Gerin inside. The inn had only three circular tables and a hearth, with the kitchen fully exposed. An open door sat in the corner, leading to a hallway with three rooms.
The innkeeper ladled stew into two large, wooden bowls and sat them on the counter beside two slices of bread. “Drinks?” he asked.
“Three beers. Last ones we will have for a while,” said Grayson.
The innkeeper filled three mugs, set them on the counter, then walked to a chair and sat down. Gerin grabbed the bowls and brought them to a table, and Grayson grabbed the mugs. Toes walked in with Ryptin and closed the door. The sounds of wind, freezing rain, and waves vanished, leaving the inn in an odd silence. Toes sat at the table and took a sip of beer while Ryptin lay beside Gerin and rested his head on Gerin’s feet. Grayson took his and Gerin’s cloaks and laid them beside the crackling fire. Water leaked from the fabric and sizzled on the hot bricks.
The innkeeper cleared his throat. “You three staying for the new year? Festival starts in two days.”
“We are leaving with a ship in the morning. We did not even realize it is almost the new year,” said Grayson.
Gerin nodded and shoveled stew into his mouth. “I don’t even know what year it is.”
“Good luck,” said the innkeeper. “It will be a tough journey. Going to Gojeer or Nuliya?”
“Gojeer,” said Grayson. “Landing somewhere in Halindon.”
“It’ll be even colder up there. Nuliya would be the place to go. Get that summer heat during winter.”
“Maybe eventually,” said Toes.
The innkeeper grunted and placed his feet on his table.
Grayson and Gerin scoffed down their food, letting the hot stew fill their stomachs. They washed it down with their beers, then reclined and listened to the crackle of the fire in the hearth.
Toes leaned his elbows on the table and looked into his beer. He swirled the amber liquid around and sighed.
“You know,” said Gerin, “she would’ve loved it, but she would also love to know you are seeing the world.”
Toes looked at Gerin with tears in his eyes. “Thanks.”
“He’s right, Toes,” said Grayson. “Dag would be happy to know you left the Gorva life. Tonshen might not be the most beautiful place we could be, but it is not Brunta, and you’re not here to kill anyone.”
Toes took a drink and wiped the back of his hand against his eyes. “Thank you, guys.”
“So, the new year,” said Gerin. “We’ll be celebrating on a boat.”
“Were we going to be celebrating at all?” asked Toes.
Grayson shrugged and finished his drink.
“We are now. Another round for an early celebration?” asked Gerin.
Grayson reclined and gave a weak smile. “Might as well.” He ran his hand over the short hair on his head. “Can we get another round?” he asked loudly.
The innkeeper grabbed the mugs, refilled them, and returned them. The man went back to his table and sat down again.
“Finish these drinks, then off to bed. The Casket leaves as soon as the sun rises,” said Grayson.
Toes lifted his mug and smiled. “Then here is to a new year, whatever year it might be.”
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Across the Shamlin Ocean, the Loendol Empire covered the frigid, northeastern coast of Gojeer. The capital of Frenning sat in pure darkness. No lamps burned to illuminate the nighttime.
A middle-aged man with long, blonde hair leaned against a brick wall in an alleyway. He breathed slowly, each breath expanding his chest and raising his shoulders. Despite the cold winter air, sweat beaded on his scalp and ran down the back of his neck. No sounds filled the night’s silence. All Aaren could hear was his hushed breathing.
He had been running through Frenning since noon, and could only assume it was nearing midnight, if not already past. The thick clouds blocked any moonlight and any hope Aaren still possessed. He had lived in Frenning his whole life, but he had no idea where he now stood. Frantically running got his sense of direction, all twisted and confused. The Brothers never lit any lamps or lanterns at night, and he always thought that was weird when passing by their old complex. It didn’t matter then. Nobody he knew joined the order in the years they had been in Loendol, and he never intended to associate himself with them.
Now Frenning, the biggest city in Gojeer, was left in the Brothers’ darkness. It had been two days since Aaren last saw a human, and he didn’t know how much more he could handle. He wondered if the Brothers were even trying to capture him. Each time he saw members of the order, they only walked toward him. None ran or used magic. They just followed slowly in their black cloaks.
If he ran straight, he was bound to hit the edge of the city eventually—no more swerving or turning. The street beside him looked like the main road through the city.
“Step out, take a left, and run,” he mumbled quietly. He took another deep breath and exhaled.
Aaren stepped into the street and bumped into a figure in a black cloak. Even with his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he could hardly see it.
“No, leave me alone,” he shouted. He turned to run and saw the street was blocked by Brothers, standing shoulder to shoulder with their hoods covering their faces. Aaren clenched his jaw and turned back to the figure beside him.
It reached up and lowered the hood. Her head was bald, and the skin of her face and hands was stitched together, each section a different shade. The skin was scarred and warped, creating what looked like waves across her face.
“I am Ebni Falstok.” Her voice was deep and flat. “You were never going to escape the Brothers of Flesh.”
A Brother appeared beside Aaren and smashed a mace against his right knee. Pain shot through his leg, and he fell to the ground. The Brother stepped back, leaving only Ebni standing before him.
She dropped her cloak to the ground and stretched her arms out. Her bare torso revealed more scarred, twisted skin. “Become a Brother. Join the Flesh.”
Ebni lifted her arms to the sky. Aaren screamed and writhed on the ground as his skin was flayed from his body. It lifted in tendrils and squirmed in the air. He thrashed on cobblestones and screamed louder and louder.
Ebni gestured for a group of Brothers to step forward. They undressed and stood naked beside Aaren with their arms outstretched. Sections of skin lifted from their bodies and drifted through the air to Aaren. Patches of skin morphed together and stitched themselves across Aaren’s face and back.
His skin replaced the missing patches on the Brothers, who stood without flinching. They stood still in the night until only one patch remained open on Aaren. He climbed to his knees and looked at Ebni. Bone and tendons were exposed around Aaren’s right eye. Ebni kneeled before him and placed a patch of her own skin over his face. It contoured around his eye and nose and stitched itself to the other patches of skin.
“You are a Brother of Flesh now,” she said.
“You’re all monsters,” said Aaren. His voice was shaky and quiet. All he felt was pain. “What did you do?”
“The pain will fade if you join willingly.” Ebni covered herself in her cloak and raised her hood. “Worship the King of Scars, and life will never leave you.” She turned and strolled back down the street.
The Brothers nearby forced Aaren to his feet. They dragged him as they followed the Brothers and Ebni back into the heart of Frenning.
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Year 1165
Pure darkness filled a small, silent room. A thin man with curly, gray facial hair and thinning, patchy hair atop his head sat in the middle, legs crossed and eyes closed. His hands gently gripped his knees, and his back was straight.
Thin wisps of light emerged from his chest and circled his body. Purple, green, and red lights cast shadows of the man around the room, each shadow showing a different form, a different person.
The forms moved, walking closer, causing the shadows to grow larger.
“Sandra,” whispered the man. “Forgive me.”
The shadow of a woman, cast by the red light, bowed low. The other two shadows bowed as well.
“Khuln and Vensin, thank you,” said Lafe. He smiled weakly and watched the shadow figures sit and cross their legs. “Keep reaching out. I will hear you soon.”
A yellow light appeared, splitting off from the green, and a fourth shadow emerged. Lafe stiffened and held his breath. The fourth shadow stood tall over the others and reached its hand out to Lafe. He flinched, and all four shadows vanished. Lafe exhaled loudly, then wiped his arm across his eyes. The fourth shadow was still a problem, and he didn’t know how to solve it. He had spent dozens of days meditating, and he still could not communicate as well as he wanted. It frustrated him. He wanted to push it away to avoid the anger that used to plague him, but he couldn’t ignore those trapped within. Lafe felt his link to the others was so close he could reach out and grab Sandra’s hand.
He stood, stretched his legs, then stepped outside into the bright morning light. The early spring chill made him shiver, so he grabbed a cloak from a hook outside and placed it over his shoulders. The fabric was cold as well, but he didn’t mind.
Thick clouds hung still in the windless sky without obscuring the sun. It was a wonderful morning. Lafe placed his hood over his head and ran his fingers through his beard. He wasn’t sure how he felt about facial hair. It was new for him.
He walked barefoot through the thin layer of snow on the ground, leaving fresh footprints that revealed the flattened grass beneath. Lafe stopped at the edge of the main tower and leaned against the bricks.
A steady stream of people entered the university grounds. The old Konseers and others they recruited were directing people to where Brenna stood on a platform. Lafe smiled and watched Torva greet each new person as enthusiastically as the last.
“We will start in a moment,” Brenna’s voice boomed through the grounds. “Please, take a seat.”
Brenna spotted Lafe and waved him over. He shook his head and held up a hand, letting the thin wisps of light dance around it. Brenna nodded her understanding and continued greeting the students. Lafe walked through the grounds, keeping away from the crowd until he stood before the main tower.
Brenna waved and smiled at people as the Konseers and a few people Lafe did not recognize climbed the few stairs to the stage and sat in the wooden chairs at the back of the raised platform. Slem spotted Lafe and nudged Torva until he looked over. Both waved weakly, and Lafe raised a hand in return. Lafe knew they didn’t like him, but he appreciated them pretending.
“Welcome to the University of Cantille,” began Brenna. Sound magic carried her voice through the whole crowd. “I am pleased to see so many new students joining us. We have been running for about seventy days with our initial students, and it has been going well. I have one of our original students with me to share her experience, so please welcome Jahan Kenstin.”
Brenna stepped back and gestured. A young woman with straight black hair and brown skin stepped forward and bowed.
“Hello, new students,” she said excitedly. “I’m glad all of you are joining us. My name is Jahan, and I come from Ta-Veer. After our battle last year, I resigned from the battlemages and traveled here to join the famous Konseers. I have only been here for the seventy days Brenna mentioned, but I already feel I understand magic better. I am a light mage with a passionate interest in all forms of magic. I love to study. I love to ask questions. If you see me around, stop and say hi or ask me any questions.” Jahan bowed again and returned to her seat.
Brenna stepped back into the center. She continued talking, introducing the university, as Lafe walked into the main tower. A stone staircase climbed the wall in the back, framed by a series of doors on each wall. To Lafe’s left were Brenna’s office and a lecture hall. On the right were three rooms for classes. He stepped into Brenna’s office and latched the door behind him. Inside, there was a desk, a rickety chair, and a small bookshelf. It was an underwhelming office compared to Cassandra’s at the Free Mages. He didn’t expect anything more from Brenna. She liked to keep things simple.
Lafe placed his hand against the wall on his right and pushed open a secret door. He took a step down the staircase and ensured the door closed behind him. The steps were uneven, large and small, making it difficult to travel up and down the staircase. Lafe wasn’t sure if Slem did that on purpose or if it was just sloppy work.
The staircase descended for what felt like ages until he reached a stone floor. There weren’t tiles or bricks. It was all one solid piece of stone. Two guards in iron armor bowed as they spotted Lafe, and two others in cloaks gestured for him to follow.
“Thank you,” Lafe said quietly. It had been many days since he last visited, and it felt uncomfortable every time. He appreciated the guards and their willingness to work in such an odd space. Ghostlights floating in the corners of the ceiling were the only lights present in the stone box so far beneath the ground. The cloaked guards stopped outside what looked like an ordinary wooden door. Lafe nodded to them, then pushed the door open. He felt a jolt of magic rush through his arm as he touched the door. He ignored it and continued inside the pitch-black room.
The trap on the door was successful, and he was proud of it, even if springing it on himself seemed like an odd way to test it. Lafe shook out his arm and placed the magical energy back into the door. He lifted his hand and created ten ghostlights that floated a short distance to the ceiling and drifted toward the corners and edges of the room.
Against the walls stood a shelf, a wooden chest, and three stands for weapons. Warden’s severed arm and Pettrin’s Oar leaned against the shelf like forgotten tools in a closet while the weapon stands were empty. Lafe walked straight to the shelf, where a small wooden box sat. He carefully opened it and peeked inside.
Pink flesh and tendons pushed against the edges and almost oozed out as Lafe looked inside. He closed the box, cutting off bits of flesh that dripped solid black blood onto the ground.
“Shit,” he said. He placed the box back on the shelf and stepped out of the vault.
“Finished?” asked one of the guards.
“Yes.” Lafe looked back at the door and relaxed his shoulders. “One of you go tell Brenna that Neptor is growing. Have her or Joan join me in the prison.”
All four guards bowed. One in armor immediately rushed up the uneven stairs. The clanking and jostling of his armor echoed down the staircase.
“Thank you,” said Lafe. He ascended the staircase, taking his time. Few things made Lafe want to rush. Most things in his life felt calm and peaceful, and he intended to keep it that way. He reentered Brenna’s office, closed the door, and stepped back outside. Brenna glanced at him while in the middle of talking. Lafe looked to his left and saw Princess Joan standing outside one of the towers. Lafe walked to her and bowed slightly.
“Joan. I hope the introduction is going well.”
Joan sighed and placed her hood over her head. “Why are we visiting her?”
“I was just in the vault,” Lafe said quietly. “Neptor has grown significantly in the past ten days.”
“She won’t have an answer,” said Joan. “We’re only going to excite her. She’ll think she was right all along. I’m telling you again; this is a bad idea.”
Lafe clenched his jaw and breathed in deep through his nose. He held it over a second, then relaxed as he exhaled. “You may be correct, but we need to see what we can learn. This is all still a mystery.”
“Fine,” said Joan. She threw the door open and dramatically gestured for Lafe to enter. “You know, everyone thinks you’re a mystery too. Just sulking around all day and growing a beard. It is all weird.”
Lafe smiled weakly and touched his facial hair. “Does it not make me look dignified?” He walked past her and immediately started to ascend the stairs.
“Dignified is a strong word, Grandmaster. It absolutely makes you look older. And you already looked old.”
Joan walked a few steps behind Lafe. Despite her sarcasm, he liked having her around. The other Konseers were concerned or worried about his presence like he might attack them again. Lafe wished they didn’t feel that way, but they could not be blamed. His hatred-fueled actions of the past scarred many of them, both physically and mentally. He still felt immense joy that Joan accepted him. He had literally killed her, and yet she would listen to him, stick by his side, and even joke with him. That was more than he could have ever asked, especially after what he did to her. Though Lafe couldn’t be certain, he felt that Brenna’s warmth toward him that Joan mimicked.
Brenna was unfazed by anything Lafe had done in the past. She reminded him of Helin, mixed with the curious, joyful little girl she had been before her first war. After so much stress and loss, Brenna still found joy in the university, Joan, and even in connecting with Lafe. That was enough for him. It helped him find peace.
He stopped at the top floor and greeted the two guards with a bow. Joan bowed as she stepped up behind him. They stepped into the ill-lit prison. Three cells lined the walls with bars and thin slits of windows. On the far side, Yortia sat against the wall. Her skin was badly scarred, burned together, with little hair growing from her head. She was unrecognizable.
Joan walked over and leaned against the wall outside the cell. She glared at Yortia the whole time, never blinking or breaking eye contact.
“What are you doing here?” asked Yortia. Her voice was weak like her throat was dry.
“Femur is growing rapidly. What would cause that?” asked Lafe. He crouched in front of the cell.
Yortia grinned and sat up. “Really?”
“I told you,” said Joan to Lafe. “Answer the question, Yortia.”
Yortia pressed her lips together and glared at Joan. “It’s more fun letting you panic.”
Joan waved her hand. A concentrated gust of wind flew through the cell, causing Yortia’s head to smack against the stone wall.
“Fuck,” said Yortia. She gripped the back of her head.
“Answer the question.”
Lafe glanced up at Joan, then back to Yortia. “We have other things we would like to do,” he said. “I would rather not stay here.”
“Then get Princess Bitch out of here. I’ll tell you once she’s gone.” Yortia sat up on a bench, still holding the back of her head.
Joan rolled her eyes.
“Go ahead, Joan. Wait outside,” said Lafe.
Joan walked away silently and exited the prison.
“There’s magic in the air,” said Yortia when the door latched close. “Surely you feel it.”
“It is unusual, yes.”
Yortia smiled. “Neptor is going to return. It doesn’t matter what kind of box you put Femur in. With this much energy in the air, the bone will keep growing.”
Lafe stood. “Farewell, Yortia.”
“Wait, help me out. I can tell you more if you get me out of here,” she called as he walked away.
Lafe joined Joan outside. “It was a waste,” he said. “You were correct. She only shared things we know.”
“Well, you made her day,” said Joan.
Lafe walked down the stairs and yawned. “I have more meditating to do. I apologize that I am not assisting in welcoming the students.”
“I get it,” she said. “Brenna and I can feel the spirit magic in you. We understand. It’s the others you need to talk to. They don’t know why you just hang out in that dark room of yours all day.”
Lafe stopped and looked over the railing. He loved the towers, and he was proud to be a founder of the University of Cantille. The scholar within him longed to teach and research again, but he knew he was not ready for it. His thoughts were not always his own, and so much energy resided within him. Soon, he thought. Soon he would be ready to help others.
“I will have a way to explain it before long,” he said and turned to Joan. “Thank you for joining me. Please, share what happened with Brenna.”
“I always do,” she said. Joan walked past him on the stairs. “I’m going to join the new students. Come watch us teach sometime, even if you aren’t ready to do it yourself.”
Lafe bowed as she left. “I would be honored.” He took his time returning to his room behind the western tower. He sat in the dark and let his energy fluctuate and flow freely. Before long, lights emerged again, and he smiled, even while knowing it was only a matter of time before the energy of hatred and anger returned. Lafe was relaxed while his magic filled his small room. The energy of the shadows moved along the walls, and the floor as the lights danced around his body. He held his eyes shut until he felt a presence. A shadow stood before him with an arm outstretched, inches from his face.
Brenna threw the door open and darted her eyes between the shadows and Lafe. “What. The. Fuck.”
The lights faded, and the shadows vanished. Lafe stood and smoothed the wrinkles out of his clothes. “Brenna, I was not expecting you so soon.”
Brenna wrinkled her eyebrows. “Joan just told me what happened. You think I would wait?”
Lafe held up a hand. “No, no. I assumed you were busy and would join me later tonight. Shall we go to the vault?”
Brenna stepped out of the room and gestured into the sunlight. “After you, old man.”
Lafe stepped into the light and stretched. He smiled at Brenna and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Thank you for coming so soon.”
She rolled her eyes and walked toward her office. “It wasn’t that fast. You were too busy looking at shadows or whatever those were. You know I am pretty busy here.”
Lafe trailed a few steps behind. “I know,” he said. They entered through the secret door and descended the stairs to the vault. The guards at the bottom bowed and opened the vault door.
“Is it actually overgrown?” asked Brenna quietly.
“More than you will believe.”
Brenna gestured for Lafe to step into the vault, and then she leaned over to one of the guards. “Get our blacksmith down here.”
The guard bowed and rushed up the stairs. Brenna stepped into the vault and closed the door behind her. She chuckled and kicked Warden’s arm gently. “What are we ever going to do with an arm?”
Lafe looked at it for a moment. “I have no answer. I thought it would be best to keep it here.”
She poked it. “Does it have any magic?”
“Mostly spirit. Can you not feel it?”
Brenna poked the arm harder. “Nothing.” She shrugged. “Let’s pop that box open and see what old Neppy is up to.”
Lafe opened the small box containing Femur. Muscle fibers, sinew, and flesh immediately bulged over the side. Black blood ran down the outside of the box and dripped onto the floor.
“Shit,” said Brenna quietly. “How does this—” She leaned in and looked closer. “How is it growing so fast?”
“I’m not certain. I have an idea, but you will need to be ready for it.”
Brenna stepped back and looked at Lafe. “Ready for what?”
“I am going to touch it. I may be able to communicate with Neptor.”
“Uh, no.” Brenna gently grabbed Lafe’s shoulder. “You have had so many bad ideas in your life, and somehow this might be the worst. Look at that thing. It is spurting black blood all over the place. It isn’t even just a bone anymore. The Bone Knights kept it as a sword for hundreds of years, maybe longer. We have had it for the winter, and it is all fleshy. Don’t touch it.”
Lafe smiled. “I appreciate the concern. This is our chance to learn something about Neptor. Were Pettrin and Yortia correct, or were they as insane as we both believe? I will see if I can communicate with it, and if it grows onto me or anything questionable happens, you separate me from it.”
Brenna crossed her arms and sighed. “Fine. It doesn’t seem like I can talk you out of it anyway.” She watched drops of black blood drip from the box. “Are you sure?”
Lafe nodded and pushed up his sleeves. He reached out and placed his whole hand on top of the flesh of Neptor.
It felt as if his mind was transported somewhere else. The land was on fire. Buildings, trees, and even people burned around Lafe. Screams filled the air, and thick smoke made it difficult to see. He focused and pushed the smoke aside.
Before him stood a giant, naked with flesh that bulged from the muscle underneath. Each curve and sinew of muscle and tendon was clearly visible through its stark white skin. It had no hair, no genitals, and no nose. Its eyes were solid black, and its teeth were long and sharp. The giant held a long spear made entirely of stone in its right hand.
The Grandmaster didn’t even reach the giant’s knee, so he had to look straight up to see its face. It stared ahead at five figures at the edge of the flames. One was a giant bird that glowed in a warm yellow light. In the middle was a man covered in flames, only appearing as a silhouette, a giant wolf-like creature, and a figure of glowing light. The last in the line was a small figure that looked like it was made of wood. She had small branches and leaves sticking out from her body. Lafe wasn’t positive about what he saw because it all looked unreal. Corpses of creatures and humanoids were strewn about and torn apart with blood splashed on the giant’s feet.
The flames, the five figures, and even the air froze in place. The giant turned to face Lafe and crouched. Its dark gaze weighed on the Grandmaster.
“The end is near, Grandmaster,” it said in a deep resonating voice. “I have awoken, and I will return.”
“Neptor?” Lafe asked weakly.
The giant smiled. “Those who imprisoned me before will not be able to stand against me again.” Neptor stood, and time resumed. The titan reached his arm back with the spear, then launched it at the figures. A shockwave erupted as it left Neptor’s hand. The spear pierced the giant bird, splattering blood across the horizon.
The images vanished, and Lafe found himself stumbling backward in the vault. The old blacksmith caught him and helped Lafe back to his feet. He shook his head, trying to regain clarity. His clothes were drenched in sweat, and his heart raced. Brenna stood before him wide-eyed and in shock.
Lafe glanced down at his right hand and tried to move it. Drops of black blood and small bits of bone covered his hand. “What happened?”
“It started to grow,” said Brenna quietly.
“I pulled you away.” The blacksmith clasped his hands together and cleared his throat. “Remember when you told me magic users can’t touch it? What were you thinking?”
Lafe scraped the bits of bone off his hand. It clung to his skin and peeled it away, but he felt better with it off. Brenna reached over and used a brief pulse of healing magic to stop the bleeding. “Thank you, both of you.”
“What did you see?” Brenna walked away from Femur and sat on the ground near the door.
Lafe leaned against the wall and sat beside her. He looked over his hand again. “Neptor is awake. It said those who stopped it before would not be able to again. It is aware of us and knows my name. I think it will continue to grow faster, even with the sealed box.”
The blacksmith groaned. “I have to cut away skin this time too? Will this time pay more?”
“Yes,” said Brenna. “As long as you can get it as small as possible again, we will pay you.”
“Then I will get to work.” The blacksmith pulled out a knife and a file and set his tool bag on the shelf below Femur. “This blood shouldn’t hurt me, right?”
“It should be fine,” said Lafe. “It did not harm me. Brenna will still be prepared to heal you.”
She grunted. “If I have to.”
The blacksmith nodded then slid the knife over the lip of the box. The sharp blade sliced through, and black blood oozed out and spilled over the edge of the box. After cutting through, the blacksmith grabbed the flesh and tossed it on the ground beside him.
“We are good,” he said. “Just a few more cuts before I can get to the bone. I assume I have to remove all the skin?”
“We should to be safe,” said Brenna.
“I agree. Remove the bone, and I will burn the skin,” said Lafe.
The blacksmith nodded and turned back to the box to continue his work.
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Spring showers dropped an endless supply of water onto southern Cansafore. The ground was soaked through, leaving puddles on top of the soggy dirt. Even the roads leading to the capital, Kelitak, were covered in water and mud.
Mud clung to the boots of Theltor as he entered the emperor’s palace. The tall man with long, wavy hair stood still and sighed while staring at his boots.
“Is anyone going to help?” he asked the servants standing around the walls of the waiting room. Ancient sets of armor and tapestries taken from around the world decorated the room, covering the faded velvet walls. Theltor cleared his throat and pointed to his boots. “I cannot see the emperor in this condition. What are you standing around for?”
“Right, sir,” stammered a servant. He grabbed a towel and waved the others over. They wiped the mud from the boots and polished them as quickly as possible. “I apologize, Sir Theltor.”
Theltor tightened his sword belt and adjusted the collar of his tunic. “I won’t mention it. Clean the mud from the carpet before the court arrives.”
The servants bowed, then went to work. Theltor left through a door between two sets of Zarren plate armor. The room he entered was vast. A single violet rug led from the waiting room all the way down to Emperor Yulnor V’s throne. Both side walls were made entirely of stained glass. Colors danced about on the white tiled floor. The ceiling was domed and painted in a scene of battle, showing the crusades of Ulther Shamlin.
A man with a tall miter hat, the same violet as the rug, stood near the door to the waiting room, looking at the scenes of battles within the stained glass windows. It was clear he was a muscular man, even while he wore loose robes. His neck was thick, and his hands were enormous and calloused. Black hair curled out from underneath the hat and hung over his bushy eyebrows.
Theltor stood on the rug and bowed. “Greetings, Emperor.”
Yulnor turned around and looked Theltor up and down. “Your boots are a shameful display for a commander.”
Theltor stared at the white tiles, still bowing. “I know, Your Greatness. I apologize.”
Yulnor grunted then walked slowly toward his throne. Theltor followed two steps behind, sticking to the rug. “How is the Cloud Battalion?” asked Yulnor.
“Strong, Your Greatness. We are ready to fight for your glory.”
Yulnor stopped and turned to Theltor, who stopped walking. “You dress like the members of my court.” Yulnor ran his hand over Theltor’s shoulder and sneered. “It doesn’t suit you. You are a noble from achievement, from struggle. Why mimic those born into it? Do you need new armor?”
“No, Your Greatness. The armor you have provided is in pristine shape. I was instructed last time by Halmon to dress appropriately.” Theltor smoothed out his silk tunic and adjusted his sword belt again.
“Do not listen to that idiot, Theltor. You are a knight of Cansafore and one of the legendary swordsmen. You stand above him. My great generals only listen to me. Do you understand? You, Callio, and Nadarin should listen to no one else.”
“Of course, Your Greatness. I feel foolish in these clothes, and I don’t wish to be wearing them when the court arrives. May I be excused to change?”
Yulnor faced the stained glass wall again. “There is no need. My spies have reported rebellion suspicions in the Snakeskin Battalion region of Copper. I need you and the Cloud Battalion to eliminate all rebels from the area. Do you understand?”
“Is the Snakeskin Battalion a threat to the crown?” asked Theltor.
Yulnor pivoted and exhaled out his nose. “No.” The emperor walked the rest of the distance to his throne and sat down. He leaned his elbows on his knees and looked at Theltor with red, tired eyes. “Nadarin is still my loyal subject. Do not think otherwise.”
Theltor bowed. “I do not question your judgment, Your Greatness. I will lead the battalion into Copper and wipe out the rebels. May I ask for one of the Haste to act as a messenger?”
Yulnor pushed the curls in front of his eyes to the side and scratched at the stubble on his jaw. “I will send Jilmon. He will join you before you meet back with the battalion.”
“Thank you, Your Greatness.” Theltor smiled.
“Now go, Sir Theltor. Change out of those ridiculous clothes and prove why you lead the Cloud Battalion.”
Theltor bowed, then turned and walked slowly down the rug, trying not to wrinkle or twist the fabric. He breathed steadily while attempting to contain his excitement. A Haste and a fight against the Snakeskin. Nadarin remained in the emperor’s favor for now, but how long would that last? The commander was playing his hand too early and foolishly. Theltor grinned and rubbed his palm on the pommel of his sword. All of that could have been sent by a Haste. Yulnor always has his reasons. Why slow Theltor down so much by making him travel to Kelitak?
He stepped back into the welcome room, where the servants scrambled to their feet and bowed. “Keep cleaning. The court will arrive soon,” he said. “It’s looking better already.”
The servants bowed their heads in thanks and kept scrubbing the mud out of the carpet. Theltor stepped around them, through the door, and into the atrium of the palace. Yorn, a bulky man with no hair and a patchy beard, stood at the bottom of the left staircase. He wore the same tunic as Theltor and had a sword and axe sheathed at his sides. He waved Theltor over and looked over his shoulders frantically. Theltor hurried down the stairs and leaned over the railing.
“What is it, Yorn?”
Yorn sniffled and wiped his nose. “Sun Dwellers are here, and I saw some Snakeskin armor. What did His Greatness need?”
“Rebellion in Copper. It would be better if they didn’t see us.” Theltor stepped off the stairs and directed Yorn away from the main entrance. The bulky man ran his hands over his bald head and took a deep breath in. He held it and shut his eyes.
“Relax, Yorn. You’re not doing me any good when you panic.”
Yorn slowly exhaled. “What do you need me to do?”
“Just follow me. We made the right choice in not wearing our armor. Who has it?” Theltor opened a door and pushed Yorn inside. It was a small dining room, empty at the moment. Theltor peeked through the crack in the door as Nadarin, a lean, tall man with gold scale armor, stepped onto the nearby staircase.
Yorn clenched his jaw. “I don’t like being right, you know? Nadarin would be furious if he saw us.”
“Who has our armor, Yorn?” Theltor closed the door and glared.
“Lav. He’s waiting just outside the city.”
Theltor grabbed Yorn’s shoulder and squeezed lightly. “Well done. Snakeskin won’t even know we were here. The Sun Dwellers aren’t even a concern right now, but we should send someone to watch.”
The door behind Theltor opened and closed quickly. Theltor and Yorn jumped and turned to face a short, thin boy with a wispy mustache and curly blonde hair. He raised his eyebrows and smiled wide.
“Did I scare you?” he asked.
Theltor exhaled in relief. “Jilmon, you found me quick. Yorn and I were just discussing our plan.”
“To hide from the other battalions, I assume? This rivalry is going to only cause more problems, Sir Theltor. The great Emperor Yulnor V only lent my services to you to help pass messages and squash the rebellion. Do not think I will be involved in this ridiculous competition between you, Callio, and Nadarin. I have others matters to worry about. There is more going on in Cansafore than your little squabble.”
“You do not have to be involved,” said Theltor as he stepped around Jilmon and peeked through the door again. “But I do need you to help us slip out unnoticed. Nadarin will try to get to Copper before us if he knows I visited the emperor.”
Jilmon sighed. “Fine. You’re right. Callio is just outside the front doors as well, and I assume you don’t want the Sun Dwellers racing you there either?”
“We don’t want them,” said Yorn quietly.
Theltor rubbed his palm on his sword’s pommel and faced Jilmon. “What do we do?”
Jilmon shrugged. “Just follow me. Easy enough.” His barefooted steps were quick and soundless as he seemed to almost appear on the other side of the room. He pushed a hidden brick in the wall that popped a door open. “Secret passages of the Haste, this time only. If I hear a single word about this from either of you, you will never speak again.”
“We will not say a word, Jilmon. We appreciate the help.”
“Sure you do, now hurry up.” He waved them on into the damp passage. He closed the door behind them and quickly appeared in front. “This specific passage will only bring us to the western edge of the palace. The Cloud Battalion is outside, northwest, correct?”
“Yes,” said Yorn. “In the ruins of that village.”
“Good. We can cross the fields without any attention. The peasants will not willingly look at us.”
Theltor followed behind Yorn and Jilmon. The passage required him to duck slightly to not scrape his head on the ceiling. It was uncomfortable, but before long, the damp bricks and cement floor opened to a small room with a wooden table and the backside of a hidden door. Jilmon opened it and waved them out. Theltor wanted to stay for a moment longer to learn something about the Haste, but he stepped into the sunlight on the western side of the palace.
“Not bad, Jilmon,” said Yorn. “I’m impressed. There’s a lot about the Haste I don’t know.”
“Obviously,” said Jilmon quietly. “Now down the stairs to the walls and into the fields. I’ll make sure nobody is spying.” He vanished in a small gust of wind.
“He’s fast,” whispered Yorn.
Theltor grabbed Yorn’s tunic and pulled him toward the stairs. They hurried down to the gate, where Jilmon reappeared.
“You have never seen us,” said Jilmon to the guards. “Understand?”
The guards bowed. “Normal Haste business, sir. We understand.”
Jilmon nodded and led the way into the wheatfields. Peasants spread across the muddy fields, readying them for planting. It was still too early, but they worked tirelessly as expected. Jilmon walked a thin path between two fields. The mud caused Yorn and Theltor to slip again and again, but Jilmon never missed a step. His bare feet even seemed to remain clean.
They walked in silence toward the burnt ruins on the horizon. Theltor glanced over his shoulder a few times at the glorious city of Kelitak. It stood above everything around it, with the palace at its highest peak. It was the jewel of Masaneen.
Jilmon stopped at the edge of the burnt village and waited for Theltor and Yorn to walk by. Inside, three squads of the Cloud Battalion sat against the foundations of the razed buildings. They scrambled to their feet and bowed to Theltor. A young man with a black bowl cut ran forward and bowed, holding out Theltor and Yorn’s breastplates.
“I cleaned them for you,” said Lavlin. “The rest of your armor is in bags.”
Theltor grabbed his armor. “Thank you, Lav. Everyone prepare yourselves. We need to move quickly. The other battalions are here, and we are heading to Copper.”
The soldiers saluted. “What is that boy doing with us?” asked Lav.
Jilmon raised his eyebrows. “You might want to explain to them very quickly here, Sir Theltor.” He clenched his jaw and crossed his arms.
“This is Jilmon of the Haste. He will be accompanying us to Copper. As one of the great Emperor Yulnor V’s top messengers, Jilmon stands above everyone but me in rank.”
“I’m not a child,” said Jilmon. “Let’s get past that. I am not your servant, messenger, or comrade. Keep that in mind.”
Theltor nodded. “Now, Yorn will take command. I need to speak with Jilmon and prepare for our assault on Copper.”
Yorn grabbed the rest of his armor and shouted commands. The Cloud Battalion shuffled about, then followed Yorn into more fields in the northwest. They passed through the rebuilt village, filled with shanty-like houses and excrement trenches.
“What were you told?” asked Theltor.
Jilmon looked around at the village. “This place is horrible. Why didn’t they just use the ruins of the last village?”
Theltor looked back at the razed village, then at the ground before him. He stepped over feces and almost slipped in the mud. “They say it is cursed by Death. The executions tainted the buildings themselves. That’s why they burned them down.”
Jilmon rolled his eyes. “Like this shithole is any better. I’d rather live with Death than a courtyard of shit, piss, and mud. There isn’t even any grass.”
Theltor watched the Haste carefully plan his steps, even though his feet remained clean. His ragged trousers and tunic almost looked as if they belonged in the village. There were no stains on the clothes, but holes and tears, and frayed edges covered the fabric.
“His Greatness thinks Copper as a whole may rebel soon. Even if you didn’t request me, I would have gone myself to ensure Nadarin isn’t connected with the rebellion. We are there only to fight the rebels. You can’t claim the city. Do you understand?”
Theltor smiled weakly. “I understand. You do not need to remind me, Jilmon. I represent the Emperor in all things the Cloud Battalion does.”
“As the only commander not born in nobility, I always expect you to be smarter than you are. Or at least better at lying. Keep your stupid magic sword sheathed unless it is necessary.” Jilmon glanced over at Theltor, then back at his feet. “It helped you climb to a battalion commander, but it won’t get you farther than that. Not without better help.”
“You have quite the mouth. I had forgotten.” Theltor squeezed the grip of his sword, turning his knuckles white. “If I told His Greatness of your tone, you would be executed.”
Jilmon watched his feet as they walked until they left the village behind and found more solid ground. The prairie outside of the peasants’ fields was drier. The squads picked up the pace dramatically.
“Oh, I wish you would, Theltor. His Greatness sings praise for the Great Generals, but there are none closer to him than the Haste. And Callio. She still has countless advantages over you and Nadarin. I am with you, here, as Yulnor’s representative. Focus on your mission and stop worrying about me.”
Theltor looked over his shoulder at Kelitak. “The Haste do not understand the Battalions and the struggles we go through, just like we do not understand the Haste. Leave the warring to me, and I will leave the messages to you.”
Jilmon sneered and mumbled. He looked at Theltor and glared. “You know we’re more than messengers.”
“We will see when the time comes. It’s been a long time since I last heard any stories about you on the battlefield.”
“You’re using my cousin poorly if you put Tella on the battlefield.” Jilmon glared at Theltor. “I’m going to check on the Dwellers and see if any Snakeskin are around. Nadarin had to leave a few squads somewhere, right?”
“Somewhere. We are going to start heading east soon.”
Jilmon vanished and appeared on Theltor’s right. “You don’t need to tell me. I’ll find you.” He took one step, then disappeared in a gust of wind.
Theltor rubbed his face and sighed. He felt relieved to be rid of the Haste’s company for a short time. He jogged forward, past his soldiers, until he reached Yorn. His second in command sniffled and rubbed his red nose.
“Theltor,” he said. “Where’d the little one go?”
Theltor glanced around. “He said he’s checking to see if Snakeskin or Sun Dwellers are in the area. We will turn east now. If anyone is in our path, he will let us know.”
“You trust him?” asked Yorn quietly.
“He is loyal to the emperor. Yes, I do.”
“Then we trust him too. Are we heading for Straytes first?”
Theltor looked at the sun. “We will. Find us a dry spot to camp for the night. At this pace, we can reach the region in two days.”
Yorn sniffled and looked over his shoulder. “Lav, get out in front. Find a dry spot to sleep.”
Lav saluted, then ran past Theltor and Yorn at full speed.
“Kid’s an idiot,” said Yorn.
Theltor grunted. Lav slowed down. Even from far away, Theltor could see his labored breathing. More endurance training was clearly necessary for the newer recruits. Even if Yorn looked out of shape, Theltor had no doubt the soldier could fight and jog all day without showing any sign of exhaustion. The Cloud Battalion was a proud group.
“Whip him when he returns. Lav needs to learn to pace himself.”
Yorn saluted as he walked. “Of course.”
Jilmon appeared before them. Soldiers behind swore and jumped out of fright. “No one of concern is in the direction we are heading. I estimate ten to twelve days to reach Copper if you travel at a decent pace. The rebellion is in the south end of Copper, so it could be even quicker if we don’t stop in Cirro. Where is the rest of the battalion?”
“Straytes,” said Yorn. “We will need to collect them from the city before we go.”
“Or,” said Theltor. “Jilmon could get there and inform them to meet us on the border of the Cirro and Straytes regions.”
“I can do that,” said Jilmon. “Only because it will speed up your mission.”
Theltor bowed slightly. “Thank you, Jilmon.”
The Haste rolled his eyes, then vanished. He reappeared in the middle of the company, talking to random soldiers. Theltor tried to listen, but he was too far away.
“Keep an eye on him,” said Theltor. “It does not matter if I trust him. I want to know what he does.”
Yorn nodded. “I will do what I can, Commander.”
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The sun arrived earlier each morning, but it did little to warm the ground until late in the day. A short man adjusted his sun hat to sit at an angle, and then he looked at the orange sunrise. The frost-covered ground wouldn’t have bothered him if he didn’t feel like he was so close to it.
Yelt sniffled and hugged himself. He didn’t like the cold. It was annoying, and Billo was annoying him even more. The giant snail sat motionless outside an inn. It had not moved since early winter, and Yelt was getting really sick of Caland.
“Are you sure we need to be here?” asked Yelt. He knew he would receive no response. The merchant walked over and leaned against Billo’s shell. Heat radiated from the giant creature and melted the frost nearby. Yelt closed his eyes and leaned his face against the warm shell. He felt his consciousness drift until a loud grunt woke him. Yelt stood up and rubbed his eyes until lights danced in his vision.
“Hello?” he asked loudly. He rapidly blinked, then let his eyes focus on a beautiful young woman with curled black hair. Her cheekbones were sharp, and her eyes looked like they were filled with decades of knowledge.
“Are you . . .” She cocked her head and looked closer at Yelt. “Are you this creature’s friend?”
Yelt gave a swift nod. “Best friend, to be correct. Billo and I’ve been traveling together for a long, long time.”
The woman grunted, took a step back, and squinted. “I have been by many times, and I have not seen you.”
Yelt pointed with his thumb at the inn behind him. “I sleep in there. Old Billo destroyed my shack. Still a little sad, so let’s not talk about it.”
The woman stepped in front of him. “Your name?”
“Oh, right. Names. I’m Yelt, that is Billo. And you?”
“Cassandra. Leader of the Free Mages. What do you know of this Billo?”
Yelt took off his hat and bowed slightly. “Lady Cassandra, if I am gonna tell you my story, we should talk over a drink.”
Cassandra leaned over and peered inside the inn. Her face scrunched, then she sighed. “Fine. Lead the way, Yelt.”
Yelt grinned and led Cassandra to a table inside. He ordered two beers and smiled as Cassandra sat down and examined the room with disgust.
“This is not a clean place,” she muttered.
“I’m not a clean person.” Yelt took a long drink of the beer, leaving foam on his upper lip and cheeks.
“I cannot argue with that.” Cassandra carefully sipped her drink.
“Not a beer drinker?” asked Yelt. He slurped his drink and stared at her.
“No, not often.” She took another sip, then adjusted her posture and watched the merchant. “How long have you been with the snail?”
Yelt squinted, then looked into his glass and back at Cassandra. “Years? Decades? I don’t even know how old I am anymore. Last I remember, I was twenty.” He took off his hat and slapped the bald spot on his scalp. “Didn’t have this back then. We’ve been together for a long time.”
“And it told you its name is Billo?”
Yelt shook his head. “Billo’s never said a single word. Don’t think snails are much of talkers. It responds to Billo sometimes, so I just keep calling it that.”
Cassandra picked up her glass with both hands and took a long, slow drink. She set it down and wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. “You know that Billo is not an ordinary snail, correct?”
Yelt leaned back in his chair and glanced at Billo’s shell. “What do you mean? Looks like a snail to me.”
“That snail is overflowing with magical energy. That snail is a—
The door crashed open and smashed against the wall. Col’forian soldiers stood in the doorway flanked by a man with a blonde bowl cut and a thin mustache. “Lord Falywrth requests your presence, Merchant.”
“Me?” asked Yelt, pointing to himself.
“Yes,” said the messenger. His eyes darted over to Cassandra. “Madame Cassandra, I apologize. I did not expect to see you in such a place.”
Cassandra scoffed. “I did not expect to be in such a place. What does the Prime Minister want with a lowly merchant?”
“The snail.” The messenger looked to his side. His lips tightened.
Cassandra stood and pushed in her chair. “Then I will join you. I am doing research of my own.”
The messenger signaled for the guard to move out of the way. “Wonderful. Lord Falwyrth will be honored to have you as a guest.”
“Yelt, come with me,” said Cassandra. “We are going to introduce you to the Prime Minister of Col’for.”
Yelt walked to the counter and waved to the innkeeper. “Sorry, I won’t be taking that drink. Some fancy people want to talk to me.” The merchant ran outside and patted Billo on the shell. “I’m off to meet a Prime Minister. Wait here.”
“Are you ready?” asked the messenger. The guards were down the road, and the messenger stared at Yelt impatiently. Cassandra stood a couple of steps back, examining Billo.
“Yes, yes, yes,” said Yelt. “I’m right behind you.”
The messenger set a brisk pace, attempting to catch up to his guards. Yelt hobbled along, trailing a few steps behind Cassandra. She glanced over her shoulder at the merchant, then stopped and fully turned around.
“Messenger,” she called. “It appears Falwyrth will have another guest.”
Yelt looked back and jumped from fright. Billo was less than a stride behind him. Yelt patted the snail’s skin and smiled widely. “Hi, friend. Glad you’re joining us.” The merchant scrambled on top of the snail shell with the assistance of Billo’s eye stalk. He sat on top as Billo followed close behind Cassandra.
The guards and messenger continually looked back, suspicious of the creature. Citizens stared at Billo and Yelt as they passed, and Yelt waved to every person he saw. Yelt was happy. Going on a short trip with Billo was all he had wanted since his shack was broken.
The guards stopped outside Falwyrth’s keep, and the messenger hurried through the courtyard ahead of Cassandra. The mage stopped and faced Billo.
“You should stay here, titan. The merchant is requested inside, not you. I would like to bring you to the University later to learn more about you.” She stared at the eyes of the snail, waiting for a response.
Yelt hopped down and patted Cassandra on the arm as he passed. “Let’s go. Billo is probably tired from moving so much after sleeping all winter.”
Cassandra followed the merchant but glanced back and saw Billo gently shaking its eyes in small circles. Inside the keep, the messenger greeted them through the door.
“Madame Cassandra, Yelt the merchant, I introduce you to Lord Falwyrth, Lord of Caland and Prime Minister of Col’for.” He stepped to the side and gestured to an abnormally tall man standing on a staircase covered in vibrant red carpet. The man had hair trimmed short in the front and long in the back. A thin strip of facial hair ran from his ears down across his chin. He wore a cape over an embroidered tunic.
“An introduction is not necessary,” said Cassandra coldly. “Lord Falwyrth, it is a pleasure.” She sighed loudly, not hiding her disdain.
“Cassandra, have you finally decided to become a real Col’forian?” The Lord’s voice was deep and powerful.
“I’m Yelt.”
Falwyrth’s eyes darted down to Yelt, then back to Cassandra. “This is the snail’s master?” He turned to the messenger. “Your description was inaccurate. Leave before I grow angry.”
The messenger immediately turned and left.
“I’m no master,” said Yelt. “Billo is my friend and keeps me safe. Not the other way around.”
Cassandra smirked. “I can agree, Lord. The snail he calls Billo is no creature. No one is the master of it.”
“It has plagued my streets like an obscene statue all winter, and now you tell me it is something special?” Falwyrth stepped off the stairs and curled his lips. “I want it under Col’forian control, or I want it exterminated.”
“I highly advise to do neither of those,” said Cassandra. “Leave this man and the snail alone.”
Falwyrth waved over guards standing along the walls. “Bring the snail to the stables.”
“No.” Yelt looked up at Falwyrth. “Billo won’t like that.”
The guards opened the front door and were greeted by Billo’s eye stalks. The eyes went through the doorway and darted around, looking at each of them. Falwyrth stepped forward and cocked his head as he watched the snail.
Magical energy burst into the room, making the air grow heavy. Magic crackled, and a bolt of electricity arced through the room as Billo knocked down the wall. Stones crumbled, and dust drifted through the air. The guards all drew their swords and shouted at Billo to stop moving.
“You’re shouting at a snail. What do you expect to happen?” yelled Falwyrth.
“Do we attack?” asked the head guard.
Cassandra smirked and looked to Falwyrth. “Billo is a titan, Falwyrth. As happy as I know you would be claiming you killed a titan, I do not think it is worth the lives of your royal guard.”
Falwyrth glared at her. “Retreat to me. Leave the snail alone.”
Cassandra grabbed onto Billo’s energy and spun her spirit magic through the air. Gray smoke floated above and drifted around the snail like air currents carried it. “Calm yourself,” she said quietly. “Yelt is safe.”
Yelt looked around and followed the spirit magic with his eyes. “I am safe. I am also so confused.”
The magic vanished with the spirit magic dissipating in the air. Billo moved its eyes while Yelt stared, then the merchant walked back over and climbed on top of the snail’s shell. “Well, Lord, it was nice meeting you. Sorry I couldn’t stay longer. Billo wants to leave. You seem rich, so the wall should be easy to fix, right?”
Falwyrth stood slack-jawed, staring at Yelt.
Cassandra placed her hand on Billo’s shell and said, “Lord Falwyrth will cover the cost of the wall. No concerns. Billo, please head to the University of Col’for campus. I will send somebody to retrieve Yelt’s belongings. You will stay with me.”
The snail backed out of the room, away from the keep. Cassandra remained behind and waited for Falwyrth to regain his composure. The Prime Minister cleared his throat and adjusted his cape.
“This is a joke,” he stammered.
“The snail is under my protection. As part of the University, Billo and Yelt are officially separate from Col’for. Do you understand?”
Falwyrth squeezed his hands into fists and clenched his jaw. “I have tolerated you long enough, Cassandra. The Free Mages are still part of Col’for whether you care to admit it or not. If you continue speaking this way, you will be executed alongside that old hag of yours and the snail.”
Cassandra lifted her hand in the air and spun her finger around. The air in the room spun for a moment before vanishing. The Col’forians flinched and covered their ears as they popped. Falwyrth gasped and clutched at his chest.
Cassandra lowered her hand and fixed her hair. “If you come after the Free Mages, there will be no air for you or your citizens to breathe.” She walked forward until she was just out of Falwyrth’s reach. “I was here long before you, Falwyrth, and I will be here long after you have rotted away. One step by you or your soldiers onto my campus will result in a lack of air for everyone. Do you understand?”
Falwyrth squeezed his eyes shut and nodded. Cassandra waved her hand again, and the air returned to the room. Falwyrth fell to his knees, gasping, starving for oxygen.
“Goodbye, Lord Falwyrth.” Cassandra left the keep and quickly caught up to Billo and Yelt. The merchant was reclined on the shell, snoring and drooling out the side of his mouth. The snail looked over at Cassandra and stared at her as it shifted toward the campus. “Do you already know where the Free Mages are located?”
Billo spun its eyes in small circles.
“That means yes?”
Billo moved its eyes more.
Cassandra smiled. “I have heard stories of you, Billo, and I can sense the strong spirit magic residing in you. I have met a few titans in my life, but never one such as you. A human companion is abnormal for your kind.”
Billo looked forward and kept its eyes still. Vanova stood on the Free Mages side of the bridge ahead and waited for Cassandra to wave her over. The old woman waddled over and greeted Billo.
“Go to the snail’s inn and gather the merchant’s belongings. Bring some apprentices with you to carry it all. Do not let them touch any of the objects without gloves,” said Cassandra.
“I will return shortly. Would you like me to deliver the goods to you?”
“To the merchant’s quarters, please. Thank you, Vanova.”
The old woman walked back over the bridge and waved students down, then crossed the bridge again and disappeared down the road. Outside the eastern tower, Cassandra and Billo stopped.
“There is a safe room underground, directly beneath that side of the building.” Cassandra pointed to the grass. “You can stay above him and detect anything below. Is that suitable for you?”
Billo wiggled its eyes in small circles.
“Excellent. When he wakes, I will show him the dorm area.”
Billo shook its shell and dumped Yelt onto the ground at Cassandra’s feet. The merchant groaned and rolled in the grass before slowly standing and looking at the mage. “Are we here?”
Cassandra tried to hide her smile. “We are, Yelt. Billo has agreed to let you have a room in the dorms below our eastern tower. Can I show you around?”
Yelt looked around at the university and readjusted his sunhat. “This place is nice.”
“Thank you. You and Billo will be honored guests.” Cassandra opened the door to the tower and gestured inside. “Please step in and go down the stairs. My apprentice will arrive later with your belongings.”
Yelt looked around at the stone floor and walls and slid his hand across the tapestry and paintings in the lobby. Cassandra watched him and waited patiently until the merchant descended the stairs to the dorms. Below, polished red wood planks covered the ground, and the air was colder. There was no decoration on the walls. A circular hallway went around the outside of the tower, with rooms spaced evenly apart facing outward. Cassandra stopped at a door and waved Yelt inside.
The merchant stepped in and hopped onto the bed. “Nice place you got here.” He rubbed his hand against the stone wall then looked at it like he expected to see grime. “Is the bed clean?”
“Yes, Yelt. The bed is clean. How does this compare to the inn?”
“How much are you charging me? What is there to eat? Do you have a hearth?”
Cassandra walked into the room and pointed to the corner. “You can build a fire in here. It vents out to the tower and out our main chimney. You can stay here free of charge. Some apprentices will deliver some food once they return with your belongings.”
“Sounds better than the inn.” Yelt reclined on the bed and kicked his boots off.
Cassandra pulled out one of two chairs from a small wooden table beside the fireplace. She crossed her legs and watched as Yelt pulled the covers over himself.
“Would you continue your story?”
Yelt looked over with a big grin on his face. “I love telling stories. Want to hear about how me and Billo met?”
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Thick clouds covered the sky, leaving only thin beams of moonlight in the sky. The air was brisk and refreshing on sweat-covered skin. A figure wrapped in black with his lower face covered by a mask stood in a treetop. He held up an open hand then froze.
The forest was mostly empty. Animals hadn’t yet come out of hibernation or returned to the north. The only sounds were horse hooves and old wooden wheels scraping on stones and creaking as they jostled on bumps and roots.
Klien pointed below at the carriage as he unsheathed a pure black knife and spun it in his hand. Across the road, Candle dropped to a lower branch and drew back her bowstring. Klien stepped from the top of the tree and landed gently on the road in front of the carriage. An arrow passed straight through the driver’s head, leaving a trail of blood across the road.
As the carriage neared Klien, he stepped between the horses and freed them in a blink of an eye. The Gorva captain held up his hand and caught the carriage, forcing it to halt. The horses continued, and voices raised from within the carriage.
“What is going on? Why did we stop?” shouted a man.
Candle landed on the road with an arrow drawn, aimed at the door. Klien stepped around and opened the door like a butler. A middle-aged man with scarred cheeks and black hair stepped out. His short sword was drawn, and his eyes darted between Candle and Klien.
“Commander Thoro,” said Klien. “Nice of you to visit Ta-Veer.”
“Who are you two? What happened to my driver?”
Klien lowered his mask and combed his fingers through his hair. “The Ta-Veer Noble Woods are owned by the Ta-Veerian royal family. You are unwelcome and trespassing. We cannot allow that.”
“Who the fuck are you?” he shouted. His grip tightened, turning his knuckles white. Thoro stepped out of the carriage and shifted his feet, facing back and forth between the Gorva.
“Your wife’s presence will not convince us that you are visiting for diplomatic reasons,” continued Klien. “Veeral Keep will remain in the care of the Ta-Veerians, and Distolier has no interest in an alliance.”
Thoro narrowed his eyes. “What are you talking about?”
Candle cleared her throat. “We’re the Gorva. We know everything.”
Klien sheathed his knife. “Me or her?”
“The Gorva? I thought you were in Brunta.” Thoro’s voice grew in volume. His arms shook and sweat beaded on his forehead. “How long have you been following me?”
“We saw you kiss your kids goodbye, Thoro,” said Candle. “Your schemes aren’t news to us.”
“Me or her?” repeated Klien.
“What?” Thoro shook and clenched his jaw.
Candle relaxed and put the arrow back in the quiver. “He’s giving you a chance to fight back since you're a famous commander. Me or him? Hurry up and pick, or we’ll both kill you.”
Klien tapped his foot and crossed his arms as Thoro looked between them both.
“You,” said Thoro as he pointed his sword at Klien.
Klien nodded and stepped away from the carriage. He kept his arms crossed and stared, unblinking at the commander. Thoro rushed forward, feinted, then stabbed at Klien’s abdomen. Klien uncrossed his arms, drew his knife, and gently pushed the sword tip to the side in a flash. Thoro stumbled and was met with Klien’s black knife in his throat. The Gorva captain pulled the knife out and pushed Thoro to the ground. He stepped over the body and entered the carriage. He sat down across from Lady Thoro. She sighed and adjusted her jacket.
“No letting me live then?”
“You have had more than enough chances to turn around. Instead, you urged your husband on because Lord Falwyrth falsely promised Camador could have Ta-Veer. You should have stayed in Camador with your children.”
“The notorious Gorva came all the way out for us. What will King Yewn think?”
Klien held up an open hand. “The Gorva are no longer just part of Brunta. You should have done your research before scheming against us. Navaneer is returning, and I intend to see it through.” Klien closed his hand. An arrow burst through the carriage wall and passed through Lady Thoro’s head. Blood splattered against the wall.
Klien stepped out and gently closed the carriage door. “The bow is treating you well.”
Candle flicked the string a few times. “The arrows are even better. This Ta-Veerian wood is strong.”
“We can grab more on our way back. We will head almost straight south to inform King Yewn.” Klien checked the laces on his shoes then walked down the road, away from the carriage.
Candle jogged for a moment to catch up with him. “Are we passing through Cantille on the way back?”
“Yes,” said Klien. “It will be our fastest route, and I would like to speak with Brenna.”
“How long before the new agents start?”
“His Majesty, King Sulvin had Rock start training them three days ago.”
Candle grunted. “Rock? Probably better agents to train recruits.”
“Not anymore.” Klien half smiled as he pulled his mask up. “No rest this time. Keep pace.” Klien pushed his magic into his legs and darted off through the woods.
Candle ran after him, immediately feeling like she was going to lose the Gorva captain. There were plenty of times she thought he couldn’t possibly be human.
They reached the walls of Ta-Veer before sunrise. Klien led her through the streets until they reached the castle. Orange light just peeked over the horizon as the Gorva went inside. Klien sent guards ahead to alert Yewn, then he leaned against a wall and looked blankly around the room. Candle stretched and yawned. She could go for longer, but a full night’s rest or a warm meal sounded great.
After a short time, Yewn stepped into the lobby. He was wearing loose trousers and no shirt. Despite not being a soldier in decades, the warrior king was still built like a brute. His hair was messy, and his beard was flattened on one side from how he was sleeping.
“Klien, Candle, it is early.” He yawned. “What news do you have?”
Klien bowed and lowered his mask. “King Yewn, we trailed Commander Thoro in the Noble Woods after he met with Distolierian high generals. Distolier expressed no interest in joining the alliance or participating in any wars. They stated Ta-Veer is not a threat to Distolierian liberties, and your longtime peace with them is one they wish to keep alive and well. I believe this information is different from others you have received from spies in Distolier in the past.”
Yewn nodded slowly. “It is. You are certain it was their high command?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“Good, good. And Thoro?”
“Eliminated, sir,” said Candle.
“Good. Anything else?”
“We were hoping for more Ta-Veerian arrows. They are the only ones that can withstand Candle’s strength.”
Yewn grinned. “Stop by the barracks for the royal guard. Take what you need. Are you heading back to Brunta?”
“Yes, Your Majesty. Cantille first, then Brunta.” Klien pulled his mask over his face.
“Please ask Yew and Penchin to come to Ta-Veer when they are able.”
Klien bowed. “ I will pass along the message. Thank you, King Yewn.”
“I’m glad we’re on the same side now. The Gorva really are terrifying.”
Candle grinned. “Thank you.”
Yewn lifted his hand, then yawned and walked away, back toward his bedroom. Klien led Candle straight to the royal guard’s barracks and pointed her to the arrows. She wondered how he knew the full layout of the castle and how long he had known it. She filled her quiver with the strong arrows then followed Klien out of the city’s western gate. The sun still only managed to start rising before they were running toward Cantille. Even at their pace, it would be days before they returned home and had a chance to truly rest.
They stopped outside of Nesha for a light meal and a brief nap. Candle wasn’t sure if Klien slept or not. When she awoke, he was standing with his pack ready to go.
The Gorva reached Cantille two days later. It was before noon when they arrived, and the university was buzzing with students and activity.
“This is quite the crowd,” said Candle. “Do you know where to go?”
Klien looked around, watching faces and examining the campus. “I do not.”
Candle chuckled. “That’s a first.” She walked through the grass and waved at a student. “Where is Brenna?”
The student looked at Candle oddly, then pointed to a tower. “Her office is there. She might be teaching. Are you students?”
Candle grinned. “We’re Gorva.”
The student’s eyes opened wide. Candle held a finger up to her mouth and walked back to Klien. He immediately started to walk toward the tower. Candle rolled her eyes and followed behind him. She wasn’t surprised he heard, but she was a bit annoyed that she didn’t get to share the information. Klien knocked on the office door and smoothed the wrinkles out of his shirt sleeves. Brenna opened the door, looked Klien over from head to toe, then leaned to the side and looked at Candle with her skewed eyebrows.
“Uh. What—”
“Brenna,” interrupted Klien. “Can we please enter your office?”
“Oh, yeah.” She stepped out of the doorway and sat behind her desk. Klien took a seat and gestured for Candle to sit beside him. The Gorva captain pointed to the wall.
“Is that the vault?”
Brenna glared at him. “How could you tell?”
Klien stared blankly.
“Fine. Candle, nice to see you. How is it traveling with this bundle of joy and fun?”
“Joyful and fun, as always.” Candle smiled.
“We are passing through from a mission in Ta-Veer. How is the university?” asked Klien.
Brenna leaned forward and rested her elbows on the desk. “Busy. It’s good, though.”
“And the vault?”
Brenna frowned and sighed. “Well, that is different. Can I grab Lafe to explain it?”
Klien held up his hand. “I’d prefer we do not involve the Grandmaster. I have yet to find myself trusting him as you do.”
“Right, fine. Femur started growing faster, but with flesh and muscles. Really gross stuff. So, Lafe thought he should touch it to communicate with Neptor.”
Candle’s eyebrows lowered. “He saw a fleshy chunk in a box and thought he should talk to it?”
“Not just talk but touch it first. Talk through touching.”
Candle shook her head. “Nope. I didn’t like Lafe before, and I like him even less now.”
Brenna smiled weakly. “Anyway, he had a vision of Neptor destroying the world or something along those lines. I can’t say exactly what he saw. The way he described it was confusing. But Neptor spoke to him and said he is awake and will return.”
“Neptor spoke to the Grandmaster?” asked Klien.
Brenna nodded. “Called him Grandmaster Lafe and all of that. It knows who we are.”
Klien exhaled loudly. “Concerning. What else are you holding in the vault? Oar and the titan's arm?”
“Yes. Nothing else yet.”
Klien pulled his mask down and scratched his chin. “Is it possible Femur is pulling magic from those?”
Brenna shook her head. “We checked. Oar doesn’t give off any magic. It only pulls it in. And Warden’s arm is purely magic but not giving off any energy in the air. There should be nothing providing magic to Femur.”
“I will keep an eye on magic activity in the region,” said Klien. “Candle or I will send Gorva agents with information if we find anything.”
“So, you’re the number two now?” asked Brenna.
Candle smiled and nodded. “For now.”
“Good choice, Klien. Candle is my favorite of your agents.”
“Femur has been put back into a ball, correct?” asked Klien.
Brenna leaned back in her chair. “Yes. Lafe burned away all the flesh we took off of it.”
“Good. I will speak with King Sulvin and have him send some royal funds to the blacksmith. His work is getting more difficult, and you should not use university funds for keeping Femur contained.”
“Oh.” Brenna smiled. “Thanks, Klien.”
“We will be on our way. New Gorva started training recently.” Klien stood and pulled his mask back over. “Share my greetings with the Konseers and Princess Joan, please.”
“We aren’t Konseers anymore, and she definitely is not a princess. But I will pass on your message.”
Klien bowed and left the tower. Candle smiled. “Bye, Brenna. It was nice seeing you.”
“Take care, Candle. Be careful around him.”
She nodded and followed Klien outside. The Gorva captain was already walking toward the west side of campus. She had to jog to catch up.
“Are you ready to continue at our pace?” he asked.
“Yes. I’d like a day to rest before we start training.”
“Then we will need to increase our pace.” Klien started running. Candle sighed and ran after him, leaving Cantille behind.
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In Yorsing, the southernmost city of Halindon, the city's major buildings reached high into the sky with spires and ornamented roofs. Towers with colorful domes sat on the ends and corners of long buildings with smooth white walls.
Streets of long, gray quarried stone laid the town in even square blocks. Carriages and lone riders traveled up and down the street. Gerin stood near the door to a bakery with Ryptin, both staring into the busy street.
“I don’t get it,” he said. “Is walking so hard that you need an animal to do it for you?” Gerin looked down at Ryptin. “What if—”
Toes stepped out of the bakery and gently closed the wooden door behind him. He glanced in the window, then over at Gerin. “Why are you looking at Ryp so weird?”
Gerin cleared his throat and looked back into the street. Ryptin oinked and walked over to Toes.
“We were talking about horses,” said Gerin. He turned around and looked through the window. The bakery was filled with shelves of fresh loaves of bread, pastries, and cakes. They all looked great and made Gerin’s stomach rumble. Grayson stood at a long wooden counter holding an armful of bread. The woman behind the counter kept shaking her head as Grayson slowly laid more money onto the counter. “What is happening?”
“The words he learned in Hasken helped a bit,” said Toes. He looked over his shoulder. “But neither of us could understand what she was saying back. He thought maybe just laying coins down until she nodded would work. I told him he’s going to overpay.”
“And?” Gerin tried to wipe a smudge from the window left by his nose.
“He’s overpaying.” Toes crouched down and petted Ryptin.
“Do we need that much bread?” Gerin pressed his nose back against the glass and exhaled, creating a spot of fog on the window.
Toes sat on the sidewalk and let Ryptin rest his head on Toes’ leg. He dug his hands into the hair behind the boar’s ears. “We’ll need some filling food if we’re leaving Halindon.”
Gerin backed away and tried to wipe away the smudges again. Grayson slowly opened the door, balancing the bread in his arms. Gerin rushed over and took a few loaves, and stuffed them in his bag.
“Did you two decide without me?” asked Gerin. He sniffled and rubbed at his eyes.
“He’s crying now, Toes. Do you see what I mean?” Grayson filled Toes’s bag with bread, then handed a slice to him, Gerin, and Ryptin. “We can’t go through the desert. Not for now, at least. Everyone swears it is too dangerous.”
“I did say the desert was a bad idea,” said Toes. “So, south?”
Grayson nodded, adjusted his pack and his sword belt, then stepped away from the bakery.
“What about to Loendol? Wasn’t that an idea?” asked Gerin quietly.
“Only if you want to travel back north and take a boat. I don’t know about you, but one trip was enough for me for the year.” Grayson waved everyone on as he walked down the sidewalk. He stepped one foot in front of the other, balancing on the small curb. Trickles of runoff and urine from the horses ran alongside the curb into the drains. The smell of Halindon’s cities was getting unbearable. Each major city they stopped in seemed worse than the last. The cities were all giants compared to Brunta and Ta-Veer.
Halindon was a collection of city-states that formed together, united against their ancient enemies to the south, now just a collection of ruins. Bigger cities meant more people, and the overly abundant horses only made it worse. Gerin recognized why some people would like to live in such a place. There was no concern for food, even for those without money.
Farms outside the cities were asking everyone to work to prepare for the summer, and blacksmith guilds around Yorsing had signs all around the city asking for additional help with the production of tools and weapons. Gerin had never seen a place with so many jobs and so many people looking for help. Grayson and Toes even spent a day working with the smiths just for some extra coin. They didn’t need it. Gerin’s coin purse still had a good amount, and Toes looked no different from when they originally left. Gerin was certain Toes had never spent a single coin his whole life until he left the Gorva.
“South, then where?” asked Gerin.
Grayson pulled out their small, worn map. It had been accurate, but it looked old and didn’t fully match other maps they had seen. Grayson pointed straight south. “The Titan’s Wasteland sounds worth avoiding for obvious reasons. This map lists the area west of that as Res’Trole, but the rest of the maps we’ve seen call it the Derelict King’s ruins. I’m going to assume our map is the one that is dated.”
“Through ruins then?” asked Gerin. “I don’t know how I feel about that. What if we run into skeletons?”
Toes groaned, trailing behind. “This again? Get over it. You’re still alive, aren’t you, Gerin?”
“Okay, okay, I get we’ve all seen some weird things, but I saw people pull blood out of some guy one day, and a bunch of skeletons attacked me the next. I was in a titan. And not long after, I saw Neptor trying to eat a guy with Kofore and a cloud of fog watching. I think I have earned the right to be a little scared. What if we see a skeleton and it’s Neptor’s little bony body coming to kill you for carrying him around and shaving him down for so many years? Have you considered that, Toes?” Gerin turned around and sneered.
Toes rolled his eyes. Locals from Yorsing on the street stared at them as they passed. Toes, Gerin, and Grayson, weren’t dressed dramatically differently, but their speech was foreign and loud, and Ryptin drew a lot of attention.
“Neptor isn’t coming back. The Grandmaster and Brenna are watching over it for us. We have Dryad, and I won’t lose another fight if we need to defend ourselves.” Grayson took a giant bite out of his bread slice, then handed the crust to Ryptin, who swallowed it whole.
“Fine,” said Gerin. “We’re going into a giant abandoned kingdom. What could go wrong?”
Grayson stopped and waited for Gerin to do the same. “Look,” said Grayson as he pointed to the map. “There are some clans down on the southern coast. We can stop there and decide if we want to get on a new ship or travel along the coast. The plan is to travel straight through the ruins. If we see any skeletons, Toes will be solely responsible for fighting them off.”
Gerin turned and smirked at Toes. “Deal,” he said.
Toes rolled his eyes and jogged a couple of steps to catch up. “Are we leaving tonight?”
“That was my plan,” said Grayson. “I could use a night of camping and fresh air.”
“Oh, me too,” said Gerin. He stopped and looked across the street as Toes, Grayson, and Ryptin continued. A figure in a black cloak with a hood obscuring its face stood in the mouth of an alleyway.
Toes turned and followed Gerin’s gaze. He grabbed Grayson’s shoulder, halting him. “Are we being followed?” he asked quietly.
Grayson hovered his hand over Dryad and glanced behind him. The figure’s head shifted to face him. “Yes,” said Grayson.
Toes pulled the dust knife from its sheath and spun it in his hand. “Grab Gerin, keep moving.” He stepped into the building beside them, an unmarked storefront with heavy curtains covering the windows.
Grayson felt a brief shock of magic erupting, then it immediately vanished. He turned, walked over to Gerin, placed his arm over his shoulder, and pulled him forward. “Walk with me,” said Grayson. “Toes is on it.”
Gerin let himself be pulled forward and turned his gaze from the figure.
“How did you notice? My eyes never caught them when we passed.”
Gerin shivered and shook his head. “Whoever that is, they are magic.”
Grayson grunted and kept his open hand near Dryad. “Toes can handle it. Keep an eye out for anything else suspicious.”
Toes stood on the side of the street and watched as Grayson and Gerin walked away. Light magic bent and moved around his body, cloaking him from all but the most watchful gazes. The dust knife stung in his hand, and it felt unnatural. He tightened his grip and exhaled.
Across the street, the figure stepped out of the alleyway and trailed the others. Toes walked into the street and effortlessly maneuvered around the horses, people, and carriages. He stepped onto the sidewalk directly behind the figure.
It spun and drove a knife into Toes’s abdomen. His magic disappeared as he stumbled back. Grayson pushed Gerin aside, drew Dryad, and ran toward them.
Toes stepped forward and sliced horizontally with his knife, splashing blood into the street. The hood fell back, revealing a man with layered skin of different colors, all stitched together. Waves and bumps ran across his bald head and face.
People clamored and ran as the man pulled another knife and stabbed at Toes again. He dodged but stumbled back. Blood drained over his waistband and down his legs.
Grayson shoved people aside until he reached the sidewalk. The man turned and pointed his hands at Grayson as magic filled the air. The skin on Grayson’s arms moved and waved. Pain seared through his whole body as strips of flesh lifted and danced. Larger sections bulged like they were about to pop.
Grayson clenched his jaw and continued to move toward the figure. It felt like his body was being controlled like he was a puppet.
Toes pulled the knife from his stomach and threw it. The blade entered the man’s back, directly beneath his shoulder blade. He stumbled, releasing his magic for only a moment. Grayson closed the gap and cut off his head. Toes fell to the ground, and Grayson stumbled over to him and sat beside him.
Gerin and Ryptin ran across the emptied street. Gerin wrapped a cloth around Toes’s waist and held his hands over it. He looked at Grayson, who stared blankly at his bleeding arms. “Sorry, Grayson,” he said. “There are bandages in the bag.”
Grayson didn’t move as blood ran down his fingertips and dripped onto the street.
“Grayson,” Gerin shouted. Ryptin grunted and headbutted Grayson in the side.
Grayson swore, then looked around. “What the fuck?” he asked loudly. He grabbed the bandages from Gerin’s bag and wrapped them around his forearms. The wraps quickly grew dark as blood continued to flow.
Guards shouted from the end of the street and ran toward them. Grayson set Dryad on the ground and carefully stood. He held his hands up despite the pain.
“Help,” he said in Halindonian. “Help.”
The guards looked at the corpse, then at Toes. The leader pointed to the others and rattled off commands too fast for Grayson to understand. They grabbed the dust knife and Dryad, then took Gerin and Grayson away. Two guards carefully lifted Toes and carried him behind. They let Ryptin follow.
All Grayson could feel as he was guided forward was the pain in his arms. The skin was flayed, and his nerves burned. Every movement of his sleeves, every twist of the bandage, and every breeze in the wind sent fire through his body. He clenched his jaw and squeezed his eyes shut.
Gerin whispered to Ryptin, reassuring him that everything was okay. He tried to look back at Toes but was unable. The guards kept pushing them forward, into a new street, then through a wide double door and into a cell. They put Gerin, Grayson, and Ryptin together and carried Toes into a different room. The guardhouse was giant. Even through the entryway, they were amazed at the intricate details in the design. Gerin felt like it was a prison for the wealthy. The trim around doors and the floorboards was decorated with designs and runes. Even the doorknobs were inlaid with gold.
“Are you okay?” asked Gerin. The cell was empty, apart from a bench. The floor was clean, polished wood and the window was wide, letting in warming sunlight.
Grayson grunted as he shifted his arms. He laid on the ground and stared at the ceiling. “Why does this feel familiar?” he asked.
Gerin smiled weakly. “Cloaked mages attacking us, then we end up in jail. It isn’t new. Did you get a good look at Toes?”
Ryptin sniffed around on the ground, then planted himself beside Grayson. Gerin kicked his feet up on the bench and leaned against the wall.
“No,” said Grayson. “He is strong.”
A woman with blonde, almost white hair walked in with her arm around the shoulder of an old, frail man. The woman laughed loudly.
“Who is she, Grayson?” Gerin sat up and put his feet on the ground.
Grayson looked over but made no effort to move. He didn’t recognize either person.
“Hello, boys,” said the woman. “My name is Mina, and this is Hostim. He doesn’t speak Masaneen, so don’t even bother trying to talk to him.” She rattled off a string of words in Halindonian. The man wheezed as he laughed. “Hostim here is a healer for that arm of yours. Once we heal that, I have some questions for the three of you.” She smiled at Ryptin, who was snoring.
Hostim opened the cell and shuffled in. His hair was thinning, and his skin was pale and wrinkled. He wheezed out some words that made Mina laugh again.
“He is worried you will try to escape. No sudden moves, or you might scare the last embers of life out of him,” said Mina.
“Well, that seems mean,” muttered Gerin.
Grayson grunted in pain as he sat up and faced the man. “Did you help our friend?”
“He did. Your shoeless friend. His wound was minor enough. He is recovering from treatment,” said Mina.
“Thank you,” said Gerin.
The old man laid his hands on Grayson’s arms. Green light glowed from his hands. Grayson tilted his head back and looked at the ceiling. Pain seared through his arms as the flesh reattached itself to his muscles.
Mina rattled off more Halindonian words. Hostim stood, nodded to Grayson, and shuffled down the hall. Mina stepped into the cell and locked the door behind her. She smiled at the two of them, then crouched. “Who’s starting?”
“I am Gerin. That is Grayson and Ryptin,” said Gerin happily.
Grayson rolled his eyes. Gerin needed to learn when to play things slower.  Not everything needed to be said immediately. Or at all. But that never stopped Gerin.
“Well, nice to meet you all, I guess. As I said, I’m Mina. I have the honor of being one of Queen Gertrude’s Royal Investigators down here in Yorsing, which is actually my home city. Our team of investigators spans the whole kingdom, so you were lucky to commit a crime down here where you get to talk with me.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Tell me why you shouldn’t stay in this cell. You are foreigners who killed a man on my streets. Seems like you could be here plotting for one of those nasty Masaneen kingdoms.” Mina scratched her cheek. “I was going to say a more specific one, but I couldn’t think of any to be concerned about.”
“How do you speak such good Masaneen?” asked Gerin.
“You first. Tell me something about yourselves, and I will answer your question in return.” Mina sat and kicked her legs out. She looked entirely relaxed as if she thought the three of them posed no threat.
“Grayson, you have to take this one. Nothing I say will do a whole lot,” said Gerin. “He’s the famous one.”
“Famous? Oh?” Mina grinned at Grayson.
Grayson hated Gerin. Sometimes he forgot. Gerin was good at reminding him. “Famous isn’t the correct word. I’m only telling you this because Gerin can’t stop talking, and I think it might help us. I don’t have Femur anymore, but I am the one known as the Bone Knight from Masaneen.”
Mina chuckled softly. “You may be the two luckiest men in all of Ruun.  Oivind or Torhild could be in here right now, and you would be spending at least the rest of the night in this cell. Gerin, to answer your question, my Masaeneen is so great because I studied with the Free Mages for several years. I’ve heard of you, Grayson. Not everyone in Halindon would know the legends as I do. I was in Col’for when you won the tournament in Bylvin. Lady Cassandra watched all four of you closely in those days. Walking around with such dangerous weapons so carelessly. I was always more interested in Kannier and Alexander.”
“She doesn’t like you,” said Gerin.
“Yes, I understood that,” said Grayson. “Does that information help us get out of here?”
“Uh, no.” Mina clicked her tongue. “The infamous Bone Knight killing someone on the street fits with the legends, you know? I am going to let this kind man, Gerin, over here tell me what happened first.” Mina gestured to Gerin. “It’s up to you. Tell me all about what happened on the street.”
Gerin rubbed his hands together. “I love a good story.” Ryptin oinked loudly. “So does Ryp. We just bought a lot of bread because we were planning on heading south to the clans. I sometimes get these odd feelings, and one hit me pretty strongly. A man in a creepy cloak was watching us. I felt danger—a lot of it. Grayson and our friend went and tried to see what was going on. Toes used his light magic to hide, and the man still noticed him and stabbed him. That’s what Hostim healed. Toes hadn’t even done anything. Grayson tried to help and got his arm skinned by magic. But Grayson is strong and fast and still took the man down. So, it was actually that man that was the criminal, and Grayson here did you a favor which should probably earn his freedom. And I did nothing illegal.”
Mina looked at Grayson for a little bit. Her eyes were so dark they looked almost black. She had to be a mage to have the confidence she exuded. The only person Grayson had known to show so much certainty in himself without magic was Theltor, and he still had a magical sword. What type of magic did she hide?
“Is this accurate, Bone Knight?”
“Just call me Grayson, please. And yes, it is. Gerin is a terrible liar.”
“It’s true.” Gerin said as he patted Ryptin’s head.
“The Royal Investigators heard of the battle for Femur in Brunta last year. We know you fought for the good of all. Being honest, I’m not sure what I would have done if it wasn’t you in this position, Grayson. My comrades have identified your weapon as Dryad, and your shoeless friend carries a knife that is carrying some magical energy as well.”
Grayson tried to hide his surprise. Toes didn’t have any magical weapons.
Mina smiled again. “News to you, I see. No worries. We will return both when you depart. This man you killed had a patchwork of skin, yeah?”
Grayson grunted and nodded.
Mina clicked her tongue. “I wish I could say that was the first time we’d seen that. This whole flaying thing is not a new issue. Is this something you may be aware of? Something you have seen in your time traveling through our kingdom?”
“Definitely not,” blurted Gerin. “I would have been waving down every guard if I saw any flaying.”
“I agree,” said Grayson. “We came here to get away from violence. We wanted something new.”
“I understand. I am going to let you go. I need to know what you are planning, though. Where are you going from Yorsing?”
“We were planning to travel south to the Jodin clans,” said Grayson. “I had a map in my belongings.”
“The Wasteland is a tough place to travel, but you won’t run into anyone out there. If you wish for solitude and peace, that is the place. If you need to turn back or if you return to Halindon in the future, notify a guard or soldier in any city so they can notify the Royal Investigators. You, as much as you may hate it, are a person of interest, Grayson. If you come back to Yorsing, ask for me specifically, or you might get Oivind, and nobody wants that.” Mina winked. She stood and opened the cell door. “Toes will be waiting. He was already talked to.”
“So you knew our story?” asked Gerin.
“Of course I did.” Mina grinned. “But you were the better storyteller, Gerin.”
“Yes,” whispered Gerin.
“It was an honor to meet you, Grayson. I wish you luck in your pursuit of a peaceful life. I think you’ve earned it.”
Grayson bowed. “Thank you.”
“Go on,” said Mina as she gestured down the hall.
Gerin bowed to her and led Ryptin out of the jail.
“Let’s grab Toes and get out of here.” Grayson hurried down the hall. They stepped out into a large room with a few chairs, a crackling hearth, and long tables against the walls.
Gerin grabbed the back of Grayson’s shirt and pointed across the room. Toes leaned against a wall and smiled. He was slightly hunched over with his hand covering the wound.
“Took you two long enough.”
Ryptin snorted and ran to Toes. Gerin gently hugged him, then grabbed his bag from a nearby table. Grayson grabbed his bag and put on the sheath for Dryad.
“We got put in jail again,” said Grayson. “You feeling good enough to travel?”
“It aches, but I can move fine. I’d like to get out of here.”
“Then let’s go,” said Gerin loudly. A guard nearby shushed them and pointed to the front door. Grayson double-checked their bags and equipment, then led the way out onto the street.
“Promise me one thing,” said Gerin as they walked down the sidewalk. “If we see another creepy guy in a cloak, you two will kill him a little faster.”
Grayson grunted and kept walking forward. Toes placed his hand on Gerin’s shoulder. “Deal.”
“There shouldn’t be anyone in the ruins,” said Grayson. “Even you should be safe there.”
“But what about the clans? What if they want to kill us?” asked Gerin. He patted Ryptin’s head. “They might want to eat Ryp.”
“Nobody is going to eat Ryptin.” Grayson sighed. “I promise it will all be fine. We can leave if they want to eat him.”
Toes smiled and stared at the sky. “Remember, we are relaxing. If we don’t like something, we stop, and we find somewhere new to go. Right?”
Grayson grunted his agreement. He didn’t like talking to guards or trying to figure out a different language, but Toes was still finding ways to enjoy himself despite being stabbed so Grayson figured he could learn to enjoy the adventure.
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Borthes watched the sunset from the rickety deck of a smuggler’s ship. He wasn’t happy about riding across the Mastolia Sea on such a small, worn vessel, but he was in a hurry.
The ship sliced through the waves and cut the normal trip down by over a day despite the appearance. The smuggler also seemed hesitant, likely aware of Borthes’s identity.
The ship was bound for the center of the Unsoor Clans. Borthes had not visited the Unsoor in at least a century, and he was certain nobody would know of him. It was a shame because he was fond of the old Unsoor families. They were honorable people, and he hoped their ancestors kept their traditions alive.
“Expecting landfall near midnight,” said the smuggler from behind Borthes.
It was a vessel small enough that the smuggler usually ran it by himself. It was taxing work. The man darted to and from different parts of the ship the whole time they traveled.
“What is it you’re carrying?” asked Borthes.
The smuggler smirked. He was a skinny man with toned muscles. He only wore a sleeveless tunic, trousers, and an ill-fitting hat even with the cold sea breeze. It sat lopsided on his head, far too big for his tall, thin head. Stubble covered his cheeks, and his neck was spotted with acne and reddened from razor burn.
“Nothing,” he said. “I have a pick up in Loendol. Just stopping to resupply in Unsoor first.”
Borthes looked back out to sea. He also needed to head to Loendol, but he had no interest in staying with the smuggler. There were other stops he needed to make, other things to check on before heading to Loendol. There was too much magic activity going on. He hoped Aaz would know what was happening.
Borthes leaned his head back and watched the stars until the smuggler brought the boat into the dock. He stood, adjusted his sword sheath, then stepped off the ship. “Safe travels.”
The smuggler kept his eyes on Borthes until he was on land. Borthes glanced back one time to see the smuggler move things around on the deck. It wasn’t his business, and he knew that. He had to let the man go.
Borthes walked into the village, which looked different to how he remembered. That wasn't surprising, but it did disappoint him. The village square was bare, just an area of salt-covered bricks. Borthes sat on the ground and rested his back against a brick retaining wall. He looked at the stars and reached back into his memories of the old Unsoor. He hoped they would be welcoming and kind.
Before long, the sun touched the eastern horizon and spread its orange glow across the sky. Borthes smiled at the sunrise and stood to prepare himself for the mortals. He brushed the salt from the back of his trousers and watched as the first of the Unsoor left their homes. Whispers spread until an old woman was fetched. She stood almost as tall as Borthes, and the muscles beneath her wrinkled skin were strong.
“Foreigner, what brings you to our beach?” she asked. Her voice was firm and loud. White hair was gathered in a bun, and bangs hung over her eyes. Still, Borthes could see her blue eyes darting between his sword and his eyes.
“Unsoor, greetings.” Borthes placed his hands together and bowed. “I am Borthes, and I come from Junnan. Which clan am I with?”
The old woman sniffled. “Gabbor. I am Rav.”
“Rav Gabbor, nice to meet you.” Borthes took a step forward and watched the Gabbor eyes all around him. “Have you heard my name?”
“No.” Rav waved clan members away. They went about their normal morning routines as she walked closer to Borthes. “Tell me, Borthes, why are you here?” Rav sat on the retaining wall and kept her eyes locked on his.
He sat beside her and laid his sheathed sword across his lap. “I once knew your ancestors. They were friends that helped me keep watch on others under my care.”
Rav squinted as she examined Borthes’s face. “I have never heard stories of any from Nuliya. My ancestors did not tell that kind of story.”
“Hmm.” Borthes unsheathed his sword and handed the grip to Rav. “Does this sword look familiar?”
She grabbed the sword and scrutinized it carefully. Her muscles flexed and moved as she rotated the blade. I
“Nothing about this looks familiar. Only one side is sharp.” Rav slid her finger along the back of the blade. “Why?”
“Only one side needs to be sharp.” Borthes offered Rav the sheath. “It is my fault you no longer recognize me. It has been far too long since I last visited the Unsoor. How much power does your clan hold?”
Rav sheathed the sword and handed it back to Borthes. “We hold the strongest warriors. The Kena clan has the money.”
The sunrise reflected in Rav’s eyes. “The Kena live on the east by Loendol?” asked Borthes.
Rav nodded. “Easy place to trade. The Aaz Kala nomads have less money than the Loendols.”
“I plan to head into Aaz Kala. Do you have word on the nomads’ location?”
Rav shook her head. “I do not, sorry. Is it safe for you to wander into the desert alone?”
Borthes smiled. “Plenty safe, I assure you. Before I go, I wanted to ask if anything has seemed unusual lately.”
Rav looked around the village, then stood and brushed the bangs out of her eyes. “Loendol traders usually pass through our village with what is left from the Kena. We haven’t seen any Loendols since early winter.”
“That is odd.” Borthes stood and placed his sheath back on his side. “I will keep an eye out for anything suspicious. Thank you for speaking with me.” He walked past Rav.
“Wait,” she said. “I still do not know who you are.”
Borthes smiled and turned around. “Your ancestors called me the King of the Sun.”
Rav’s eyes opened wide. “Borthes,” she mumbled. “Borthes the Sun God.”
“Be safe,” said Borthes. He left as Rav stood in the village square mumbling to herself. He was saddened that the Gabbor ancestors had stopped telling stories of him. He had loved them and helped them in the past.
He waved to everyone he passed until he left the edge of the village. The ground away from the beach was still rocky and cold. Some plants grew, mostly weeds and grasses. Even outside of Aaz Kala, the ground was still worn and dead. The Gabbor had farms farther east, but they mostly ate fish. It had been that way for centuries. Borthes rarely ate, and when he did, fish was never his first choice. He liked that the Unsoor were resourceful, even if he didn’t like sharing meals with them.
His shoes crunched on the stones and gravel. The lack of nature magic in the ground bothered him, as it had for centuries. Sunlight warmed the dead ground and slowly spilled more light ahead of him.
Borthes walked the whole day without spotting another living creature. The hills north of the Gabbor seemed barren. There was little growth, no more than weeds, as if the whole area was struggling to push through the hard stone.
It reminded him of the early days of the Derelict King’s rule before the ground turned to ash. Back when the Derelict King worked his slaves so hard, they began to pull nature magic straight from the ground. Back when his oppression nearly killed a continent.
What then could be causing so much life to leave Gojeer again? What were the other two doing? What schemes had they put into place? Borthes wished it wasn’t all his responsibility. Wrangling both his brothers occupied more of his life than he wished to admit. If he turned a blind eye, all it would do is allow the enslavement of morals, the building of useless monuments, and the deaths of thousands. Borthes would be no better for allowing them to play with their chaos.
The sun set as he continued his journey. He was still several days from reaching his destination, and he had no plan to slow down. Despite his love of the sun, Borthes adored traveling at night, watching the stars, and seeing the different phases of the moon. He knew he needed to enjoy the peaceful days of traveling because the peace would soon end.
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Ebni Falstok stood near the mast of a trading vessel. Clouds covered the night sky, obscuring the stars and the moon. The cold wind that filled the sail felt like nothing on her mottled, scarred skin.
“I swear, we are still heading in the right direction,” said a voice carried by the wind. The fear was obvious in the captain’s shaking, rushed words.
Ebni walked up the stairs to the wheel, where two Brothers stood around the frightened captain. His eyes avoided Ebni and continued to stare forward into the darkness of the night.
“Our course is the same?” she asked.
The captain nodded. “We will reach Rolston within two days. There are abandoned beaches on the north end of the kingdom. I’ve sailed past them enough. I can get you there.”
Ebni grinned. “Your life depends on it.”
The captain flinched and squeezed the wheel until his knuckles turned white.
Ebni walked to the back of the ship and placed her hands on the railing. Thirty other ships trailed behind, following in her wake.
A Brother with thick muscles and slightly bulging eyes stepped beside Ebni. “Are the others truly capable? I could have helped in Halindon.”
Ebni lowered her hood. “No, you could not. The King of Scars has given us orders.” She glared at him. “You think you can defy him, Ransyll?”
“No, absolutely not. I live to obey the Lord Flayer. I only fear the weakness of Ruzha and Luvoik. Having both Panet and me with seems wasteful.”
Ebni squeezed her hand into a fist. Ransyll suddenly bent over and clutched at his stomach. Groans were all he could manage as the pain of twisting flesh erupted through his body.
“Speak ill of the King again, and I will flay you before everyone.” She released her hand and waited for Ransyll to stand upright. “Panet,” she called.
A tall, thin Brother walked up the stairs and stood a few paces away. “Yes, Ebni?”
“What do you think of the King of Scars’ plans?”
Panet smiled. “I look forward to seeing what my gift will be. I thank the Lord Flayer for offering me a magical weapon. Loendol is with us, and Ruzha and Luvoik will soon take all of Halindon.”
Ebni turned to Ransyll. “Panet sees the vision of the King of Scars. You have proven yourself strong enough to become a warrior. If you wish to keep your mind, hold your tongue.”
“Understood, Brother.” Ransyll bowed his head and stood quietly near the captain.
“A new land, a new people,” said Ebni. “We will grow stronger until all mortals bow to the King of Scars. What will you call your new empire, Panet?”
“Hm. I’ve thought about that. All the empires and kingdoms that exist were named so long ago. With the coming age of the Brothers, the world needs new nations. I will turn Masaneen into the Kingdom of Scars.”
Ebni shook her head. “The King of Scars would laugh at that. Keep thinking, Panet. We have much to do before your kingdom exists.”
“Of course, Brother.”
Enbi walked to the stairs and looked down at the Brothers on the deck. “The King of Scars has given us a mission that only we can accomplish. We will move through Masaneen and pass on the Lord Flayer’s wishes. Follow him, and you will live forever,” shouted Ebni.
The Brothers cheered, and the captain shivered, horrified with his thoughts of what would happen to him when they made landfall.
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Each new morning was warmer than the last, and Brenna enjoyed waking with the sunrise already coloring the sky. She had never been one to dislike winter, but the darkness and bitter cold did ruin her mood late into the season. Now that it was time for spring, she felt reinvigorated and excited.
Her floor in the tower was quiet, with curtains still pulled across all the windows but those in her room. She walked quietly, her bare feet pressing against the wooden floor. Many mornings involved her tripping and bumping into doorways as she barged about.
Brenna sat at the end of a sofa and gently tapped Joan’s feet. She yawned and groaned, turning her face away from Brenna. Her favorite mornings were the ones when she could see Joan.
“Get up. I need you to boil the water,” Brenna said quietly.
Joan groaned again and pulled a pillow over her face. “Do it yourself.”
Brenna patted Joan’s legs. “It’s good practice.”
Joan sat up and threw her pillow and Brenna. The princess’s hair was tangled and stuck out to the sides. She had bags under her eyes, and her glare was filled with anger. “Practice?”
“Yeah,” said Brenna. “For liquid magic.” Her voice trailed off. “Maybe I’ll light a fire instead.”
Joan stood and walked into the kitchen while she yawned. “It’s fine. I’ll do it.”
Brenna stayed on the sofa and watched Joan fill the kettle with water. It immediately boiled, causing the kettle to whistle. Joan put tea in two mugs, poured the water in, and then brought them over to the sofa. She sat heavily and leaned against Brenna.
“What classes are today?” asked Joan.
Brenna took the mug and put her right arm around Joan’s shoulder. Steam drifted off the water, quickly darkening from the unfurling tea leaves. “Torva has his class. That’s the only one today, I think.”
“That sounds right. Do you have plans?”
“Some,” said Brenna. “I’m going to talk to Yortia. Don’t tell the others.”
Joan sipped her tea, then leaned her head on Brenna’s shoulder. They sat quietly as the sunlight grew and pushed its way through the curtains. Brenna slowly drank her tea. Joan had made it too hot, but that was better than not hot enough. Precision when heating and cooling with liquid magic was a tough skill, and she didn’t know anything about it.
Despite burning her tongue, the tea was pleasant and fragrant. Whatever leaves Slem had gotten were strong and always helped Brenna feel more awake.
Joan loudly sighed, and a hum stayed in Brenna’s ears. She looked around, unable to see anything causing the noise. The deep hum hung in both her ears, drowning out all other sounds.
“Do you hear that?” she asked. Her voice was louder than necessary.
Joan sat up and looked confused. “Hear what? Why are you so loud?”
The sound faded, and Brenna stuck her pinky finger in her ears. “I don’t know. That was odd. I’m sorry.”
“Everything okay?” asked Joan.
Brenna nodded and wrapped her right arm around Joan. “Everything is fine. We should get dressed and get ready for the day.”
Joan stood and stretched, then finished the rest of her tea. “See you around campus?” Joan walked to the door and stopped.
“I’ll see you for lunch, right?”
Joan opened the door and smiled. “Absolutely.” She shut the door, leaving Brenna alone with her tea and the faint echo of the humming.
She cleared her throat and left her tea on the end table. She went into her room and looked through the pile of clothes in front of her wardrobe. A pair of trousers on the top looked mostly clean, so she took a sniff. They smelled fine. She pulled them on and grabbed her cloak from the end of her bed, then left to descend the many floors of the tower.
By the time Brenna reached the ground level, the campus was fully alive. Many students headed toward the library and study areas on the far side of campus, while others headed to the easternmost tower for Torva’s thermal magic class.
* * *
Brenna put her hood over her head and walked while looking at her feet. She passed many students without being recognized. Her stomach felt like it would turn and expel her guts at any second. It had been a long time since she’d felt so nervous. She had only visited Yortia once since the traitor’s arrival in Cantille, and Lafe had been with her. It was difficult looking at her burnt, scarred flesh and her eyes still filled with hatred. It wasn’t Brenna who hurt her, but it felt like all the blame was placed on her.
Was it Marv? She often wondered if that was what turned Yortia so sour. Brenna had given Yortia a chance to plead and turn back to their side, but Marv never had a chance. She regretted executing him. The scene played through her mind again and again. The sound, the splatter, all of it haunted her. Brenna often wondered if she should feel the same regret and shame for the others she had killed.
The hum returned to her ears, drowning out the campus sounds. She placed her hands over her ears until she reached the tower. The humming faded, and Brenna lowered her hood for the guards. She climbed the stairs and stopped at the cells.
Brenna leaned close to one of the guards. “Can you fetch a medic, please?”
“Yes, madame. Would you like the Grandmaster?”
Brenna shook her head. “It’s minor. Just a medic will be fine. I’ll meet them on the ground floor when I’m done here.”
The man nodded and hurried down the stairs. Brenna rolled her shoulders and took a deep breath. Her heart pounded.
“Brenna,” said Yortia from within. “What’s taking you so long?’
Brenna stepped into the jail and stared at Yortia. She stood upright and held onto the bars. Her clothes were loose, too big for her thin frame, but clean and in good condition.
“How are you?” asked Brenna.
Yortia sneered. “Really? That’s your question?”
Brenna walked forward slowly and sat on the ground with her back against the cells across the aisle. “Yeah. I do want to know.”
“I’m pretty fucking bad, Brenna. I’m in prison, and I can’t feel anything on my skin.” Yortia sat, still holding onto the bars of the prison. “Why? How are you?”
Brenna crossed her legs and sighed. “I don’t know.”
Yortia cocked her head. “What’s on your mind?”
“You. Marv. Both battles of Cantille. Have I scarred this place?”
“Yes.” Yortia shrugged. “No reason to lie to you. Even now, I can feel the death magic here. It lingers on everything.”
Brenna tilted her head back until it hit the cell bars. She stared at the ceiling and tapped her fingers on her knees. “Too late now, I guess.”
“You can still let me out.” Yortia let go of the bars. “Hasn’t it been long enough? I never betrayed Brunta or King Sulvin. You know that.”
Brenna’s eyes hardened. “You betrayed me. You threatened Gorshun’s life.” She gripped her knees. “Don’t even act like you aren’t a traitor. Neptor and Pettrin? Have you forgotten? You wanted to resurrect the Titan Killer?”
“Name one titan that is helping. Literally one.”
“Farlir. Farlir’s forests are the most vibrant in the world.” Brenna quietly cleared her throat and tapped one finger against her knee.
“Great. When was the last time Farlir was on Masaneen? Fantastic that Nuliya has such great harvests. Meanwhile, Yolshneer keeps ravaging us, Tahk destroys whole villages, and Death is trying to take all of Cantille.”
“Stop being so dramatic.” Brenna stretched out her legs. “The Demon Fog isn’t any more active than it had been before, and Tahk is unstoppable. You think Neptor would have taken out Tahk?”
Yortia exhaled loudly, puffing out her cheeks. “Honestly? No. The stories Pettrin and Dohns found of Neptor never included Tahk. Even the legends of how it was sealed into Femur mention the Three Kings, Konnato, Farlir, and a being made of wood. There are a few mentions of Kofore and Havinoor too, but I couldn’t find the connection.”
“The Three Kings?” asked Brenna. “Who are they?”
Yortia shrugged. “No other text about them. Pettrin was our titan expert, and he hadn’t heard of them or the wood creature. And there is so little written about Konnato.”
Brenna grunted. “The light titan. I haven’t heard much about Konnato in at least a decade.”
“No, not a lot. Pettrin suspected there were records in Zarren or southern Nuliya with more since Konnato was last spotted leaving Zarren over the Shamlin Ocean. Isn’t it weird that nobody can actually say what Konnato looks like?”
“Blinding light will do that, I suppose.” Brenna squinted. “Couldn’t someone just use dark magic to get a look at the titan without the light?”
Yortia shrugged. “Sounds possible, but you would think someone would have tried that.”
“Do you think titans get old and die? What if we haven’t seen Konnato in so long because it died of old age up on a mountain somewhere?”
“I don’t think so. Konnato is mentioned in the histories of every nation I’ve read. It’s been around forever. I can’t imagine it just happened to go die during our lifetime.”
Brenna nodded and tapped her fingers on the ground. “So, titans took down Neptor?”
Yortia turned her body and leaned her head on the cell bars. “That’s what it sounded like.”
“It’s awake, and it knows who we are. Do you still think it should return?”
“You’re not going to let me out anyway.” She took a deep breath and locked eyes with Brenna. “Yes. I think Neptor will be the only way to save humanity.”
Brenna stood and brushed off her trousers. “Humanity doesn’t need saving.”
Yorita quickly stood and grabbed the cell bars. “You think that now. Just you wait. Death is going to come for us all.”
Brenna walked down to the door. “Do you need anything? I’ll visit again soon.” She looked over her shoulder.
“We’re not as safe as you think we are.”
Brenna sighed and stepped out of the prison.
The guard bowed. “A medic is waiting for you below, madame.”
Brenna bowed in return, then descended the stairs. A muscular man stood at the bottom and bowed when he made eye contact with Brenna.
“Greetings, ma’am. I’m Yans, the medic you requested.”
“Great.” Brenna smiled. “I keep hearing some odd humming in my ears. It drowns out the noise around me.”
“You have your life magic, don’t you, ma’am?”
“Enough with the ma’am, please. Just Brenna is good.” She patted him on the arm. “I do, but I couldn’t find anything wrong. Outside eyes, right?”
“Right.” He hovered his hands beside her head. “Do you mind?”
“No,” she said.
Yans placed his hands over her ears. His hands were large, covering most of her head. The warming touch of life magic filled her head, and the taste and shock of magic filled the air. It was not out of control, but Yans did not display as good control as Brenna liked. She made a mental note to include him in a future class on energy control.
“I can’t find anything wrong. Do you hear it now?”
“No,” said Brenna quietly. “It comes and goes.”
Yans lowered his hands. “I’m sorry. I should still be able to find something wrong. Maybe it’s gone now?”
“Maybe. Thank you for checking.”
Yans stepped back and bowed. “Anything for you, Brenna.”
Brenna stepped out of the tower and waved Yans over. “We’re going to watch Torva’s class.”
Yans hesitantly followed a few steps behind Brenna. “I can’t use thermal magic.”
Brenna shrugged and walked straight across the courtyard, completely ignoring the paths. “I can’t either. Maybe you can still learn something.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said quietly.
Brenna walked into the tower and looked at the doors. She knew which building he was in but not which room. Magic pulsed through her body, bringing sound from each lecture hall to her ears. She pointed to the door on the right. “Open it quietly.”
Yans nodded and opened the door for Brenna. She stepped in and stood just inside, leaning against the door frame. The lecture hall went down into the ground to create an amphitheater. Most of the seats were filled with students hurriedly scribbling down notes. Torva waved to Brenna and smiled.
“Once you master heat and fire, then you can work on cooling things down.” His voice carried easily in the hall, unassisted by magic. “Heating isn’t easier, remember, it just requires less precise control.”
A student near the front raised her hand. “What about lightning? Can you use it?”
“Jahan?” asked Brenna quietly.
“Is everything okay?” asked Yans.
“What?” Brenna looked over. “Yes, it’s fine. She is a light mage. Why is she in this class?”
Torva chuckled. “No, not at all. Thermal magic plays a part in lightning, but almost no thermal mages can do it independently. Scholars say Tahk uses thermal and gas or earth magic to shoot lightning. Only a few mages can do it. It has mostly been a thing spoken of in old stories. We don’t know how many mages can actually create their own lightning.”
Jahan raised her hand again.
“Yes, Jahan. Go ahead.”
“During the battle of Brunta last year, you absorbed fire from the Grandmaster, right? I saw it, but I don’t understand how you did it.”
Torva looked around the hall, glancing briefly at Brenna. “Well, the Grandmaster’s attack was too strong for me to actually stop, so this answer is only partially true. With thermal magic, you can absorb the energy. I had to refocus the attack to get rid of the magic before it ripped me apart, but I could absorb a weaker blast without needing to expel it.”
“Can I do that with light magic?”
“No,” said Brenna, shaking her head. Eyes turned to her, and she lifted her hand in greeting. “Light magic would blast a hole through you if you tried to absorb it. And Torva is making it sound easy. He trained for years before he was able to stop other thermal mages. There’s a reason he’s the most powerful thermal mage in Brunta or Ta-Veer.”
Torva nodded. “If you find yourself in a battle against another mage, never rely on absorbing an attack.”
Jahan raised her hand again. Brenna grinned, then stepped back out of the lecture hall. Yans followed behind her as she walked into the courtyard.
“That girl’s questions never stop.”
“You said she is a light mage?”
Brenna sighed. “She is. Ta-Veer battlemage before leaving to join us. She was one of the first.”
“Do you think a thermal class will help a light mage?”
Brenna shrugged. “Doesn’t hurt, right? Still learning about magic. It could help her stop a thermal mage in the future.” She smiled and waved to passing students. The spring air was refreshing with the sun beating down.
“Can I attend classes?” asked Yans shyly.
“Yeah, go for it. As long as you are working as a medic when you are supposed to, I don’t really care what else you want to do.”
“You don’t care?”
Brenna grinned. “I meant that in a nice way. Go, enjoy yourself. Learn something.” She stepped away, then stopped and spun back to face him. “Wait, you are still on duty, right?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Then get to work.” Brenna pointed back at the tower housing the medical wing. “There could be injured students in there.”
“I haven’t seen anyone to help in days. I was almost excited that you were injured.” Yans cleared his throat. “That didn’t sound right, I apologize.”
“You’re lucky I’m nice, Yans.” Brenna smiled. “Have a good day. I’ll let you know if I hear the sound again.”
Yans bowed and hurried across the campus lawn. He glanced back at Brenna, who waved. She sighed and looked around.
“Is it too early for a drink?” she muttered.
* * *
Jahan stood and bowed as Torva left the lecture hall. She was thrilled. It had been an informative lecture, and it really hyped her up. A grin spread across her face, and she swore some other students rolled their eyes.
Probably thermal mages since it was a thermal magic class. She was jealous of them. Envious of the power of thermal magic. Light was versatile enough but thermal was on a different level. The power to heat and freeze, absorb and redirect, all the different ways to battle with thermal amazed her.
Despite being a battlemage for Ta-Veer, Jahan never considered herself a fighter. Not a real one, at least. Not like the great Konseer Torva or the monstrous Brenna. Even the Grandmaster, despite his appearance, was fearsome. Seeing him battle Brenna outside Brunta was undoubtedly the most incredible display of control over magic. So many different energies all mixing without erupting.
Jahan waited until the last of the students trickled out of the lecture hall. She stuffed her books and notebook into her worn burlap bag and put the strap over her shoulder. She took one last, long look at the curved blackboard along the wall, spotted with chalk dust and smeared in the center from Torva’s careless erasing.
She loved it. Listening, learning, studying all brought her joy that she hadn’t felt since she was young. Ta-Veer was never a good environment for mages, especially the ones not included in the Circle of Masters. Their library held wonderful things, but she was never allowed above the first floor. Lafe never thought she was powerful enough, and she couldn’t agree more.
Jahan walked up the steps, giddy with joy as her short wooden heels clicked on the stairs and echoed back to her. Even after so many days, she had trouble believing she was in such a place. The Free Mages had been her life goal before she found out about Cantille’s university plan.
She let go of her bag, letting it bounce heavily against her thigh. As she climbed the many stairs of the lecture hall, Jahan tied her hair up with a blue ribbon.
Jahan left the tower, hurrying out onto the campus grounds. The sun caused her to squint and stop for a moment to let her eyes adjust. Even with her hand blocking it, the sun seemed brighter than she expected.
Brenna walked past, a few strides away from Jahan. She looked around aimlessly, slowly passing by. She lifted a hand in greeting but let her eyes continue to wander the sky.
Jahan waved while her other hand blocked the sun from her eyes. Brenna had always been a source of curiosity for Jahan. Her power, her past, and even her daily presence. She always seemed distracted, like her mind was elsewhere, leaving her body to move without the help of her brain.
But on the battlefield, Brenna was the fiercest creature to ever wield magic. Jahan was certain about that. She was in Cantille when Brenna wiped out over four hundred lives in a heartbeat. It terrified her. Brenna terrified her.
She was friendly enough when her mind wasn’t wandering. Jahan could sense a playfulness about her at times, but that only terrified her further.
Jahan pressed her hand against the outside of her bag and walked quickly across campus, past the tower housing Brenna’s office, to the long, low brick building just outside the university grounds. She avoided eye contact as she walked and didn’t look up from the ground until she stepped into the dark hallway of her dorm. The bricks held moisture, always leaving the hallway a little damp. Her heels clicked on the ground, bouncing down the hallway. About halfway down, she stopped, unlocked a door, and entered her room.
Her bag dropped heavily on the mattress, bouncing slightly before settling on top of the numerous blankets spread over the sheets. The dorm room was small but cozy. A great window covered the entire south wall across from her door, and a curved wooden desk covered the space beneath it. Her bed was next to the door, tucked away, with a bathroom across and a hearth near the foot of the bed. Jahan unlatched the metal locks and pushed the window out, letting in a fresh breeze. She took a deep breath of the fresh, cool air, then sat at the desk. On her left were stacks of papers, neatly organized by type and color, all weighed down by flat, polished stones. On her right sat three cups of quills, pencils, and brushes. Inkpots, both full and empty, were spread around the desk on the right side. Small ink stains covered the desktop.
“White or cream paper?” she quietly asked herself. The breeze ruffled the corners of the paper, unable to blow away. “Cream,” she decided as she barely lifted the stone and grabbed a sheet of cream-colored paper.
Mother, she wrote at the top of the page. The ink spread out from the letters like tributaries from a river.
Today I attended a class from the great Konseer Torva. It was all about thermal magic, and Konseer Brenna even stopped by. I learned many things. Nothing about our own magic, but all knowledge is good knowledge. That is what father used to say.
Have you been by lately? I hope the vines in the yard have not claimed his grave. They are quite bothersome. If you visit again, please send my regards. He has been on my mind a lot during classes. This spring will be our third year without him. Have you been keeping track as much as I have?
I miss you. I feel free and happy in Cantille, but I miss our home. How are you getting along with just Jansa helping out? I know we do not pay her enough for her work. I am planning on asking Konseer Brenna for a job while I am here.
People do many things to help out, and the kings both provide money to support it.
The Konseers tell me many things because they know me better than the other students. I do think they find me annoying, or at least my curiosity, if not me as a person. I will update you in my next letter. I hope to send along some money then as well.
Please write back, and visit soon. Cantille is wonderful. Nothing like it used to be. Trust me.
Sincerely,
Your lovely daughter
Jahan Kenstin




13
Gerin crouched and scooped up a handful of dirt. “This is gross.” He squeezed it, letting the dirt crumble from his hands like ash. “Dirt shouldn’t feel like this. You know that, right?”
Toes and Grayson sighed in unison. Ryptin snorted and continued to walk on, leaving the humans behind.
“Even Ryptin is annoyed,” said Toes. Grayson smirked and followed Ryptin away. “We get it.” Toes crouched beside Gerin and patted him on the back. “Dirt shouldn’t feel this way. It’s gross, and we don’t like it either. But this area is called the Wastelands. We can’t be shocked that it is a bit dead, right?”
“A bit?” Gerin stood and thrust his arms out. “I might as well be dead too. Look around and point out a single plant. Literally just one plant, and I will shut up.”
Toes looked around at the barren landscape. The dirt was all chunked together and crunched under their feet, falling apart into ash under pressure. It was mostly gray, spotted with some darker areas that almost looked like real soil. Toes looked close, even kneeling to examine some spots, only to find old stones buried in the ashy soil. He couldn’t find even a single blade of grass. “You win. Let’s catch up with the others. You can find something new to complain about up there.”
“Thank you,” shouted Gerin. He let out a loud, dramatic breath and stomped behind Toes. “I shouldn’t be surprised that a place called the Titan’s Wasteland is this horrible. What titan did it? Do you think it was Tahk? Did it shock the ground so much it got angry at it? Or what if Neptor sucked the magic out of the ground like it did in sword form.”
“Neptor wasn’t in sword form, Gerin.” Grayson turned and glared. “We had it trapped as a sword. Sword form makes it sound like Neptor took the shape of a sword.”
“Sword form makes sense to me. Sorry.” Toes shrugged and looked around. Far ahead, the faintest shapes of structures, or parts of structures, stood on the horizon. It was difficult to make them out, even across the flat landscape.
“We can talk about it as Femur or as Neptor. Two separate things, okay? I don’t care if they are the same titan. I carried Femur for a damn long time, and I don’t like you talking about my sword in such a weird way.”
“But it was weird,” said Gerin, still trailing behind. “Remember shaving it down? Do you think Neptor was into that?”
Grayson grunted. “New topic,” he said dryly.
“Up there.” Toes pointed. “The ruins of the Derelict King. Somebody lives in them, right? That big of an area totally abandoned seems insane.”
“What?” shouted Gerin behind.
Toes and Grayson stopped and patiently waited for him to catch up. Meanwhile, Ryptin continued, staring straight ahead and hurrying forward.
“Ryp doesn’t like this dirt either.” Gerin grabbed another handful and squeezed until the ash drifted from his hand and into the wind.
They reached the ruins, finding rotting, warped wooden beams and decaying stone that crumbled as easily as the dirt. Gerin pushed against the corner of a ruined building, and the stone crumbled from his touch, causing the entire frame to collapse.
Foundations of grand buildings were all that remained on the organized city blocks. It was the skeleton of a once-great city, with flagstone streets and buildings dwarfing Brunta’s palace. Everything around them stood frozen in time, partially decayed, yet unable to die without the touch of a living creature. Even the wind did not affect the tallest of the ruins until Toes poked a stone near the base. It creaked and quickly toppled in a cloud of ash.
“It’s worse than I expected,” said Gerin. “Can we hurry out of here? Onto the Jodin clans, please?”
Grayson pointed to the south, where the faintest silhouette of a building stood. It was like a mountain to everything else in the ruins, making even the biggest foundations look small.
“We’re heading south anyway. I want to see that.” The swordsman drew Dryad and spun it around in his hand. “If anyone is here, they would be in that building, right?”
“Not like there is anywhere else to stay.” Gerin carefully stepped around the flagstones from the street that had not yet crumbled. He liked their look, and he didn’t want to be part of the reason the ruins looked even worse.
“We won’t make it that far today. Find a spot to camp.” Toes looked around in disgust. “I recommend somewhere without any tall walls that could fall on us.”
Ryptin continued forward, ditching everyone else. Gerin pointed at him as he ran. “Follow Ryp. He’ll find us a spot.”
Toes sighed. “For the last time, Gerin, Ryptin doesn’t know anything about camping.”
Gerin looked back and glared. He opened his mouth to talk, then tripped over a flagstone and fell. The ground crumbled as he collided with it and a cloud of ash shot into the air.
Grayson smiled and patted Toes on the shoulder. “This is a good day. Thank you.”
“That gets a genuine smile from you?” Toes chuckled.
Grayson nodded slowly and ambled after Ryptin. “It does. It gets him to stop talking. Let’s follow the pig. Gerin might be right this time.”
“How?” asked Toes, still standing behind. Gerin scrambled to his feet and continued running. His clothes and face were covered in dark ash. “How can Ryptin be right?”
“Trust the magic,” said Grayson loudly.
“I am magic, and I don’t trust any of it.” Toes sighed and followed behind. He loved the three of them, but he never understood any of it. What did he get himself into? What would Dag have thought? How is a boar patient enough to deal with Gerin? So many questions, so few answers.
Ryptin stopped in the center of a wooden foundation. It reached their hips and stretched far down the street with areas sectioned off in neat, square frames. The wood was less decayed than most of what they found in the ruins, though they were still scared to touch it.
“It’ll work,” said Grayson. They sat in the setting sun’s light, setting out sleeping rolls on the deteriorating dirt. There was no usable wood for a fire, but the previous nights had been bearable, hardly as cold as midwinter. Grayson handed out bread, and Toes tossed a piece of jerky to everyone before handing one to Ryptin. Gerin dug blindly through his bag until he found a flask. He took a drink, then tossed it to Grayson, who took a longer drink.
Toes waved and caught the flask. He took a sip and then coughed into his elbow. It tasted like peppermint and bog water. He spat on the ground and smacked his lips. “What is that?”
Gerin shrugged. “Something I found in Hasken. It has alcohol in it.”
Toes tossed the bottle back to Gerin. “Are you sure it was for drinking?”
“Nope.” Gerin took another drink, then passed it to Grayson. “We can handle it. I thought the Gorva agents were tough.”
“Not a Gorva anymore,” said Toes, smiling.
“So, you aren’t tough anymore?” asked Grayson with his mouth full of the liquor.
Toes sighed and watched Gerin’s expression twist from a sneer into giddy laughter. He thought the dumbest things were funny, unable to contain himself.
“Little old Toes isn’t tough anymore,” said Gerin, trying not to giggle.
“Moving on,” he said, voice trailing off. “You think we’ll reach the tower tomorrow?”
Grayson looked over his shoulder and stared into the dark. The sun had set, leaving a brilliant display of stars. No city lights or fires burning anywhere near left a perfect view of the sky. Grayson looked into the darkness like he was able to make out what wasn’t even there. “At least a day or two more before we can reach it. Looks like it’ll just be more of hiking through this waste.”
“It’s fine,” said Gerin. “The ruins are better than a desert right now. Right? I want to visit the clans. I can deal with it.”
Toes cocked his head and smiled slightly. “I thought you were going to die earlier from how much you loathed this dirt.”
“For you?” Gerin placed his hand over his heart. “I would die for you, Toes.”
Toes sighed and leaned back on his elbows. “The sky here is amazing.” He looked up, surprised to see Gerin already drooling on Ryptin, who stared and blinked at Toes. “How does he fall asleep so fast?”
Grayson grunted. His eyes scanned the horizons, one last check before going to sleep. “We should be good without a watch.”
“You sure?”
Grayson scratched his chin and shrugged. “Ryptin will warn us if anyone comes near. We’ll call it pig duty tonight.”
Toes laid down, continuing to look at the stars, tracing them into the forms of animals and beasts. “Fine, but don’t wake me if you’re getting murdered.”
“Same,” said Grayson, voice muffled by his sleeping roll.
They woke as the sun touched the horizon and hiked through the ruins in the daylight. Each step brought them farther into what appeared to be one giant city. There were no boundaries or remnants of walls. Street upon street, and building upon building stretched through the entire area known as the Derelict King’s ruins.
“How many people lived here?” asked Gerin, again and again. Toes and Grayson ignored him, unable to answer the question that lingered in their minds as well.
They camped inside another ruined foundation, decided upon by Ryptin. They sat heavily in the dirt, worn from a day of monotony. The same view and surface to walk on the entire day, with the mountainous building slowly growing closer.
On the fourth day, the building became clear enough to see. Its base was built like a monstrous stone wall, block upon block fitted close together in an oval shape. There were no decorations or markings on the foundation, which reached high into the sky. On the eastern side, a massive staircase climbed to the top of the stone plateau. There were no railings, nothing keeping one from tumbling off.
“We climb those,” said Grayson, pointing at the stairs.
“That’s a joke, right?” Gerin looked at the staircase and pouted. “There are so many stairs. What if the whole thing collapses when we’re on it?”
“Why would it collapse?” asked Grayson.
Toes and Gerin both looked at him, eyebrows ruffled.
“Remember the stone bricks and wooden beams we’ve been walking past for the last couple of days that collapse when you touch them?” Toes gestured around at all the ruins nearby. “Just like all of these.”
“Yes. I do remember. Just kick the stairs first. Jump on the bottom one. Double-check before we climb. It seems pretty simple to me.”
“I’ll go if Grayson is in the front.” Gerin patted Ryptin on the head. He was grinning like he had won some argument.
“I was planning on being in the front. I wouldn’t want one of you tripping and knocking me down up there.”
Toes grumbled and exhaled loudly but followed the other two. They reached the enormous stone fortress, and each kicked at the stones and the stairs. Grayson climbed the first five stairs, jumped up and down, and even tapped Dryad against the bricks.
“Seems sturdy. I’m going up.” The stairs were wide enough for three or four to walk in step. Each stair was clean and looked untouched, unworn, and new. Grayson watched the steps as he climbed in the center. It started easy, like climbing any normal staircase. The sun moved through the sky as they climbed, dipping below the far side of the fortress. It became dark, and the wind picked up as they reached the top. The wind battered them with a chilled wind like they were on a mountaintop.
Grayson took the last stair, quickly surveyed the top, then turned and watched Gerin and Ryptin finish the last stairs with Toes one step behind.
On top, a small building sat in the center of the stone plateau. It had slate shingles and a door made of blood-red wood. Grayson walked across the flat stone platform and opened the door. It was heavy, pushing inward, and it felt like a gust of wind left the building.
Candles were lit inside, and a long dining table sat just in front of the doorway. It seated four on both sides with a large throne on the end. Every spot held a placemat, a bowl of fruit, a plate with dining ware, and a glass of burgundy wine.
“What?” Gerin walked over and sniffed one of the glasses.
“Do not drink that,” said Grayson. He sighed and walked over to the table. It was a thick table made of ancient wood. It was far too heavy to carry up the stairs they climbed.
The walls were adorned with tapestries covering tall windows. Each tapestry showed titans or battles. Toes walked by each, examining the figures depicted. He recognized Tahk, Farlir, and Yolshneer. He pointed to one. “Is this Havinoor?”
“Yes,” said Gerin. His mouth was full of grapes.
Grayson sighed. “Stop eating the food,” he said through his teeth. “It could be dangerous.”
“They taste like grapes.”
A hoarse voice sounded from around the corner. The language was not one Grayson recognized. He grabbed Dryad and planted his feet, ready to move in an instant. Toes held the dust knife, and Gerin ate another grape. A gaunt man stepped around the corner. He wore a tattered, faded doublet, baggy trousers, and sandals. His hair was long and white.
“Who are you?” asked Grayson. He took three slow steps, still another twenty from the man. Toes, the closest, stepped away from the wall and watched every minute movement the man made.
The man cleared his throat. “Old Masaneen, I see. I apologize. You can understand me now, yes?”
“We can understand you,” said Toes.
The man looked over Toes and Grayson in their battle stances. He smiled softly and waved his hand. “Please, relax. I am an old man. I would not put up much of a fight.”
Toes nodded to Grayson, who straightened his posture and relaxed his arms. Toes kept his magic coursing through his body with the dust knife cloaked in his hand.
“Who are you?” repeated Grayson.
The man bowed low. “Professor Bozendol. Please, just call me Professor. I’ve never been a fan of my name. Bozendol,” he scoffed. “Ridiculous, isn’t it.” He straightened and ambled to the throne, sitting himself down and taking a drink from the glass of wine. He gestured out to the table. “Please, sit and join me.”
Gerin smiled and sat down. “Can I give a plate to my friend?”
The Professor leaned over and smiled at the boar. “Certainly. What is his name?”
“Ryptin. He’s my best friend.”
“Wonderful name. Has a heroic quality to it.”
“Doesn’t it?” Gerin scooted his chair in and carelessly ate the food at the table while Toes and Grayson remained stationary.
“I need some more questions answered before I do anything,” said Grayson.
The Professor took a drink and gestured to Grayson. “Ask away.”
“Who are you? What is this place? And what is all this doing here?”
The Professor scratched the gray stubble on his neck. “Filled with questions, are you? I’ll do my best. I am Professor Bozendol, the Professor, preferably. I’ve already said that, but I understand some things can be difficult to understand. This place is my home. All this furniture is here because it is my home. I feel like that adequately answers your questions.” He smiled, revealing yellow teeth, then took another drink of his wine. The dark liquid clung to his lips, darkening them until his tongue passed over, cleaning the wine away.
“That didn’t do it for us,” said Toes. The assassin walked to the table and stood behind a chair opposite Gerin. “None of this makes sense. We have been walking through nothing but decaying ruins for days. This place shouldn’t be here. Where did the food come from?”
“Oh, yes, yes.” The Professor smacked his lips together and sat up straight, smoothing out his doublet. “I see what you mean now. I apologize that I did not properly answer your questions before. This place is the Derelict King’s fortress. Now, I call it my home. I came to study it many, many years ago and decided to stay. The food and drinks magically appear on this table day after day. I have not figured out if the table itself or the dining ware is magic. Either way, it is spectacular. There is also a library, an alchemy lab, and numerous bedrooms hidden away in this building. There are tunnels in the foundation, and I am certain there are secret passages I have yet to find.”
“You were a professor?” asked Grayson, slowly creeping closer to the table.
“Yes. In Hasken. I sometimes traveled to Frenning as well. I gave that up many years ago.”
“How long have you been here?” asked Toes.
The Professor stuck his lower lip out and looked at the chandelier of lit candles as he thought. “What year is it?”
“Eleven sixty five,” said Toes. “Spring.”
“Ten years?” asked the Professor. “That sounds about right. I feel uncomfortable with the two of you so tense. What kind of host would I be if you went hungry? Look, your other friends have been eating this whole time. How are you feeling, Ryptin’s friend?”
“Gerin,” he said with his mouth full.
“Yes, good. How are you feeling, Gerin?”
Gerin nodded and continued wolfing down the food. Grape juice ran down his chin, and bread crumbs covered his lap.
“Forgive me,” said Grayson, “but I am still surprised with this all. Who is the Derelict King?”
“Oh,” said the Professor. “You have not heard the legend of The Three Kings? Does the Fallen King or the Savage King sound familiar?”
Grayson shook his head. The Professor looked at Toes, who shrugged.
“Surprising. I know different regions call the Kings by different names. What about the King of the Sun or the King of Flesh?” He looked around and frowned. “Still no? I can tell you the story if you don’t mind. That story may help you understand this fortress.”
Grayson glanced at Toes. “Keep it short.”
The Professor grinned. “That I cannot do. It starts with the creation of our world.”
Grayson leaned his elbow on the back of a chair and grabbed a glass of wine. Toes watched the swordsman sniff and drink. Grayson gave him a slight nod, then moved his eyes back to the old man.
“Are the two of you ready? This is the story of The Three Kings.”
 
The Three Kings
Long ago, there was emptiness, devoid of anything and everything. Soon the Circle of Magic and all ten energies appeared, creating chaos in the emptiness. Within the raging storm of magic, our planet formed. Along with it, the ten original titans took shape. The great beings formed alongside the planet and are as old, wise, and arrogant as the ground itself. There was the monstrous Tahk of thermal magic flying through the sky, always hiding behind clouds. Myrkvi of dark magic, casting its night upon the land. The eternal sound of Death. Neptor of spirit magic, the quietest, grumpiest titan. Otummuna of liquid and gas magic, swimming in the depths. Aaz Kala of earth magic, moving boulders and grains of sand, never happy with the way things are. Konnato of light magic, blinding those it disagreed with. Ba Kaia of life magic, helping create new life. Farlir of nature magic, always obsessed with trees. And Ganslitan of Sound magic, twins that never seemed to like each other.
Together, the titans formed the planet and brought plants, creatures, air, water, and everything else to its surface. Before them, it was barren and dead. After their work was complete, they looked upon the world and took their places with Tahk roaming the skies and Otummuna in the ocean depths. The two great titans went about their business, continuing to this day, uninterested in the lives of mortals or other titans. Each focuses its time creating and destroying, cycling the thermal and liquid magics to keep our planet healthy.
Konnato and Myrkvi, or Eclipse as you know it, traveled through the land, leaving light and dark magic in their wake. They passed over each other’s trails again and again and soon created the cycles of day and night.
Meanwhile, Aaz Kala settled in Gojeer with no intention of moving, and Ba Kaia rooted itself in Nuliya to focus its life-giving magic on the creatures of that continent. Farlir moved between all three continents, leaving forests and plants behind its trail. The first animals emerged from the woods Farlir left beside Ba Kaia. Death soon reemerged to assist in the cycle of life created by Farlir and Ba Kaia. The three worked in harmony, creating, destroying, and recreating again and again.
The last of the titans roamed. Ganslitan traveled separately, one north and one south. The twin titans of sound magic found sounds through the world they wished to hear. Neptor traveled with the southern Ganslitan across Masaneen and down through Hathing Isle and southern Nuliya for ages. They were friends, from what the legends say. Spirit and sound always together.
All of the titan activity and magic continued to spread across the surface until pockets of magic formed, each a part of the Circle. Out of these pockets rose titans, some lesser and some greater. Countless beings of magic grew from the energy and took their spots in the world.
In central Nuliya, pockets of thermal, life, and light magic formed. The energy gathered, and over time, each energy formed into a new being. A being of fire, a creature of roots and flesh, and a beast with red fur and glowing eyes emerged from the pockets. The three new titans, all together, roamed Nuliya and met with Konnato, Myrkvi, and Ba Kaia. They traveled north to Gojeer and spoke with Aaz Kala and the northern Ganslitan. The three learned of magic, the world, and their powers. They were powerful, even compared to many of the founder titans.
Before the three could go their separate ways, the spirit titan, Neptor, took a new role in the balance. The world now thrived with plant and animal life and a natural cycle. It no longer needed the spirit magic Neptor provided. Yolshneer, a new titan formed from mass extinction caused by flooding, followed Neptor as the spirit titan declared war on the others. Other lesser titans stood at Neptor’s side and saw the spirit titan as a savior, as a symbol of hope against the powers of the greater founder titans. Neptor started its conquest by slaying half of Ganslitan. The sound titan in the south had its head severed, and the entire world felt the impact as a titan’s life was wiped out. Sound magic erupted through the world.
The three new titans stood with Konnato, Farlir, and other lesser titans and fought the great being of Neptor and its allies. Tahk and Otummuna continued their dances with little regard for the surface. Humans appeared soon after the battles began, and they started the earliest of civilizations. Many were killed from the energy erupting as more titans used their powers or died. Mages emerged from the mortals affected by the blasts of energy. The battles raged for ages and ages until Neptor fell and Yolshneer’s monstrous army of the dead was wiped away.
The greater titans took it upon themselves to wear Neptor down until it was nothing more than an object, a sword. The first legendary weapon. They couldn't kill the titan, and it was thought that only Neptor itself could take the life of a being as great and powerful as a founder titan.
The titans that lived did not return to their old routines. Konnato stopped roaming, letting the days cycle on their own. Myrkvi moved mindlessly, appearing at unknown times and casting its dark magic upon the world. And the three titans, the kin formed on Nuliya, returned to their birthplace to witness the mortals. Their forms frightened the small humans, so they hid and watched until it looked like they could match their form.
The titan of thermal energy took the form of the Nuliyans with dark brown skin and black hair and lived among them like one of their own. The life titan took the form of the people on Masaneen with brown skin and no hair and brought attention onto himself with his powers of healing. And the titan of light went to Gojeer and changed from its beast form to one of pale skin and blonde hair to match the clans and learn fishing and war.
Each titan lived within the civilizations of the mortals for years until they learned to live within their new skin. Each quickly rose to the top to take their place as ruler of their kingdoms.
The King of the Sun ruled the earliest form of Junnan, The King of Flesh ruled in Zarren, and The Beast King ruled the clans of Gojeer. On their respective continents, they lived, thrived, and evolved.
Each King found what drove it and what it craved. Originally, they were revered and loved among their people. But soon, the other side of the kings arose. They were not mortals, and the humans were quickly reminded of that.
The King of the Sun brought about unbearable heat, the King of Flesh made its soldiers unstoppable, unable to be hurt from any weapon, and the Beast King worked its people so hard, they scarred the planet.
Each saw the flaws of the other, and they warred, trying to take the others’ land and people. Hatred filled the titans, and it spread to the people, fueling their hunger for wars.
Before too long, the King of the Sun realized what he had been part of and withdrew his people back to Nuliya and back to Junnan. He had harmed his people, the people he loved, and he could not forgive himself for that. He declared they were free, free from his reign and free from the heat. It was up to them to decide their new ruler and what they would do as a civilization.
Meanwhile, the King of Flesh had spread to eastern Gojeer, and the Beast King fought him endlessly. They spent hundreds of thousands of lives fighting each other with no real goals or motives other than to harm the other.
The King of the Sun arrived. Fire blossomed from his skin, and with his magic sword, he cut down the other two kings. They fought back, even ignoring the other to take on the Sun, but they could not combat his power.
The King of the Sun released their people, splitting them into new kingdoms and new nations, hoping they would learn and govern themselves. The other two Kings hid, weakened and broken. Out of curiosity, the King of the Sun returned to Nuliya to see how Junnan grew. He was proud of the results and proud of the people. His disappearance had been necessary, and the mortals had grown from it.
By the time the King of the Sun made it back to Gojeer, the other two Kings had gathered people on each side of the continent in new armies with new weapons and magic. Their hatred continued to grow, now directed more strongly at the King of the Sun.
The King of the Sun traveled east first and found the King of Flesh in a society of secrets and schemes. He confronted the King of Flesh and cut him down in one slice. With no flesh, no mortal form remaining, the being of life magic ran and hid in Aaz Kala.
The King of the Sun traveled across the desert and found the Beast King in a new civilization, pulling the very life from the soil. The western side of Gojeer was scarred and devoid of life. The King of the Sun fought the Beast King for days, as the king took its original form of the monstrous furred beast. Finally, the King of the Sun cut him down and released his people. They fled north and created Halindon, unable to live in the magicless lands of the Beast King.
The King of the Sun traveled back and forth across Gojeer, speaking with Aaz Kala and checking on each King.
The King of Flesh hid with Aaz Kala and remained out of the lives of mortals. The King of the Sun promised to leave the life titan alone, and they went their separate ways. When he returned to the west, the King of the Sun found the Beast King, injured and weakened, with a collection of fifteen thousand slaves from Halindon and the clans in the ruins of his old civilization. The King of the Sun cut him down once again, but he did not quit. It happened repeatedly until the name Beast King was forgotten, and the Derelict King was all that remained. The Fallen King, to some, was a joke to even the greatest of titans.
After so many defeats from the King of the Sun, the Derelict King finally quit and abandoned his home. An agreement was made, like that between the King of Flesh and the Sun. The Derelict King would be allowed to roam and build a new home, as long as he was far from humans. The Sun allowed him to travel through Nuliya, far into the south where there lived no titans, no humans, and no enemies.
All three Kings settled into their new lives. Flesh in the desert, hidden away, only communing with nomads. Sun in Junnan, bringing endless warmth and sunshine to the whole region. Fallen in the south, living in the Southern Ganslitan’s abandoned home.
The Three Kings, who once saved the world from destruction, became shameful to titans, and a story parents told their kids at night. The Three Kings learned so much about fighting that they struggled to stop. They drifted from history, existing only as legends.
The Professor drank a full glass of wine, cleared his throat, and adjusted the collar of his doublet. “Does any of that sound familiar?”
Grayson shook his head. He looked at Toes and Gerin, who looked as clueless as he felt. “That story is meant to explain this place?”
The Professor stood and flinched as Toes dropped into a battle-ready crouch. “Oh,” said the Professor. “Quick one, are we?” He stretched his arms upward and yawned loudly. “There is no other explanation for such a place, is there?” He glanced at Toes and held his hands up as he stepped away from the table. Grayson waved at Toes, who relaxed and sheathed his knife. “Of course, there is no real evidence that these Kings existed. No evidence, other than these ruins, I suppose. A powerful mage certainly lived here, and the whole region is void of nature magic. So, what do you all make of it? Legends and fairy tales, or true history of what came before us?”
Grayson walked to Gerin’s chair and leaned against it. “Fairy tale. Every titan leaves a trail. I would know. So, what kind of magic do you use?”
“Me?” asked the Professor, pointing at himself. “I wish. Imagine the things I could do with magic.”
Grayson scowled. “Is it true?” he whispered to Gerin.
Gerin shrugged. “I can’t sense anything from him,” he said quietly. “Seems like an old man to me.”
Grayson glanced at Toes, who quickly shook his head.
“I’m just a man who loves stories, jokes, and a wonderful glass of wine.” The Professor grabbed a glass from another seat. He sniffed it, then downed the entire contents. “Unfortunately, this magical wine is quite horrific.” He set the glass down, which magically refilled. As he wandered away from the table, he gasped and pivoted on his foot. “I almost forgot. This food,” he gestured to the table, “will absolutely wreak havoc on your intestines if you are not one who often eats magically produced food.”
Gerin stopped chewing with a mouthful of food. He leaned over and opened his mouth, letting the cud fall onto the plate. “What would be considered magically produced?”
The Professor smiled. “You will want to spend the night. Your friend will likely need to stay on the toilet for most of the evening hours. Unless his stomach is far stronger than mine.”
Gerin looked up at Grayson. “Is my stomach strong?”
Grayson shook his head while keeping his eyes on the Professor.
“There are rooms down the hall on the left. Please, make yourself at home. It is late, and those steps can be treacherous to climb in the dark, even when you aren’t concerned about falling off the side.”
“One night,” said Grayson, watching Toes’s eyes for agreement. “Then we are leaving for the Jodin Clans.”
“Oh, let me join you.” The Professor smiled, wrinkling his eyes closed. “I’ve grown bored of this keep and would love to taste some real food again.”
Toes nodded slightly, almost imperceptible to most. Grayson sighed. “We will discuss it tonight. Be awake by sunrise if you plan to join us. We will have our decision then.”
“Lovely.” The old man walked down the hall and stopped at the split. “I will be in the master suite down on the right. There are a variety of rooms on the left. Do as you please. I will see you in the morning for breakfast.” His expression went flat like he lost all humor, then he disappeared around the corner.
Toes rushed over to Grayson’s side and leaned close. “I was on guard, but I am so confused.”
“I am also confused,” said Gerin. “I don’t know if that is surprising anymore.”
Grayson stepped back until he was an arm’s reach of the others. “I’m not sleeping in any rooms. I want to be by the front door. Inside here is still better than the dead ground out there. We don’t need beds. We are taking shifts. I’ll be the first watch. Toes second, Gerin third. Ryptin sleeps through the night. Agreed?” The others nodded and waited for Grayson to continue. He looked around, examining the walls and table for the hundredth time. “If nothing odd happens tonight, we will let him travel with us as far as the Jodin Clans. If you both can’t sense magic energy from him, I trust it. Ryptin has never led us wrong either.”
Ryptin oinked loudly.
“I will check him before we leave to be certain he isn’t carrying weapons. Gerin will lead, and Toes and I will take turns keeping an eye on him from behind.”
“Are we going to be that crazy about an old man traveling with us?” asked Gerin.
“It will take a few days to get to Jodin. Maybe we lighten up after a day or two. We can discuss it after we see how it goes.”
Toes nodded his agreement. “Bozendol didn’t seem like more than a crazy old man, but I understand Grayson’s caution. It was an odd fortress and an odd man. Would Dag have killed him?”
Grayson smiled weakly. “Only if he insulted you.” Toes grinned and nodded. “Get to sleep, you two.”
Gerin groaned and unrolled his sleeping roll. Ryptin immediately laid on top of it. Instead of arguing, Gerin laid on the stone floor and rested only his head on the sleeping roll beside the boar. Toes laid down close to Gerin and were asleep almost instantly. The training the Gorva had consistently amazed Grayson.
Magically reinforced muscles, sleep in a matter of moments, and the ability to kill without a thought. They all seemed like useful tools, but he had gotten along fine without any of them. Sleep did come easier ever since Pettrin cracked his skull, though he figured that was more concerning than beneficial. Life magic healing could only do so much.
He sat on the floor, feet stretched out and Dryad across his lap. The door to the outside was behind him on his left, and the hallway the Professor disappeared down was straight ahead. He only needed to look at one point the whole night to keep the others safe. It seemed easy enough.
Dryad felt unnaturally warm like a fire was lit within the wooden blade. He ran his hand along the smooth wood, again and again, remembering the bumpy, regrowing blade of Femur. Somehow, he missed the sword. His life only began once Femur became part of it, and now without it, he was unknown. If he called himself the Bone Knight, would Bozendol have heard of him? Questions rattled in his mind as his eyes stayed steady on the hallway in the back of the room.
Time passed with Grayson stuck in his own mind. He felt like he never blinked, watching that hallway endlessly. There was nobody who could sneak up on them.
Gerin hopped straight to his feet, making Grayson jump and point Dryad at him.
“He wasn’t lying about the food.” Gerin’s eyes were wide, and his voice was quiet, full of concern. “Where did he say the toilet was?”
“Turn left in the hall. Should be over there.”
Gerin nodded, stepped over Ryptin, and hurried out of the room. His hands were cupped behind him, covering his bottom. Toes sat up and scratched his head.
“My turn?” he asked quietly.
“Yeah.” Grayson switched spots with Toes and stared at the ceiling. “Gerin is shitting himself down the hall. If he isn’t back soon, wake me.”
“Sure,” grumbled Toes. He yawned and stretched.
Grayson woke up from a nudge. He sat up quickly, finding the grip of Dryad. Gerin stood over him with a mug of tea and some bread.
“I won’t eat that magic shit.”
Gerin rolled his eyes and set the mug and food on the floor beside Grayson. “It isn’t magic. I just finished making some tea. And you spent Toes’s money on that bread.”
Grayson grunted and took a bite of the bread. He looked over at Toes, who held the steaming mug. Crumbs covered the stubble on his chin.
“Sleep well?” Toes asked.
Grayson ran his hands through his hair, causing greasy strands to stand and droop. “I have slept worse.”
“Good morning,” came a booming voice from across the room.
Grayson groaned and watched the Professor walk toward them with long, exaggerated strides. A smile crept from ear to ear and wrinkled his whole face. He wore the same clothes as the day before and only carried a small cloth bag.
“What’s in the bag?” asked Grayson.
Professor stopped mid-step and raised his eyebrows. “This bag?” He held it out before him and dumped it on the floor. Three pairs of shoes, all the same style, fell onto the floor.
“Why?” asked Gerin loudly.
“These are my only possessions! Once this pair wears out, I will need another. And another after that. Shoes are not a joke, young ones. Feet are a precious thing, and mine shall be protected at all costs.”
Toes pushed against Grayson’s shoulder until he moved, then rolled his belongings up and strapped them onto his pack. He stood, stretched, and checked his knife. “Let’s go.”
Grayson grunted as he adjusted his trousers and put Dryad through his belt. “Ready?” he looked between Gerin and the Professor.
Professor scrambled to put his shoes back in his bag, then helped Gerin put his tea set away. Grayson and Toes stepped outside and waited in the strong, cold wind.
“Will you miss it?” asked Gerin.
The Professor shook his head. “No. I don’t think I will.”
Gerin looked up and smiled as he stuffed his kettle into his bag. “You aren’t taking anything? A lot of this looks valuable.”
“I am a scholar, not a looter. I could ask your group the same thing.”
“We try not to break the law. Grayson and I have ended up in a cell a few times. That has been more than enough for us.”
Professor walked to the door and waved Gerin past. They stepped out onto the plateau with the others. “It isn’t breaking the law if there is no government or guards, you know. Nobody claims this area any longer. You could loot the whole fortress if you wish.”
“We have enough already,” said Grayson. He stepped onto the first stair and steadied himself. “Careful now.”
“Careful for what?” asked the Professor loudly. “You can’t fall off the sides.” The old man pounded his fists against an invisible wall at the edge of the stairs. “Just don’t fall. No magic will help there.”
“But we can feel the wind,” said Gerin.
“It only stops living things. Most wind isn’t alive.”
“Most?” asked Gerin, patting Ryptin on the head. “Watch out for wind,” he whispered.
Ryptin grunted and oinked loudly. The Professor watched the boar’s tail sway. He leaned forward, down the stairs, and tapped Gerin gently on the shoulder.
“How did you come to befriend such a creature?”
Gerin pointed at Ryptin without turning around. “This one?”
Toes groaned loudly in the back. “Don’t make him tell that story.”
“Boy, do I have a story for you,” shouted Gerin, trying to talk over Toes.
“We should make it near noon of the third day,” interrupted Grayson. “Hopefully, Gerin will finish his story before we arrive.” Grayson walked slowly down the stairs, setting the pace for everyone. Even with the magic barrier, he felt uncomfortable. There were hundreds of more stairs he could stumble down, and he hardly trusted a boar to not knock him over.
“It all started back when I was a young lad . . .” started Gerin. Grayson didn’t need to turn around to know he had a giant grin on his face.
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Theltor stopped near the edge of the marsh. Even the dirt under his feet felt soggy. Shuffling and shifting of thousands of soldiers filled the air, making it difficult for Theltor to listen. He knew commanding an army so large would impede his skills, but there would be no soldier in the rebels that would stand in a duel before him.
Air slapped against Theltor’s face as Jilmon appeared before him. The small man had a smirk that gave his face a twisted appearance, like something from a story to scare children.
“The village at the edge of the marsh is hiding some Snakeskin deserters. Hanha City has a platoon of Snakeskin soldiers and recruits. I assume the deserters are from there.”
Theltor tapped the pommel of his sword and exhaled loudly. Jilmon looked behind the commander at the thousands of soldiers standing ready. “What’s the plan, Sir?”
“We have deserters, but what of rebels?”
Jilmon cleared his throat. “I found no sign of rebels. They are either closer to Copper City or the information came across poorly, and they are only deserters.”
“Could the messenger have spoken incorrectly?” asked Theltor without looking at Jilmon. He still stared across the marsh at the faint smoke rising from the village.
Jilmon sneered. “No. Carrina wouldn’t get it wrong.”
“Cousin or sister?”
“Cousin,” Jilmon said bluntly.
Theltor cracked a small smile. “Betrothed?”
“Drop it.” Jilmon folded his arms. “What’s your plan?”
“We will trust Carrina’s information.” Theltor turned around and looked at his troops. Jilmon sidled up and stood beside him. “We can’t attack Copper City without starting a full war against the Snakeskin. We assume Hanha holds the rebels.”
“I’ll accept it. Where do you want me?”
“With me.” Theltor cleared his throat, then shouted, “Lav, you lead a platoon to the village with me. Yorn, you take the rest of the Battalion and march on Hanha. Do not let a single person leave the city before I arrive. Delay the battle if need be.”
“Do we need you to take a village?” asked Jilmon quietly.
“I want to see Lavlin in action. He will lead the assault.” Theltor squeezed the grip of his sword, feeling the excitement course through his veins.
Yorn shouted to the troops and marched them around the edge of the marsh. Lavlin pointed his spear past Theltor. “Onwards,” he said, leading the remaining troops forward. Jimon and Theltor followed to the side, watching the wave of soldiers trudge through the marsh.
Theltor walked slowly, unhappy with the feeling of mud clinging to his boots once again. His feet would be soaked for most of the day. There was nothing he liked less than wet feet. Jilmon walked beside him, apparently unimpeded by the water and mud. “How do you do it?” asked Theltor.
Jilmon smirked. “Air around my feet and legs. Even a thin shield. Keeps everything clean. You might be a monster with that sword, but magic will always be more helpful.”
Theltor sighed. “I believe that. Few swordsmen can stand against even a normal mage.”
“You, the Bone Knight . . .” Jilmon’s voice trailed off. “The firesword from Junnan, Kannier, and Lander, was it? From Gojeer?”
“Alexander, the axe fighter. And the firesword is only a myth.”
“Yes, yes. Sure, it is. You five are the only ones that come to mind. But the Bone Knight is gone, right? His Greatness mentioned that near the end of last year.”
Theltor nodded and tapped his fingers on the pommel of his sword. It took willpower not to grin at the thought of Grayson losing his weapon. “Somebody defeated the Bone Knight. Femur was taken and locked away in an unknown location. Prince Penchin wouldn’t say more than that when he met with delegates in Nimbus.”
“What do you make of Penchin?” Jilmon reached high and stretched. It was the first sign Theltor had seen that the man might have been tired in some form. The Haste rarely, if ever, showed any signs of fatigue.
“Capable, I’d say. Uses his brain far more than Sulvin.” Theltor scratched the stubble on his neck. “We could take Brunta now, you know. If Yulnor wanted to risk Kofore intervening.”
“You think?”
“Konseers are gone. Sulvin undoubtedly kept the Gorva around, but a few agents wouldn’t stop the Cloud Battalion. Brenna was my only real concern.”
“Cantille isn’t so far away. I wouldn’t risk it. I saw her fight when she was young. Even then, I wouldn’t have been able to stop her.”
The smoke from the village grew closer and darker. Voices picked up as the villagers spotted the soldiers marching through the water. Lav stepped onto the dry land, kicking mud from his boots. He rolled his shoulders and bowed to the onlooking villagers. Near the back, adults were herding children away as the healthier, strong villagers stepped forward. Theltor glanced between each of the villagers forming a barrier, trying to determine the deserters. What did a soldier look like? Armed? Confident?
“On the order of His Greatness, Emperor Yulnor V, Sir Theltor’s Cloud Battalion has claimed ownership of this village in an attempt to rid it of rebels against the throne,” shouted Lavlin. “Lay down your weapons and surrender so we may investigate the rumor of rebellion.”
The villagers shouted back, swearing, calling names, and telling Lav where he could shove it.
“We listen to Nadarin, not to you,” shouted a man near the edge. He was bulky with scars on his forearms. He held a chipped shortsword and a wooden buckler.
Theltor stepped past Lavlin with his right hand gripped on his pommel and his left tapping his thigh. “Nadarin is under investigation as well. You, sir, step forward.”
The man stepped in front of the others and clenched his jaw. “Are you Theltor?”
He nodded. “And you are a deserter. Housing rebels to the throne is a crime punishable by death. This village is condemned under my order. Kill me, and you are free. If you die, Lavlin will march our soldiers through and slaughter you all.”
The man sighed and tightened his grips. Veins rose from his forearms as his muscles bulged. “I accept your challenge, Theltor.”
“That’s Sir Theltor,” shouted Lavlin.
Theltor turned around and glared at him. The young man stepped back and bowed his head.
“Are you going to draw your sword?”
Theltor tapped his fingers on the grip. “You are not worth revealing this blade.”
The rebel glared and took quick, shuffled steps toward Theltor and swung his chipped sword. Theltor stepped to the side, standing directly before the man. His right hand moved from his pommel to the rebel’s wrist and snapped it. Everybody heard the cracking of bones over the shouting and excitement. The shortsword fell from his hand and was caught mid-air by Theltor’s left hand. In one swift motion, he stepped to his right and sliced through the rebel’s neck. The blade, despite its dullness, moved so quickly, no blood touched it. Theltor planted it in the dirt and sighed with boredom as the body toppled to the ground. “Charge, Lav.”
Lavlin grinned and pointed his spear at the stunned onlookers. “Kill them all,” he shouted.
Jilmon nodded and flashed a wicked smile. “Ruin their morale while boosting your own. It is great to see you work again.”
“Thank you. I look forward to seeing you in action.”
“You won’t see a thing.” Jilmon patted Theltor on the back. “I’ll check on Yorn. Looks like you got this covered.”
Theltor stepped over the body and walked into the village as a gust of wind appeared behind him. Chaos had quickly overtaken the village. Blood pooled in the grass, villagers screamed, and soldiers chased everyone around, hungry for violence. It felt like ages since he had last sacked a village. Screams of horror were almost nostalgic. Lav stood above a woman, yanking on his spear, pinning her corpse to the ground.
Theltor chuckled and walked on. Looted huts and houses were razed, throwing more smoke into the sky. He hoped Yorn and Jilmon had prepared for Hanha. They would be on guard after seeing the black smoke rising.
“Lavlin,” shouted Theltor without stopping his walk. Lavlin rushed over, still without his weapon. The young man bowed low.
“Make an example. Mount the heads of the rebels and join the rest of the battalion in Hanha when you are finished.”
“Yes, sir. Which ones are the rebels?”
Theltor grunted. “All of them, I suppose. Mount the ones that look strongest. Something to scare the citizens of Copper.”
“Consider it done.” Lavlin bowed and ran back to his spear, tugging again.
Theltor stomped his feet, kicking the last of the mud from his soaked boots. He jogged slowly through the burning village, nodding at soldiers as they dragged corpses or went about their other business. There were no rules when sacking a village.
It felt refreshing to jog and stretch out his legs. As he reached the edge of the village, Theltor felt like his legs were finally loose and ready to move. He picked up his pace until he reached Cloud Battalion soldiers outside of Hanha. He looked over his shoulder at the smoke cloud above the village, then back at the wall of Hanha that was filled with archers. Theltor greeted his soldiers, all sharing the same grin, as he walked along the line. Yorn and Jilmon stood with most of the soldiers outside the gate, just out of the archer’s reach. Feathered arrows stuck out of the ground, not two strides from Jilmon’s position.
Yorn bowed. “Nobody has left Hanha. How would you like to attack?”
Theltor looked over the thousands of soldiers stretched around the wall. Tall grasses outside the paths would slow their approach without hiding them. Slight decline toward the gate could cause stumbling. Otherwise, the area was mostly flat, with few trees to use as cover.
“Either I cut through the gate, or Jilmon gets in the gatehouse and opens it for us.”
Jilmon rubbed his fingers over his thin mustache as he surveyed the walls. “It would take a good amount of effort to run up those walls, but I could do it.” He stepped forward, next to an arrow, and pivoted to face Theltor. “I’ll do it if you fight the first soldiers out of the gate. I want to see what kind of shape you’re in. His Greatness would appreciate a full report.”
Theltor gripped his sword until his knuckles turned white. “Deal. Yorn, you prepare the soldiers to charge after I have taken out . . .” He looked at the soldiers on the walls and estimated how many were on the other side of the gate. “After I’ve taken out ten.”
Yorn nodded and relayed instructions that passed down the line of soldiers. “This is reckless, Theltor.”
“How often do we have a Haste? Might as well have some fun.”
Yorn nodded, then tightened the straps of his breastplate. “I know. Are you going to stop the archers, Jilmon?”
The Haste bounced on his feet. “I’ll do what I can on my way to the gate. I won’t stop them all, but it should help you sad lot get closer.”
“My thanks.” Yorn bowed slightly. His face twisted.
“What is it, Yorn?” asked Theltor.
“It’s a bit of a careless assault. I know Hanha’s no real threat. Maybe a hundred dead by the end, I estimate. The Battalion will hardly notice. I still don’t enjoy the thought of running through all the arrows.”
“Jilmon will take care of it.” Theltor looked at the Haste. No matter how careless and detached Jilmon acted, he would help the Cloud Battalion. Theltor knew it.
“See you soon.” Jilmon waved, then vanished in a gust of wind. The Haste ran, propelled by magic. Archers that noticed the blur shot arrows that were nowhere close to hitting him.
Jilmon’s bare feet hit the wall, and lightning arced through the air as a burst of magic pulsed from his body. Wind seemingly appeared from the grass and launched Jilmon up the wall. His feet moved as if he was running at high speeds. It was a habit he had to keep himself balanced, even vertically. He passed the top of the wall, directly in front of an archer, and continued into the air.
He swore in his head, disappointed with misjudging the power of the jump. Jilmon pointed an arm behind himself and pushed another gust of wind to propel himself beyond the parapets. He landed gently behind an archer, who turned and swung his bow. Jilmon leaned back, just far enough to dodge the blunt weapon. The Haste flicked his fingers, causing the wind to push the archer over the parapet and off the wall.
He sighed and waved to the archers. “Ready?” he asked. The closest archer shook his head. Jilmon shrugged, then appeared before the man. A knife was already in his chest, directly between his ribs. “Should’ve been ready,” said Jilmon.
He dashed to the others, leaving dead and dying bodies in his wake. He grabbed a handful of arrows from a quiver and tossed them over the wall. He hoped Yorn would notice. 
Jilmon assassinated the soldiers in the gatehouse and looked down through the hatch. At least a hundred soldiers stood ready behind the gate. Another few hundred were spread through the walls and the city. They acted like they were defending against a siege. Jilmon rolled his eyes. Nadarin needed to prepare his soldiers better. The Haste grabbed the handle and cranked. The gate creaked open loudly, startling all the soldiers below. Theltor was already walking forward, nonchalantly dodging arrows targeting him. He had yet to draw his sword. Jilmon was giddy with excitement. Yulnor didn’t care about an update on the swordsman. It was purely personal. The Haste was a fan of Theltor, but he would never admit it. It had been many years since he saw Plague in its full glory.
Snakeskin soldiers poured out of the gate at Theltor. Jilmon hopped out a window and climbed to the roof with the gate opened enough, looking down on the upcoming battle.
Theltor rolled his shoulders, a smile plastered on his face and a steady rise and fall of his chest. No extra energy, no nerves. Just a relaxed, experienced fighter going against hundreds of soldiers.
Theltor exhaled and drew Plague with his left hand. The dark purple blade glowed like a haze hovered around the sword. It dripped death magic, like purple sludge, slowly falling and splattering on the ground. It left a trail of dead spots in the grass, where no plants would grow again. Theltor held Plague before him, his feet planted, waiting for the soldiers to close the distance.
As the first reached Theltor, he took one step forward and sliced through the leather armor. Plague moved like the wind. From Jilmon’s view, it left a faint purple trail as Theltor carved through the soldiers. There was no blood, no screaming of the mortally wounded. Bodies fell to the ground, dead as soon as the legendary sword cut through their bodies. Armor, bones, and even swords and shields did nothing to slow the onslaught of Plague.
As much as Jilmon wanted to attribute the amazing display to the sword, he knew it was equally as much Theltor. While surrounded with nowhere to move, the warrior parried, dodged, and slaughtered without getting a single scratch. Bodies piled on the ground, death magic leaking out of them and seeping into the ground.
Yorn shouted and led a charge, bringing the rest of Cloud Battalion against the Snakeskin. Jilmon hopped to his feet and looked down the other side of the wall. Archers released arrows, killing dozens of soldiers. Yorn’s eyes met Jilmon’s, and the Haste sighed. It felt wrong to intervene too much, but dying from arrows was a brutal way to go. The Haste hopped off the gatehouse and landed beside an archer. His knife entered between the archer’s ribs in the back, swiftly piercing his heart.
Jilmon stepped over the body and grabbed the arrows from the quiver. He held them like darts and threw them with little effort. Gas magic propelled the arrows through the air faster than the eye could follow. Each arrow killed an archer. Jilmon dashed forward, eliminating the rest of the archers as Yorn’s charge swept through the soldiers at the gate.
Theltor let the soldiers flood past him as he took a deep breath, then sheathed Plague. His hands tingled from the weapon’s energy. Yorn stood by the gate, ushering the last of the soldiers into Hanha. He shouted orders, then yawned and walked over. Theltor carefully stepped between bodies until he reached the open ground.
“Feel warmed up?” asked Yorn.
Theltor moved his fingers, trying to work off the feeling in his hands. “Something like that. Think Jilmon was impressed?”
Yorn spat on the ground. “Little bastard watched before taking out the archers. Don’t think I care much at all if he was impressed or not.”
“But the way he took the wall and gates was spectacular.” Theltor patted Yorn’s shoulder. “Think how easy it would be to take Copper with Jilmon’s help.”
“He’ll never help us.” Yorn shook his head over and over. “Not without His Greatness’ orders.”
“Hey,” shouted Jilmon from atop the wall. He hurdled the parapets and drifted slowly to the ground, landing gently a few strides away. “I loved it. It is great seeing Plague in action.”
“You did well yourself,” said Theltor.
Jilmon noticed Yorn’s glare and smiled at him. “Sorry, I was a little slow with those archers. They only got one volley off.”
“Still a dozen soldiers we didn’t need to lose.”
Jilmon shrugged and paced around the grass. “Take some slave soldiers from Snakeskin. His Greatness would allow it. Anybody in the Hanha prison and any living soldiers will be yours.” He stopped and pointed at Theltor. “Hanha is still Snakeskin. Just to remind you.”
Theltor bowed his head. “I remember. Do we move to Copper city?”
Jilmon ran both hands through his hair. “No, no. That would start a full war with the Snakeskin. Do that on your own time.”
Lavlin led the soldiers from the village forward and called out as they approached. Yorn grunted and walked away, pointing at the gate. “Get your ass inside and finish securing the keep.” He turned around and squinted. “Does Hanha have a keep?”
Jilmon tilted his head. “I don’t know. I didn’t look.”
“Go kill the fucking mayor and sit on his chair,” shouted Yorn, shoving Lavlin toward the gate. Lav bowed as he ran, leading a charge of reinforcements.
“He’s really excited about missing the action,” said Jilmon quietly. “You keep him around for his enthusiasm?”
“We don’t keep him around for his brain.” Theltor tapped his fingers against Plague’s pommel and looked at the sky. “Where will you go now, Jilmon?”
“I have nothing to report yet. Let’s spend the night here, head to Cirro in the morning. I’ll see what I think when we get there.” Jilmon sat on the grass. He ran his hands through it and picked pieces out of the ground. “Where are the other platoon commanders? How many more soldiers do you have?”
Theltor scrunched his face and tried to estimate. “We have about four thousand here?” Yorn nodded. “Should be about one and a half thousand in Nimbus and three more in Cirro. Nobody will touch Straytes.”
Jilmon chuckled. “Bylvins and Shenwens couldn’t conquer anything. I think you made the right call. If Nadarin attacked anything, it would be Cirro. You think Brunta or Halwen would try to take Nimbus?”
Theltor slowly sat on the ground, trying to maneuver properly with his armor on. Yorn followed and sat. “No. Nobody in Masaneen is going to risk Kofore’s wrath. Commander Julian has mostly new recruits in Nimbus. Best place to train.”
“Oh, Julian. I haven’t seen him in ages.” The Haste smiled and leaned back on his elbows. “Will he join us in Cirro?”
“Only if we get a message to him.” Theltor’s voice trailed off, his eyes darting over to Jilmon.’
The Haste shook his head. “Not worth it. Cousin Tella should be in Cirro, right?” Theltor looked at Yorn, who nodded. “I plan to stick with you two for some time. Tella can actually help the Haste and go tell His Greatness about Hanha. You have spies of your own, don’t you?”
Yorn shook his head. Theltor smiled and lifted his hand, signaling Yorn to stop.
“Of course we do,” said Theltor. “Almost entirely focused on the Snakeskin, with a few on the border of Sunrise. The Sun Dwellers haven’t seemed interested in making a move on anybody.”
“I’ve noticed that too. Callio must be up to something. She’s too smart to sit idly by while you and Nadarin shit on each other’s beds.”
Yorn snorted. “You have a way with words, Haste. I would love to see a conversation between you and His Greatness.”
Jilmon chuckled. “You would love to have a conversation with His 
Greatness, you moron. There’s a reason you’re always waiting in the lobby.”
Yorn mumbled to himself, mocking Jilmon. Theltor pointed to the gate where Lav stood waving. “Looks like Hanha is conquered.”
“Go refill your ranks,” said Jilmon. He hopped to his feet. “I’m going to explore the mayor’s house.”
“Anything we’re not allowed to do?” asked Theltor as he stood.
“Say Hanha is Cloud Battalion. We can leave it chaotic. That’s the rebels’ fault. Not ours. Nadarin will get to figure that out later.” Jilmon bowed, then dashed away in a gust of wind, disappearing through the gate.
“Still trust him?” whispered Yorn.
“He will turn to our side. Let’s finish up here and get to Cirro. He wants our full army for something. I’m assuming Yulnor might have some other plans.”
Yorn smirked. “Let’s hope so.”
Theltor placed his hand on Yorn’s shoulder and guided him toward the gate. “If the mayor’s head isn’t mounted by the time we get there—”
“Lavlin will be taught another lesson,” finished Yorn.
Theltor nodded his head and patted Yorn’s shoulder. “Best second in command.” He breathed in deep and grinned. “Let’s go loot the mayor’s house before the Haste can steal it all.”
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Lafe reclined in the dining hall with his feet up on the bench beside him. His plate sat empty, apart from a few crumbs, and steam poured from a mug of tea. The old man wafted the floral scent of the tea toward his face and used his other hand to heat the mug further. His fingertips glowed like red hot iron and the tea briefly boiled.
Students sat at round wooden tables spread throughout the room or at several booths along the wall. Eyes darted, and gossip was spoken throughout as the occupants examined the Grandmaster.
It didn’t bother Lafe. Few things did. He knew he had trouble noticing his physical surroundings most of the time. So much time in seclusion, so much time meditating, had caused his mind to focus almost entirely on things within itself: that, or magic.
He would never admit it, but nobody in the dining hall had magic that caused the least bit of excitement to stir in his old, grouchy heart. Talent, sure, but nothing spectacular.
Lafe raised a hand in greeting at a group of students who waved back, then whispered amongst themselves. Brenna slid into the booth opposite him and Joan right after. They both held wooden bowls with thick chowder and mugs of tea. Lafe sat upright and smiled wide. “Good evening, ladies.” Brenna took a bite of her chowder and smiled, pushing chowder between her teeth.
“Good evening,” said Joan as she put a spoonful in her mouth.
Lafe shook his head and grabbed his mug of tea with both hands. “How you have corrupted a princess’s manners is most confusing to me.”
Joan nudged Brenna and laughed. “Corrupted,” she said with her mouth full.
Brenna swallowed and cleared her throat. “There are no princesses in Cantille.” Joan nodded. “I have not corrupted anyone. Are you going to sit and watch us eat? Where’s your dinner?”
Lafe slid his empty plate into the middle of the table. “I had a scone. Have you had one before? Marvelous.”
“Yes, Lafe. I’ve had a scone,” said Brenna dryly. “How’s it feel to finally leave your hole?”
“Somehow colder.”
“Hmm.” Joan nodded her head. “Makes sense to me. How’s meditating?”
Lafe took a sip of his tea and let the flavor of rose spread over his tongue. “I can connect with Sandra consistently. The others . . . less so. I cannot tell which of them hold such strong hatred.”
“I can’t blame them,” said Joan. “I get it.”
Lafe placed his hand on his chest. “I do as well, though it is not hatred of me. It feels like a hatred for the world. Anger uncontained.” Brenna squinted at Lafe with her cheeks full of chowder. She opened her mouth to speak, but Lafe silenced her with a finger to his lips. “Please, wait until there is no food in your mouth.”
Brenna chewed and swallowed, then sighed loudly. “Happy? Were there any Masters that seemed angry all the time?” She looked to the ceiling and squinted again. “Other than Pettrin, I guess.”
“I was not close with the Masters, as you likely know. I knew little about most of them. Their magic was all that mattered to me.”
“You didn’t absorb Pettrin, right?” asked Joan.
“No, no. His ashes are sealed in that tree near the battleground.”
Joan nodded and stuck another spoonful in her mouth. Lafe watched the women eat. Part of him wanted to criticize their manners, slurping their food down like animals. If he had not known them for so long, he would have difficulty believing they were both nobility, even royalty. King Yewn’s sons had their flaws, but they always behaved with the sincerest manners. He exhaled and pushed that part of him away. It was easier now. He smiled as Brenna wiped her sleeve across her mouth. He used to be a person of anger and judgment, and he hated thinking about that. Somebody that could not accept the world for the way it was, somebody who felt like it was their responsibility to shape the world. And where did that lead him? To killing so many.
Brenna covered her mouth and burped. Joan finished her tea and slid her bowl into the middle of the table. They both breathed heavily like they had just worked out. Lafe sipped his tea, letting the steam brush over his face.
“What did you want our help with?” asked Brenna. She downed her tea, unbothered by the heat.
“I want you to help battle the anger.”
Joan sat upright in the booth and cocked her head. “Isn’t it inside you?”
“No, I think he’s a lot calmer now,” said Brenna.
Lafe smiled and shook his head. “No, no, Brenna. Not that anger. From the Circle of Masters. I can call them forth, but I need to communicate with the anger and hatred to fully understand. To understand everything I did, I need more than Sandra.”
Brenna looked at Joan and nodded. “We’ll help. Where are we going?”
“I want enough space. South of the city, along the river. Does that work for you two?”
“We’re following you, old man.” Joan stood. “As soon as you are ready.” She gestured for the exit.
Lafe held up his mug. “I still have tea. I do not wish to steal the dining hall’s dishes.”
Brenna started walking to the exit. “We run the place. Just take it. You can bring it back later if your conscience is so strong.”
Lafe held the tea and sipped as he stood and followed the women from the dining hall. He felt a sense of guilt as he stepped through the door, but also a sense of excitement.
Jahan sat on a bench on campus. The air was cold and still on the spring day, and the sun was shining. She was one of the only people sitting outside. Others rushed to and from buildings and dorms. Hurrying to something, never leaving on time.
She took a bite from her shredded pork sandwich and held her hand by her chin, careful not to spill a single crumb on the pages of her book. Her eyes moved down the page, entirely captivated by each and every word. She set the sandwich down and her hand over the cover, feeling the letters of Magic of the Sun by Fayn Garttin. A book she had dreamed of reading for so long. Of course, Brenna would ensure it was stocked in their library. What didn’t the Konseer think of? It was one she knew Grandmaster Lafe kept on the upper floor of the Circle library. She always assumed it was for selfish reasons, even though he was unable to use light magic.
Nearly half the book argued with itself over whether the sun was light or thermal magic. Fayn argued light, though many cited legends and heroes of the past to say the sun was thermal. Could it not be both? She couldn’t understand the need to argue. The King of the Sun, the sword Daylight, and countless mages from Zarren’s history who all wielded thermal magic were argued to be products of the sun. But Jahan thought every human was gifted with the sun’s light and heat.
She sighed and surveyed the campus. The second half of the book was about techniques with light magic, and she thought of skipping ahead, despite never having done so in a book before. A door burst open as Brenna and Joan rushed out. Lafe was close behind, holding a cup of tea with a twisted smirk on his face. She watched them stride across campus, also seemingly in a hurry. Jahan felt an urge to follow them, see where three mages might be going, but they wouldn’t want her there.
It felt odd to see Lafe so giddy. His mannerisms were so different from the few times she interacted with him before. In the years she had been a battlemage for Ta-Veer, Lafe had come to lecture them at least once a year. Despite a lack of training or recruitment, King Yewn felt it would inspire the battlemages to become stronger.
It had not bothered Jahan. At the time, she felt she had become as strong as she would be able to, and was destined for a life of mediocrity right in the middle of the Ta-Veerian military. Hearing Lafe speak about the Circle and what it would take to become part of it fueled her dreams, but not her goals. She wanted to be realistic.
Lafe would speak of battle. Magic against magic, and power in the air. He refused to answer questions about Brenna and her slaughter of the Circle years before, but he always insisted he would defeat her if the two nations fought again. Of course, he didn’t.
Jahan closed her book and placed a sheet of paper on top of the cover. She dredged her mind for the advice Lafe gave.
1. Act first
2. Strike to kill
3. Keep your magic contained, do not feed your opponent
Lafe said those were the only three things you needed. To him, there was always a counter play. But then, he had nature and earth magic to fight with. As a light mage, what would she do against a powerful dark mage? Nothing, she assumed. Lafe did not advise on a situation like that. Be fast, try to kill, and don’t let your energy fill the air. It was shitty advice, and she was sure he knew it.
Jahan crumpled the paper and shoved it into her bag. She stood, carefully placed the book inside, and walked across the grass. Her skin tingled from the cold, and she wanted to move elsewhere. In the tower on the edge of campus was Gorshun’s liquid class. She considered going over and over earlier but decided it wasn’t going to help. Not at the moment, at least. Something else seemed more exciting to her. She stopped at a squat brick building just outside of the main campus. It had a single unmarked door as its entrance. No windows, no color. It was the single most boring building in Cantille, and she was filled with excitement.
Slem stood shirtless in the middle of the room. The whole building was a single space filled with debris, dust, and a strong odor of sweat. A few other students sat against a wall close to the door, heads hung and shoulders swaying from their labored breathing. Konseer Slem grinned and brushed the dust from his chest. The small man looked odd without his cloak. His muscles were well defined with surprisingly broad shoulders. He looked more like a warrior than a mage. Scars covered his hands and forearms but faded just before his elbow. His hair was shaggy and much longer than he normally kept it.
“Jahan,” he said, his voice hardly carrying through the room. “I haven’t seen you here before.”
“I wanted to train.”
Slem gestured to the wall on the far side of the long room. “Be my guest.”
Jahan set her bag in the corner and greeted the other students. She took off her sweater, tucked her sleeveless tunic in, and tightened her belt. Slem flicked his hand, lifting four short columns of stone from the ground. He closed his hand, pulling all the debris to him. It formed into a large ball that he set on the ground at his feet.
“The goal is to strike the columns. If you do well, we can use the ball here so you can try to hit moving targets.”
Jahan walked up to Slem, who stood on a wide painted white line that ran the room's width. The columns were far away on the other side.
“What if I miss and hit the wall?”
Slem shrugged. “I'll fix it. They are thick walls. Nothing to worry about here.”
Jahan took a deep breath and planted her feet on the white line. She adjusted her trousers, pulling her belt up. Slem watched her, patient as always.
Energy left her body and filled the air. It raised the hair on her arms and tingled her skin. She focused and tried to pull the energy back in but felt a pain in her side. “I can’t pull it in,” she said through gritted teeth.
“Focus on the target. Energy control comes much later.” Slem pointed to the columns. “Hit it,” he shouted.
Jahan thrust her hands forward and let the energy flow out. A beam of light shot across the room and passed over all four columns. It left a trail of scorch marks but failed to break anything. She sighed. Hitting somebody with that would maybe give them a sunburn.
Slem slapped his hand on her shoulder. “That was great. Nice aiming.”
Jahan rolled her eyes. “I hardly did anything.”
Slem scoffed. “Are you kidding me? You hit all the targets and burned them. How many times have you been to the training room here?”
“This is the first,” she said quietly.
Slem nodded enthusiastically. “Do you think any student shows up the first time and blasts a hole in my wall?”
“Brenna could’ve when she was six years old.”
“Brenna is a freak. So are Joan and Lafe. How old are you?”
Jahan wiped the sweat from her forehead. “Twenty-two.”
“Brenna recruited me and Torva when we were twenty-five. It took that long for us to stand out in the Bruntan battlemages. Most people can’t do what she does, and that’s the way it should be. Some people can’t even use magic. You are one of the lucky ones. Remember that. Light magic is even more special. Maybe someday I can introduce you to my favorite light mage. He was a Gorva agent for most of his life. Light can attack, sure, but it doesn’t need to. You can hide, you can illuminate, and so much more. What do you want to do with it? Fight? Who? Why? There might be a million other uses you can think of with practice and study. Or you can keep coming here and practicing until you can blow a giant hole through my wall.”
Jahan smiled. “Thanks, Slem. I appreciate it.”
He nodded, then pointed to the columns. “You’re already here. Go again.” Slem stepped away and talked to the other students. Their voices were nothing more than murmurs on the edge of Jahan’s thoughts. She squeezed her eyes shut and focused on energy moving through her veins. Nothing gathered, nothing focused, just moving naturally as it did through a mage’s blood. She thrust her right hand forward, one finger extended toward a column. Her left hand gripped her elbow, steadying her right arm. Energy control comes later. She repeated his words again and again.
Slem stuck out his arm, stopping the other students from moving forward. “Give her some room,” he whispered. He watched Jahan’s neck muscles tense and took a step back, directing the students to follow.
Don’t direct the energy, she thought. Let it flow. Magic burst out of her, making her lungs choke from the heaviness in the air. It flowed over her shoulder, down her arm, and shot from her fingertip in a thin beam.
It struck a column and caused it to crack and throw some debris into the air. Jahan closed her hand, cutting off the magic.
Slem stepped forward and bent down to see her face. “How are you feeling?”
“Good,” she said as she smiled. “That was better.”
“It was better.” He straightened and guided her away from the line. “Rest up. We can try again soon. You will be able to blast a hole through my wall in no time.”
“Thank you, Slem.” She sat and drank from a glass of water. The other students stepped up to the line and quickly shattered the columns with thermal and gas magic. Jahan clenched her jaw.
“They come here every day,” Slem said quietly. “Keep it up, okay?”
Jahan took another drink of water and nodded.
“Good.” Slem walked over and shouted encouragement as he gathered the stone and rebuilt the columns. “Again,” he shouted.
Jahan rested her head back on the wall and closed her eyes, letting her thoughts wander to the few battles she was in. Not once did she fight while in the military. Brenna always saw a quick end to the fights.
Somebody sat next to her, startling Jahan. She opened her eyes and saw Torva. “Hi, Torva,” she said, confused.
“Morning, Jahan. Do you come here often?” He stretched out his legs and brushed some dust off his cloak. Orange stubble covered his face and neck, and his eyes seemed to trace shapes on the ceiling. She didn’t think she had ever been so close to Torva. Did he always have stubble? He had a nice, sharp jawline. She hadn’t noticed before.
“No, first time.” Her voice was quiet.
“Keep up the practice. Slem is a great teacher.” Torva looked at her and smiled with his lips pressed together. Jahan nodded slowly, unsure of what to say. Even seeing him beside her, it felt odd having Torva in the practice range. Slem ran the facility, and she had never once heard of Torva making an appearance. There was nothing she would rather see than Torva practice, but she had a feeling that wasn’t why he was there. He was dressed casually, aside from his cloak, and didn’t look like he would want to get dirty.
Even after asking him about it in class and seeing it in person, Jahan still thought again and again about Torva’s magic from the battle of Brunta. Brenna was a terrifying force of destruction at Cantille and Brunta, and Grandmaster Lafe was like a titan with all his magics and ferocity. Yet, neither of them stood out in the way Torva did in Jahan’s mind. The Konseer jumped in front of his friends without a single moment of hesitation and took an incredible blast of energy from Lafe. It made her heart race thinking about it. Seeing Torva’s skin crack and burn like magma and steam rising in the air just to protect Brenna and Joan. A man who started as a lowborn battlemage with access to only one energy climbed to the same level as the elite. Maybe he couldn’t beat Lafe, but he did stop him, even if for just a few moments.
That was the kind of strength Jahan wanted. Not just power but control and bravery. A willingness to sacrifice if necessary. She was entirely terrified during both battles and only lived in Cantille because she was near the back.
“How did you become so brave?” she mumbled.
Torva chuckled. “I’m not. I have been scared every time I’ve been in a battle, terrified even. I follow Brenna, and I’ll keep following her anywhere. She’s the brave one, the bravest person I know. I just try to keep her and my friends safe. My friends like Slem.” He cleared his throat loudly. Slem glanced over and waved enthusiastically. Torva sighed. “How long before he actually comes over?”
“Did you come here for him?”
“Yes. He was going to meet me, but he never showed. He forgets sometimes.” Torva used the wall to stand and brushed more dust off his cloak. “What have you been studying?”
“Magic of the Sun. Anything light magic. Any recommendations?”
Torva hummed quietly and tapped his fingers against the wall. “Study things, people. You know light magic. Find some stories about some people or weapons. It helps to learn about magic as a whole too, which I’m sure you have read plenty about. I’ll see if I can find some books and get them sent to your room.”
“That would be amazing. Thank you.”
Torva smiled and nodded. “Just keep it up.”
Slem ran over. “I forgot again, didn’t I? I can’t believe it took me this long, even after seeing you. How long did you wait?”
“Here or there?”
“Both?”
“Too long. Let’s go.”
“Goodbye,” shouted Slem at the students. They waved. “Bye, Jahan. Keep practicing if you’d like. I can fix it up later.”
“Bye, Slem.” She waved as the two Konseers left the room. She rested her head back on the wall. Her stomach rumbled, newly hungry from using her magic.
Slem slipped his tunic on as they stepped outside. Torva handed him a cloak without looking back. Slem took it and clasped it over his shoulders.
“Are you angry?”
Torva slowed his stride to let Slem catch up. “Of course I’m not angry. We’re just having tea, right?”
“Right. I feel bad. I forgot again.”
“Forgetting because you’re helping our students isn’t a bad thing, you know.” Torva stopped outside a building on the edge of campus. It was made from brown bricks, had a small garden out front and a blue door. He opened it and gestured for Slem to step inside.
Inside, it was similar to the old Konseer building in Brunta with a long table, a kitchen nearby, and several bedrooms off to the side. Slem liked visiting Torva’s home. It felt familiar in many ways, and it meant he got to spend time with his friend.
Torva walked into the kitchen and placed his hand on a kettle until it whistled. “Will you make it? We both know it is never the same when I do.”
“Far too weak,” muttered Slem. “Like muddy water or something.”
Torva sat at the table and placed his feet on another chair. “How can my tea be so bad that it tastes like muddy water? How does that even make sense?”
Slem used a wooden spoon to scoop dried tea leaves into two mugs, then poured the steaming water in both. He carefully walked, watching the water move back and forth in the mugs like the ocean during a raging storm. He set Torva’s down, causing some water to splash onto the table. “Oops.”
“You could just not fill it up as far.” Torva soaked the water up with his cloak, then reclined again.
Slem sat across from him and used both hands to set his mug down carefully. “But that means less tea to drink.”
“There is also less tea if you spill it.”
Slem sniffed his tea then reclined in his chair. “You’re right. You can carry your own mug next time.”
Torva held the side of the mug and let the heat pour into his hand. It felt comforting. “How have you been?”
“How have I been? We see each other almost every day.”
Torva leaned forward and sipped from his mug without lifting it. The tea was perfect. Not too weak nor too strong. Leaves floated, slowly sinking to the bottom. “I know. I meant, how are you doing? With teaching and all, it feels way busier than we were as Konseers.”
Slem chuckled. “The Konseers were the easiest time in my life until last year. Remember back in the battlemages? We had all the worst jobs.”
“Somebody has to make the latrine and light the cooking fires. Might as well put us to work, right?” Torva sat upright and placed his feet on the ground. “I suppose covering the latrine when we left was worse than making it.”
Slem nodded. “Sometimes, it would splash.” He fake gagged. “Never need to relive that.”
Torva took a full drink from his tea and let the heat move around his mouth. It was one benefit, he thought, of thermal magic. He was never able to truly burn himself. “Have you spoken with Brenna lately?”
“Not much. Just at a few dinners and in passing. Usually, you are there too. Why?”
Torva took another drink and breathed out steam. “Something seems off.”
Slem picked up his mug with both hands and sipped at his tea. “I love Brenna. You know that, but there has always been something off with her.”
Torva wanted to scold Slem. He wanted to say something about respect or kindness, but Slem was right. They had joked back when they were brought into the Konseers that something wildly different about her. Drinking, swearing, and unusually intense magical power made Brenna stand out from the other mages they had known. “She’s drinking less, you know. But it isn’t that. She’s been distant, at least from us. Joan is still always by her side.”
Slem smiled weakly. “You can’t be jealous of the princess, Torva. Brenna is more like her mother than Queen Pell.”
“I know, it isn’t that. I can’t explain it. When she is with me, she seems distracted, listening to other sounds that aren’t truly there.”
Slem sipped more tea. “How is that going?”
“How is what?” Torva finished his tea and set the mug in the middle of the table.
Slem scrunched his lips together and squinted his eyes. “The romance.”
Torva placed his elbows on the table. “It isn’t going anywhere.” He rubbed at his eyes, then sighed.
“I thought you two had spent some time together. You know, privately.”
“We did before the university opened. Now, I’m lucky to spend more than a meal with her.”
Slem frowned. “She will be fine. It will pass, whatever it is.”
“Thanks.” Torva looked over at the kettle. “Want to make me another cup?”
Slem looked down at his mug and gently blew on the steaming tea. “No. Make your own.”
Lafe stopped beside the Cantille River. To the north, the tops of the university towers were barely visible above the trees. He stepped onto the riverbank and sat facing the water. Brenna and Joan sat to his flanks and kept their eyes on the Grandmaster. He adjusted, brushing some pebbles away. Joan wasn’t sure why he picked to sit on the rocky riverbank when soft grass was only a few steps away.
Water rushed down the river and fell down miniature waterfalls before them. It filled the area with constant noise. There were no fish, not that Joan could see in the clear water. She wondered if it was too early in the year or if fish didn’t stay in that area. Joan leaned back on her elbows and kept her eyes on the river. She knew very little about fish, and she assumed Lafe and Brenna knew less than she did. Did anybody care much about fish?
“Ready?” asked Lafe. He crossed his legs.
“What do we need to do?” asked Brenna.
“Be prepared for anything. Build your energy if necessary.”
Brenna stood and gestured for Joan to do the same. Lafe looked at each of them, then back at his feet. The air grew heavy with controlled energy. Joan felt the pressure on her skin like the sky was falling, but she could not grasp the energy. Something was odd about it. Something unnatural.
Brenna took a step back and swirled light and dark magic around her fingers. Joan dug her feet into the pebbles and closed her eyes, feeling the water rushing past. She closed her right hand, stopping the motion of all the water in the nearby river. Her magic flowed through her arm and out of her hand. The air crackled wildly as her magic blended with Lafe’s incredible aura.
A figure of shadows stepped out of nowhere like it was exiting through a door. It appeared before Lafe and bowed. Its yellow eyes looked at Joan and Brenna and bowed again.
“Sandra?” asked Brenna quietly. The figure smiled, slightly squinting its eyes. It walked to stand beside Brenna as two more appeared with less distinct shapes. The shadows flowed, and the eyes wavered and shook, sometimes looking like there were four glowing circles. Brenna watched the figures, waiting for some kind of interaction or acknowledgment, but they stood motionless where they appeared.
All Joan felt was unease and uncertainty. What was happening before her had likely never been done before. There were no books to read or teachers to guide what Lafe was attempting to do.
Sandra placed her shadow hand on Brenna’s shoulder and pointed as another figure stepped out behind Lafe. It shook more than the others, like it barely held onto its form. It hardly looked human at all. Joan pulled some water from the river onto the bank, stopping it only a stride behind the two figures. The fourth stayed motionless, but Joan tensed as the air grew warmer. It did not feel like it was from the sunshine. The figure, whoever it was, added energy to Lafe’s aura. It stung Joan’s skin and pressed down harder. Brenna remained the same, spinning magic around her fingers. She watched Joan until the princess nodded.
Lightning erupted from behind Lafe as a new figure stepped out. Pebbles shook on the riverbank and shattered into dust. The figure was as defined as Sandra, but it was giant. Electricity continued ripping through the air, arcing from its body to the ground. Joan clenched her jaw and planted her feet, waiting on Brenna’s move.
Light magic spilled into the air above them as Brenna let her energy flow. The dark magic from her other hand vanished. She stepped forward and placed her hand on the giant figure. The Konseer closed her eyes as her hand glowed green.
Joan moved water through the pebbles surrounding each figure. Her energy was fading faster than she expected. The rest of the river rushed by as she held what was on the riverbank.
Death’s buzz arose near Brenna and rapidly filled the area. Brenna shook her head, trying to clear the sound as she pushed more life magic through her hand. The giant turned to her and crouched down until its massive eyes were level with hers. Death grew louder and louder.
Joan vomited and collapsed, releasing her magic as she crashed onto the pebbles. Brenna dispersed her energy and rushed to Joan. Death vanished immediately, leaving only the sound of rushing water.
Lafe grunted and threw his hands outwards. The shadows all vanished, and the air lost its charge. He moved over to Brenna’s side and placed his hands on Joan’s head. His fingers glowed slightly. “She is fine. Only fainted, I think.”
“What the fuck was that?”
Lafe sat back and ran his hands over his scalp. “I am trying to understand it all myself. I suspect Dohns is my main enemy in there, but which are causing the other problems?”
Brenna rested Joan’s head on her lap and combed her fingers through the princess’s hair. “How are we going to help you with that?”
“I hardly understand it all myself. I hoped you would think of something.”
“I tried healing it, but it pushed back. You were right. I only felt hatred and anger. And Death. Why was Death here?”
Lafe gently touched Brenna’s shoulder. “That was a first. I am sorry.”
“Attacking it felt like it would’ve only made things worse. Have you tried talking to any of them?”
Lafe scratched his chin and nodded. “Only Sandra has consistently spoken. I have heard Khuln and Stoal at different times. I suspect they are the second and third ones to appear. Each time the figures appear in the same order.”
“And Sandra was the first you talked to?”
“Yes. Back at Brunta. She was how I came back from the rage. It was as if Dohns’s anger poured into me during that battle.”
“We need a lot more than me to figure this out. You could send for Cassandra.”
“Perhaps. For now, let us get Joan back.” Lafe stood and held out his arms. “Would you like me to carry her?”
Brenna glared. “How? She’s heavy.”
Lafe effortlessly lifted her off the ground and held her in his arms. “There is more to life magic than healing. I have been experimenting with it.”
Brenna stood and checked on Joan. “I guess I’m following you. Let me know if you need to set her down.”
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Klien sat on a sofa beside Candle. He sat with perfect posture and stared ahead at the wall before him. Candle scooted closer and placed her hand on his thigh. “It could still be a long time before the King is ready for us. Have you thought about my offer?”
Klien looked at Candle and moved her hand off his leg with his forefinger and thumb. “I have. Still not interested.”
Candle mumbled and leaned back with her arms crossed. “You’re only fun when we get to fight people.”
“I am efficient, not fun. Now, Tessard is moments from opening that door, so stop pouting and act professional.” Klien stood and remained motionless until Captain Tessard opened the door a few moments later. Candle rolled her eyes and followed Klien inside the throne room.
Candle desperately wanted to understand Klien. Even to just know a few facts about the man would be enough for her. After spending all winter together, Candle knew nothing more about Klien than she did when he first recruited her eight years ago. He looked no older now than he did then. She had so many things she wished to know, but she had narrowed it down to a top three to ask if he ever felt like answering any of her countless questions.
	                  How old is he?

	                  Where does he live? Nobody has ever seen him go home or go to sleep.

	                  Where is he from? Did he grow up in Brunta?




Candle was confident she would forever be left in the dark with Klien. She planned to ask him if Toes ever returned, though she doubted he knew more than she did.
King Sulvin sat on his throne and watched with just his eyes as Klien walked to the center of the room. The king had gained weight and seemed to have trouble fitting in his chair. Candle stood to Klien’s flank, and she stared at Sulvin’s feet. She hated making eye contact with the king. Her new role brought her before Sulvin far too often. Once a year previously had already felt like too much.
“Klien,” said Sulvin. “How did your mission go?”
“Flawlessly, Your Highness. Distolier refused to join Col’for’s alliance. Without Distolier’s military strength, I expect they will not be ready to mobilize until summer next year at the earliest. We will continue to monitor their movements.”
“Good, good. I will pass the information along to Penchin. He will be returning soon. He and Yew visited Shenwood and Nimbus.”
“I heard, Your Highness. I am happy to hear the diplomatic missions went well.”
Sulvin rolled his eyes. “I should have assumed the Gorva agents would still tell you everything. Have you stopped by to see the new recruits?”
“I have not. I will head there now. Thank you, Your Highness. I will pass any information along to Captain Tessard.”
Sulvin nodded and waved Tessard up. Klien exited swiftly, forcing Candle to rush to keep up. “That was nice and quick,” she said.
“As I said before, efficient, not fun.”
Candle chuckled. “I love it when you make jokes.”
“I have not once made a joke in your presence. Keep up. The new recruits are waiting.” Klien walked fast until he left the palace, then nearly vanished as he ran. Candle matched his pace as they climbed the side of a building and ran across the rooftops.
Klien leaped off the top of a three story building, and landed effortlessly on his feet. He walked into a square stone building pressed up against the outer wall of Brunta’s west side. Candle climbed part way down the building, then jumped and rolled as she landed. She could not understand how Klien made such dramatic motions without any stress on his limbs or muscles.
After a quick glance around, Candle entered the unassuming wooden door and latched it shut behind her. It was safe for her to assume that Klien had already checked for any potential spies or tails, but her instincts and training forced her to double-check.
Inside, the corridor was unlit and wound through the building like a labyrinth. Candle gathered her energy and filled her eyes with light magic. The worn bricks beneath her feet became clear and visible but without color. More bricks covered the walls with a straight line on either side at elbow height that was indented, worn from countless hands feeling their way through the hall.
It had only been half of a year since Candle had last visited the Gorva headquarters. She was surprised to see how unfamiliar it felt. There was a chance Klien had reorganized or even rebuilt the fort after Toes’s departure. Any information about the Gorva acquired by enemies could be dangerous to all of Brunta. Toes wasn’t a traitor, and she knew that. He was allowed to leave. She even swore she saw a slight smile on Klien’s face when he watched Toes depart.
Candle hurried through the corridor, taking the correct turns and hopping down the staircase with ease until she entered a well-lit room. Lights like the aurora borealis danced along the ceiling. Klien stood a few strides away. “Good of you to make it through the trials.”
Candle grinned. “You did change it?”
“Indeed. Three recruits died, including the one with life magic.”
“How many recruits are there?”
“Seven remaining. From what I have heard about their performances, no more than three will be accepted.”
The long room before them held twenty cots with storage containers underneath. Light magic flowed and moved shadows around the brick floor. There was a dampness and chill to the room, which was intentional, as far as Candle knew. “Who recruited them?”
Klien pivoted and faced Candle. “Rock.”
She rolled her eyes. “No wonder these recruits are so shitty. Let me handle the major operations for a while. You get back to training and recruiting.”
Klien narrowed his eyes, and Candle swore she saw his jaw clench if even more a moment. “Continue to report and obtain confirmation before doing Sulvin’s bidding. You are officially the active operation leader for the Gorva.”
“Is that a real title?”
Klien faced back forward as a wooden door at the far end of the room opened. “It is now.”
A short, thin man with shaggy hair led the seven recruits into the quarters. He had scarring crisscrossing his face with the skin of his right cheek missing down to his jaw. Clenched teeth, stained yellow, were visible.
“Rock,” said Klien. “I have come to see the recruits.”
Rock nodded and stepped to the side to gesture at the men and women behind him. The hand he stuck out was missing two fingers. All of the recruits looked like ordinary people to Candle, which was good. Normal appearances helped blend in. Rock looked normal once too, but she knew that was a long, long time ago now. The Gorva squad leader had become a perfect example of what one night of carelessness can cause. It had made all of Hawk squad incredibly stubborn, brutal, and fierce.
Klien walked up and spoke quietly to each recruit in turn, examining them as they spoke. Rock walked over to Candle and loudly sighed.
“Where are Kepp and Junk?” she asked.
“Sulvin guard duty,” said Rock dryly. “Klien spoiled him last year. He thinks he always needs Gorva at his side now.”
“Prepare yourself to head to the palace then. Klien is taking over training and recruitment again.”
Rock looked up at her, glared, and said, “He wouldn’t. I worked my ass off for this.”
Candle smirked. “I’m running active operations now. If Sulvin wants Kepp and Junk, he will want you too.”
Rock balled up his fists, knuckles turning white. “Is he that bad in the field now?”
“Is that a joke?” Candle scoffed. “You think any of us could even lay a finger on the captain?”
“Then why would someone that talented want to train some fucking kids?”
Candle turned and crossed her arms. “Because we need strong agents. Agents who won’t get themselves captured and tortured.”
Rock had a knife in his hand stabbing at Candle’s throat before she even saw him move. The anger in his eyes was real, hatred and a lust for her death.
A solid black dagger impaled Rock’s hand. Rock’s knife fell from his hand. It bounced on the bricks and slid away. Candle looked out of the corner of her eye at Klien, who continued talking to the recruits. Rock screamed and flailed his hand around, unable to pull the black dagger out between the bones. Black lines seeped into his skin, running along his veins and snaking out like water in a delta.
“Candle,” said Klien calmly, “tell these future agents of your experience, both as a squad member and a squad leader. Take them into the range.”
Candle bowed. “Yes, Captain.” They passed each other as Klien walked to Rock. She ushered the recruits back through the door into a hallway that forked in three directions. “Range . . .” her voice trailed off. One recruit pointed to the left. “Thank you. It has been some time since I was here.” She looked over her shoulder as the door closed, trying to catch a glimpse of Klien and Rock, but dark magic strangled the lights, blinding any onlookers.
“Candle,” asked a woman. “How long have you been part of the Gorva?”
“Most of my life. Klien used to recruit orphans at a young age. Especially after wars. Recruiting older people is a new strategy. How old are you?”
“Sixteen,” said the woman.
“Still plenty of time to learn.” Candle stepped into the range and pointed to the bows. It was another long, thin room with a variety of targets down range. Some wore armor, others clothing and cloaks. Candle readied her own bow and grabbed a handful of arrows from a nearby bin. “Archery is one of my specialties, but it is also an expectation that all Gorva agents can consistently hit targets with any weapon.”
“Are you an assassin then?” asked the same young woman. She had thin, straight black hair and spots of acne on her cheeks and forehead.
“Yes. Again, Gorva are expected to be able to do any job. But I am considered an assassination specialist. Most assassins are archers in the Gorva.”
Candle rolled her shoulders, then grabbed an arrow, pulled back, aimed, and launched at a target with iron armor. The arrow pierced the breastplate and exploded out the other side as splinters. Whatever arrows they had in the training range were only a fraction as strong as her Ta-Veerian arrows. She frowned, then looked at the stunned recruits. “Better arrows can survive the impact. Now you try. Your goal is to hit the targets with enough force to puncture. They are made of leather and canvas. Puncturing the outer layers means you should be able to puncture skin easy enough.”
Candle stepped back and leaned against the wall, holding her bow in her hand. She let her thoughts wander as she had no intention of training the recruits. Her time was better spent thinking of Rock and Klien. Rock’s hand would never be the same, not after being pierced by Klien’s dagger. That weapon was wicked. She knew that much and nothing else about it. It rarely left the captain’s side.
There was no doubt that Klien knew she caused Rock’s outburst by taunting him and his past. She thought of what he might say to her. A loud crash brought her attention back around as an arrow struck an iron helmet and cracked it. The arrow lodged itself in the skull of the target. The young woman with black hair looked back at Candle and smiled.
“What’s your name?”
“Yenna.”
Candle nodded. “Good. Keep practicing.” The other recruits whispered for a moment, then continued. The other six were able to puncture the skin, but not an extra layer of leather armor, and not even close with iron. Overall, their aim was far above an average soldier's, but that was not enough to impress her.
Klien stepped into the room silently and closed the door behind him. Candle stood off the wall and approached him. “Rock has been assigned to King Sulvin’s guard. Hawk squad will now be under the direct supervision of Captain Tessard and myself. You will not have a say in their matters as you lead operations. The only available squads for you at the moment are Shadow, Midnight, and Toxin. I will be giving the entirety of your next pay to Rock. He honored Brunta and the Gorva when he withstood torture and persevered to complete his mission. Hawk squad should be considered heroes and not looked down upon for their near failure.”
“I understand, Captain. What about Rock’s punishment for attacking me?”
Klien’s eyes flicked to Candle’s throat, then back to her eyes. His stare was deadly. “The injury to his hand will be a good reminder to never attack a fellow Gorva. If I had not intervened, you would be dead. Next time you choose to taunt, Candle, choose an opponent less skilled than you. The only reason you filled in for Serpent squad was because of Toes’s departure, Dag’s untimely death, and Dagger squad needed to be disbanded. Do not think you are more skilled than the other squad leaders.”
Candle bowed. “I will remember my place, Captain. I apologize for stepping out of line.” She clenched her jaw. Did Klien really think Rock could beat her in a fight?
“How are their archery skills?”
“Yenna,” Candle pointed at the woman, “has exceptional power. Her aim is slightly inconsistent, but even with these bows, she could kill a soldier in a plate of armor.”
“The others?”
Candle shrugged. “Nothing special.”
“Understood. You are dismissed. If you need guidance in leading operations, you know how to contact me. King Sulvin is already informed of the change. I will be in Brunta for the foreseeable future.”
“Col’for remains our biggest concern?”
Klien nodded. “But do not ignore the activity in Cansafore.”
“Thank you, Captain. I look forward to seeing the recruits in action.”
Klien walked away and stopped near the recruits. Candle waited for a moment, then left back down the hallway and into the quarters. It was quiet, and blood trailed from the other side up the stairs. She felt some guilt. Rock would be angry with her for a long time. Nobody stayed angry at Klien. It was clear it was her fault Rock was injured. She did not remember him being so fast. How much stronger had he gotten in the last year? It was that damn stubbornness that drove him forward.
Candle filled her eyes with light magic and made her way back through the trials until she reached sunshine. It warmed her skin after being underground. She took a deep breath and stretched her arms out to the sides. A grin crept across her face. She needed to find Cass and Shadow squad. Plans and targets floated through her mind—plenty of Col’for’s allies in Halwen that could be taken out effortlessly.
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Theltor sat on the grass, fingers tapping on Plague’s sheath. Tents covered the valley before him, pressed against the outer walls of Cirro. It was a jewel of a city with three layers of walls and countless hidden defenses built into the foundation. There were few things he felt more proud of than Cirro. Deep down, he wished Nadarin or Callio would invade, just for the excitement and joy of defending it.
Beyond the tents, all of the Cloud Battalion soldiers were gathered. Theltor had already spoken and made his presence known. Without a clear goal, he had no idea what else to say. Yorn and the other leaders spoke farther and gave training exercises. That was enough for Theltor. He sat and waited for the others to join him. Not all commanders needed to stand and watch their soldiers dig holes to shit in.
Jilmon sat beside him and picked at the grass. “Tella should have already informed His Greatness. I would think Nadarin received word sometime yesterday or today.”
“And?” Theltor continued tapping his fingers and looked over at the small man.
“Sir Nadarin is going to be completely pissed off.”
Theltor grinned. “Are you finally going to tell me what you wanted us to gather the rest of Cloud Battalion for?”
Jilmon scratched at his wispy mustache and glanced at Theltor. He opened his mouth, then closed it and clenched his jaw. “Nadarin isn’t fit to lead.”
Theltor’s breath caught. He waited, listening to the Haste.
“Look,” Jilmon sighed and picked at the grass again. “Snakeskin Battalion is full of great and loyal people. I wish no harm against them. And as you said, the Sun Dwellers are doing their own thing. Callio is happy with her territories and protecting the realm of Emperor Yulnor. You, though, are a rabid fucking monster who will devour everyone in his way. That much is clear to me. And I want some of that vigor. I want to make it entirely clear that I am loyal to His Greatness, Emperor Yulnor V. I only wish to see you climb higher, so I can do more than deliver messages and kill a handful of traitors.”
“What are you saying?” Theltor grasped Plague’s sheath and breathed quietly, his pounding heart rushing through his ears.
“I want you to defeat the Snakeskin Battalion and ask to keep me on as your second in command. Even if I have to split responsibilities with that moron, Yorn. The Haste family deserves more, and I will be the leader soon. My father only has a few more years, at best. When I’m officially declared the head of the Haste, I want to turn my family into soldiers. I can’t do that without your help.” Jilmon glanced at Theltor. “What do you want?”
“Strength.”
Jilmon rolled his eyes. “That’s a fake answer. What do you want? What are you fighting for?”
Theltor wrapped his hand around Plague’s grip and partially drew the sword. Death magic dripped into the grass and sizzled. “I want Yulnor’s throne.”
Jilmon frowned and nodded slowly. “I know it. Put that weapon away, Theltor. I’m not going to fight you. If you take Kelitak, it won’t be for years down the road. Not at the rate you’re going now. Callio’s Sun Dwellers and the Royal Guard would rip you apart, even if you took out the Snakeskin. Your sword can’t cut through thirty thousand soldiers and mages.”
Theltor sheathed Plague but kept his hand hovering near the grip. He noticed Yorn and the other leaders heading through the tents toward him and Jilmon. “Your loyalty . . .”
“You aren’t a risk. Not yet, anyway. Nadarin is the risk here. He couldn’t command an army to beat the little fucking Shenwood defense force. He has been commanding my uncle for a decade and my cousins for the last couple of years like the Haste are his personal servants. At least you are smart enough to ask for us to join and not expect it. I don’t know what is wrong with Hirla, letting Nadarin control him like that.”
“What are you planning then?”
Jilmon smirked. “Frame the Snakeskin for some crimes in Cirro and Nimbus and a few near Straytes. Wait for Carrina to come back and give the order to stop Nadarin. If it seems like he has been razing too many of your villages and harming Cansafore citizens without cause, His Greatness will give the order for you to march on Copper city. That will draw out Nadarin’s full might. If it doesn’t, you take Copper, and we push down to Venom and continue until he tries to stop you.”
“You think it will work?”
“Guaranteed. I spoke to Tella before she left. She passed the message to Carrina and another cousin of ours. Carrina can feed the information to His Greatness in a way that will anger him. Tella agreed to take out a village near Straytes on her way through.”
Theltor stood and nodded to the approaching figures. “And how do you make it look like Snakeskin?” he asked quietly.
“Easy,” said Jilmon as he stood. “Throw Snakeskin gear on a few of your guards that died. It’s not as if His Greatness is going to come to look at the corpses himself.”
“Clever enough. You have a deal.” Theltor waved and gestured. “Cloud Battalion, welcome to our first official leadership meeting in many moons. If you do not recognize this man beside me, he is none other than Jilmon Haste. He has passed along some information and has been a great part of our team.”
Yorn shifted to the side, away from the twenty other officers. Lavlin stood in the middle, standing on his toes. The Cloud Battalion officers were an assortment of people, from warriors to scholars, all beneficial on the field in their own way. Theltor wouldn’t admit it, but he hardly knew most of their names. Yorn took control of communicating Theltor’s orders while throwing some of his own in the mix. Theltor never liked to shout. He spoke his strategies to those close to him, allowing them to spread the word.
“We prepare for battle against Nadarin and his Snakeskin Battalion.”
Yorn’s eyes opened wide. His confusion was clear on his face until Theltor glared at him.
“Do we have permission from His Greatness?” asked an officer.
Theltor gestured to Jilmon. “Not yet,” said the Haste. “We will soon. I have it under good authority that we will receive those orders in the next few days.”
“In two days, we will march northwest at sunrise toward the Copper border. Use tomorrow for any last training or outfitting as you see fit. I expect strong fighters, as always.”
The group of officers bowed. Yorn gave a slight bow a moment later and hovered nearby as Theltor dismissed the officers.
“Did I miss something?” asked Yorn.
“You aren’t worth informing,” said Jilmon.
Theltor rolled his eyes. “Jilmon and the Haste are going to work with us to frame Nadarin. Our agreement puts Jilmon as second in command, alongside you.”
Yorn looked past Theltor at the small Haste, who was grinning. “I understand. Just tell me what you need.”
“Thanks, Yorn. Go listen to the officers. See if there is any doubt we need to beat out of them.”
Yorn bowed his head, then hurried after the officers. Jilmon stood in front of Theltor. “He handled that better than I wanted him to.”
“You will need to get along with Yorn if you want this plan to succeed.” Theltor crossed his arms.
“We do get along. I like him. We just joke around.”
“You don’t like him,” said Theltor dryly.
“No, no, I don’t. He’s a moron. You will see I’m the only second you need soon enough.”
“I’m heading into Cirro. We have two nights before we leave, so I’m spending it all in a real bed.” Theltor walked past Jilmon and headed into the valley of tents. He walked slowly, tapping his fingers on Plague. Jilmon hurried after him.
“I just want to make sure you realize that there is a limit here, Theltor,” said Jilmon. He appeared beside Theltor in a little gust. “After we defeat Nadarin, we will be done working together. If the Sun Dwellers become involved at all, I’m out. My cousins and I will all disappear. You know that, right?”
Theltor stared ahead. He could feel Jilmon’s eyes stabbing into him. “Of course I know that. Do not take me for a fool, Jilmon. I have ambitions, yes. But not so foolish of ones that I believe my army could handle Callio’s Sun Dwellers. If you were talking in a duel, that would be a different situation altogether.”
Jilmon grunted. “You would hope. But you haven’t fought Callio in many years. She is a terrifying force, Theltor. Don’t underestimate her.” He slapped Theltor’s arm. “Focus on Nadarin. Crush him into dust and worry about the rest later.”
Theltor chuckled. He was happy to think about crushing Nadarin.
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Wind whipped sand through the air as the sun beat down on Borthes’s shoulders. He had not enjoyed a single moment of his trek through Aaz Kala, though he never had in his previous trips either. It was warmer than the last time Borthes had visited. He appreciated the gentle warmth rather than the bitter, biting cold of the winter air in the desert. Aaz Kala changed so much throughout the seasons.
The sand was everywhere. He could feel grains caught in his boots scraping against the soles of his feet. It made him uncomfortable for many reasons. If his boots didn’t have so many laces, he would consider stopping to empty them.
Much of the desert looked the same, sand dunes or rocky plains. It shifted and confused almost all who traveled through. Borthes was surprised he hadn’t run into a single clan of nomads. They understood how the desert shifted and were able to navigate all parts of Aaz Kala. He had not spoken with the nomads since he last spoke with the other clans. Too much time spent in Junnan, he knew, but where else would he go? It was his most beloved place.
Borthes climbed to the top of a dune and squinted  at a dark figure walking across the sand. Its jet black skin stood out against the sand, with a tattered cloak fluttering behind in the wind. Its gaze turned to Borthes, who sighed and sat at the top of the dune. The figure made its way up, slipping and sliding in the sand with long, unnatural steps and wide stone-like feet. “Warden,” said Borthes as the figure approached. “What are you doing here?” Warden lowered its hood and towered over Borthest
“Seeking advice.” Its voice seemed to radiate from its whole body in the language of titans.
“What kind of advice do you need to watch?”
“I now seek more than watching, King.”
Borthes climbed to his feet and looked at Warden’s face. “What do you mean?” He looked over Warden’s obsidian body and held his eyes on its left arm, rounded near the elbow. “What happened to your arm?”
Warden’s voice rumbled in the air like the titan was groaning. Borthes smirked and watched Warden shift to hide its arm. “A mortal took it with Femur.”
“Oh.” Borthes thought as fast as he was able. Why would Warden fight the Bone Knight? Where is its arm now? Countless questions came to his mind.  Too many for him to ask. “Why did you fight the Bone Knight?”
“It was not the Knight. There was a battle over Femur. An attempt to resurrect Neptor.”
Borthes clenched his jaw and slowly moved his hand to his sword’s grip. He could not tell what was in Warden’s mind, and there were no eyes to follow.
“Were you involved in the resurrection?” asked Borthes softly.
Warden’s magic flared as Borthes moved to pull his sword from its sheath. Before he could draw it, Warden’s fist struck him in the chest and sent him sailing through the air. The magic vanished as Warden disappeared long before Borthes struck the side of another dune. He groaned and rolled onto his stomach. The sand shifted beneath him and pulled him to the top of the dune. Borthes stood, swore quietly, and continued walking toward the center of Aaz Kala. “Thanks,” he said to the sand.
Borthes hadn’t felt slow during his journey. He had traveled far and had yet to feel fatigued. But when he looked at Warden, a titan who had remained in the world and continued its little schemes, he was slow.
“Have I become slower?” asked Borthes, thinking back to his prime.
Grains of sand blew gently in the air around him. There was no real answer. Of course, he wasn’t expecting one. There was only so much the desert could say.
Of all the titans in the world, Warden was one of the least concerning in Borthes’s mind. A watcher watches, yet Warden decided to act. What would cause such a shift toward action? More questions continued to pile up for Borthes. More questions to ask Aaz. More questions to cause Borthes to worry.
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Insects buzzed for the first time in the spring season. Cassandra laid in bed, furious at the creatures for making so much noise. It was impossible for her to tell what time it was without looking outside. It would only frustrate her to know how long she had laid awake. There were few times within her long life that Cassandra had struggled to sleep. Each time was rare enough that she considered documenting for future study. What caused the alertness? What made it so difficult to sleep? Bothersome insects.
In the past, she had committed to being awake and studied or trained. Something to improve herself. All of that seemed foolish now. She hadn’t learned anything new in a decade at least, and her magic plateaued long before. She could only improve so much, and she figured most of that had already been done.
Her skin tingled oddly. Like a thousand spiders crawled across her body, their legs pressing against her again and again as they moved. It was unpleasant, though she knew no such creature walked near her. She would have sensed it. Cassandra sat up in bed and adjusted her silk sheets. There was no breeze, but she felt cold. She was uncomfortable and couldn’t understand why. “What is wrong—”
Vanova threw the bedroom door open, crashing it against the wall. “Ma’am, something feels wrong.”
Cassandra tossed her bedsheets aside. “I felt it too. Where do you sense it?”
“Here.” Vanova adjusted the collar of her buttoned pajamas. The old woman shivered.
Cassandra felt a sting of worry in her gut and stood. “Get downstairs. I’ll get dressed and be down in a moment.” Vanova nodded and hurried from the room. Cassandra took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She felt magic in the air.
“Excuse me,” came a voice from outside, muted by the balcony door. Cassandra looked out into the night and saw nothing. She opened the door and looked down into the campus of the Free Mages.
There was not a single spot of campus visible in the crowd that stood below. Figures in black cloaks filled the campus without a single blade of grass visible. Cassandra’s stomach turned over. She could taste the sour bile in her mouth. How had so many appeared without her noticing? Who had such numbers?
“Lady Cassandra,” said a voice from below. “I apologize for disturbing your sleep.” A figure just below the balcony lowered its hood. The skin was twisted, disfigured, and stitched together. It was an unrecognizable face with many different shades of skin.
“Who are you?” she asked. Deep down, she thought she already knew the answer. Every part of her hoped she was wrong.
“We are the Brothers of Flesh.”
Cassandra gripped the railing of the balcony and swallowed back the urge to vomit. “Boe’Noke?”
“No, Lady Cassandra. Our King of Scars thought his presence would upset you far too much. I am Ebni Falstok, the leader of the Brothers of Flesh.”
“The leader . . .” Cassandra’s voice trailed off. “But you follow Boe’Noke?”
Ebni raised her hand. “Please, refrain from using the Lord Flayer’s name. The King of Scars, Lord Flayer, or even the ancient King of Flesh title would be more fitting. One such as the King of Scars is above using given names.”
“Boe’Noke is above nothing, you fool. And this,” she gestured out. “is the Brothers of Flesh?”
Ebni raised her hood. “Yes, Lady Cassandra. We have come to Caland on the King’s orders.”
“What do you want from me?”
“Nothing.”
Cassandra fought the urge to vomit. “Then you will leave Caland?”
Ebni’s wicked smile was visible beneath her hood. “No, Cassandra. We have others we are interested in. You and your lackey will only die.”
Cassandra let go of the railing. “At least allow me to change clothes and meet you on the ground.”
Ebni took a step back, shifting the entire crowd like a ripple in a pond. “We will allow it.”
She stepped back into her room and closed the balcony door. Thoughts rushed through her mind. She could run, but it would mean death for every citizen of Caland. She could fight, but Boe’Noke could not be beaten. Other options cycled through her head as she dressed, fighting the shaking in her hands. After a few moments, she stepped out of her bedroom and walked down to meet Vanova on the main floor. The old woman stood beside the door, sweat running down her forehead. “You heard?” asked Cassandra.
Vanova nodded. “Are we ready for this?”
“We fight, or everybody dies.”
“Then we fight.”
Cassandra crouched down and hugged Vanova. “How long has it been?”
“I’ve been with you for sixty years, my lady.”
Cassandra stepped back and smiled. “How were those years?”
“I wouldn’t change a single thing. You have taught me so much.”
Cassandra wiped tears from her eyes. “I wouldn’t either. We take down their leader. The rest should fall easily after.”
Vanova exhaled loudly and spun dark and light magic around her arms. “I am ready, ma’am.”
Cassandra opened the door and faced the invaders. A wicked smile crept across Ebni’s scarred face. Cassandra stepped out to the side as Vanova sent a spiraling blast of light and dark magic forward. Ebni pushed the blast aside, letting it decimate dozens of Brothers behind her.
Cassandra let her energy flow freely through her body. It sunk into her skin and stung her fingertips as it gathered. She thrust her hands forward and felt each stone of the tower. She launched them off, letting the tower rumble and shake as its foundations disappeared.
The giant blocks flew at Ebni. She dodged and let the stones strike Brothers behind her. Skin and bones from decimated Brothers flew through the air.
Cassandra forced more magic through her body. She had been alive for hundreds of years, yet dying was not something she was afraid of. Instead, the thought of twisted, scarred flesh brought forth repressed memories.
“Protect,” shouted Cassandra. Vanova stepped close to her and spun light magic around them like a shell. Electricity arced off Cassandra as the ground rumbled. Outside of their shield, the tower shook. Cracks snaked through the stones. Dirt and chunks of rocks vibrated and hovered off the ground, between Brothers. Cassandra pushed her hands out. The tower shook violently and collapsed forward. Ebni dashed into the tower and punched a hole through the light magic. The skin on her arm fried and burned as she peeled Vanova’s magic away. Stones rained from above as the tower crushed hundreds of Brothers who had stood still and watched.
Cassandra watched Ebni’s twisted face as her withered arms ripped their shield apart. What else could she do? It had been many years since she had felt even partially helpless. Vanova shook from fear beside her, and Cassandra didn’t believe she could protect her apprentice.
Ebni’s skin rapidly regrew, twisting itself back into shape. Vanova pulled back her magic, leaving the three women standing in the ruins of the tower.
“Why?” asked Cassandra.
Ebni cast off her cloak and stood shirtless before them. Patches of skin shifted and wiggled, moving like paint across her torso. “My King commands it.”
Cassandra clenched her fists. “I haven’t seen Boe’Noke in a century at least. What could he hold against me?”
“Nothing. He doesn’t think of you.” Ebni pointed at the campus behind her. “I will take every single one of your students into the Brothers of Flesh. I will take the Lord of his land and all of his subjects.” She pointed at Cassandra. “You two will die. He doesn’t need you. He doesn’t want you.”
Cassandra smirked. She tried not to, but she couldn’t help it. The monster in front of her didn’t even notice the magic in the air. “Now,” she said as she nudged Vanova. Vanova pointed a finger at Ebni and shot a thin blast of light.
Before the light struck Ebni, it hit Cassandra’s pocket of gas magic. The explosion tossed them onto their backs. Cassandra laughed, and Vanova coughed as they both stood. Ebni was nowhere to be seen, but the Brothers charged at them both.
“Don’t hold back.”
Vanova took a deep breath and let her magic flow freely into the air. “I never do, ma’am.”
Yelt woke up. He yawned, stood, and walked into the hallway. An overwhelming urge to pee filled his mind, so he wandered until he found the bathroom.
It was not often he felt so tired. He rested his head on the wall and closed his eyes as he relieved himself. It was a steady trickle into the pit. He wondered how deep it really went and how they emptied it. Probably magic, he assumed. Muted voices and shouting startled him awake. Yelt rushed up the stairs and outside. Billo sat just outside the door, surrounded by a sea of people in cloaks.
Yelt placed his hand against its shell. “All good here, Billo?” The snail’s eyes looked back at Yelt, then up at the shell. “Got it.” Yelt jumped at the shell to climb and fell onto the ground. A Brother of Flesh with a knife drawn ran at Yelt.
Billo looked at the Brother. Yelt’s breath caught as the air grew heavy, almost unbreathable. The Brother exploded, throwing bone and cloth into the air. Billo motioned for Yelt to move again. More Brothers ran at them, but they exploded before reaching the snail or the merchant.
Across campus, an explosion shook the ground. Stone crumbled down as something struck the tower above Yelt. He looked up as a figure fell and crashed to the ground. Ebni stood, seemingly unharmed, and looked over Billo and Yelt.
“Ah, the Snail and the merchant.” She looked around at the remains of the Brothers and held up her hand to the others around. “These two are strictly off-limits, as long as they leave now. Snail, where are the weapons?” Billo pointed down underneath the tower with its eyes. “Very good. Get in there and find those magic weapons. Two, correct?”
Billo looked at a confused Yelt. “Yes? We got a mace and a sword. You buying?”
“Yes, merchant. I am paying by sparing your life. Now go, Snail. The King of Scars will not give you another opportunity. Straight out. No more killing my Brothers.”
Billo moved forward through a path as the Brothers of Flesh stepped back. Yelt clung to the shell, uncomfortable with the hundreds of eyes staring at him. Over the Brothers' heads, he watched Ebni walk toward a cloud of smoke and dust where light and dark magic flared.
Cassandra growled as she lifted dirt around dozens of Brothers and solidified it into stone. Vanova burned Brothers’ skin away with her magic but still had to retreat as every single one she took down stood back up. “How do we stop them?” asked Vanova.
“It’s his life magic. We can’t.”
Ebni stepped out of the crowd with a grin on her scared face. “You cannot kill us. We will continue to stand. And now, my fun begins.”
Cassandra pulled the air from around Ebni, ripping it straight from her lungs. She stood, grinning, unaffected by the magic. “Run,” whispered Cassandra. Vanova looked at her, tears in her eyes. “I’ll hold her off. Go.”
Vanova took one step and froze in place. The wrinkled skin on her face wiggled.
“Vanova?” asked Cassandra.
Vanova’s face ripped open. Ebni grunted as she forced her arms to the side, tearing Vanova in half. Cassandra stepped back as blood poured across the ground.
“She won’t be running anywhere.”
“You’re a fucking monster,” shouted Cassandra. She felt her own skin moving like insects crawling beneath her skin, biting and clawing at every nerve. She forced spirit magic through her body, feeling the tingle and sting as it coursed through her. Ebni pulled on her flesh, tearing the skin from Cassandra’s right arm.
Cassandra stumbled backward with blood pouring down her arm. Her vision was blurry, and her entire body felt like it was on fire.
“Impressive,” said Ebni. “You can’t defend forever.” She walked forward and lifted the skin from Cassandra’s arm. It split into a dozen different strips, all slithering up Ebni’s arm and forming into her body. “This is the end for you, Cassandra. You have lived too long—”
An explosion of cyan spirit magic launched Ebni into the distance as Billo appeared near the back of the tower. “Get on quick,” shouted Yelt with his hand outstretched.
“Billo?” asked Cassandra quietly. The snail wiggled its eyes. Brothers charged toward her as she snapped back and ran for the snail. The Brothers exploded into bone and cloth with no blood or flesh as Billo unleashed its magic. Cassandra climbed onto the shell, and Billo moved away quickly, far faster than it normally moved.
“What is all this?” asked Yelt.
Cassandra was surprised to see nothing more than some dirt on the merchant’s face. “The Brothers of Flesh. A group worshiping Boe’Noke.”
“Boe’Noke?” asked Yelt. “That’s a weird name.”
“Have you heard the old legend The Three Kings?”
Billo attacked more Brothers nearby. Cassandra watched behind, waiting for Ebni to reappear. They were moving quickly but not fast enough to escape Caland.
“Never heard of it.”
“It will have to wait for another time, Yelt. Boe’Noke is a titan. One of three powerful titans born after the beginning of time. Much like Billo here, except our snail isn’t as strong.”
She looked over to see if Billo reacted. It continued fleeing and defending, not bothering to correct Cassandra. “I need you to help me stand, Yelt.” She stood on the shell and felt the merchant’s small hands grip her ankles. Even without Ebni, the Brothers were following them as they moved. She estimated tens of thousands, at least, within Caland alone. They occupied every street and every corner. 
Cassandra closed her eyes and felt the dirt and rocks beneath the cobblestone street. She reached out and grabbed hold with all of her energy. “Hold tight,” she said through gritted teeth. Yelt scooted forward and wrapped his arms around her knees.
She pulled toward herself and tore the ground apart. A chasm formed, growing as Billo continued its crawl away. Cassandra grew nauseous and pushed Yelt away so she could sit. Thousands of Brothers stood on the edge of the chasm, watching.
“Will they keep coming?” asked Yelt.
“I think that should hold them. At least for now.” She turned to face Yelt. “Tell me what you saw.”
Yelt scratched his head. “I woke because I needed to pee, and I came up to check on Billo. A half-naked woman crashed into the building above me, and she said we could go as long as we didn’t cause trouble. All she wanted was my weapons. Billo caused trouble to save you, though, and that was scary.”
“Your weapons?”
Yelt looked over his shoulder at Billo’s eyes. The snail wobbled its eyes slightly. “Magical weapons,” said the merchant. “Named weapons. I don’t know their names, but that was what she was after.”
“Shit. I knew there was more. I need to get to Cantille.” Cassandra exhaled and combed her fingers through her hair.
“You can’t go back that way. You’d have to go through all of them.”
“Billo, where are you headed?”
The snail pointed north with its eye. “North,” said Yelt.
“North is just bandit country, the woodsmen, or all the way to the pole.”
Yelt watched Billo’s eyes. “Billo said no. You missed something.”
Cassandra squinted. “Havinoor?”
“Yes,” said Yelt. He cocked his head. “What is Havinoor?”
“I can’t go to Havinoor. I need to get to Cantille. Stop once the sun rises, and I will leave.”
Yelt patted her shin. “Billo said yes. Now, that arm of yours is really not looking good.”
“What arm?” Cassandra looked down at the red, bloody mess of her right arm. Pain rushed through her body. “Do you have anything to wrap it with?”
Yelt looked around. “I don’t have anything anymore. Just the clothes on my back. Need my shirt?”
It was covered in dirt and drops of blood from her wound. “No, but thank you.” She reached her magic out and felt each droplet of blood leaving the muscles of her arm. Her magic grabbed hold and held the blood in place, forcing it to clot. Pain ripped through her entire right side. “That will help for now.” She fought the urge to vomit as her stomach churned uneasily. “I need to rest.”
Yelt scooted toward Billo’s head and patted the shell. “Lay down. I’ll make sure you don’t fall off.”
Cassandra put her face against the snail’s shell and felt a natural warmth rise. She was asleep before she had a chance to think about what had happened.
Ebni stood at the edge of the chasm and looked below. She could feel Brothers down inside of it, crawling out as fast as they could. The King would not be happy with her for letting Cassandra escape. It was not something she felt was worth pursuing. “To the lord’s residence. We aren’t done here yet.”
Brothers parted as she walked swiftly. There were plenty in the city and even more in other cities around Col’for, but Ebni was frustrated. It was the first night they lost a single Brother. The damned snail killed too many. She couldn't tell how many. Whatever magic the snail used erased the Brothers’ flesh from existence. It tried to use it on her and even burned away some layers of her skin. The King had warned her not to anger the snail.
“Bring me Ransyll and Panet. With their weapons.” Ebni’s voice rumbled over the Brothers. Her orders were not directed to anybody, but she knew they would be fulfilled. She stopped outside the fortress and stared into the swarm of Brothers behind her.
Ransyll pushed through, bent halfway over and clutching his left arm. He held a curved blade with a soft pink glow to it. His skin moved on its own, twisting, stitching, and hardening. Ransyll could hardly keep his eyes open. “Is this meant to be painful?”
“The King of Scars’ gifts are ones of pain, Ransyll. It will make you stronger.”
Blood dripped from Ransyll’s mouth as he bit his tongue. Even that stitched back together almost immediately.
“You are healing, Ransyll. Accept the pain. Your skin will become armor unlike any other. Your strength will become unrivaled,” said Ebni. “Accept the King’s gift.”
Ransyll nodded and shivered through the pain.
Ebni smirked. “Where is the other?”
Panet stepped beside Ransyll. He wielded a blue glass mace in his left hand. It glowed gently, and Panet’s smile stretched across his face.
“Panet, satisfied?” asked Ebni.
“Of course, Brother. I have dreamed of Titan’s Eye for years. To hold it is beyond what I can express. I will use it well.”
“You will. Use them well, Warriors. Now, take the fort. I will induct the lord myself.”
Ransyll walked to the door, flanked by Panet and followed closely by a dozen Brothers. The large doors looked new, not yet worn by weather or sunshine. Ransyll pushed and was unable to move the door. “Barricaded. Panet?” The tall Brother stepped forward and smashed the mace against the door. Wood cracked and splintered, but the door held. Ransyll walked back as Panet smashed the mace against the door again and again. “My turn.” Ransyll closed his eyes for a moment, feeling the skin on his arms scar and harden. He charged the door, running as fast as he was able, and struck it with his shoulder.
Wood exploded inward as Ransyll crashed into the lobby of the keep. He slid across the red carpet, bunching it up where he stopped. Fifty royal guards, the last remaining soldiers in Caland, drew their swords and charged the Brothers.
Ebni took her time. She was beyond annoyed with how the evening had gone and did not wish to hurry things. Each step was one filled with thought and consideration. Blood and wood splinters covered the beautiful floor inside. Even the stairs were splattered with blood and innards. The royal guards groaned and cried, all near death.
Ebni waved her hand. The Brothers dropped their cloaks and stood naked in the keep. “Become a Brother. Join the Flesh.” She lifted her hands into the air as the skin flayed from the soldiers. Their screaming echoed in the halls of the keep as tendrils of skin floated between Brothers and soldiers. Their wounds sealed, and their skin replaced until the pain left them barely conscious. “Follow the King of Scars, and you will live forever,” shouted Ebni. “Onward. Find the lord.”
Ransyll and Panet led the charge up the stairs. Doors were kicked in, and screams filled the hallways. Ebni walked slowly and watched the Brothers of Flesh drag men, women, and children into the hallway to be converted.
Panet opened a door as soon as he saw her. She entered into an elegant bedroom filled with red silk and oil paintings. The entire ceiling was made from frosted glass, and the bed was big enough for ten people. Lord Falywrth sat in the center in his silk pajamas. “Who are you?” he asked.
“Ebni Falstok.”
Falwyrth glared and ran a finger along the thin strip of facial hair on his chin. “What do you want with me?”
“We did not come here for you. The Brothers of Flesh have claimed Caland. Your lives are now the King of Scar’s.”
Falwyrth scooted to the edge of the bed and cast his glare at Panet and Ransyll. “You cannot intimidate me. My royal guards are the strongest in Masaneen.”
Ransyll smiled and flinched. His skin creaked loudly, and it moved about his body. “Your guards are Brothers now.”
“And so too are you,” said Ebni. She stepped forward and cast her clothes off. Falwyrth’s face twisted in disgust as skin slithered off of Ebni and floated toward him. Falwyrth screamed as skin flayed from his feet and shins first. It ripped off in strips with jagged, frayed edges, leaving behind muscle and veins pulsing with his pounding heart. Ebni’s skin wound its way around his feet and morphed together, creating a patchwork pattern of skin tones on his legs. Ransyll and Panet stood still, letting Ebni use their skin to form Falywrth into a Brother of Flesh.
Billo stopped in a field as the sun touched the ground. Cassandra slid off the snail’s shell and teetered on unsteady legs. She had never felt so exhausted during a sunrise.
“Will you make it?” asked Yelt. The merchant sat in the middle of the shell with his short legs kicking back and forth.
“Yes.” Cassandra tapped Billo’s shell. “I can never thank you enough, titan. Be safe on your journey to Havinoor. Tell the giant I said hello. I will visit again someday.” Billo’s eyes moved in small circles. “I will be safe on my journey down. I do not plan to waste this second chance you have given me. Yelt, be careful. Listen to Havinoor’s rules when you enter the Grove.”
“I don’t know what you are saying, but I will try. Be careful. Those freaks are still out there.”
Cassandra nodded and started her walk south. She raised her good arm and waved. “Farewell, Billo and Yelt.”
“Bye, Cassandra,” shouted Yelt as Billo continued moving north, away from Caland.
Cassandra glanced over her shoulder and softly chuckled. “The two oddest creatures I have ever encountered.” She took a deep breath and held her hand over her exposed skin. Every part of her body ached and screamed in pain. Sleep gripped her eyes, trying to force her to stop, but the images of Vanova lingered.
The mage stopped and fell to her knees. She placed her hands on the ground and let cyan spirit magic flow out into the dirt. The air crackled, and bits of lightning flashed. Her next deep breath was chilled and refreshing, filled with her magic. She stood, and the ground shifted beneath her feet, pushing her onward.
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Jilmon hopped on each leg, then stretched down and pressed his palms against the ground.
“Excuse me. Can I help you?”
Jilmon popped up and smiled at an old man, hunched over a cane. Behind the elderly man was a village of wooden houses and a small market.
“Yes, you can. Thank you, sir. I was wondering, am I in Cirro or Copper?”
The old man squinted. “Our village has been in both. Always changing those borders. For the last few years, we have been called part of Cirro.”
“Perfect.” Jilmon smirked. “I plan to look around a bit. I’m here on official business.”
The old man nodded and walked away. Jilmon despised the area. Cirro was featureless compared to the other regions. He couldn’t understand why Theltor clung so closely to it. Valleys and hills with some forests sprinkled in. It was nothing exciting—no mountains or caves, nothing more than a gentle incline.
He strolled through the village, waving at everyone who made eye contact with him. He could go about it several ways, but the easiest way was to take them all out. Even a small child could spoil his plans, years in the making. Carrina would be furious if he messed up even the slightest detail. And how could he? It was his plan after all.
Jilmon paced about until the sun climbed to its highest point. “Hello, everyone,” he shouted. “I have news from His Greatness, Emperor Yulnor V. Please, join me in the village center.” He smiled and greeted each person who approached. It took some time for the older members and those with children to gather, but Jilmon stayed patient and talked with everyone around him. “Is this everyone?” The villagers all looked about at each other, then agreed it looked like everybody. “Good,” said Jilmon quietly.
He pulled a curved knife from his belt and dashed straight through the crowd. Bodies toppled with blood erupting like fountains over a path. Villagers screamed and tried to flee, but fear and disorientation caused them to collide and panic. The Haste moved as fast as he was able, slicing and stabbing everyone gathered. His magic continued pouring into the air, causing it to crackle and grow heavy. So much magic gathered that bolts of lightning lashed out and smited villagers.
Jilmon stopped moving, causing a gush of wind to blow past him. He shivered from the cold air and shook the last drops of blood off his hands and knife. Bodies littered the ground, with dirt turning to blood-soaked mud.
“Do I even need to frame them?” he asked quietly as he stepped over corpses. Jilmon walked into the grass in the distance and grabbed a Snakeskin Battalion banner, hidden just outside the village. He brought it back to the center, carefully stepping over the bodies, and kicked over the Cloud Battalion banner hanging in the village center. He planted the Snakeskin banner and lit the Cloud Battalion banner on fire. It burned the intricate stitching and rich cloth slowly. Jilmon watched, unblinking until just over half the banner was burned. He stomped it out and kicked it aside.
He walked back out of the village and looked in at the massacre with the Snakeskin banner standing high above it. “Looks good to me,” he said. Jilmon shrugged and dashed away, vanishing in a gust of wind.




21
Brenna stood beside the prison guard, who watched the mage silently. She figured they had all learned not to talk to her unless spoken to first. There were good reasons for that, but she hated feeling like a mean, old king. Like a Sulvin, she thought.
She nudged the guard and grinned. “Thanks for letting me have some time to think.”
He bowed slightly. “Anything you need, Konseer Brenna.”
She nodded and stepped into the prison. Yortia was already standing and holding the bars. “Come again, huh?”
“I wanted to chat, nothing more. No discussion of your old plans, no other intentions, just chatting. How are you feeling?” Brenna sat on the ground across the aisle, resting her back against the bars of another cell.
“Calmer. The food has been good. Real chefs here?”
Brenna smiled. “Real chefs. A lot of people work really hard to make this university run.”
“Maybe someday I can see the rest of it. This whole cell situation isn’t the worst I’ve seen. Honestly, better than the one in the palace.”
Brenna grunted her agreement. “Bruntans never seemed to like the idea of giving a prisoner sunlight.”
“But Penchin . . .”
Brenna nodded. “Penchin will do good. Him and Yew will treat people right.” Brenna looked down at her feet.
Yortia sat down and leaned against the side wall. She held onto the cell bar with her left hand. “How is Joan adjusting?”
“She’s doing well, I think. Last year was rough on her.” Brenna looked up at Yortia with a sad smile. “I guess it was rough on all of us. Lafe told me about what she did to you. Smashing your head into the wall like that was awful.”
Yortia shook her head. “It was fine. She’s angry. I healed it fine anyways. Nothing more than a bruise.”
“Still, I feel like I taught her that.” Brenna looked back at her feet and gently tapped them on the floor.
“You did. That’s the truth of it.” Yortia shuffled to the center and faced Brenna. “What are you hoping to get out of these visits? Even if you forgive me, you won’t free me. I was just lucky you discovered Marv first, or else it would’ve been my brains everywhere. You know that, right? You didn’t let me live out of compassion or friendship. It was because you were too distracted to let your anger take over. And look at me.” Yortia removed her shirt. Her entire torso was melted together from burn scars. “You could heal this. You could help me look almost normal again. You could’ve done a lot of things differently, and you still could. Instead, you come and try to talk like we were ever actually friends before all of this.”
Tears welled up in Brenna’s eyes. A low hum hung in the back of her mind, scrambling her thoughts. “The amount of energy it would take to repair your skin . . .” Brenna’s voice trailed off. She shook her head. “I won’t do it. You’re right. I used to think all the Konseers were my friends. Did Marv even like me?”
Yortia crossed her legs and stared across at Brenna. “No. He thought you were an idiot and a drunk.”
Brenna tilted her head back and stared at the ceiling. “I thought you might say that.” She exhaled loudly out of her mouth. “If you hadn’t taken Gorshun hostage, you would’ve been fine.” Her hand wiped the tears from her eyes, and she looked down, matching Yortia’s unyielding stare. “Maybe we weren’t friends then, but I won’t leave you alone now. You are up here by yourself. Are you that disgusted with my company?”
“The conversations are nice. I—”
Pounding footsteps echoed into the cells. Slem’s head poked in, and he glared at Brenna.
“Slem?”
“Brenna?” He stepped in and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “I was looking for you.” His eyes darted to Yortia. “Are you busy?”
“Well . . .” Brenna looked back at Yortia. “Yes?”
Slem took a few cautious steps forward. “Then I guess I will join you?” He sat next to Brenna. “Hi, Yortia. Haven’t seen you in a while.”
Yortia’s glare was sharp. “What do you want, Slem?”
“I want to talk to Brenna. You know, the only other person in this room that I actually would want to talk to?” He nudged Brenna with his elbow. “What are you two talking about?”
“How we all hated Brenna,” said Yortia bluntly.
Slem cocked his head. “What?”
“None of us liked her.” Yortia crossed her arms. “Don’t act like you didn’t complain once or twice.”
“Yeah?” Slem raised his eyebrows. “Of course I did. All I do is complain. About Brenna, about Torva, about pretty much everything. Does that mean I don’t like someone? Not at all. Do you know who I do hate? Pettrin. He took the life of a dear friend and the lives of many innocent soldiers. You, Yortia? I don’t hate you. I feel sorry for you and Marv. Gorshun hates you, as she should. You threatened her life. Joan hates you because you betrayed us. Torva and I just think you’re pathetic.” Slem stood and stepped in front of Yortia. “Don’t you dare tell Brenna how we feel about her. Brenna is my hero, Torva is in love with the woman, and I can’t even begin to explain what she means to Joan.” He turned and looked at Brenna. “Pretend I didn’t say that second part. I don’t think that was my thing to say. I realize this has been a lot, and I should probably just go.” Slem walked a few steps toward the door, then said over his shoulder, “Brenna, we have three students who might have spirit magic or something weird I couldn’t figure out. I wanted to tell you instead of Lafe, so here I am. Talk to me later?” Brenna nodded. Slem turned back to Yortia and stuck his middle finger up, then scurried out of the room.
Yortia cleared her throat. “He’s changed.”
“Surprising, isn’t it?”
“Next time you visit, bring something to drink?”
“I will. Let’s keep the insulting for the next time after that.”
Yortia smiled. “I’ll think of some extra good ones, just for you.”
Brenna stood and tapped on the cell bar. “Have a good night, Yortia.” She walked away and tried to push the conversation to the back of her mind. Deep down, she knew Yortia was trying to agitate her. But Brenna didn’t want to be angry anymore. It felt like it came so rarely, and she didn’t want to fall back into it.
The hum in her mind grew to a buzz and drowned out her thoughts. The prison guard raised his hand and spoke as she passed, but she didn’t hear a word as she hurried down the stairs after Slem.
He was at the front door when she grabbed him roughly by the shoulder. Slem turned and spoke, but no words entered Brenna’s ears.
“I can’t hear you,” she shouted as she pointed at her ears.
Slem flinched and looked at both ears. He spoke again, but all she could hear was the buzzing. Magic erupted, causing lightning to instantly erupt from her. Slem cowered away through the door as lightning ripped through the stone wall. Debris exploded outward and rained down on the students outside the tower. Brenna covered her ears and squeezed her eyes shut, trying to focus on the noise. Her magic grew stronger and more lightning tore the walls of the tower apart. Slem pulled chunks of stone from the paths nearby to fill in the gaps of the tower walls. Students ran to his side to help control the tower as he manipulated his magic to fill in the damage with stones and mud.
Brenna stepped away from the door with her eyes still closed. The buzzing kept growing, taking over her mind. Purple mist was all she could see, even with her eyes shut. She took a deep breath, lifted her hands from her ears, and pushed all of her magic through her fingertips.
Lightning vanished, replaced by crackling energy in the air as she muted the area around herself. All noises stopped, and her heart, silently pounding in her chest, started to slow down.
Slem finished repairing the tower, then dispersed the students the best he was able. He ran inside and found Brenna standing in the center of the room with tears running down her cheeks. He closed the door behind him, entered the noiseless room, and embraced Brenna. She placed her head on his shoulder and cried silently.
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Lafe sat in the middle of a small crowd of university students. Seeing so many young faces confused him. It was not surprising that there were fewer older students. He just had not taken a real look at the university’s population before. They sat patiently in the grass in a circle around him. The university’s towers were visible over their heads, and the babbling river filled the silence.
Lafe made eye contact with each person before him but made no effort to turn and look at those behind or on the sides. There were at least one hundred students.
“Would somebody like to start?” he asked loudly. A hand immediately went up. Lafe tried to sit taller to see the face, but it was buried in the crowd. “Yes, you,” he said, gesturing to the hand.
“After you helped Brenna start the university, why did you hide for so long? You haven’t taught a class yet.”
“Yes, you are correct. I started the university with Brenna and Lady Cassandra of the Free Mages. I supported the idea, and I was the first to suggest it, but I did not deserve to lead it. Brenna is much better suited for that role. I have spent the winter and all of this spring trying to decipher many internal struggles.” Lafe smiled weakly.
Another hand popped up in the back of the crowd. Jahan climbed to her knees and waved. Lafe nodded to her. “Please, Jahan, go ahead.”
“Before the battle of Brunta, there were rumors of what happened to the Circle of Masters. Nobody would answer my questions back then. Would you know?”
“Yes. This is the main reason I wanted to gather you here. You are all welcome to speak of this elsewhere and to tell your friends, colleagues, and relatives. It was kept a secret, and I have been ashamed. Brenna and the Konseers are all aware, so no need to rush to tell them.” Lafe rolled his shoulders and closed his eyes. He was surprised to find himself nervous. “Before the battle of Brunta, as Ta-Veer marched from Cantille, I gathered the Circle of Masters. Pettrin was away, hunting down Femur, but we can discuss that another time. I gathered the Masters in a field and told them we were going to perform our pre-war ritual.
“What I actually did was gather mages with every part of the Circle of Magic that I did not possess. Pettrin’s magic was not needed, so I went ahead with a plan I had been working on for years. I planned to finally defeat Brenna, which, as you know, I failed to do. I used spirit magic, twisted with my anger, and consumed the rest of the Circle of Masters. That is the only way I can truly explain it.”
Murmurs spread through the crowd. Many adjusted, trying to become comfortable again. Faces of disgust surrounded him.
“I am not proud of what I have done, and I never will be. When I spoke of internal struggles, I meant it literally. The spirits of the Masters live on inside me. While I can contact some, others hold their hatred as a weapon and attempt to kill me when manifested. It is still something I am working on. As of now, Sandra is my companion, almost constantly. I can use her thermal and liquid magics when she allows but I cannot consistently access those energies. Someday, I hope to use the full Circle of Magic and feel reconnected with all of my old colleagues.” The murmuring continued, creating a hum. Lafe closed his eyes and focused.
“Why didn’t King Yew lock you up?” asked a voice behind. Heads nodded, and people verbally agreed.
“King Yew and King Sulvin decided to put Brenna in charge of my fate. Even with all the power, I still could not defeat her. It was a punishment in its own way. She has the authority and ability to execute me if there is ever a need. While I hope it does not come to that, I can accept that decision. I am a criminal. I am a murderer. These things will never change. I hope to gain the forgiveness of the Masters and learn to live with things as they are now. I do not seek forgiveness from you.” He stuck his arms out. “None of you should forgive me for any of my missteps. I am here to learn myself and to eventually teach you to control your magic better to not let it consume you as it did to me.”
A few students walked off, whispering and shaking their heads as they headed back into town. The rest remained seated, watching Lafe and waiting for his next action.
“I do not have much else for you, I’m afraid,” he said loudly. “Any other questions?”
Hands all over the circle went up. Lafe smiled and pointed.
* * *
Lafe walked slowly, trailing behind the crowd of students. His skin tingled from the intense flashes of magic earlier. He wasn’t excited to discover its source.
He stayed beside the river path into town, walking past many student buildings and new inns and taverns from those who had moved in after the university was built. The new businesses flourished, especially those along the river. Even before lunch, they were filled with students chatting, drinking, playing games, and having a great time. It made him happy to see so much camaraderie and joy.
Back on campus, he stopped walking and surveyed the ground. Chunks were taken out of the grass, and the road nearby was a patchwork of grass, dirt, and stones. He stepped out into the yard and examined the tower. Earth magic had clearly repaired severe damage, though it looked like it would hold.
“Brenna had some flare or something,” said a voice nearby. Lafe turned. It was Gorshun. Her clothes had dirt stains, and her hair was a bit messy.
“And what happened to you?” he asked.
Gorshun tried brushing dirt off her clothes, but it clung to the fabric. “Joan and I were practicing with the wind.”
“It appears successful.”
Gorshun smiled. “It was.”
“Where is Brenna now?”
“Slem helped her if you couldn’t tell from how torn apart the ground is. He brought her back to her place to rest. Apparently, she muted the area then went unconscious. I’ve only heard the stories from the prison guards and some of the students.”
“I will see if I can help her later. Rest should be good for now. I need to check on Femur first. Good day, Gorshun.” Lafe pivoted and walked away.
“Wait, can I come?” She ran after him. “I haven’t seen it since the vault was finished.”
“Very well. How have your classes been?”
Gorshun rolled her eyes. “As good as they can be. Students have picked liquid up but still struggle with gas. And sound? Why am I teaching sound classes when Brenna is impossibly better than me?”
“Put liquid in the air and have them gather it. Do that until they can find and feel the smallest drops. Ask them to do it again with no moisture in the air, and all they will feel is the gas, and they will feel it everywhere. How did you learn to control gas?”
Gorshun tightened her lips. “Hm, you’re right. That could help. I just picked it up, I guess.”
Lafe stopped outside the tower and opened the door for Gorshun, bowing slightly as she walked by. “You are a wonderful sound mage, as well. Do not doubt yourself.”
“Thank you, Lafe.”
He nodded, then walked into Brenna’s office and opened the secret door. They descended the stairs slowly. Each step echoed down below.
“Grandmaster,” said a guard urgently as he came into view. “Mistress Gorshun, welcome to the vault.” He exhaled loudly. Sweat beaded on his forehead.
“What is it?” asked Lafe.
“We’re concerned . . .” he looked at the other guards.
One of the cloaked guards near the door stepped forward. “Grandmaster, we felt magic down here. Something happened on campus earlier, and we all could feel it. Is this going to feed Femur?”
“Brenna?” asked Gorshun.
Lafe clenched his jaw. “Had to be. Open the door. We will find out if Neptor could feel that.”
The guards bowed and stepped back. They opened the door and closed it behind as Lafe and Gorshun stepped through. Lafe conjured three ghost lights and let them drift from his hand and float to the ceiling.
Gorshun paced outside, keeping her distance from the shelf with Oar, Warden’s arm, and the chest holding Femur. “I’ll stay here. You tell me if you need me to do something.”
“I will,” said Lafe softly. He calmed himself, trying to slow his heart rate. His mind went back to his last visit when Femur had mysteriously grown more than expected. All the possibilities drifted through his mind. Death was possible. He hoped Gorshun wouldn’t join him and put herself at risk. But he wouldn’t stop her. “Ready?”
Gorshun closed her fists and leaned her back against the far wall. “No, but go ahead.”
Lafe reached out and touched the chest. All he could feel was his spirit magic imbued within the wood, locking it shut. He flipped it open and immediately stepped and tripped backward.
Tendrils like giant spider legs of pink flesh reached out, stabbing and feeling for Lafe. He crashed to the ground and scooted back as the impossibly long tendrils hit the ground.
“What is that?” shouted Gorshun.
Lafe scrambled to his feet and backed against the wall by Gorshun. Pink flesh bulged from the top of the chest. There was no visible bone, only muscle, tendons, and veins. Even the spider-like tendrils were stretched, enchanted tendons. “That’s Neptor,” said Lafe quietly. “It’s looking for a host.”
“How do you know?”
“It spoke to me last time. I touched it and heard Neptor’s voice.”
“And you didn’t care to share this?”
“Brenna knew. Now is not the time.”
The tendrils pulled the chest onto the ground, spilling the growth of Femur onto the floor. Without the chest to contain it, it spread out like a puddle with a bulge in the middle where the bone remained a ball.
“Get out,” said Lafe.
“What are you going to do?”
“Nothing. I’m getting out too.” Gorshun opened her mouth to speak but was ushered out by Lafe. He grabbed her sleeve and pointed to the wall. “Use wind to grab Oar and Warden’s arm.”
“Won’t that give Neptor more magic?” Gorshun’s head was spinning. She was struggling to think at all.
“Yes.” Lafe glanced at her. “Do it anyway. We need them.”
Gorshun pointed both hands at the back wall and forced her magic through her palms. Wind whipped around the room for a brief moment before exploding behind Oar and the arm. Both lifted into the air and skidded across the floor. As the magic went off, the growth surged, and new tendons erupted out like millipede legs.
“Was it worth it?” shouted Gorshun.
Lafe stepped forward, grabbed Oar, and tossed it to Gorshun. She caught it and ran out the doorway. Neptor reached for Lafe with a hundred fingers clawing their way across the floor. He spun fire and spirit magic around his feet as he stepped into the titan’s reach. It touched Lafe’s magic but was unable to enter. The energy fed it, letting it grow rapidly. He grabbed Warden’s arm, threw it through the doorway, and ran after it, dispersing his magic as he stepped out of Neptor’s reach.
Lafe slammed the door shut behind him. “Nobody with magic goes in there. You two have no magic?” he asked the armored guards.
“Yes, Grandmaster. That is why we were hired for this.”
“Perfect. Fill a container with oil. Bring it down here, and light that entire room on fire. We all need to get out of here right now. Send more non-magic people down here to keep those two safe,” Lafe said to the cloaked guards. “Now. Go.”
He started up the stairs. Everybody hurried after him, whispering and trying to figure out what was happening. Lafe stopped at the top and stepped out onto campus.
“Neptor has regrown too much but left its bone shaved down. It has found a way to regrow despite our efforts. We can’t let any mages go down there right now. If it touches us, we will be possessed by Neptor.” The two magic guards looked at each other with wide eyes. “I’m sorry for putting you in danger,” Lafe said to them. “Go home. I will send for you if you can safely return to your job. Your pay will continue.”
They bowed and hurried off. Only Gorshun remained. She stood, speechless, leaning against the tower wall.
“Can you inform the other Konseers of what happened? I will remain here to oversee the burning of it,” said Lafe.
“Will that work?” she asked.
Lafe stuck out his hands. “As Brenna would say, ‘I don’t fucking know.’” He paced and scratched at his head. “Just be safe. Go. I promise I will let everybody know if there is immediate danger. Let Brenna rest. I will come when I am able.”
“You be safe too, Lafe.”
He bowed as Gorshun hurried away. A million thoughts were racing through his mind. It was inevitable. Even if they stalled it, Neptor was awake.
Neptor would return.
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Gerin scrunched his face in disgust as ashen dirt crunched under his feet. He had hoped his hatred of the dead ground would lessen the more he walked through it, but it managed to grow instead. There were plenty of things he had disliked in his life, like Grayson. The crabby Bone Knight was a horrible mess when they had first met. But Gerin had learned to appreciate him and all of his crabbiness. Unfortunately, there was no learning to love the dead, crunchy ground.
The others walked far ahead of Gerin, sick of his moaning and complaining. Ryptin hobbled along beside Toes, which hurt Gerin’s feelings. He wouldn’t tell Toes, or Ryptin. They would only tease him. It seemed wrong to be jealous of a man who didn’t wear shoes, but that is where Gerin found himself.
“Have any of you been to the Jodin clans?” asked the Professor. He walked a few steps behind Grayson, always within reach of Toes. They still did not trust the old man at all, which felt odd to Gerin. If he intended them harm, he was waiting a weirdly long time to do it. It was difficult telling time in the monotony of traveling in the dark Titan Wastelands, but he knew it had certainly been several days since they had left the fortress.
“No,” said Toes. “Remember, we’re from Masaneen.”
“Right, right. I forget small details like that. You will love it. The smell of the sea, fresh fish, lots to eat and drink. It feels like the whole place is filled with strong, hulking warriors who could rip us all in half.”
“You make it sound exciting,” said Gerin, speeding up to join them.
The Professor looked over his shoulder and smiled at Gerin. “Are you not excited about that? The Jodin are warrior families. Their strength is greater than anyone else in the world. It is quite exciting. What excites you, Gerin?”
“A good bath after not taking one for a long time.”
Toes snickered. The Professor nodded. “I agree, Gerin. A fine bath would do us all well right now too. These wastelands are quite dreadful.”
“We all know the wastelands are terrible,” said Grayson coldly. “I don’t want to hear about it anymore.”
“Then what do you say to a midday stop? We could make some food, have a snack, and relax for a short time. Gerin? Ryptin?”
“Yes,” said Gerin loudly.
Grayson stopped walking. “Fine.” He took a few more steps and looked off to the southern horizon. Dark clouds hung low. “Professor, how long until we reach the Jodin Clans?”
The Professor sat on the ground and followed Grayson’s gaze. “A day and a half, I would guess. Their lands will make for better travel. Even after hitting Jodin territory, we will likely have another day or two before reaching any of the clans. Are you planning to visit any particular families?”
Grayson walked back and sat with the group. Toes handed him some sweet bread. “Thanks.” He took a small bite and pushed the food into his cheek. “We don’t know much. What families?”
“Each clan, the Jodin, and Unsoor are a collection of families. One family rules the clan, but each runs their own village and has their own laws and leaders. If war were to happen, the head family would command the rest. In the Jodin, there is a family called the Hashtin, or the Hashtin Jodin, that has been the head family for almost a century. The Unsoor have had more infighting, so I am not up to date on the head family any longer.”
“What family is closest?” asked Grayson.
“A few are within less than a day of each other if their villages have remained where they were last time I visited. I would recommend we go for the Hashtin Jodin. It is on the western side. It will be the best spot to trade and rest.”
Grayson glanced at Toes and Gerin, who both shrugged. “Fine. You can walk up front beside me to help navigate.”
The Professor smiled. “I would be honored. So, I wish to hear what each of you did before coming to travel through Gojeer. Stories are wonderful, and I think we should all tell one.”
“No,” said Toes. His face was stone as he chewed his bread.
“Then I shall tell a story,” the Professor declared.
Grayson groaned and pulled Toes away. “We’re going to talk. Gerin, you want to hear the story?” Gerin nodded enthusiastically. “Fine. Apologies, Professor. We have other things to discuss.”
“Not a problem at all. Gerin and Ryptin, my story starts five decades ago in the ancient bathhouse of Tellging . . .”
Grayson stopped walking just out of earshot. “You know I have nothing to actually say, right?”
Toes laughed. “Yes. Remember, I was a spy and assassin. I can tell when you’re lying.”
Grayson squinted and examined Toes. “Can you?”
“Not something Klien really taught me. I do feel like I can normally tell. Lie to me again.”
“Gerin is my best friend.”
Toes patted Grayson’s shoulder. “I told a lie. Gerin is your best friend, even if you think he is obnoxious.”
Grayson grunted and paced around. “Fine. Still glad you came with us?”
“Every day. There is a lot I miss, but this is a whole different life. Now, this,” he gestured around, “is a gross wasteland. The locals labeled it correctly, I guess. It sounds like the Jodin Clans should be as beautiful as the Halindons said. I’m looking forward to being somewhere I can relax.”
“Me too. This feels like life did when I had Femur, without needing to check over my shoulder. Wandering all over without any real goal. A lot less lonely now.”
Toes spun the dust knife in his hand and tapped his foot on the ground to whatever rhythm played in his head. “I wouldn’t have guessed we would have an old man with us.”
“I plan to leave him at the next stop.”
“Good plan. It should be easy enough to ditch him. Do you have a new place to go?”
Grayson rubbed his eyes. “No, figured we would rest. Take in the local culture if they let us. Relax for some time. Maybe take a boat from the clans to Nuliya? We can talk it over with Gerin.”
“I like that plan.” Toes looked over at Gerin, who had his knees tucked up to his chest. He leaned forward, staring at the Professor, listening with an intense focus. Ryptin lay beside Gerin, snoring and drooling. “It has to be a good story to fascinate Gerin that much, doesn’t it?”
“I think telling Gerin anything gets his attention.” Grayson sighed. “Let’s go back over. He will be happier if we listen to the story too.”
They walked back and sat on both sides of Gerin. Toes sat beside Ryptin, who groaned and adjusted to put his legs on Toes.
“. . . there wasn’t a single guard in sight. Gold spilled out of every orifice, and I cried. Nothing was ever the same after that. I swore that day that I would never drink vodka again.”
“Wait,” Grayson cocked his head. “What did we miss?”
Gerin leaned against him. “The single greatest story I’ve ever been told.”
The Professor nodded. “Grayson, Gerin tells me you have quite the story yourself, even if he only knows bits. Something involving the Fog Demon?”
“Fine. One time,” said Grayson. “I’m going to ask you one question. Have you heard of the Bone Knight?”
The Professor’s eyes widened. “The legendary swordsman? The one who has wandered throughout the world for centuries with Femur? What of it?”
“That’s him.” Gerin poked at Grayson’s shoulder.
“Where is your sword then? You carry one made of wood, not bone.”
“Losing Femur is only part of my story, and I don’t plan to share any of it. Knowing I’m the Bone Knight is all you’re going to get from me. Toes won’t be sharing anything either. Our stories aren’t ones we want to tell.”
The Professor frowned. “I understand. I wish I could hear all about it, but we can wait. Someday, I’ll be your friend, and you will want to tell me everything.”
“I’m their friend, and they don’t tell me anything,” said Gerin.
Toes coughed and laughed. “That’s true.”
Grayson stood and offered a hand to the Professor. “Let’s keep moving. The Sooner we reach Jodin, the better.”
He took the offer and stood. “I agree, Bone Knight,” he said with a smirk.
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Smoke drifted into the night sky as Yorn tossed more wet logs on the fire.
“Don’t we have any good wood in this shithole?” he muttered to himself.
Theltor, sitting on the grass nearby, loudly cleared his throat.
Yorn nodded and sat across from him. “Right, sorry. I know we’re still in Cirro.”
Theltor picked at the grass. It squeaked between his fingers. “Are we? This looks enough like Copper.”
Yorn smiled and kicked his feet out. “I was going to say—”
A gust of wind blew out the weak fire. Embers smoldered underneath, and thin streams of smoke drifted out.
“Theltor,” said Jilmon. It was too dark for Theltor to see the Haste. “Uh, sorry about the fire. Carrina’s here.”
“And?”
“She has news.”
Theltor stood and blindly walked toward another fire. Jilmon followed close behind while Yorn struggled to find his way about.
A woman with blonde, curled hair and small eyes stood talking to Cloud Battalion soldiers. Her voice was soft, and her laugh was pleasing to Theltor. She wore tight leather armor with fine clothes underneath. A belt around her waist carried two long knives and a row of darts. She was slightly taller than Jilmon, but their faces had a similar build.
“Carrina, I presume,” said Theltor with a slight bow.
“Sir Theltor, I’ve heard plenty. I’m surprised we haven’t crossed paths before today.”
He liked hearing her voice. “I am as well, Lady Haste. His Greatness, and Jilmon, have spoken highly of you.”
Carrina cast a side glance at Jilmon and blushed. “Well, thank you, sir. Are we in good company to discuss my news?”
Theltor looked about, unaware of who stood around him. Yorn and Jilmon stood to his side, and Lav with some of his soldiers sat nearby. “You were talking to Lavlin?” Theltor asked.
Jilmon shrugged. “He’s less annoying than Yorn.”
Theltor grunted. “Lav, take your men and go find a new fire.” Lavlin scrambled to his feet and bowed, then hurried away with his soldiers. “Please, Carrina, continue.”
Carrina smiled without showing her teeth. “His Greatness hasn’t questioned any of our reports. He sent Tella to inform Nadarin of Hanha’s rebellion and of the attacks on Cloud Battalion villages. Tella plans to guide Nadarin this way, saying we are marching to Copper.”
“Is Tella coming to Cirro?”
“That’s what we planned. She should be heading back after giving the report. It would be suspicious not to.”
“Good. Yorn, send our units out to the villages. Give us a reason to investigate.”
Yorn bowed. “Yes, sir.” He rushed away to another fire.
“I hit a few on my way up, too,” said Carrina. “There’s nothing His Greatness can do to question it. Even Callio was ready to move.”
“And why didn’t she?” asked Theltor.
“His Greatness is still holding Callio close,” said Jilmon. “You think he fancies her?”
Carrina smiled. “Absolutely.”
Theltor cleared his throat and waited for all eyes to be on him. “How many days until Snakeskin arrives? Any guess?”
“No,” said Carrina, shaking her head. “Jilmon and I can scout, give you a real answer.”
Jilmon looked at Theltor, who nodded. “Let’s grab some food first.” Jilmon grabbed her hand and led her away.
“It was nice meeting you, Sir Theltor,” she said over her shoulder.
He raised his hand. “You too, Carrina.” Theltor sat at the fire and stared into the dancing flames. How had Yorn grabbed such poor wood when Lavlin found a good supply? He sighed and leaned back on his elbows. Nothing could upset him. Every beat of his heart pumped more excitement for the days to come. When they clashed, he would finally have a chance to execute Nadarin.
It didn’t matter if Nadarin was a better swordsman or if the Snakeskin was stronger. Plague would slice through him and his soldiers. If Cloud Battalion dies, so will Snakeskin. Theltor would make certain there wasn’t a single one of them left standing.
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Winds whipped sand in the air, obscuring Borthes’s path and causing him to shield his face. There were countless things he didn’t like about the desert. Sandstorms were the thing he disliked most.
“Aaz, can we sort this out?” he asked. Wind vanished, and all the sand dropped to the ground. Borthes tilted his head. “Really? Are you messing with me?”
He found himself standing on top of a dune overlooking the oasis. To him, it felt more like a sea within the desert. The loose sand of the dune solidified as Borthes stepped down. He rolled his eyes and walked slowly. There was no cause for rushing.
Borthes reached the edge of the oasis where giant, ancient trees reached into the sky. A few clouds hung overhead. Even to Borthes, it all felt too warm, so he stood in the shade and leaned against a tree. Underbrush farther in the oasis shifted as figures stepped out. Borthes nodded in greeting to a group of desert nomads. They carried waterskins and jugs, still dripping from the fresh water gathered.
They wore hoods or scarves on their heads and loose white clothing that covered their arms and legs. It had been many years since Borthes had seen any nomads, but he was not surprised to see that they dressed the same. It was the best way to survive the heat of the desert.
A young nomad man held out a waterskin to Borthes. He smiled and shook his head. “No, I am here to see Kala,” he said in their language. The words did not feel right coming off his tongue. It had been far too long since he had spoken it. The man offered water again. Borthes patted him on his shoulder. “Thank you. I do not need water. I am here to speak to Kala.”
The young man squinted and looked over his shoulder at the others. He turned back and quietly asked, “Titan?”
Borthes gently pushed the water back toward him and walked past the nomads. “Safe traveling.”
They stood still and watched Borthes step through the brush. He wanted to cut it away, but that would get him scolded. He had enough scolding from Farlir already. He didn’t feel like he needed more from a pile of sand.
A few more nomads passed by carrying fruit and greens. They all nodded to Borthes and offered food. He refused and thanked them as he continued toward the water. There was always something different about the nomads. They were kind, willing to help anyone and everyone they came across. As much as Borthes loved Junnan, he knew the nomads were the nicest people in the world.
After so many days in the sands and wind of the harsh desert, he was pleased to finally be at the oasis, even if he only planned to stay long enough for a conversation.
“You cleared the area for me?” asked Borthes as he stepped up to the edge of the water. It was the clearest water in the world, almost unbelievably clean, apart from the middle of the pool. A cloud within the water hovered in place, never clearing no matter what happened to the water. It was mysterious to any travelers who managed to reach the oasis without perishing in the desert. Books had been written about the studies of the Aaz Kala Oasis and its black cloud in the clear water. Borthes often thought of it like a storm cloud on an otherwise clear and sunny day.
Ripples moved through the water, centered above the cloud. “You insult me,” said an unseen, deep voice in the thunderous language of titans.
Borthes shook his head and slowly walked alongside the edge of the water, stepping heel to toe in the sand. “Is that a joke? How much of the day did I walk through that sandstorm before you cleared it?” A deep, monstrous noise shook the ground, stirring the water and causing Borthes to lose balance and step into the oasis. “Really?” he asked as he took his boot out of the water and shook it. “You think it was so funny that you laugh? You probably haven’t laughed in a century.”
Sand parted to Borthes left, revealing a tunnel of sandstone. It was a perfect circle, just tall enough for Borthes. As he stepped inside, the sand gathered behind him, shutting the tunnel. Sand glowed inside, revealing the way through. Borthes moved without hesitation, shaking his head and chuckling to himself the whole way down, deep into the ground.
The tunnel opened into a chamber, like an ancient cave of sandstone. Five columns circled the center, reaching to the top. Between the columns sat a beating heart encased in the water of the oasis. It hung magically in the air, with the water vibrating and moving with each beat of the enormous heart. Above the heart sat the black cloud, hiding Aaz Kala from human eyes. Fish swam through the cloud and around the heart, sometimes falling outside, into the cave. Sand gathered and lifted the fish back into the water around the heart.
“I see you haven’t changed,” said Borthes.
“And neither have you, King.” Aaz Kala’s voice thundered inside the cave. It was almost deafening, even for Borthes. “I know why you visit now, after so many centuries.”
Borthes frowned and leaned on one of the columns, looking up at the heart. “I’m sorry, friend. I should have come long ago. The Unsoor reminded me of that. I ignored the rest of the world too long, didn’t I?”
“Humans outside Junnan and Nuliya are not as useless as you might think. It was not the world you ignored too long, Borthes. It was the other Kings.”
Borthes closed his eyes and rested his head against the column. “They are back? Farlir sent me to check.”
“No,” said Aaz Kala, shaking his head. “Not both. Boe’Noke is loose. The King of Flesh is changed, and he plans to change the world.”
Borthes shivered. He had never heard Aaz Kala speak that way, especially about Boe’Noke. “And the other?”
“The Derelict King remains quiet. He has not touched my sands or whispered a word I could hear on Gojeer. If you did not see him return north, we shall still believe he resides in Ganslitan’s southern home.”
Borthes grunted. “Fair. He wouldn’t travel north quietly. Farlir can help keep an eye out for the Fallen King. If the King of Flesh is active, I’m worried they will both try something foolish again. So, Aaz, what has Boe’Noke done this time?” Aaz Kala was silent. Its beating heart was the only noise in the cave as Borthes watched fish swim and dart about. He stood and walked under the heart, looking straight up. “Aaz, I need to know.”
“There is more than Boe’Noke to worry you, Sun King. You will hear all I know, all I’ve heard. That is all I can do to assist you.”
Borthes nodded. “That is fair. Thank you, Aaz.”
“Warden, that little creature, ventured through my sands without assistance to meet with Boe’Noke. It asked for an alliance to resurrect Neptor. The Bone Sword had been located and claimed by a fanatic, but powerful mages, unlike anything seen these days, brought down the fanatic and contained the sword before it could regrow Neptor. The Bone Knight is no longer the protector of the sword, as it was once entrusted. I fear this means the inevitable resurrection of the Titan Killer.”
Borthes shook his head and paced around the columns. “No. I don’t believe it. Boe’Noke would never help Neptor. I can’t believe he would even listen to Warden. When has that creature ever earned any amount of respect?”
“You are correct, Borthes. Boe’Noke laughed at Warden’s request and dismissed the titan from his presence. But Warden did not leave until it learned of  Boe’Noke’s plans. They spoke in my sands, knowing I would hear the whispers. I fear Boe’Noke may be baiting you, as one does a fish.”
Borthes felt his heart pounding against his ribs. “What is he doing, Aaz? I need to know.”
“I fear the entire Loendol Empire has fallen, King. Boe’Noke has formed the Brothers of Flesh, a cult of everlasting life and pain. They consumed the entire empire and have moved on to Masaneen. Boe’Noke spoke of the legendary weapons. By now, he has claimed at least three, if not more. He did not speak of his end goal, but the Brothers will continue to spread and consume every nation they come upon.”
“How?” shouted Borthes. “How did he grow so strong? I thought you kept him trapped here?”
“No, Borthes. You always misunderstood. Boe’Noke was never trapped, only hiding from your wrath. I am your friend, but not your servant. If you want to control the other two Kings, you need to give up guardianship of Junnan. Boe’Noke’s return is your fault.”
Borthes gritted his teeth. It was difficult to argue with one as old and all-knowing as Aaz Kala.
“So, Borthes, what will you do? Take the bait and hunt Boe’Noke, or find the Bone Sword and halt Neptor’s return?”
“You said the humans stopped Neptor?” Borthes felt overcome with rage. He paced and clenched his fists. He couldn’t be angry with Aaz. Lashing out against the desert would only harm him. It would make his travel out impossible and hurt their immortal friendship.
“A mage stopped Death. You felt that energy, and that is why you traveled here?” Borthes nodded. “I assumed. She silenced the noise, stopping Death from collecting. It angered Death greatly. Another human used powerful spirit magic to absorb others, forcing his body to complete the full Circle of Magic. Both of these mages are from the same nation. They are the ones who now protect Neptor’s Femur.”
“Where are they from?” Borthes had so many questions, and he wanted to meet the mages. If Aaz spoke even a half-truth, they were incredible.
“Navaneer. Now split, and reforming into one.”
“How do you know all this, Aaz?”
“Kofore visited for advice, as you do now. It had witnessed a battle between the two mages and a battle between the Bone Knight and the fanatic, overcome by Femur.”
“Kofore didn’t intervene?”
“Kofore watched with interest, as would I. I have nothing else for you, Borthes. What will you do?”
Borthes sighed and closed his eyes, letting his racing heart slow to a steady thrum. “I need to find Boe’Noke and stop him. Did he say where he is going?”
“Unsoor to claim their sword. By now, he has left Gojeer on his way to Masaneen.”
“Then where do I go?”
“Jodin clans. Travel with the nomads. They will move quickly through my sands on their way to trade. Take a boat to Masaneen and travel to Navaneer. You will find what you need there.”
“Are you certain, Aaz?”
“No,” thundered the titan’s voice. “It is your best chance to try to stop Boe’Noke. Better than you wandering hopelessly.”
“You’re right. You always are. Thank you, Aaz. I knew I needed to come here.”
“You are always welcome, King of the Sun. Be careful. Do not let the King of Flesh trick you, as he did before.”
Borthes nodded and walked toward the tunnel. “I can beat him again.”
“That is my hope.” Aaz’s voice was quieter as the titan hesitated.
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Brenna walked on the edge of a dirt oval in the middle of a field. The towers of the university were within sight. Joan stood in the middle of the oval, smiling and greeting the students as they arrived from Cantille. It was a small group, no more than ten, sitting beside the dirt oval. Jahan sat near the front, looking eager. As the last student sat down, Joan unlatched her cloak and tossed it into the grass nearby. Brenna stopped walking, dropped her cloak, and rolled her shoulders.
Joan smirked. “Okay,” she said loudly. The students perked up. “Today is the big day. Brenna has been talking about how excited she is all morning.” Brenna nodded and stretched, reaching down to her toes. “She is going to review. We will show you how we want you to duel. Then we take turns. Any questions?”
A man near the front raised his hand. “Is it safe to be sitting this close? Most of us have seen what Brenna can do.”
Joan pointed to a muscular man sitting near the edge of the group. “That man is Yans. He’s one of the medics for the university. You might’ve seen him around before. He’s here to make sure everybody stays safe.” Joan walked to the end opposite Brenna and cracked her knuckles. “As for Brenna and me, we won’t hit you with anything.”
Brenna flicked her fingers, and magic flowed into the air. “Time to review, right?” Her voice was amplified by sound magic. Joan nodded. “Great. You should feel my magic in the air right now. We talked about this at the beginning of class. Is it good or bad?” Brenna pointed to a woman near the back.
“It can be either. Joan could use your energy against you, but most mages can’t fully hold it in.”
“Yes,” said Brenna. “Directing, defense, and countering are what we are really practicing today. You can always work on controlling your energy. Joan used to practice while eating. Especially soup.” Joan glared at Brenna and shushed her. “Joan and I will show you how to duel. Remember, we don’t want to actually hurt each other.”
The students collectively scooted backward. Joan and Brenna both laughed softly as they shifted their stances and looked into each other's eyes. Yans stood, walked to the outer edge in the middle, and lifted his hand.
“As soon as my hand drops, you are free to attack.” The medic took a deep breath, glanced at both mages, then swung his hand down.
Joan fell to one knee as Brenna blasted a beam of light magic right over the princess’s shoulder. Joan attacked with a beam of death magic aimed straight at Brenna’s chest.
The Konseer grinned and caught the beam. The magical energy in the air grew heavier as Joan’s attacks formed a giant orb in front of Brenna’s hand. It gathered and grew, obscuring Brenna’s view.
“Oh, Joan,” said Brenna. “I thought you would’ve known better than that.” She smirked and lifted the orb above her head.
Joan appeared in front of her, followed by a gust of wind. The princess shoved both her arms forward, directing an enormous blast of wind. Brenna’s eyes opened wide as her legs were blown out from underneath her. She landed on her face in a puff of dirt.
The student scrambled back as the giant death magic orb fell to the ground. Joan rolled forward and caught it with both hands, inches from the ground.
Brenna stood and brushed the dirt off her tunic and trousers. She slowly shook her head as she effortlessly grabbed the orb from Joan and closed her hand, dissipating the energy. The air returned to normal. Brenna helped Joan to her feet.
“Joan knocked me onto my face,” she said bluntly. “She wins that duel. And I will never hear the end of it.” The students cheered as Joan bowed. “Yes, yes, whatever. Two volunteers to try dueling?”
Jahan’s hand was the first up. Brenna pointed to her and the woman sitting beside her. They went to opposite sides of the oval.
“Jahan, Pirna, how are you feeling?” asked Brenna.
“Ready,” said Jahan.
Pirna shrugged. She was shorter than Jahan but muscular. Her hair was tied back, and she was barefoot in the dirt.
“If you hurt too bad to continue, yell ‘stop.’ Yans will help you recover if you need it,” said Brenna. She nodded to the medic.
Yans walked back to the middle and raised his hand. He looked both mages in the eye, then dropped his hand. Jahan and Pirna stared at each other, unmoving. The air was still.
Brenna and Joan glanced at each other from across the oval, waiting for somebody to move.
* * *
Jahan took a deep breath. She had practiced as much as she could. Her magic could focus on an attack. It was time she proved it to herself and everyone else.
Magic flowed out as she exhaled. Jahan pointed her finger at Pirna and forced the magic to roll down her arm and shoot out. A thin beam of light struck Pirna in the left shoulder, searing her skin.
“Ouch.” Pirna looked at Brenna, who shrugged. Pirna looked down at the little mark and smirked.
Jahan cursed quietly and tried to gather more energy. She pointed both hands at her opponent. Jahan’s energy faltered. There was not enough magic within her to gather the attack she wanted.
Pirna sprinted at Jahan. Another bolt of light struck Pirna and burned her chest. It was minor, and the skin healed immediately. Jahan tried stepping back as Pirna stepped close, but she stumbled.
“Wait,” said Jahan. “Shit.” Pirna’s fist collided with Jahan’s cheek. The mage dropped to the ground, unconscious.
* * *
“Oh, fuck.” Brenna ran across the arena and gently held Jahan up as Yans healed her head. Brenna used her life magic to feel around Jahan’s head. Everything seemed healthy. Yans carried Jahan into the grass and set her down.
Brenna’s ears started to buzz gently. She shook her head and cleared her throat. Joan tugged on Brenna’s tunic.
“Everything okay?”
Brenna nodded. “Pirna, you’re a life mage, right?”
Pirna bowed. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Well done. Pirna used her life magic to strengthen her own body. I’m guessing a normal punch from you doesn’t feel great already. But a punch backed by her energy hits that much harder. Who wants to go next?” The students were quiet, looking over at Jahan and the darkening bruise on her face. “She’ll be fine. That bruise will go away with a little bit more healing. Pirna’s out, so nobody has to duel her. Let’s get two thermal mages. Who is thermal?”
* * *
Jahan waved as the other students walked away, back to Cantille. Yans crouched down and checked on her again. After more reassurance, the medic said his goodbyes.
Brenna and Joan grabbed their cloaks, then walked over to Jahan.
“How’s the face?” asked Brenna. She offered her hand, helping Jahan to her feet.
“It doesn’t hurt at all. Thanks for healing.” She rubbed her hand over her cheek. “I was expecting a blast of something.”
Brenna patted her shoulder. “Fights can go in all sorts of unexpected ways. Look at me. Joan caught me off guard.”
“I hit my attacks. They did nothing.” Jahan’s voice was quiet. She looked at the ground and dug the tip of her shoe into the ground.
“They were good attacks,” said Joan. “That life magic helped protect her, and your light magic didn’t hit as hard as it could’ve. Keep practicing. Slem has talked about how much you’ve improved.”
Jahan looked up. “He has? I don’t feel like I’ve gotten that much better.”
Brenna took a few steps past them, turned, and waved Jahan and Joan forward. “Slem did mention it the other night. Said you couldn’t even destroy one of his targets the first time you went.”
“That’s true.” Jahan clenched her jaw. “Was it embarrassing?”
“No,” said Joan. “Pirna could probably beat most of the students in class with that technique. It is a tough one.”
“It is. Not one you see much. I picked a bad match for you. I didn’t want to pick a dark mage either. You will get there.” Brenna turned and smiled wide. “I promise.”
Jahan was happy to talk to the two Konseers. It felt like she had little to no time with them after more students arrived. She understood, of course. In some ways, it felt odd to her to look up to somebody like Joan, who was five years younger than her. But the Bruntan princess held herself up against Brenna and the Grandmaster.
Jahan was happy to see Joan feeling so comfortable and relaxed, even after a duel. It was tough for her not to think back on the battle of Brunta when Joan fell. That moment was seared into her memory, and she could not understand how Joan still willingly battled and practiced after dying. Both women seemed to hold no fear, and Jahan could not understand it. Joan seemed cold for so long after, and Jahan occasionally saw small flashes of frustration from the young mage. Now, she seemed relaxed more often, but Jahan knew she might just not see the scars and frustrations Joan faced.
Torva stood, leaning against a building at the edge of the city. His face was flushed. “Brenna, Joan, I’ve got news.” They stopped, and Jahan continued slowly, trying to listen to the Konseers. “Cassandra showed up. Lafe took her away. Something happened in Caland. They asked for just you, Brenna. Lafe said he’d fill the rest of us in after they talked with you.”
“I’m coming,” said Joan.
Brenna swore. “No, Joan. I’ll get you right after. We should listen to Lafe here. Go with Jahan. Make sure her head is okay.”
“Fine.”
Brenna dragged Torva down the street, talking rapidly to him as they headed for campus. Joan walked back over to Jahan. “I’ll walk you back to your dorm. It would be good to rest up.” Jahan nodded and followed Joan down the street. The princess had her fists clenched and her eyes on the street.
“How do you like teaching?” asked Jahan softly.
“Hm?” Joan looked up. “It’s fine. I don’t really like doing it by myself. I just help Brenna and Gorshun.”
“You are good at it,” Jahan said with a smile. “Not that any of the Konseers are bad teachers. I just like learning from you.”
“Oh, thanks. Everything I know is from my lessons with Brenna, so it is basically just Brenna teaching you.”
It was difficult to read Joan. The princess was a mystery to everybody but the Konseers. She didn’t talk to the students outside of class, and she was rarely seen on campus without being with someone. Jahan wanted to be friends with the young princess, though Joan didn’t seem to have any interest in getting to know her.
They reached the edge of campus, and Joan placed her hands on Jahan’s head. “How is it feeling?”
“Fine. Healing magic did the trick.”
Joan squinted as she examined Jahan’s eye and cheek. “It looks fine. Go to the medics if it hurts or if you feel any dizziness.’
“Are you going to find Brenna?”
“Yes, sorry. I know you’ll be fine without me. Thanks for the conversation.” Joan waved and walked away.
Jahan stayed standing in the same place and waved back. It wasn’t much of a conversation. She wondered what went on inside of Joan’s head. To go from careless to angry, to aloof, and all over the place in a snap. Ever since she died, there had been rumors about Joan acting differently. It made sense. Few, if anyone else, could say they had died before. Even fewer could say they had survived only because their mentor stopped a titan from claiming their life. After seeing the second battle of Cantille and the battle of Brunta, Jahan wondered what influence Brenna had on Joan. Was it all positive?
Jahan walked to her dorm and slumped into her desk chair. Her body ached with an oncoming soreness, but her head felt fine. She felt like an idiot, getting knocked out by a punch in a magic duel.
She grabbed paper and ink and quickly scratched the words Dear Mother at the top.
I cannot seem to figure out attacking with my magic. Despite being called the battlemages, we never received any training in Ta-Veer. It was all swordplay and marching. They simply expected us to use magic while fighting. And now I look like a child trying to do anything with this blasted light magic. We had duels today for class. I think I may have given my opponent a mild sunburn. I plan to keep practicing and learning. I know I will figure it out. It is just much harder than I ever expected it to be.
I have been reading and learning about all the different magical energies. I think I understand the basics of them all, and more of light, dark, and thermal. Even with knowing all about light, the best I can do is act like a human candle. I found out today that life magic can strengthen muscles. The student I dueled for Konseer Brenna’s combat class won by punching me in the face. It was embarrassing.
I hope things are going well in Ta-Veer. We have a break from classes soon. I would like to visit if that works for you. I may only be able to stay for a day or two, but it would still be worth the days of traveling.
Write me back soon. I plan to visit unless I hear otherwise.
Sincerely,
Your lovely daughter
Jahan Kenstin
She shook the paper gently, helping the ink dry, then folded it and slid it into an envelope. Her room was silent and boring. All she wanted to do was to train more, to become stronger. Fighting with magic wasn’t her main goal for attending the university, but she had hoped to learn enough to defend herself without a weapon.
Soon, she hoped. Soon she would learn enough to use light magic like a true mage.
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Brenna sat on a sofa beside Lafe. Cassandra sat across a small table in the center of another sofa. She leaned her elbows on her knees and held a steaming cup of tea with both hands. She had dark bags beneath her eyes, and her right arm was ripped apart and covered in dried blood.
“Can I start?” asked Lafe. Cassandra nodded. Lafe shifted his position and looked at Brenna. “Caland was attacked in the middle of the night. The whole city fell and . . .” He cleared his throat. “Vanova was killed. Cassandra came straight here, not even stopping to sleep in the days it took her to get here. She wanted to wait until you were here to tell more of the story, so she didn’t have to tell it more than once.”
Brenna felt her heart racing. Nothing about the situation felt normal. Tears ran down Cassandra’s cheeks. Lafe shifted his weight on the sofa. In all the time she had known them, Brenna had never seen Lafe or Cassandra look so uncomfortable and defeated.
Cassandra sat up and wiped the tears away with her hand. “Boe’Noke’s followers attacked us. They called themselves the Brothers of Flesh. A woman named Ebni Falstok led them. I thought it was Boe’Noke. It felt like Boe’Noke. They didn’t want anything from us, only to kill me. I should have let Vanova run.” Her hands trembled, spilling hot tea on them. She watched it drip off without flinching from the heat. “Everyone in Caland is dead. A titan saved me. I don’t know why. Its mortal friend named Yelt tried to explain what happened. I still do not know how true it is, but he told me Ebni only wanted the magical weapons Yelt carried. It was like Billo and Ebni had a deal prearranged.”
“Hold up,” said Brenna. “Sorry, Cassandra. I really am. Vanova was wonderful.” Cassandra looked back at the table and sniffled. “I just want to clear this up. Who are Billo and Yelt?”
“Oh,” said Cassandra. She looked at Brenna. “Billo is a monstrous snail. A titan that travels around Masaneen. Yelt is Billo’s friend, a human that built a house on top of Billo and rides the titan around, selling whatever he finds. I spent many nights listening to Yelt’s stories. Some I still do not believe. The two of them came across many legendary weapons, including Oar.”
“This Yelt sold that to Pettrin then?” asked Lafe.
“That is one of the stories he told me, yes.”
Brenna rubbed her eyes. “Okay. This is a lot. But not important right now. The Brothers and what was that other name?”
“Boe’Noke?” asked Cassandra. Brenna nodded. Cassandra shivered. “You will need to hear the story to understand what threat we face.” She sipped her tea, then set the mug on the table. “About two hundred years ago, I was on a research trip in Gojeer. I had spent a few years in Halindon and needed to talk to the desert nomads to follow up on some stories I had heard. I hired a guide through the Aaz Kala desert. We became lost within the first day, and my guide died not long after. I survived by collecting water with my magic. After several days wandering lost, a man appeared. He introduced himself as Boe’Noke. His skin was dark like the people of Zarren, and his arms and face were covered in scars. He offered to help me to the oasis, and I accepted. By the end of the day, we were in the shade of the palms, and I could drink freely from the oasis’s waters.
“It was unbelievable. I had been so close, but the sands shifted and disrupted my path until this Boe’Noke finally helped me through. We spent a few nights together under the stars. His magic helped me recover swiftly, and we passionately laid together. On the fourth day, a sandstorm unlike any he had ever seen appeared around the oasis, as if the desert itself wanted to be rid of us. We had no choice but to flee east toward the Loendol Empire.
“Once we settled in the capital of Frenning, I realized Boe’Noke was something other than what I had seen in Aaz Kala. People gathered to him like he was some sort of savior, and he flourished in their adoration. They scarred themselves to look like him and worshiped him as the King of Scars.” Cassandra clenched her fists, trying to stop them from shaking. “I assumed wrong, and I could have saved so many people if I was aware. He did not just collect followers. He controlled them, puppeting their flesh. His life magic was twisted, along with his mind. He manipulated them, forced them to cut themselves, then healed their wounds. It was either follow him or die for each of the people he picked. While I cannot be certain, I believe my spirit magic stopped him from trying to use me as well. He may have attempted it without my knowledge, or he never intended to use me. Either way, I was outside his grasp. After countless days in our manor, I fled back to Masaneen. I never saw or spoke to Boe’Noke again. I spent a few years in Cansafore before eventually returning to Col’for and starting the Free Mages. I never thought I would feel that type of magical energy again. It was as if Boe’Noke stood before me again, filled with hatred and evil. Whoever this Ebni Folstok is, she shares too much in common with Boe’Noke. Their magic is the same.” Cassandra exhaled loudly. “Vanova was ripped in half with flesh magic. Every member of the Brothers of Flesh was covered in patched together skin, all scarred. Ebni included. They looked like the original followers from back in Frenning.”
“Do you know what happened when you fled Caland?” asked Brenna.
“Billo let me off north of the city. I had to hide because they moved west, toward Halwen. I went back in on my way down. Back into Caland. Nobody was left. The only body was Vanova’s, and it was stripped of its skin.”
Brenna pulled her legs onto the sofa and leaned forward. “Could you tell how many attacked?”
“Thousands. Likely more.”
“Are we safe?” asked Lafe.
“You two are the reason I am here. If Boe’Noke is here, if Boe’Noke has formed an army, you two are the only hope for stopping it.”
Brenna looked at Lafe. The Grandmaster stared off into the distance. Brenna felt her stomach turn sour.
“I will send messages to Sulvin and Yewn,” said Lafe. His eyes refocused on Cassandra. “You go rest up. Join us later, once you have slept. Take my bed, just through there.” Lafe pointed to the right, behind Cassandra. She nodded and slowly stood.
“I am truly sorry to come here. I tried to stop it myself.”
Brenna stood and held Cassandra’s arm. The ancient mage leaned against her. Brenna guided her to the room and helped her lie in the bed.
Brenna closed the door and rejoined Lafe on the sofa. “Caland is gone?”
“I have no reason to doubt her story. Maybe the Gorva can help investigate. The kings will have more resources to scout. If you feel anything—”
“I’ll let you know right away,” finished Brenna. “I need a drink. I’ll let the others know.”
“Careful. They need to keep it private for now until we can confirm it all.”
Brenna nodded. She touched Lafe’s arm and offered a weak smile. “Let me know if you need my help with her.”
“I will. Go, talk to the others.”
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Yortia sat on her cot, legs kicked out and head resting on cold stone. Hunger shook her stomach. From what she could see through the slits they called windows, she guessed it was close to noon.
She reached out and grabbed her toes, letting her legs stretch. Each day felt the same. No freedom, no real movement. She stood, slapping her bare feet on the floor. Yortia clenched her hands together and flexed her muscles. Magical energy flowed into the air, crackling and stinging her skin. She gathered it back and released it again. Her muscles flexed and relaxed over and over.
Each day felt the same, except that she grew stronger. Her hunger grew with the exercise and her muscles became fatigued. She sat heavily on her cot, leaned against the wall, and smirked.
A muted grunt from outside the cells echoed, followed by the sound of a body slapping against the ground. Yortia stood again and pressed herself against the bars. A lumbering figure stepped inside and turned its featureless face to Yortia.
“Who are you?” she asked loudly, panicked.
The creature, hunched to fit under the ceiling, wore a ragged loose cloak with its hood up. Its skin was like obsidian, and the one arm it had was dripping with fresh blood.
It reached up and lowered its hood, smearing blood across its scalp. Each step toward Yortia shook the tower. The bars vibrated in her hands. It stopped before her and visibly shrank down until it only grazed the ceiling. Long, sharp fingers curled around the cell bars as Yortia stepped back. Blood ran in rivulets down, pooling at the base of the cell.
“True Believer,” it said in a rumbling voice. Yortia studied the creature, unable to find the source of its voice. “I am Warden.”
“The titan?” Yortia took a small step forward and examined it closer.
“Indeed. You fought for Neptor’s resurrection?” Yortia nodded slowly, taking a half step forward. Warden crouched down until its head was level with Yortia’s. “You are the chosen one to restore Neptor, True Believer. Pettrin and Dohns failed. You will not.” Warden shifted around, shaking its head. “Now is not yet time for your freedom, Chosen One. Powerful mages dwell here.”
“Brenna and Lafe,” said Yortia dryly. “I know.”
Warden hummed. “Not only the one who halted Death and the one who became an Abomination but another. A hoary mage, tainted by spirit and poisoned by life.”  It removed its hand from the cell bar and raised its hood. “I must go. Prepare, True Believer. Soon, you will be free.”
Warden vanished in a small whirlwind, leaving nothing but drops of blood behind.
“What the fuck am I supposed to do now? There’s blood everywhere.” Yortia said, both hands on top of her head.
She sighed and sat on the ground with her legs crossed. As the sun reached its peak, her food was nearly delivered. The tray loudly clattered on the ground, and an apple bounced down the stairs. She had looked forward to eating an apple. Brenna entered soon after with her brow furrowed and her jaw clenched.
“I’m real sick of shit right now. Just tell me what happened.”
“There’s no reason for me to lie, Brenna.” Yortia looked up and stared into her eyes. “Warden showed up, killed the guard, and came in to tell me that I need to free Neptor.” She stuck her arms out. “How the fuck am I going to do that if I’m in here?”
Brenna cocked her head. “Couldn’t Warden have freed you?”
“Seems like it,” she said sarcastically. “It said something about mages here, then disappeared. The one who halted Death, the Abomination, and a hoary mage?”
“Harsh words,” said Brenna. She sat and leaned forward. “Cassandra is here. Caland was attacked. No survivors.”
Yortia’s eyes went wide. “How?”
“Massive army. A cult, apparently. We’re still trying to find out more.”
“Even Lord Falwyrth?” Brenna nodded. “Wow,” said Yortia softly. “Well, it obviously wasn’t me that did this.” She gestured to the blood on the bar. “I’m sorry about the guard.”
“We have much bigger concerns if Warden is showing its face again. If you had Femur in front of you, would you take it?”
Yortia closed her eyes and played through scenarios in her head, trying to find the correct answer. “No. I don’t think so. I know what we were doing seemed right, and sometimes still does, but it never had the result we wanted. I do still think titans are a threat.” She pointed to the blood again. “As we saw today.”
“I have a lot of things I need to handle today. Be safe, Yortia. I want to trust you. If you break out, you know I will have to kill you.”
Yortia bowed her head. “I know.”
“Someday soon, we can talk to the others about other options. Maybe get you out of the cell. But not yet. Prove yourself first.”
“Thanks, Brenna.”
Brenna left and whispered instructions to the guards outside. A short time later, a guard brought a tray of food in with buttered bread, bacon, and a shining red apple. Yortia smiled and took a huge bite out of the fruit.
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Grayson sat on a carved wooden stool near a raging fire. It was early in the day, yet he had not once seen the monstrous fire go out. Gerin paced in front of the hut they had spent the night in with Ryptin a few steps behind him. They walked and walked in the same pattern all morning.
It bothered Grayson but scolding Gerin never helped. Toes sat beside Grayson turned the other way, watching Gerin and Ryptin. The Professor sat nearby on the ground, throwing twigs and leaves into the fire.
The Hashtin Jodin village was small but lively. There was no real pattern to the layout of huts and paths in the village. Even the never-ending fire was not in the middle and instead off-center on the eastern side. About twenty huts with many holding more than one family made up the village.
A young man brought a wicker bowl full of dried fish and rings of a dried fruit he did not recognize. Grayson nodded his thanks and started eating some fish. The Professor shuffled over, grabbed a fish, and took a giant bite out of it. Bits of meat fell and clung to his chin.
The Professor spoke to the man in a language Grayson did not understand. He watched the two converse as he ate his fish, grew bored, then walked over to Gerin and stood in his path.
Gerin mumbled and stared at the ground until he walked into Grayson. Startled, he stepped back, causing Ryptin to run into him. The boar grunted and looked at Grayson.
“What’s wrong with you?” asked Grayson.
Gerin tightened his lips and shook his head. He looked at Ryptin, who oinked, then back at Grayson and shook his head again. “Something. I don’t know. I’m just getting an awful feeling about all this.”
“We know you don’t like cities, Gerin, but this is making you look insane,” said Toes.
“He’s right, Gerin. What kind of bad feeling? The Hashtin? The Professor? What?”
Gerin wiggled his fingers and shook his head again. “I don’t know. I can’t tell. If I think about going farther, I feel sick. If I think about going back into the wastelands, I feel weird in a different way. Everything is making me feel weird. I don’t like it, and I can’t explain it. We shouldn’t go to the main Hashtin Jodin village.”
Grayson patted his arm. “We have to. We can grab a boat there to head down to Nuliya. That sounds nice, doesn’t it?”
Gerin groaned and shook his head. “No. Nothing sounds nice.”
Toes held out a dried fish. “Eat this and stop pacing for a bit.” Gerin walked over, grabbed the fish, and sat on the ground beside Toes. Ryptin took a fish from the bowl and loudly chomped on it near the fire. Toes leaned his elbow on Gerin’s head. “See? Isn’t this nice? You can get all the bad feelings in the world, but nothing beats no responsibilities. A year ago, I would be on some mission right now. Look at us. Sitting by a weirdly big fire eating fish while everyone speaks a language we don’t understand.”
“It is nice,” mumbled Gerin. “This bad feeling isn’t a joke.”
“I know. We trust you,” said Toes
Grayson sat in front of Gerin and handed him a large wooden mug. Gerin sniffed it, and his eyes lit up. “Take it easy,” said Grayson. “If the feeling gets worse, we can try to figure it out. It is either down to Hashtin’s main village or up into the Titan’s Wasteland again. The Professor said going straight east would be rougher than the wastelands.”
Gerin took a long drink from the mug and stifled a burp. Foam clung to the short stubble around his lips. “I’d rather puke than go back there.”
“Tell me or Toes if it gets worse,” said Grayson.
Gerin nodded and took another long drink, draining the remaining beer. “Is there more?”
“Aren’t we heading out today?” asked Toes.
Grayson shushed Toes and poured more beer from a clay jug. The Professor appeared and held out his own mug. Grayson grinned and filled the mug.
“How is your morning?” he asked them.
“Fish and beer in the morning isn’t a normal Masaneen thing,” said Toes. Grayson took a drink from the jug and handed it to Toes. The Gorva chuckled and took a drink. It tasted sweeter than the beers he was used to, with a strong hint of fruit within.
“Jodin Clans eat fish all the time. Try the fruit too.” He handed the wicker bowl to Gerin.
Grayson glanced at Toes and cleared his throat. “Professor, we appreciate the company. When we leave today, we are planning on doing so as just the three of us.”
The Professor finished chewing his fruit and smiled. “No Ryptin then?”
“Me and Ryp count as one,” said Gerin with his mouth full.
“Yes,” said Grayson. “I apologize, Professor. It was great getting to know you.”
“While I appreciate the politeness to how you phrase it, it still sounds as if you are trying to ditch me. I understand that I am nothing more than a stranger to you, but I assure you that I will accompany you as far as the coast. Gerin here isn’t feeling well, and I would like to keep an eye on him.”
Toes shook his head. Grayson sighed. “Gerin is fine. He gets into his head and thinks something bad will happen. We can handle it.”
The Professor squinted and looked over Gerin. “Have these bad feelings ever happened before something big?”
Toes and Grayson looked at each other, mouthing words. The Professor looked on knowingly with a grin.
“Yes,” interrupted Gerin. “One time, Grayson was dying, and I could feel it. It was the same as the feeling I get when I think about going south.”
Grayson shoved Gerin. “You need to keep that secret.”
“That is a rare ability, Gerin.” The Professor stood and brushed the dirt off his bottom. “It is settled. I will continue with you to the main village. If you would like to part ways from there, I will understand and allow it. If you change your mind, I would appreciate the company.”
“We’re going to Nuliya,” said Grayson. “I thought you were only going for supplies.”
The Professor shrugged. “I have nothing to get back to. That old fortress isn’t going anywhere. Not much to do in the ruins.”
“Fine.” Grayson stood and glared at the old man. “But do anything odd, and I’ll cut you down.”
“Yes, yes, yes.” The Professor waved his hand in Grayson’s face. “I get it. Mean old Bone Knight will kill anyone he doesn’t like. I’ve heard the stories.”
Grayson clenched his jaw. Toes grabbed his forearm. “Easy.”
Grayson relaxed. “Don’t call me that. We leave as soon as Gerin is ready.”
Gerin hopped to his feet with two fish in his hand. “I’m ready.”
Ryptin oinked, mouth full of fish.
“Onward we go,” shouted the Professor. He grabbed his bag of shoes and started walking south ahead of the others.
“I hate this.” Grayson rubbed his hands over his short hair.
“I know,” said Toes. He patted Grayson on the back, then gently pushed him forward. “Follow the old man.”




30
Candle stood on a thin branch at the top of an old oak tree. She crouched low, one hand holding her bow, the other gripping the tree trunk. 
Candle’s heart beat rapidly in her chest. Was it fear? She breathed slowly, in her nose and out her mouth, trying to slow her heart and sharpen her senses. The main road through Halwen ran east to west and split into a fork, one road leading to Rolston, the other to Cansafore. It was often a busy road. Candle had traveled it enough. Well-kept and wide enough to travel through easily, even with carts and horses or mules.
In front of her was different in every way. The entire road was covered by people wearing black robes with hoods up. It looked like their legs moved almost in sync as they all traveled west. It was unusual. It was terrifying. Who were they? Where were they going?
Candle watched the tide of people flow past, then climbed down the tree and waited. A woman with blonde stubble for hair walked up and stood at Candle’s side. Her dark leather armor was similar to Candle’s but better kept. It still had a shine that Candle wished hers had. The woman had a workman’s hammer, two knives, and a shortsword on her belt. How she moved quietly with all of that was always a mystery to Candle.
“Cass, you saw that?”
Cass nodded. “Thousands at least. That’s bigger than Halwen’s army.”
“I thought so too.”
Two young men walked around from the other side of the tree. One was a bit taller, with burn marks covering the right side of his face. The scars covered his eye and ear.
The other looked absolutely plain and average. Candle only recognized Jayse when Cass and Lutin were around. He blended into most crowds perfectly because he drew no special attention.
“Lutin, Jayse, you see anything we missed?”
“No, ma’am,” said Lutin, the tall man. “We kept our distance. Difficult to get close in this sunlight.”
“True.” Candle slung her bow over her shoulder. “Lutin, report everything you saw to Klien. We’ll continue to Isteria.”
Lutin bowed and jogged south, back toward Brunta. Candle waved them on and walked to the road. She paused and crouched, looking west. “What could be going on with that many people that we don’t already know about?”
“I don’t like it. They could still swing south and reach Brunta before we get back.” Cass stretched out her hands and glanced around the area. “Halwen is terrible.”
“They won’t.” Candle stood and followed the road east. “It would’ve been faster to cut through near the river. Hills slow you down, especially with that many people.”
“But we don’t know where they came from,” interjected Cass.
Candle groaned. “Fine. You’re right. I’ll follow until I know who or what they are. That means you two need to handle this assassination alone.”
“Don’t act like I’m new at this. We got our own squads at the same time, Candle.” Cass glared. Jayse’s face was full of concern, unsure of how to interact with the women.
“Fine, I know. Be careful.”
Cass didn’t let up her glare. “You too.” She shoved Jayse forward and continued down the road.
Candle watched them for a moment, rolled her eyes, and turned to jog the other way. She knew Cass was capable of handling a simple assassination. That wasn’t her concern. But it wasn’t worth trying to argue with her.
Candle ran off the road into the brush and grasses. She removed her bow from her shoulder, and picked up her pace until the faintest hint of a robed figure came into view. Following the tail end wasn’t exactly what she planned, but she thought taking it slow might be better.
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Theltor took a long drink of Bruntan liquor. The clear drink burned his lips, tongue, and throat on its way down. As far as he was concerned, it was the only thing Brunta ever did right. He handed the flask to Yorn, who took an even longer drink and loudly cleared his throat after.
“Can’t believe it’s been so long since we fought Nadarin,” said Yorn, looking off at the horizon. They stood on a low hilltop with a shallow valley before them.
“Almost four years,” said Jilmon. He stepped between the two taller men and crossed his arms. “Longer even since Callio last fought you.”
Theltor grunted. “Callio can sit in Kelitak all she wants. Out here is where the stronger faction thrives.”
“And the stronger faction better be Cloud Battalion, or we are fucked, Theltor,” said Jilmon.
Carrina grunted. “We know Cloud Battalion is stronger. It’s time to prove it.”
Theltor watched the horizon, following a blur speeding over the distant hills and slowly turning toward his position. “Haste,” he said bluntly.
A gaunt woman appeared before them with sweat running through her thin, disheveled hair. “Jilmon,” she said with a smile. “Sir Theltor, Nadarin should arrive before nightfall. I would expect him to engage even after sunset.”
“Tella, great job.” Jilmon patted her on the shoulder and stepped in front of Theltor. “See? The Haste know how it all works.”
“Thank you, Tella,” said Theltor. He looked past Jilmon, back to the horizon. “Yorn, get the army ready.” Yorn bowed and hurried away. “Haste, do you plan to fight?”
Jilmon grinned. “They’re fighting.”
Theltor nodded. “Tella, Carrina, Jilmon, will you keep an eye on Nadarin? I want to know precisely when he will be approaching.”
“We can handle that,” said Carrina, nodding. “And flank after the fighting has started.”
“Good, good. Talk to Yorn. Get some supplies to hold you over while in the field. Eat a hot meal before you go if you prefer. Just prepare. Once our armies collide, there will be no stopping it.”
Jilmon whispered to Carrina and Tella, then shooed them away. He stood beside Theltor and looked at the distant horizon. “Feeling sure about this still?”
“Yes, absolutely. Cloud Battalion soldiers are stronger, we have you and your cousins, we hold high ground, and I will not lose.” Theltor squeezed the grip of Plague. “His Greatness tells you everything. Is that true?”
“No. I know what the rumors say. If anybody is his true friend, it would be Callio. His Greatness tells me nothing anymore.”
Theltor slid Plague out of its sheath and hovered his free hand over the blade. Purple haze filled the air as magic dripped onto the grass. “I climbed in Cansafore because of this. You know that. Everybody knows that. Did you know His Greatness helped Nadarin find a magical weapon? He wanted to ensure all three great generals had one.” Theltor threw Plague to the ground. The blade sunk into dirt up to its hilt. Grass on all sides withered as the earth turned gray and brown.
“What?” Jilmon stepped back, away from Plague. “How?”
Theltor folded his arms. “Nadarin’s journey to Zarren wasn’t diplomatic. It was a trade mission, and Nadarin came home with a spear.” Theltor pulled Plague from the ground and resheathed it. “It’s dangerous, so I plan to duel him. If I fall, make sure the bastard falls too.”
Jilmon glared. “Plague is the strongest, is it not? Nadarin has some bullshit magic spear. I can’t imagine you dying to that idiot.”
“Until we know what it does, we have to assume it is deadly.”
“Understood.” Jilmon looked around. “I’ll join Carrina and Tella. Are you ready for this?”
Theltor squeezed the pommel of Plague and grinned. “I’m ready.”
* * *
Theltor paced, watching Yorn and Lavlin order troops in position in the field. He stood in the front, nodding to the nervous frontline soldiers. It had been a long time since he felt that way, but he understood their fears. Being in the front with over seven thousand behind you would seem unfair to most. For Theltor and Plague, it was exactly where he wanted to be. The bulk of the army stood ready, visible from where they expected Nadarin to appear. Two thousand footmen of the Cloud Battalion stood with swords and shields. Another two thousand archers stood just higher on the hill, with another one thousand behind them. Yorn ordered Lavlin to hide two thousand in flanks. It would either throw off the Snakeskin or kill Lavlin, and Theltor felt both would be fine.
The landscape was just hilly enough for their strategy to work. Yorn walked through the center of the soldiers and stopped beside Theltor, slightly downhill. “Everyone is set.”
“Great job, Yorn. You should take your position now. Be safe.”
Yorn clapped him on the back. “I would, but I want to see this fight with Nadarin.”
Theltor shook his head. “No, it’s too dangerous. We need you commanding.”
“I’ll stay with the archers then?”
Theltor nodded and smiled weakly. “Sure, do that.”
A gust of wind blew in as Jilmon tried to stop running. His speed carried him over his feet, causing him to tumble several times. He popped back up and ran over to Theltor. “He was going the wrong direction. We baited him until he turned this way. He’ll be here soon.”
“Tella and Carrina?” asked Theltor.
“Both fine. Watching from a distance now. Hirla is with Snakeskin. Not even scouting or using magic.”
“Can you handle your uncle?”
“Can I handle my uncle?” Jilmon scoffed. “Can I? I’ll cut his fucking head off.”
Yorn frowned. “Stay safe, Theltor.” He patted him on the back then walked back through the soldiers.
Theltor loudly cleared his throat. While standing downhill, he could only see the first few rows of soldiers. He figured they were the ones that needed encouragement anyway. “Cloud Battalion,” he shouted. Nervous eyes looked at him. “Nadarin and his Snakeskin Battalion are marching our way. We are outnumbered, as we always have been against Nadarin. One, two thousand more? Each of you fights like five of his soldiers. Our strength outnumbers them.” Jilmon tugged on Theltor’s arm. Theltor looked over his shoulder at the mass of Snakeskin soldiers across the valley. “It’s time to crush Nadarin,” he continued, shouting as loud as he was able. “Pull the fangs from them and slice their throats.”
The front lines cheered, drew their swords, and stood like they were ready to take on anything. Jilmon pulled his knife out and held it down along his forearm. “We can do this,” he said, sounding more like he was reassuring himself. “I’m going to find Carrina. I don’t want Hirla to see me right now.”
Theltor nodded. “I believe in you, Haste.”
Jilmon smirked. “I believe in Plague, Theltor.” He dashed away.
Theltor walked a few more steps down the hill, staying on the incline. Only a few more strides to level ground, with one dozen steps up to the frontline. He would’ve liked a bigger hill. Something more dramatic to make his enemies climb. But he worked with what Yorn had found.
There was a mix of nerves and excitement in the pit of his stomach. It had been years since he truly had had to duel anybody or even worry about the weapon he was up against. Nadarin yielded in the past as soon as his weapon was destroyed. What would he do now with his spear?
Theltor stretched out his arms and wrists, letting his mind wander as Nadarin marched his army closer. Individual soldiers were just coming into view. Their armor looked fresh, from what he could tell. How many recruits did Nadarin have? How many recruits would be slaughtered in their first battle? Theltor placed his right hand on Plague’s grip and took a deep breath.
He assumed fighting Nadarin would be easier than the Bone Knight. An unknown magical spear obviously held power, but nothing like Femur or Plague.
Theltor unsheathed Plague and shifted it into his left hand. He took another deep breath, squeezed his hand tighter on the sword’s grip, and grinned. Nadarin halted his army just out of the archers’ range. He was a shit fighter but a smart commander. At least most of the time. Theltor walked down to the level ground and waited for Nadarin to approach.
The Snakeskin Battalion commander was much taller than Theltor. He wore his infamous gold scale armor that shone in the sunlight. His soldiers wore matte gray and green versions of the same armor, making the army look like a fat, square snake. Nadarin held a spear in one hand that was slightly taller than he was. It was all metal with zig-zagging black lines running down the silver shaft.
Nadarin stopped twenty paces from Theltor and bowed. “It is an honor to be on the field with you again, Sir Theltor.”
Theltor held Plague to the side, letting it drip onto the grass. “Enough with the bullshit, Nadarin. As far as Yulnor is concerned, you’re a criminal. You can’t yield today.”
“Can I not?” Nadarin cocked his head. “Too bad. I’ll just have to show you what Thunderbolt can do.”
Theltor eyed the spear. “A magical weapon that nobody has heard of is nothing special. They call them legendary weapons because real warriors used them. Mensen Thorul, the Plague King? The Bone Knight? Shar Mulvin? Theltor?” he said with a grin. “Names of people who used real legendary weapons. Not some fake spear. Thunderbolt? I can handle some electricity.”
Nadarin stuck his spear in the ground and reached back to grab his helmet attached to a pack. A full bucket helmet with the same golden scale pattern covered his whole head, leaving only eye slits. Theltor never understood why he wore it. There was no way he could see anything. Nadarin dropped his pack, grabbed his spear, and slowly walked forward.
“You want to duel in front of your soldiers?” shouted Theltor. “You would’ve lived longer fighting a normal battle.” Theltor took a step forward with Plague raised, ready to fight.
Nadarin held Thunderbolt in both hands and pointed the spear tip at Theltor. The air crackled, and sparks flew off the weapon. Theltor felt uneasy and stopped moving about ten steps from Nadarin.
His vision vanished as an unbelievably bright flash of lightning erupted from Thunderbolt. It arced at Theltor, who instinctively blocked with Plague. The lightning struck the sword and deflected off toward the nearest Cloud Battalion soldiers. From soldier to soldier, it ripped through and dropped nearly one hundred smoldering corpses to the ground.
Theltor blinked his eyes and took a sharp breath in. Thunderbolt was no joke. His vision was still fuzzy, but cleared enough to see Nadarin was charging another shot. Out of the corner of his eye, a blur appeared. Jilmon jumped from thirty paces away at full speed and kicked Nadarin in the head. The general’s body flew to the side, and lightning shot into the valley, away from soldiers.
Theltor pointed Plague forward as Yorn shouted, “Charge,” behind him. Giving up the high ground was dangerous, but Theltor was confident in Yorn’s leadership. Nadarin’s weapon would be worse in close combat.
Theltor ran ahead of his soldiers and met the Snakeskin charge. Plague sliced through soldier after soldier, piling up bodies that caused others to trip. The whole field was immediately filled with the sounds of metal clashing against metal, screaming and shouting, and the growing noise of Death.
Theltor kept slicing, hoping none of his soldiers were drawing near. The haze of Plague sometimes made it difficult to make out fine details of those around, so he cut everyone down.
A blast of wind hit him, causing Theltor to stumble briefly. As he stepped forward to regain his stance, a stronger gust struck him and threw him back against his own soldiers. Snakeskin soldiers closed the gap quickly, pushing forward. Theltor found a gaunt man with curled hair and hook nose standing still in the middle of Snakeskin soldiers.
“Hirla,” said Theltor. He didn’t know how to fight a Haste. If anything, Hirla was as dangerous as Jilmon.
Lightning ripped through the soldiers behind Theltor, dropping dozens to the ground. Jilmon appeared and shoved Theltor to the side.
“Go stop that fucking spear,” he shouted. He spun his knife and clenched his jaw. “I got my uncle.”
Theltor flinched at the smell of burning bodies. Thousands of arrows passed back and forth across the sky. Death buzzed around the field, collecting all the ended lives. A true battlefield was never a pleasant place. Even if he did enjoy killing.
Theltor hurried, stepping on top of Cloud Battalion corpses. Nadarin stood off to the side, face masked by the helmet. No soldiers tried to fight him. The Cloud Battalion formation was curved as the army tried to avoid the general the best they could.
Theltor stepped into the open area around Nadarin. A few brave Cloud Battalion corpses lay almost within weapon’s reach of Nadarin. They were burnt, and their armor was warped.
“Thunderbolt is impressive,” said Theltor loudly. Death was multiplying, making it too loud to hear. “Let’s see if you can actually fight with it.”
Nadarin lowered his stance and shot another bolt. Theltor deflected it toward Snakeskin soldiers then charged. He moved swiftly. Now that he had warmed up, everything felt easy. Nadarin raised the spear and blocked Theltor’s swing. Death magic splashed out, sizzling against Nadarin’s armor.
An armored foot kicked Theltor in the stomach and pushed him back. Sparks shot out of Thunderbolt as Nadarin stabbed forward. Theltor parried, but lightning shot from the shaft up Theltor’s arm. He felt pain searing through his muscles, passing through his chest and stomach, down through his leg. He stepped back and grabbed Plague with both hands. “Finally, we have a real fight.”
“I will free the people of Cirro from your wickedness, Theltor.” Nadarin’s voice sounded hollow through the helmet. “I know what you and the Haste are doing.”
“You won’t have a chance to tell Yulnor.” Theltor dashed back in and sliced at Nadarin’s abdomen. Thunderbolt pushed him aside, causing Plague to shift. The very tip of the blade passed smoothly through the golden armor at the edge of Nadarin’s side. He stumbled and groaned. Theltor stepped back, grinning.
“You’re already dead, Nadarin. Death’s magic is working through you now.”
“No, Sir Theltor. One cut isn’t enough to take me down anymore.” He readied Thunderbolt and stabbed forward.
Jilmon shook his arms and tossed his knife back and forth between his hands. Hirla stood out, staring at Jilmon with a stone face. Too many thoughts to process flashed through Jilmon’s mind. He could achieve hatred, revenge, power, freedom, and so many other things by killing Hirla.
“Jilmon,” Hirla said, walking forward. Fighting was happening all around him. He pushed people aside, dodged swings and stabs, and kept his eyes on Jilmon the entire time. “Do not disrespect the Haste family like this. Sir Theltor has been a blight on Cansafore since he found Plague. Let us take him down so we can help cleanse Cansafore.”
Jilmon grinned and dashed forward. His knife stabbed straight at Hirla’s throat. In a flash, Hirla drew a blade, blocked, and shoved Jilmon aside.
The Haste crashed onto a corpse. He rolled over onto his feet and shoved both hands out. A massive blast of wind threw soldiers of both armies aside. Hirla stood his ground, keeping his eyes locked on Jilmon’s. “The Haste are the strongest people in this empire. Why are we fighting?” Hirla’s gaze turned into a glare. He sheathed his knife and crossed his arms. “Here is what will happen, Jilmon. Nadarin will kill Theltor. Cloud Battalion will surrender. You will marry Yena, and Asbin will marry His Greatness, Yulnor V. The Haste will rule Cansafore soon. Do you not see that?”
Jilmon sighed. “Will you shut the fuck up?”
Hirla’s glare turned sharper, and he pulled his knife back out. “I told Dellin you were useless.” He dashed at Jilmon and cut across his chest. Jilmon stumbled back, blood running down his stomach, and tripped on a corpse. He pushed himself up with a gust of wind and threw himself at Hirla.
Hirla caught Jilmon in the air and threw him to the ground. Before he could strike, Jilmon vanished and reappeared behind him. Hirla blocked and kicked Jilmon away. “You haven’t learned anything,” shouted Hirla. “You have done nothing new with your gifts. Everything you learned from Jemma and Dellin has been done for generations. His Greatness might see something special in you, but I do not. You are nothing more than a brat.”
Jilmon charged and clashed. They parried and stabbed at one another faster than any normal person could follow. It was all a blur to the soldiers slaughtering each other to either side.
Cloud Battalion continued their push, stepping over row after row of dead Snakeskin. Areas had cleared around Theltor and Jilmon. Normal soldiers couldn’t stand against the onslaught of magic and energy erupting from their battles.
Jilmon cut open Hirla’s tunic, barely missing skin. Hirla caught his arm and stabbed down at Jilmon’s shoulder. Carrina’s blade appeared and blocked Hirla’s knife.
Carrina threw his arm to the side as Tella dashed in and sliced the back of Hirla’s knee open. All three Haste hopped back as Hirla fell to one knee. “You cowards,” he hissed. “You three will be the downfall of the Haste.” Carrina spat a wad of mucus at Hirla.
Jilmon’s body was bruised, and he felt tired. Fighting in that way wasn’t something he was ever trained to do. “Time to die, uncle Hirla.” Jilmon nodded at Tella. She dashed forward with her knife stuck out. Hirla spun on his knee and slashed upward, cutting across Tella’s throat. Blood shot through the air, splattering across nearby corpses.
Jilmon shouted and drove his knife into the back of Hirla’s neck. He felt resistance as the blade ground against Hirla’s spine. Shouts overtook the sound of Death. Jilmon shook his head and followed the gaze of Cloud Battalion soldiers. “What the fuck . . .”
Everybody stared at a giant pillar of smoke that appeared near Nadarin and Theltor.
The two generals stepped apart, both keeping the other in the corner of their eye. A wall of smoke climbed far into the sky directly beside them. Nadarin turned and took another step away from Theltor. “It can’t be.”
Theltor’s eyes opened wide as he realized what was happening. “Cloud Battalion,” he shouted. “Retreat. Fucking retreat!”
Nadarin turned and ran in the opposite direction. Theltor looked around, panicked, seeing soldiers still clashing. Cloud Battalion was undeniably winning. And it didn’t even matter.
The Titan of War stepped out of the smoke, towering over everything. Smoke rolled off its shoulders like wind clearing fog from a pond. It held an enormous hammer in one hand and a monstrous axe in the other. Each weapon was large enough to kill dozens in one swing. Kofore looked down at the battle. Its gigantic, ice-blue eyes swept over the soldiers and the dead bodies. It slammed the hammer down right in the middle of the fighting.
Theltor ran, shouting at his soldiers to retreat. The ground shook as Kofore’s hammer struck. Bodies were launched into the air in a cloud of blood. The titan reached back with its axe and swung horizontally across the field, slaughtering thousands.
Yorn stood on the hillside, shouting and pointing north. Ranks broke, and soldiers ran in all directions. Theltor looked up at the giant. “Shit,” he whispered. Kofore slammed its hammer down at him. Theltor stepped to the side and held Plague up. The hammer stopped as it hit the sword, but the pressure brought Theltor to his knees. Kofore raised the hammer and squinted, confused. It reached back with its axe and swung. Theltor rolled to the side as Kofore’s weapon carved a chunk out of the ground.
Across the field, Nadarin shot a bolt of lightning at the titan. It struck Kofore in the cheek. The titan shifted its stance and pounded its hammer down on the Snakeskin side. Theltor ran as fast as he could until he reached Yorn. “Run, you idiot,” he shouted as he shoved Yorn forward. They both ran to the top of the hill and looked back. Thousands upon thousands had died. Lavlin’s flank was retreating the same way as the Snakeskin. “Lav’s dead, isn’t he?”
Yorn exhaled loudly. “We will be too if we don’t go. The Haste lives. We can worry about regrouping later.”
Theltor nodded his agreement and sheathed Plague. They ran as fast as they could north, feeling the ground shake as Kofore continued its slaughter.
* * *
Yorn placed his hands on his knees and gasped for air. Theltor leaned against a tree at the edge of a small wood. It took him a moment to figure out where they were. Jilmon sat nearby with Carrina, both with tears in their eyes. A few hundred ragged Cloud Battalion soldiers rested in the area. Theltor had no real idea how many survived.
“What do we do?” asked Jilmon.
“Head for Nimbus. Julian has enough soldiers for us to defend the city. If Nadarin lived, he’ll come for revenge.” Theltor rubbed his fingers against his forehead. “We need a messenger to get to Yulnor before Nadarin does.”
“Hirla’s dead, so no worries about him going,” said Jilmon.
“But his daughters could still go,” added Carrina. “I’ll go. Jilmon can stay with you. I’ll plan to meet you in Nimbus.” Theltor nodded. Carrina leaned over and kissed Jilmon. “Stay safe,” she said quietly.
Jilmon held her hand and smiled weakly. He still had tears in his eyes. Carrina dashed away and quickly vanished.
“Is she going to make it all the way?” asked Yorn.
Jilmon glared. “Of course she is.”
“We need to keep moving.” Theltor rolled his neck. “We can worry about food later. It’s two, maybe three days away. We can make it.”
Yorn nodded and stretched out his back. “Move out,” he shouted. His voice was strained, and his face was red. Exhaustion was getting to everyone.
They walked at an easy pace, not letting anyone drag behind. Theltor estimated maybe three hundred survivors in their group, with potentially a few thousand scattered across the countryside. He hoped most would flee to Cirro and Nimbus. Some would likely desert, but that was expected. He would punish them if he had the opportunity.
Jilmon and Yorn walked on either side of him as they headed down the merchant’s road. It was worn unevenly by wagon wheels. He was just happy it was dry.
“Tella died, you know,” said Jilmon. “She should be honored as Cloud Battalion.”
Yorn rolled his eyes. “She was with us for one battle. For personal reasons too.”
Theltor held up his hand to Yorn. He turned to Jilmon. “She will be honored as one of our fallen. I’m glad you and Carrina made it out.”
“Me too. Hirla was stronger than I thought.”
Theltor grunted. “So was Nadarin. I need to know more about this Thunderbolt.”
“I’ve never heard of it,” said Yorn. “But did Nadarin even survive? You saw Kofore attack him.”
“Plague stopped it, so Thunderbolt might’ve too. I’m going to assume he lived.” Theltor sighed. “I would like to believe he didn’t.”
“Me too,” said Jilmon, “but we know Snakeskin is too weak to fight anymore. Just like us.”
“Jilmon, can you go ahead to Nimbus? Let Julian know what happened. He can send supplies to us. You can rest there and wait for us.”
Jilmon thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “You’re sticking to the merchant’s road?”
“Yes. They will find us somewhere along it.”
“Can do. Stay safe, Theltor.” Jilmon nodded to Yorn before sprinting back down the road and disappearing in a gust of wind.
“Do Haste get tired?” asked Yorn.
“I don’t even know. What do you think happened to Lav?”
“Prisoner by Snakeskin or dead. His flank was far too late.”
Theltor smiled weakly. “We will have to whip him if he makes it back to us. Teach him timing.”
Yorn smiled and nodded. They walked silently for some time through the field of the Nimbus territory. The merchant’s road ran past small woods and fields of tall, untamed grasses. It wouldn’t be more than a day before they crossed a village or town and passed by farm after farm. As much as he wanted to feed his people, he planned to wait until Julian sent supplies. The people in Nimbus needed it more than his army. Or what was left of it, at least.
Theltor felt a lingering pain in his left arm, neck, and chest. He was certain it was bruised, if not scarred, from Thunderbolt. The spear floated in his mind far more than Kofore did. In some ways, he expected the War Titan more than he expected Nadarin to have a real magical weapon. 
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Brenna carried a wooden tray and sat beside Yortia’s cell. She set the tray on the ground and handed a glass of wine through the bars to Yortia.
“Is everyone okay with you doing this?”
Brenna shrugged and drank from her glass. “Not sure. Nobody says anything.”
Yortia took a drink and flinched. “This is strong.”
“Is it?” Brenna sniffed the wine. “Smells normal to me.”
Yortia took another drink and clenched her jaw as the bitter liquid flowed over her tongue. “Maybe I’m just not used to it.” She took another drink then set the glass down. “What have you been doing?”
Brenna took a small loaf of bread from the tray, ripped a chunk off, handed it to Yortia, ripped another off, and shoved it in her mouth. “Teaching, reading. That sort of thing. Not anything exciting.”
“What’s more exciting? As Konseers, we mostly sat around. At least you’re busy.”
“I guess. Training Joan was more exciting. Talking to kings and all that, I guess. It’s just different now.”
Yortia washed the bread down with a drink of wine. “It sounds better than before. You can still train Joan, can’t you?”
Brenna sighed. “I guess. I don’t think she really needs it anymore. She beat me in a duel the other day.”
Yortia snorted, then cleared her throat. “She beat you?”
Brenna rolled her eyes. The grin that stretched across Yortia’s face was far too big. “Yes,” Brenna said dryly. “In front of students in my combat class.”
“Oh, that is amazing. How?”
“Hit me in the legs with wind,” Brenna said quietly.
“I wish I could’ve seen it. Ah, wonderful.”
Brenna shook her head and sighed again. “Things changed fast, didn’t they?”
Yortia knocked on the bars of the cell. “Yep. They did.”
“I actually have a question for you.” Brenna faced the cell and grabbed the bars. “I think I’m losing my hearing, and I can’t figure out why.”
“That isn’t a question, Brenna.”
“Can you help me?”
Yortia exhaled loudly and looked down the hall. She drank the rest of her wine, clenched her jaw, then cleared her throat. “Are you sure this is a good idea? If anybody knew you let me do this, they would be pissed at both of us.”
“You’re the best life mage I know.”
“What about yourself? Or Lafe?”
“I tried on myself. I couldn’t figure anything out. It didn’t feel like it was working. And Lafe is still figuring himself out. A lot is going on there.”
“You sure about this?”
Brenna nodded and rested her head against the bars. Yortia looked down the hall again, sighed, and placed her hands on the sides of Brenna’s head. The air crackled as Yortia’s hands glowed. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to push her magic through Brenna’s head, probing for any abnormalities.
Energy pulsed out and knocked Yortia’s hands away, causing her arms to smash against the bars. She scooted back, hands covering her bruised forearms. “Death.”
“What?” Brenna looked up.
“All I felt was Death.”
“In my head?” Brenna rubbed her eyes. “How could you feel Death?”
“I don’t know. It pushed against me. Countered me, like death magic is in your skull.”
“Is that possible?”
“I don’t know, Brenna, but I can’t help you.”
Brenna frowned. “Thanks for trying. Your arms okay?”
“I’ll heal them later. It’s fine, don’t worry.”
Brenna ripped another chunk of bread off and offered it to Yortia. She shook her head and kept her distance. Brenna chewed on the bread and sniffled.
“Be careful, Brenna. Whatever is happening to you could be dangerous. And if Neptor keeps growing, there’s going to be a lot more for you to worry about.”
“Neptor does keep growing. Do you know how to stop it? That might be enough for me to release you. Helping us with that would make everybody happy.”
Yortia looked at her feet and gently rubbed her forearms. “No. Magic makes it grow. Nothing we found ever said a way to make it stop.” She glanced at Brenna. “Neptor is the most powerful titan. If it fully regrows, nothing will ever be the same.”
“Do you still want that?”
Yortia shrugged. “Maybe.”
“I want you on my side. Just remember that.”
“I know. It’s more than I’ve earned.” Yortia’s eyes moved past Brenna to the cell across the aisle, then snapped back. “That made me pretty tired. Mind if you leave the bread?”
“Sure. I’ll visit again sometime soon.” Brenna slid the tray into the cell with the rest of the loaf and an empty wine glass. She stood and walked out without another look.
Yortia stood, holding onto the bars. Warden uncloaked in the cell across. It grabbed the bars and effortlessly bent them. Yortia shook her head. “Not yet,” she said quietly. Warden bent the bars back into place, still slightly skewed.
“Soon,” Warden whispered.
Yortia nodded. “I’ll be ready.”
Joan stopped walking in the middle of the campus yard and pointed at a tower. “That’s Brenna’s office and a few classes. There are offices for all of us there, but Brenna is the only one who actually uses hers. Slem likes to spend most of his time in the training range, and Torva likes to do his work in a lecture hall or at home.”
Prince Penchin gazed up at the tower with a look of amusement. He wore an embroidered tunic and trousers that were tucked into boots with a small heel. Princess Yew stood on the other side of Joan, watching students follow the paths around campus. She was still shorter than Joan, and she wore a thin gold crown on top of her thick, curled auburn hair. She wore a tunic similar to Penchin’s and a long skirt. Yew looked at Joan and smiled.
“Where do you work?” asked Yew.
Joan stuck out her arms. “Everywhere. I just like to help Brenna and Gorshun out.”
“It turned out perfect.” Penchin clasped his hands behind his back. “And you have the Femur here too?”
Joan nodded. “Locked away. Hidden. You would need to talk to Brenna or Lafe about seeing it if you wanted. All of the Konseers know where it is, but we’re not allowed in right now. It’s been growing from the magic here. Lafe seems to think it is more about just the magic in the world. He said it wouldn’t be safer anywhere else.”
Penchin waved his hand dismissively and shook his head. “I don’t need to see it. I would like to bring a report to King Yewn.”
“I can write something out. Or tell Brenna too. That would be better.”
Penchin smiled. “That would be great. Where to next?”
Yew linked arms with Joan and rested her head on her shoulder. “I’d like to see a class.”
“Then let’s see a class.” Joan led them into the tower and pressed her ear against the door. She could hear a muffled voice from within, so she opened the door.
Gorshun stood at the front of the lecture hall with only a few students occupying the seats near the front. She continued talking, glancing up at Joan, and spinning a cyclone of water above her hand.
“—next step is to practice pulling the moisture from the air, or even putting it back.” The water stopped spinning, spread out, and vanished. “It’s still there, just different. I want you to practice that for our next class. Pull water from the air and put it back. We can’t move to gas until you master liquid.”
A few hands went up. Joan waved to Gorshun, then stepped back into the tower’s lobby. “I guess we caught the end of Gorshun’s lecture.”
“Why don’t you teach the class for liquid magic?” asked Penchin.
“I’ve helped Gorshun with that class a few times. I didn’t want to teach any on my own. Most of the students are older than me.”
“That doesn’t mean anything.”
“I know. Next year.”
Brenna walked in right past the three of them and stepped into her office. Penchin and Yew watched her go to the desk, open a notebook, and frantically scribble into it.
“Did she not see us?” asked Yew.
“She usually has a lot on her mind.” Joan loudly cleared her throat. Brenna glanced up, then laughed.
“What are you doing here?” she shouted.
“We were here before you.” Joan dragged Yew into the office, and Penchin followed a few strides behind. “Where were you?”
“I had a chat with Yortia.”
Joan leaned against a bookshelf and gestured to the seats. Yew and Penchin sat and looked around at the clutter.
“How is the prisoner?” asked Penchin.
“She’s fine. Cooperative.”
“Can you write a report on Femur for King Yewn?” asked Joan.
Brenna looked at Penchin and Yew and nodded. “Yeah, sure. How are you two?”
“We’re good,” said Penchin. “We’ve had meetings with ambassadors from Shenwood and Bylvin, and more from Cantor and Distolier will be meeting us in Ta-Veer. Sulvin and Yewn want to make sure we know as many people as we can before we take the thrones.”
“It’s a good idea. Did you mention the university to the ambassadors?”
“Yes,” said Yew with a big smile. “Shenwood wants to send some of their apprentices here.”
“Great. You two are doing perfectly. Let me know if you ever need help with anything.”
Joan enthusiastically nodded her agreement.
“We will, Brenna. Thank you.” Penchin crossed his legs and placed his hands on his knee.
Brenna’s gaze focused on Penchin. “Have you two heard about Col’for?”
Joan’s eyes opened wide, and she stood upright. “No. It didn’t even cross my mind.”
Brenna placed her elbows on the desk and leaned forward. “Cassandra is here. She fled an attack on Caland. An invasion. Her apprentice, Vanova, was killed, and it sounds like there is nothing left. Even Lord Falwyrth is gone.”
“Who invaded?” asked Yew.
“A cult. Followers of some twisted mage. I’ll add it to the report for Yewn in case he hasn’t heard.”
Yew bit her lip. “Innocent people dying is terrible, of course. But that also means Col’for’s alliance against us is gone. Falwyrth was the one pulling all the strings.”
“I guess there’s some positive.” Brenna looked at the papers on her desk and shuffled things around.
“Will you pass along more information if you find more?” asked Penchin.
Brenna nodded. “It would be good to have some messengers in Cantille to go either direction.”
“I’ll see to it.” Penchin stood and smoothed down his tunic. “Excuse me, ladies. It was great seeing you, Brenna. Joan, I’ll see you for dinner before we’re off.” Joan nodded. Penchin bowed and exited.
Yew reclined in the chair and placed her boots on the front of Brenna’s desk. “I like Cantille now. It’s a lot better than it was for the treaties.”
Brenna and Joan glanced at each other. “I agree,” said Joan. “We should give Brenna some room to write the report and get some work finished.”
“Oh.” Yew sat up and smiled. “Sorry to bother you, Brenna. Thanks for showing me your office.”
“Thanks for stopping by, Yew. I’ll be there later to see you off.”
Yew stood and bowed. Brenna half stood and bowed her head. Joan walked out and waved Yew over. They walked out to the campus grounds and looked around. “What now?”
“I have no idea. What do you do for fun?” asked Joan.
“Read. Archery. Fencing. Things my father taught me.”
“Do you have a bow with you?”
Yew nodded. “In the carriage.”
“Let’s go see how good you are with it.”
Yew grinned, grabbed Joan’s hand, and led her across campus toward the carriage.
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Lafe stood nude with his eyes closed as he carefully shaved the bits of hair on his head. He ran his hand over his scalp, checking the smoothness, then used the razor to shave his face. He went slowly, bit by bit until his whole face was reddened and hairless. A splash of water relieved the slight burn on his skin, and then he dressed in plain robes. They were less comfortable than his old Grandmaster robes, but he loathed the flashy colors and designs. He wanted something simple, and plain robes were enough for that.
He stepped out of his room and squinted at the bright sunlight. The transition was always tough for how dark he kept his room, but he liked it that way. It made all sorts of things easier, especially sleeping.
It was a pleasant summer day with clouds, keeping everything warm but not overwhelming. He had never been one to have a favorite type of weather, but he decided that it would be days like this if he did.
Lafe walked around the outside of campus, not following paths, just his bare feet on the trimmed grass. He waved and nodded at students who noticed him, but he kept his distance. There wasn’t anything he felt he needed to say.
Just outside of campus, he stopped at a small dorm building. It was made of large rectangular stones fitted with mortar, like oversized bricks. Each room had a window that stretched the width. It was one of the nicer dormitories, in his opinion.
A little light entered underneath the front door and a few streaks from small gaps near the top where the door wasn’t perfectly fitted. He entered, closed the door securely, then knocked loudly on a door with the number 1.
Cassandra opened the door shortly after and gave a faint smile. “Lafe. How are you?”
“I’m doing well. May I come in?”
Cassandra stepped back and gestured. Her eyes were dark from a lack of sleep, and her hair lacked the usual elegance. She still looked like the epitome of nobility but less perfect than every other time he had seen her.
The room was wide and short, with a sofa on the left, a table near the window, and a bed on the right. Cassandra sat and put her arm up along the back of the sofa. Lafe sat close but not too close.
“How are you feeling?” asked Lafe.
“This room is pleasant. I am doing fine.” She looked out the window and tapped her foot. “It seems too calm here after all that happened.”
“Do you know what you will do next? We could use your help here if you are willing to give it.”
Cassandra’s gaze moved to her tapping foot. “I have nowhere else to go right now. I do plan to help. You and Brenna need to be ready for this Ebni. Ready for Boe’Noke when he decides Cantille is worth eliminating.”
Lafe leaned forward and dug his elbows into his knees. “Do you believe that will truly happen?”
She looked at his eyes, and he had no doubt she knew what she was saying. “Yes. He will come and kill you all if you are not ready. Femur and Oar are beyond valuable in the right hands. I have some ideas, some plans, to keep working on. We will defeat them.”
“I believe you, Cassandra. Are you ready for this?”
“Ready?” she scoffed. “Why would I waste time mourning? Vanova is dead, Lafe. There is nothing to save, nothing to mourn. I will rip Boe’Noke’s fucking spine right out of his throat.”
Lafe blew out a heavy sigh. “I get it, Cassandra. Losing loved ones is difficult. Sometimes beyond difficult. I cannot even imagine what must be going on in your mind right now. Can I show you something?”
Cassandra waved her hand dismissively and crossed her legs. Lafe moved to the center of the room and sat on the floor facing Cassandra. He rested his hands on his knees and squeezed his eyes shut. His magic pulsed through his body and tingled the skin on his arms. A bit of magic entered the air and crackled. Lafe let his breath out slowly.
Sandra stepped out of thin air in front of Cassandra. Sandra had more of her living appearance, but it was all shrouded in a slight veil of shadow and spirit magic. Everything looked dark, wavy, and a bit foggy. Sandra’s hair was black and curled, her skin was dark, and her smile was enormous.
“You—” Cassandra sat forward and half stood. “They’re still in there?”
“I am,” said Sandra. Her voice sounded hollow and distant like it did not come from her body.
“The others?”
“The Circle of Masters is alive inside the Grandmaster. We have only connected the two of us so far. Grudges and hatred still linger strongly in the others.”
Cassandra stood and reached out to touch Sandra. Her hand passed through the figure. “What can you do?”
“I can talk to Lafe in his head or out here. My magic is his when he wants it. That’s all we’ve discovered so far. We hoped you would help us, Lady Cassandra.”
Tears welled up in her eyes before dripping down each cheek. “Yes, Sandra, yes. Lafe, summon the others. We can get this all sorted.”
Lafe chuckled. “Sure of yourself, as always. Be cautious, Cassandra. They are strong, stronger now even than they were in life.”
“Summon them. I will destroy their anger.” She clenched her fists and stood beside Sandra.
“If you wish,” said Lafe. “Sandra, some assistance, please.”
Magic crackled in the air as two more figures materialized beside Sandra. Cassandra collected dust with her earth magic and spun it around her. Cyan spirit magic flowed from her and mixed with the dust to create a spinning ring.
“Everything still looks fine,” said Cassandra.
“Everything is still fine. The last two are the threat. Be ready for Dohns.” Lafe bowed his head. “Prepare yourself.”
Sandra’s shadow spun black fire as a monstrous figure materialized in front of Lafe. It was almost as tall as the ceiling with bulging muscles and glowing eyes.
“Dohns,” said Lafe.
Magic flared in the room. Lightning arced along the ceiling as the air grew heavier. Sandra launched her fire, but it was pushed aside by a black cloud of dark magic growing in Dohns’s hands. It spilled onto the ground and spread like fog.
Cassandra spread her spirit magic around the cloud and blocked it before it touched Lafe. Dohns’s glaring eyes shifted to Sandra. Dark magic billowed out and consumed her shadow, which vanished.
“Is she gone?” asked Cassandra.
“Retreated into me,” said Lafe calmly. “This is how it has played out every time.”
“Can his dark magic hurt you?” she asked.
Dohns loomed over Lafe. The old man stood and faced the shadow. Lafe closed his hand into a fist, and the shadow of Dohns vanished. The dark magic lingered. Lafe bent down and set his palm on top. His skin sizzled and darkened.
“Yes. It is real magic, even if his body is not real.”
“But you can pull him back in?” asked Cassandra.
“Without much effort, yes. That is not the concern.” Lafe sat back down and healed his hand. “I need to communicate with them. We need to work in harmony.”
Cassandra sat beside him. “We have a lot to work on if we are going to control this. We may as well get started.”
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Borthes stretched out his arms as he walked through the coastal hills of Gojeer. Even though the people were no longer familiar, the land felt like his second home. He was glad to be back, he just wished it had been for a better reason.
The air was salty and held the sea’s chill as it blew in. It was a refreshing change from the bitter winds of Aaz Kala. The walking was easier too. Gravel rolled and crunched beneath his feet with each step. It was less sturdy downhill but still better than walking on loose sand.
Ringing of metal striking metal echoed through the hillside. Borthes stopped at the crest of a hill and took in the view. Below, a Jodin village was hidden away in the valley of larger hills. One large hut occupied the center with a dozen smaller huts in rings around it. Dark smoke floated into the sky from a hut near the road.
Borthes walked down and looked through an open window. Three Jodin stood inside, working a smithy. Heat poured out. “Greetings,” he called.
The woman hammering the red hot sword stopped, hammer in mid-swing, and looked over through the window. One continued stoking the fire, and the other stood still, holding iron ore. “Yes?” asked the woman.
Borthes stepped around the side of the building and entered. “I’m wondering, where am I exactly?”
She set down the hammer. “Jodin Clans. What are you looking for?”
“I know that.” Borthes smiled. “I meant to say, what clan? It has been a few years since I’ve visited.”
“Telrok.” She squinted. “We’ve lived in these hills for centuries.”
“Ah, Telrok. Nice to see you’re still around. Who’s the chief?”
“Resh. Should be in the big hut.”
Borthes slapped his hand against the doorframe. “Wonderful. Keep up the great work.” He stepped outside, leaving the three Telrok Jodin inside completely confused and bewildered. It was a short walk through the rings of huts to the center. Warped stairs led to double doors of wind-worn wood with faint remnants of paint. Borthes opened the heavy doors and entered the dark, windowless hut. “Hello?”
A large man sat inside, hunched over a book, a tall, thin candle burning at his side. His arms were thick and muscular, stretching the fabric of his sleeves. A gnarled beard covered his face while the candlelight reflected off his bald head. His sunken eyes, nearly hidden beneath his thick eyebrows, darted to Borthes.
“Resh?”
The man nodded, folded the page of his book, closed it, and stood. He dwarfed Borthes. “Who are you?” His voice was deep, rumbling from the back of his throat.
“Borthes. A longtime friend of the Jodin. Your ancestors might have mentioned me before.”
Resh walked closer, examining Borthes the whole time. “Borthes . . .” He combed his fingers through his beard. “King?” Borthes nodded. Resh grinned. “You have returned?”
“It seemed like time. I’m glad the Telrok are still around. Tell me, who leads the Jodin?”
“Edraic Hashtin, and soon his son, Porler.”
“Hashtin? I don’t remember them. Smaller clan?”
Resh gestured behind him. “Come, sit. I will grab a drink so we can see what’s changed since the King’s last visit.”
Borthes followed Resh to the other side, where pillows formed a semicircle with the candle burning nearby and numerous books stacked in piles. He sat on a pillow and waited as Resh filled two wooden mugs. The elder sat beside Borthes and handed him the drink.
“It has been many years.”
Borthes chuckled. “Yes, you could say that.” He took a drink. It was sweet and refreshing, like honey and berries.
“Decades?”
“Centuries. At least. I’ve been bad at keeping time.”
Resh nudged him. “You look good for being so old.”
“Thank you. So, Resh Telrok, tell me about these Hashtin. Last I heard, the Jodin were allied but still split. Your ancestors ran the eastern side of the clans.”
“They did. And this land is still mine.” Resh drank his whole mug and set it gently on the floor. “Over a hundred years ago, the Jalor Jodin started a war with the Unsoor. My ancestors fought both Unsoor and Jalor because they were furious about trespassers on their territory. Our hills were covered in blood. It took over a year for fighting to stop, and it only did when the Hashtin Jodin attacked Jalor. Every member of the small clan invaded and executed the elder and his family. It was brutal, even by Jodin standards. They declared themselves leaders of Jalor lands, and they negotiated a treaty with the Unsoor and the Telrok. Hashtin kept growing, and each elder proved their leadership. When I became elder, I gave my pledge to Edraic. He’s a good man, a good leader, and I believe his son will continue the Hashtin’s legacy with the prophecy and all.”
“You just gave your authority away?” Borthes looked quizzically at Resh and sipped at the sweet drink.
“I still rule the Telrok and the eastern villages. I am sworn to fight for him and the Hashtin if there is a need to fight.”
Borthes nodded. “Yes, of course. What can you tell me of this prophecy? I haven’t heard of such a thing.”
Resh stretched out his legs and leaned back on his elbows. “Porler Hashtin is the son of Edraic and Vada. A powerful mage and a skilled Jodin warrior. A prophecy from when the Hashtin came to power said a mage who can control the weather and the waters will unite all the clans, even the Unsoor, and claim new land for the Jodin.”
Borthes swirled the drink in his mug and grunted. “Any word where this prophecy came from? Who told it?”
“An old man. Some mage who could grow fangs and fur. The records my ancestors wrote aren’t specific.”
“Interesting. How far away are the Hashtin?”
“A few days. Under three if you follow the coast.”
Borthes finished his drink and set the mug down. “Are there ships there?”
“Merchants from Nuliya and Halindon dock there to trade with Jodin. You should find many ships.”
Borthes stood. “Thank you, Resh Telrok. I appreciate your hospitality and your words.”
Resh climbed to his feet and looked down at Borthes. “No, thank you, King. Thank you for visiting us again. I will put it in the Telrok histories.”
Borthes smiled. “I’ll visit again someday, Resh. Hopefully someday soon.”
“I hope so. Follow the wide road down the hill to the south. It will bring you to the coastal road. It is the fastest to Hashtin.”
Borthes nodded and left. He took long strides down the road and enjoyed the strong gusts blowing in from the sea. Neptor and Boe’Noke continued to occupy his mind, but he tried focusing on the world around him. One thing at a time. No amount of worry would get him to Masaneen faster.
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Theltor stood in the center of the road, standing on the dark-red bricks of the thoroughfare in Nimbus. Ugly white plaster covered the outside of each building with dark slate shingles on the roofs. Yorn wiped the sweat from his forehead and spit on the road.
“I loathe Nimbus.” Theltor kicked the bottom of his boot against the bricks. “Waste of land.”
Yorn snorted. Theltor knew he agreed. If only Kofore had attacked Nimbus so they could rebuild it to be less hideous. It stood only for training Cloud Battalion recruits.
Julian, in casual clothes, led a group down the road toward Theltor. Julian was bald with a white stripe down the center of his scalp.
“You keep that on even out of uniform?” asked Theltor loudly.
Julian bowed. “Welcome, commander. I keep the symbol on at all times. As do all of my soldiers.”
“As long as they can fight when I need them,” muttered Theltor.
“Jilmon informed me of Kofore. I’m sorry. How many did we lose?”
Theltor pushed past Julian and walked through the group gathered behind him.
“At least five thousand,” said Yorn. “Excuse me.” He rushed to Theltor’s side. “Not in the talking mood?”
“He’s already heard it all from Jilmon. No need to waste my breath saying it again.”
Yorn nodded slowly and looked around as they walked down. Julian and his procession followed, with the remaining Cloud Battalion soldiers trailing farther back.
Theltor hated Nimbus. Julian’s recruits were some of the best trained and most disciplined, while sometimes also being overzealous. Theltor had always placed them in the front line. They were happy to charge, and they could hold a formation against anything. Julian was the best trainer in Cansafore, but Nimbus was the worst city.
Nimbus didn’t even need soldiers. Nobody would attack.
“Where’s Jilmon?” he asked loudly.
Julian rushed forward. “He’s in the officers’ lounge outside our headquarters. Do you remember the way?”
“Yes, I remember the way,” said Theltor angrily. He waved his hand, dismissing Julian. “I really do despise this place.”
“I know,” said Yorn.
“Kofore,” he spat. “Can you believe it? No wars in years, and the war titan chooses to show up right before I kill Nadarin.”
Yorn nodded, his lips shut tight. He glanced at Theltor a few times. The swordsman ground his teeth, and stared at the bricks in front of him.
They walked silently into the city until Theltor briefly stopped. Yorn subtly grabbed his arm and directed him to the officers’ lounge. Julian continued following at a distance and ordered the survivors to head for the barracks.
Theltor stopped after entering the lounge. Inside was Jilmon alone with his feet up on a sofa. Three leather sofas were positioned around a low, round table of dark wood. High-top tables and stools occupied the back corners of the rectangular room. A full bar sat on the right side with a young, nervous-looking woman. Jilmon raised his glass as they entered.
“You made it.” The Haste sat up and finished the liquor in his glass. “I’ll get us a round.”
Theltor nodded and sat on a sofa. Yorn walked around the table and sat on a large sofa across from Theltor.
Jilmon walked back with three glasses of dark liquor with a chunk of ice. He set them on the table and sat back down. “Col’forian whiskey. Just what you need.”
Theltor grabbed the glass and drained it. “Good choice, Jilmon. How has your vacation been?”
“As good as it can be.” Jilmon stared as Julian entered, bowed, and headed over to the bar. “Hirla’s gone. That’s what counts, right?”
“For you,” said Yorn. “Nadarin might’ve lived.”
Julian walked over with a tall glass of beer and another cup of Col’forian whiskey. He sat beside Theltor and handed him the cup.
Theltor grabbed it and nodded. “We assume Nadarin lived.”
“Is Carrina okay?” whispered Yorn.
Jilmon frowned. “I hope. How happy can you be when you lose a sister?”
“I know the feeling.”
Jilmon squinted and sipped his whiskey. “You have siblings?”
Yorn rubbed his eyes and glanced at Theltor, who was reclined, staring off into space. “I did, yeah. Two younger brothers. Both died fighting the Sun Dwellers in the early days.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” Jilmon took another drink and glanced around awkwardly.
“Your brothers were good men,” said Julian. “Strong warriors.”
Yorn nodded and sipped at his drink. Everyone sat sipping, avoiding the others’ gazes. 
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Gerin drained his waterskin and took a loud, deep breath. Ryptin stopped beside him and oinked. He patted the boar’s head and sighed. Ahead, Toes, Grayson, and the Professor walked along the rocky path. They were high in the hills, and the ocean’s infinite expanse stretched across the horizon. As much as Gerin loved the coast, he couldn’t shake the feeling in his stomach.
Grayson stopped and frowned. “How can the ocean smell so awful?”
The Professor walked past him and continued downhill. “It just means there will be some delicious fish waiting for us.”
Toes looked back at Gerin, smiled, and waved him forward. Gerin walked up beside him and grabbed onto Toes’s elbow. “I’m still feeling it.”
“The same or stronger?”
“Stronger.”
Ryptin oinked loudly.
Grayson looked back. “We’re here now.”
Gerin nodded and followed him down the hill. The rocky path was difficult to walk down. Rocks slid beneath their feet and tumbled downward. The main village of the Hashtin Jodin covered the coastline and the base of the hills. Countless huts and pillars of smoke were visible from their position. Gerin could just make out a wharf on the far eastern side with a few ships docked. “This is way bigger than I expected.”
Grayson grunted his agreement. They followed the Professor down to where the ground leveled out. The path through the hillside and the western side of the village were mostly empty, apart from a few villagers who paid them no attention and a single man that walked with purpose straight at them.
“Fuck,” said Grayson.
The Professor stopped and stepped to the side. “A friend of yours?”
“Gerin.” Grayson turned and frowned. His face was flushed. “I owe you an apology. Your feeling was right.”
“Bone Knight,” shouted the man. He wore leather trousers and a chainmail skirt. His tunic was open, revealing defined muscles and scarring on his chest and abdomen. The man’s hair was thin and short and stood on end.
“Alexander,” said Grayson. “It’s been a long time.”
The man stopped about ten paces from Grayson. He held an axe that had a faint blue glow. His right arm and hand were blackened with zigzagging scars. “Come to finally die?”
Grayson looked back at Gerin and Toes and smiled weakly. “I’ll explain later.” He took a step forward and held his hands up. “Look, I don’t even have Femur anymore. We have no reason to fight.”
“We have no reason?” Alexander laughed. “My skin healed, but it hurts every day.” He placed his left hand on his stomach. “You should’ve killed me.”
“I never killed any of you. You and Theltor challenged me. I never wanted to fight you. Kannier was the only one who never wanted to fight me. I let both of you live. We’re done. Those duels are so far behind us.”
Alexander gritted his teeth and squeezed his ax. “Kannier is dead, Grayson.”
“Kannier is dead?” asked Grayson. His stomach sank. Who could kill Kannier, and who would want to?
“And you will be soon enough.”
Grayson sighed. “What do you want from me? You can’t take Femur. I don’t have it. I already told you.”
“Yeah, I know. I heard about the fall of the Bone Knight. I was disappointed to find out that didn’t mean you died. What do you have there in your belt?”
Grayson hesitantly drew Dryad and held it out for Alexander to see.
“Is that the wooden sword? Dryad? Or is it a toy?”
Grayson looked down at the sword, then back at Alexander. “A toy.”
“You were always a terrible liar. I’ll take that sword off your corpse. Let’s finish this.”
Grayson looked back at the others. “He won’t back down. But I beat him before.”
The feeling in Gerin’s stomach grew stronger. He gagged and heaved. Toes helped him sit on the ground next to Ryptin. The Professor ran over and sat on the other side of the boar. Toes drew his dust knife and cloaked it in light magic as he slowly walked around to Grayson’s left.
Alexander closed his eyes and grabbed his axe with both hands. Sparks shot off the blade for a moment before small bolts of lightning appeared, arcing from the axe to Alexander’s body. His eyes glowed blue, and the scars on his arms glowed like lightning.
“That is new,” said Grayson quietly. He tightened his grip on Dryad and lowered his stance. “You finally figured out Storm?” he asked.
Alexander grinned, visibly flinching as the lightning struck his body. His foot lifted into the air, then he vanished. He reappeared on Grayson’s right side, swinging the ax. Grayson leaned, barely dodging. It sliced through his shirt.
Grayson planted his foot and swung back. Alexander blocked it with Storm, but a blast of energy from Dryad knocked him backward. Alexander vanished again, leaving the air crackling with magic. Grayson barely blocked or dodged each time he appeared, unable to cope with the speed.
Gerin gripped Ryptin’s fur and pulled the boar against him. He was anxious, and the feeling in his stomach was certainly from Alexander. The Professor also had a hand on Ryptin as he watched the duel. To Gerin, it was only watching Grayson block, dodge, and counterattack against a blur, but the Professor moved his eyes and head like he could follow every movement done by both warriors. “Toes?” asked Gerin. The Gorva was hopping on his feet. His magic was building into his muscles and camouflaging his forearms and hands. “Get in there,” shouted Gerin.
Toes nodded and dashed in, blocking a swing from Alexander. Grayson leaned under Toes’s arm and swung horizontally with Dryad. It cut across Alexander’s abdomen, drawing blood but not cutting deep enough.
Toes pushed after him, attacking rapidly with his knife as Grayson sliced and blocked Alexander’s attacks. Electricity arced down Alexander’s arms, shocking Toes and Grayson. Lightning flashed beneath his skin, making his skin glow blue. It looked like his arms were hollow with only electricity inside.
The blue flashes appeared faster, and Alexander’s speed also increased. Despite Toes’s and Grayson’s reflexes and speed, they could not keep up with Alexander’s movements. Storm swung so fast it only left a trail of light. The warrior himself sometimes vanished from view and reappeared for only a moment. Grayson was almost keeping up, but his blocks and parries were ill-timed and threw him off balance. In a duel, Grayson would have already fallen. Only Toes kept the fight almost even.
Gerin stood and glared at the Professor. “Help them.”
The Professor frowned. “How?”
“I can tell there’s more to you. A lot more.” He pointed at the fight in front of them. “Get in there and help them, or my friends are going to die.”
Toes stumbled back, blood running down his twitching arm. He clenched his jaw and rushed back in at Grayson’s side.
“What do you want me to do?” asked the Professor.
“Stop that Alexander guy without killing him. Can you do it?”
The Professor raised his eyebrows. “Of course I can. Why should I, though? You’re a spirit mage. That’s rare, you know.”
“And what are you?”
The Professor grinned. “A whole lot more than you know.”
“Are you going to help?”
The Professor shook his head. “Not my fight.”
Gerin frowned. “Please?” The Professor shook his head. Ryptin grunted, then squealed and ran in with his head lowered, charging Alexander. “Ryptin,” shouted Gerin. He ran after the boar.
Alexander kicked Grayson in the thigh, knocking him over, as he swung the axe at Toes’s head. Toes moved slightly slower than Alexander. The axe blade sliced through the skin on Toes’s forehead, through his eyebrow, and down across his right eye. Toes stumbled back, blood pouring from his face. Grayson stood and blocked a swing directed at Ryptin, who arrived and tried to headbutt Alexander. Grayson shoved Ryptin to the side with his foot, causing the boar to fall on his side and squeal loudly.
The Professor sighed, cracked his knuckles, and casually walked to the fight. They dashed about, cutting, blocking, and dodging until the Professor showed up in the middle. Alexander swung down at Grayson, too fast for him to block. The Professor’s hand appeared in front of him, catching the axe blade effortlessly pinched between two fingers. Toes and Grayson stopped. All eyes were on the old man. The Professor looked at Storm. “Hm. Tahk’s scale? A savage weapon.” He used his right hand to push Alexander. The old man’s hand only appeared to tap his chest, but Alexander launched backward, tumbling over and over. The Professor grabbed Storm’s grip and examined the weapon. “Anyone want it?”
Grayson stared at him with wide eyes. Toes collapsed, bleeding heavily. Gerin ran to his side and wrapped the cuts the best he could.
Alexander, bruised and battered, ran back over. “Who are you?”
“Just call me the Professor.” He tapped his fingers against Storm. “I’m going to hold on to this for a little bit, if you don’t mind.”
Alexander growled and charged. The Professor turned his back and walked to Gerin and Toes. Grayson stepped forward and smacked Alexander’s shin with the broadside of Dryad. His legs launched back, causing him to land on his face on the rocks.
Alexander looked up, fury in his eyes. Blood ran from both nostrils, and small bruises speckled his cheeks. Grayson offered a hand, which Alexander reluctantly took.
“It’s done, Alexander. Call it your victory this time. I don’t care. We aren’t fighting anymore. I need to check on my friend.”
Alexander wiped the blood from his nose with the back of his hand. “What is that man?”
Grayson glared at the Professor. “I don’t know. I have as many questions as you.”
Alexander walked back down the hill, looking back over his shoulder and glaring at both Grayson and the Professor.
“Alexander,” shouted Grayson.
The axe wielder stopped walking and looked back.
“I need your help,” said Grayson.
Alexander sighed. “I’ll fetch the healers and find some food for you. In return, I want to learn about that old man.”
“Deal.” Grayson went to talk to Toes. The Gorva was sitting up, holding a hand over his eye. Blood ran between his fingers. “You didn’t need to jump in.”
Toes smiled. “We couldn’t win with both of us. You think I’m going to let you fight by yourself?”
Grayson shook his head. “You know, I was the best swordsman in the world.”
Toes looked up at the axe in the Professor’s hands. “That’s not a sword.”
“You got me there. It’s called Storm, a scale from the sky titan, Tahk. Alexander was strong in the past but slow. This time he was much different.” Grayson pulled Toes to his feet. “Let’s get to the village. Alexander is getting a healer for us.”
Grayson handed steaming bowls of soup to Toes, Gerin, and Alexander before grabbing one for himself and sitting beside Gerin. He sipped the strong, salty broth from the bowl and looked over Alexander. The warrior’s eyes were bloodshot, and he was hunched over, still in pain from the blow to his chest. Alexander peered at the Professor out of the corner of his eye as he drank his soup.
The Professor stood nearby, talking to a man and woman, both tall and muscular. He wasn’t lying when he described the Jodin people. The Professor handed Storm to the man and laughed. They sat outside a grand hut made from stone, wood, and reeds. Smoke billowed out of the top of the hut where a giant meal was being prepared for the evening.
“What happened to Kannier?” asked Grayson. He took another drink, catching tender fish meat.
Soup dripped down Alexander’s chin. He wiped it away with his palm and licked his lips. “Went to visit him a while ago. Man was skinned alive. Mage Blade was missing.”
The Professor stepped over and crouched down in their circle. “Skinned? In what way?”
Alexander frowned at him. “Just that. No skin was left on his body. Little blood somehow. Just muscles and bones. Strung up like something hunted him.”
“And the Mage Blade?” asked the old man.
“Missing, as I said. Kannier wasn’t the best warrior, but I can’t think of anyone other than myself, Theltor, or Grayson who could beat him.” Alexander frowned. “And to skin somebody like that? It’s horrible.”
Toes scratched at his right eye, but Gerin slapped his hand away. The Gorva’s face was scarred, healed by magic, but his eye was ruined. A cut ran through the middle of his eyeball, and black lines snaked out across his forehead and cheek from the lightning.
“I’m sorry, Toes,” said Alexander. “I know it doesn’t mean much now. I got lots of things about my past that make me pretty angry. Including Grayson.”
Toes tightened his lips and nodded. Gerin glared at Alexander.
The Professor cleared his throat. “This Kannier was in Unsoor?” Alexander nodded. “I might have to go pay them a visit.”
“You know who did that to him?”
“I have a guess.” The Professor walked back to the Jodin and continued his previous conversation.
“What are you doing now?” Alexander asked Grayson.
“We wanted to hire a ship to take us to Nuliya.”
“There’s plenty of merchants back and forth here. Should be easy and cheap.”
The Professor walked back over. “I wanted to introduce you to Vada and Edraic Hashtin, the elders of the Hashtin Jodin. They don’t speak Masaneen, but they are willing to provide you with any supplies and support. They’ve heard many stories about you, Grayson.”
Grayson nodded to them. The man was wide built, and his shirt was illfitting, hardly containing his muscles. He spoke to the Professor and smiled, then turned to Alexander and spoke a few more words.
“He told Alexander he’ll be banished again if he fights anyone,” said the Professor with a smirk. Alexander finished his soup and ignored them both.
“You never mentioned you were banished,” said Grayson quietly.
Alexander shrugged and leaned back on his elbows. “Didn’t matter much at the time.”
“There is someone else they would like you to meet, Grayson.” The Professor waited and listened to Edraic for a moment. “Their son, Porler, is on his way home from Loendol. They said he is the,” the Professor paused and cocked his head, “the chosen one of the Jodin.” He looked at Edraic and spoke a different language.
“Porler is a good kid,” said Alexander. “Should be here in a few days. Would you wait?”
Grayson looked at Toes and sighed. “Yes. We could use the rest.”
“What makes him the chosen one?” asked Gerin. “Chosen for what?”
Alexander scratched his chin. “Old prophecy in the Jodin and Unsoor clans about a chosen one born to rule both clans, conquer Aaz Kala, and expand the clans’ territory. I thought it was me when I was younger. I thought finding Storm made me the chosen one.”
“You believe in a prophecy?” asked Toes.
Alexander looked at Vada and Edraic and shrugged. “They do. If it’s anybody I’ve known from here, it would be Porler.”
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Ebni looked at the full moon in a sea of stars. It was a beautiful, cloudless night. She stopped walking, halting the column of thousands of Brothers along the merchant’s road. Ransyll and Panet walked at her flanks, with a soft glow illuminating the road from Panet’s mace. While likely no army in the world could match the Brothers of Flesh, Ebni wanted to keep the element of surprise. Appearing without warning, and leaving almost as quickly had helped their numbers grow tremendously. Whole cities and an entire empire walked behind her. She had wanted to become powerful, and she had succeeded far beyond anything she could have comprehended.
“Panet,” hissed Ebni.
The light faded until they were left in only the moon’s glow. “My apologies, Brother. Titan’s Eye yearns to be used,” said Panet.
“Hm. You will soon have a chance. These mortals will join our brothers this very evening. This mortal empire known as Cansafore houses the sword we are searching for. With Heart and Titan’s Eye, this Plague will not stand before our might,” she said.
“Cansafore is nothing,” said Panet. “A small empire, evening in this half of the world. These nations are small, hopeless, and worthless. One large city does not make a nation. It is an embarrassment to the Lord Flayer that we lost brothers in Caland.”
“No, not an embarrassment. Brothers mistakenly attacked a titan. You would have fallen just as swiftly against Billo. It waited for us to collect your gift, Panet. Misunderstanding the lord’s orders will only end in your demise.”
Panet bowed his head. “I understand. I apologize.”
Ebni turned and looked up at Ransyll. His skin twisted and moved through his body, hardening his scars and turning him into a monster. “Ransyll, do you have any thoughts?”
Ransyll grunted. His face twitched as he stared down at Ebni. His hand gripping the longsword was twisted and grotesque. “No,” he snapped. His jaw was clenched tight and seemed as if it would never relax.
Ebni knew the pain was immense in Ransyll’s body. The King of Scars ensured all Brothers learned to endure great pain from their flaying and reskinning, but Heart added a new sensation of pain as it tried to heal his unhealable wounds. The pain occupied his mind and twisted his body, making him stronger and more focused than ever before.
Both magical weapons emanated energy, almost imperceptible to the average human. Light and life magic filled the air and warmed Ebni’s dead skin.
“Ransyll, you will lead our charge. I wish to see Heart’s strength. I wish to see your strength.”
Ransyll grunted again. It seemed it was all he was really capable of. He stared past Ebni, to the west where his next fight lay.
“Brothers,” said Ebni in a louder voice. Her thoughts moved like the wind through the Brothers, so shouting was not truly necessary. Hundreds of thousands of Brothers moved behind Ransyll and Panet and created little noise. They flowed like a river, moving closer, filling in the ditches off the road. “We move to fulfill the King of Scar’s wishes. Onto Cansafore.”
“Cansafore is but a speck in our path to glory,” said a raspy, effortlessly loud voice farther down the path. She turned to face the individual.
Far ahead, a small figure stood in the center of the road. The flow of Brothers stopped behind her, frozen in place. From what she could see, the figure looked like a Brother of Flesh, but if it was, why wasn’t it behind her? She approached slowly, keeping her unblinking eyes locked on the figure.
“Brothers of Flesh,” said the figure as it spread out its arms and lowered its hood.
Ebni immediately dropped to one knee. Every Brother behind her did the same, as if a wave passed through them. “King of Scars,” she said with her head bowed.
The figure walked forward, its face shrouded in shadows. “Stand, Ebni Falstok.”
Ebni kept her head bowed as she stood.
“Lord Flayer,” said Panet. “I thank you for the gift of Titan’s Eye. This mace will serve our cause and your glory.”
The shrouded figure grunted. “We shall see, Panet. I am curious to see if you are truly as capable a warrior as your people had claimed.” A bright white smile spread across the King’s face. “Heart. Kantun Marva’s own life magic now flows from the sword, through Ransyll, and mixes with my own. There is no stronger warrior in the world right now. You will have colossal steps to take to surpass Ransyll’s might, Panet. There is no warrior better to test you two than the Plague Knight.”
“It is an honor to have you as a witness,” said Ebni.
“I will do more than witness. Lead us to Nimbus. Another legendary weapon awaits.”
Ebni bowed, with the Brothers bowing in a wave behind her. “Yes, Lord Flayer.” She set off quickly with renewed energy.
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Brenna cracked her knuckles and rolled her neck. She was standing outside Lafe’s quarters, uncertain how she should knock. It could be twice fast, once really hard, or a lot of quick, softer hits. Many options, all had their merits.
Lafe opened the door and raised his eyebrows. “How long were you planning on standing out there?”
“I swear, I cannot have fun around you. Are you ready to go? Done with all of the mysterious shit you do in here?” She leaned close to him and peered inside his room. “Get some windows. It’s way too dark.”
“You know the dark helps with reaching out to their spirits.”
Brenna shook her head and turned her back to him. “Nope. Too dark. No excuse.” She took a couple of steps down the path and pivoted back to him. “What’s your plan for Oar? And the arm. Gross.”
Lafe stepped out, closed the door, and locked it. “Unless you have any objections, I plan to keep them in my room. farther from Neptor, the better.”
“Sure. I wouldn’t want a severed arm by my bed, but we are obviously quite different. Your room is still sealed?”
“With the strongest spirit magic I could manage, though we have seen that a spirit magic seal only does so much.”
Brenna walked down the path and waved Lafe on. She raised her hood, hiding her face from the bright sunlight. Lafe wore plain robes and squinted his eyes. “Summer is the worst season,” she said.
Lafe grunted. “After we are done today, can you do me a favor?”
Brenna turned with both hands still on her hood, trying to pull it down over her face. “Maybe. Having a long, serious conversation is already going to put me at my limit.”
Lafe rolled his eyes. “I am aware. Will you ask Slem to meet with me? I think we can improve the vault.”
“Yeah, sure. I’ll let him know.” Brenna stopped walking on the path outside campus and looked around. “Where are we going?”
Lafe pointed to the dorm off-campus. “She is staying there.”
“And she already has a plan, right? I don’t want to be responsible for something like that. I’ve done my share already.”
Lafe softly chuckled and walked past her. “Yes. That is why we are here.” He walked to the dorm and held open the door.
“What a gentleman.” She bowed as she entered.
“You are obnoxious today.”
Lafe stopped at Cassandra’s door and raised his hand to knock. Brenna caught his fist and shook her head. “This is my thing.” She knocked loudly once and flinched. “That hurt a little.”
Lafe rolled his eyes and waited until Cassandra opened the door. “Good morning, Cassandra.” He bowed slightly. “Brenna has some energy today. Please forgive her.”
Cassandra smiled. “Please, take a seat.”
They walked in and sat on the sofa. Cassandra carried a chair from the table and sat across from them. Brenna kept her hood up and kicked Lafe’s ankle gently. He muttered and swore and pushed her foot away.
“How are you liking it here?” asked Brenna.
“It is much different from the Free Mages. Having the whole city be part of it is interesting.”
Brenna leaned to Lafe and loudly whispered, “Is that a good or bad interesting?”
“Go ahead, Cassandra. We are listening, even if it may not seem like it.” Lafe rested his elbow on the side of the sofa. Brenna mimicked him and leaned the other direction.
“Boe’Noke needs to be stopped. If it is only this Ebni, she is powerful enough to be just as much of a concern. Flesh magic is part of life, so who better to fight them than you, Brenna.”
Brenna perked up and cocked her head. “I’m the plan?”
“Not just you. Here.” She stuck her arms out. “Death is strong here. The strongest I have ever felt. Billo and Yelt seemed to believe the Brothers of Flesh are after magical weapons. Put Oar in the open. Let its power be felt by those who can sense spirit magic. If they are also after Femur, they already know where it is. Everybody in Masaneen has heard the stories.”
Brenna leaned forward. “Your big plan is to wait?”
Cassandra nodded. “Draw them to Cantille. If they do not arrive, we find out where they went and form a new plan. This is the best place we could fight them.”
“It would endanger the students,” said Lafe. “I cannot allow that.”
“I agree,” said Cassandra. She crossed her legs and folded her hands in her lap. “We would have the Konseers evacuate and protect the students and civilians living in Cantille. The two of us filling the air with energy should be enough to let you form an attack like in Cantille?”
“More than enough. I think we could do it.” Brenna looked at Lafe and smiled. “The Konseers wouldn’t let anything happen to the students. You know that.”
Lafe smiled. “Fine. On the condition that we try to monitor their movements. Reach out to the Gorva, will you, Brenna?”
“Yeah, I can ask Klien to assist us. It would help Brunta too.”
Lafe sighed. “I want to make sure, Cassandra, that you are confident we could fight this Ebni if you and Vanova together could not.”
Cassandra’s excitement vanished from her face. The old, stone expression Brenna was used to returned. “It was not strength and power. It was a poor match-up, I believe. Earth magic could do nothing against them. Any attack was shrugged off. They healed like life magic was constantly pouring into them. They would be unable to do anything against Brenna.”
“Hold on.” Brenna lowered her hood and rubbed her cheeks. “I don’t think Death itself is a big fan of me. I’m not the best fighter either right now. Even Joan beat me in a duel.”
Cassandra smiled again. “We know you are better than that, Brenna. Did you think that Joan only beat you because of what you taught her?” Brenna shrugged and cracked a smile. “Dueling is different,” continued Cassandra. “This plan is against more than a one-to-one fight. And Death is all over you. I am certain Lafe has felt it. Have you not? The air around you feels constantly charged with death magic.”
Brenna looked around and moved her hands through the air near her. “I feel nothing.”
“Interesting. Lafe?”
“It is faint, but I have felt it.”
“So, Brenna, trust me. If it comes to a battle, this is our best option. I have spent many nights thinking about it. I have had little else to do.”
Brenna puffed out her cheeks and exhaled loudly. “I trust you, Cassandra.”
“Good.” Cassandra stood and grabbed a tray from the counter. “I have prepared a cake for us.” On the tray sat a lopsided, unfrosted cake. “It is the first I’ve ever made.” Brenna nodded eagerly, feeling the hunger rumble in her stomach. Cassandra set the tray on the table and cut the cake with a knife. It squished down, resisting the blade. As the knife hit the tray, half of the cake toppled. “It should still taste fine.”
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Torva poured steaming water into the three mugs on the table. The voices around him were drowned out by his thoughts, all about tea. The leaves floated to the top and slowly unfurled, reawakening. His heart pounded in his chest. It had been a long time since he had felt such nerves, such worry for something he was doing.
From the corner of his eye, he knew Slem was watching, even while having a conversation. Slem would surely judge him harshly by the taste of the tea. Last time it was too strong after he had made it too weak every other time. It tasted fine to him, so what was different about Slem’s taste?
His eyes moved between each of the mugs, watching to see how far they were. He touched each and gently heated it a little more, then carefully handed one to Slem and the other to the man across the table.
“Thank you,” said the man. He took a sip and winced from the heat.
“Got to let it sit,” said Slem. “We like our tea very hot. Thermal mage and all that.” He nodded his head toward Torva.
The man across the table was wearing the finest tunic Torva had seen in a long time. Embroidered with the red and yellow colors of Brunta. An official uniform for the messengers. How they kept it clean is something he could not understand.
“Can we count on your support?” asked the messenger.
Torva watched the leaves in his tea drop. He leaned forward and took a sip of the still-steaming tea. “You seem nice. We don’t want to be rude to you or King Sulvin. We’re Bruntans. You know that.”
The messenger frowned.
“To be fair,” said Slem, “we aren’t necessarily in charge here. But we know that Brenna and the Grandmaster would tell you the same thing we are going to. Torva?”
“Cantille isn’t part of Brunta. Most of the students here aren’t Bruntan. Or even Ta-Veerian. We have people from all over. We can’t give you battlemages. We aren’t making battlemages. If General Gaist is trying to recruit more mages, he should talk to young people in Brunta, not Cantille. We can’t help you.”
The messenger’s face shifted into what Torva was certain was a glare. “King Sulvin specifically requested that Konseer Brenna send any Bruntan students back to the capital.”
“See, here’s the problem. Officially, we’re not Konseers anymore. If Sulvin wants to make a new group of Konseers the elite mages of Brunta, he absolutely should. But us? No, we’re professors now.”
“Your duty is to Brunta,” the messenger said angrily. His face was turning red, and he was gripping the mug with force, despite the heat.
“We in no way mean to be rude,” said Torva. “But what does Brunta need battlemages for? Any conflict will be fought by Ta-Veer and us too. We’re all one nation now, remember?”
The messenger tried to recompose himself by sitting up and pushing his shoulders back. “Not yet. Not until the wedding happens and His Majesty steps down.”
Slem looked at Torva with a grin. Torva knew the look too well. Slem was doing all he could to not make jokes, laugh, or say something he might regret. There were too many things the two of them wanted to say. Torva needed to end it quickly. “I’m sorry you traveled all this way for this bad news. The students here are free to choose what they do after leaving the university. Maybe some will come to be battlemages or Konseers. Maybe others will go to Cansafore or Bylvin. They might even one day be our enemies, but that’s how this works. The university is connecting Masaneen, not building an army for Brunta.”
“His Majesty will be furious when he hears this.”
“Then send him over. Bring Tessard too.” Torva drank the rest of his tea. The messenger tried to do the same but recoiled from the heat. “We are done here. Take the tea with you if you want. I have enough mugs.”
The messenger stood, still glaring. “I will speak with Brenna about this.”
“Oh,” Slem stood. “You won’t. She’s busy. And you wouldn’t want to. I assure you, we are much nicer than she is.”
“Be on your way. Stop at the dining hall for a meal if you want. That’s all the more hospitality I think we’ll give for free.”
The messenger stormed out and slammed the door to Torva’s house. Slem sat back down and sipped his tea. “Oh, this is good.”
Torva reclined. “Finally.”
Slem drank it faster, pouring more and more into his mouth until it was all gone. “Make it like that every time.”
“It’s your turn next anyway.”
Slem shrugged. “Fine with me. You think Sulvin will actually do anything about that?”
“No. He has no power anymore. He just wants to still say he’s stronger than Ta-Veer.” A smile crept across his face. He had finally made a perfect cup of tea.
“We should still tell Brenna about it. You think she’ll be angry we didn’t get her?”
Torva laughed. “Are you kidding? She’ll be thrilled we handled it for her.”
Slem sighed with relief. “For a moment, I was thinking maybe she would actually want to help Sulvin.” His face twisted. “Why was I thinking that?”
They both laughed. Slem slid his mug over to Torva. “Another?”
“Don’t you have a class soon?”
“No, just going to the range. You should come. Throw some fire at things. It will be good practice.”
“I’ll make your tea, and then you can go. I’m too busy for that today.”
Slem squinted and looked around Torva’s home. “Busy with what?”
“Making tea. Reading.” He walked into the kitchen and placed his hand on the kettle. It glowed red from the heat and quickly whistled. “Those stories Joan always talked about might be more helpful than I thought. With that weather magic especially, but there’s so much more. The Legend of Captain Hanstoc is brilliant. So fun. But it mentions this weapon called Rainstorm, right?”
Slem nodded slowly. “I’ve heard of the legend and Rainstorm, but it’s all legend, isn’t it? Nobody has ever actually found Rainstorm. Hanstoc was just a strong liquid mage.”
“Maybe, but Dryad vanished for over a century too until Gerin ended up with it. How many of the legends are true?” Torva pinched leaves from a jar and sprinkled them in the two mugs. “Blame Joan. I’m fascinated now.”
“While you’re reading, I’ll teach our students how to actually use magic.”
Torva poured the water into each mug. “Thanks, Slem. That works well for me.”
“I was being sarcastic.”
Torva sat beside him and set the mug on the table. “We only have a few thermal mages anyway. You can teach them everything they need to know about magic control. You’re better at it.”
“Well, that’s true.” Slem sniffed the tea and let the steam roll over his face. “Just don’t hole up here too much. Come visit me sometimes and not just me visiting you.”
Torva leaned over the table and stared into his mug. “Fine. Tomorrow I’ll come to the range. But I want to read today.”
Slem patted him on the back, causing Torva’s nose to dip into his mug. “Deal.”
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Joan paced along the edge of town, walking heel to toe on the grass beside the road. Her hair blew in the breeze as she stared into the cloudless sky. She exhaled loudly and stopped, balancing with her arms outstretched.
Mounds with short, spotty grass covered the ground on both sides of the road. She eyed them repeatedly, uncertain if she wanted to continue her plan. With slow, carefully planned steps, Joan walked to the edge of the low mound and crouched.
The magic was strong enough to feel emanating from the dirt. She felt like she could almost taste it. It hadn’t been long since it was the site of mass death, most of which she was part of.
As a liquid mage, Joan felt like she was only average at best. Nothing special to see in most cases. It was a difficult magic, one she couldn’t quite get the hang of. She could do plenty, of course, but nothing she was ever fully proud of. Even a duel with Gorshun would likely end in failure for her.
She cracked a smile thinking about beating Brenna, but they both knew that was only because Brenna was trying to show off. Nobody could actually compete against her.
If liquid and gas were too difficult, her only other option was death magic, the most dangerous and often said the most complicated. But was it? She never felt that way, though it may have been because of Brenna’s teachings. Joan didn’t know how Brenna learned to control death magic the way she did. Who would have taught her? She knew Konseer Helin as a dark, thermal, and sound mage. Still, death magic comes so easily for Brenna, and Joan felt it was a simple tool.
Or was it only simple in the way Brenna used it? Joan crawled to the top of the low mound and sat with both palms pressed to the ground. Energy coursed through her veins, energy that was not her own. Death’s own energy inhabited the dirt. It felt familiar.
Her chest ached, her breath caught, and her heart felt as if it stopped.
Joan pulled her hands off the ground. She walked off the mound, shaking her hands, and muttering, “I’m fine,” over and over. Her pacing route along the road continued with her eyes locked on the blue sky.
Was it the deaths she caused? Was it her own? Death seemed to like her well enough. Prince Toar and the Ta-Veerian soldiers in Cantille and Brunta lost because of her. She looked back at the mound and shook her head. Couldn’t keep going.
Or she could learn to control Death. Surpass Brenna, learn more than how to end lives. Death magic was stronger than Brenna allowed it to be.
Joan walked back to the mound and kicked off her shoes. She shifted her feet, digging them into the loose soil, wrapping her toes around the weak blades of grass.
The energy returned to her, pure death magic rising from the ground. Joan stuck her right hand out, palm down. She hovered her other hand over it and squeezed her fist. Her skin froze and cracked, causing blood to rise from her skin and drop to the ground. She gritted her teeth and let the blood flow. She wiggled her toes and breathed deep, watching her frozen, bloody hand as it shook.
“Okay, Death,” she said through gritted teeth. “You can do more than this. Show me what I can do.” Death magic filled her body, pouring down her left arm and out of her hand. Glowing purple fog grew from her fingers and floated down to her right hand. “Fuck,” she yelled as the frost melted and the skin snapped back together. She shook both her hands, then held her right one in front of her face. It was healed. No blood, no frozen skin, and no scars. “Okay,” she said, nodding slowly. “What else can we do?”
She waited for a return of energy, but nothing more happened. The area was naturally high magic from all those who had perished, but she hoped for more of an extra flow, the unnatural push like she had just received. There was still plenty of her own energy or the death magic in the ground to work from.
“Then I’ll practice what I know.” She sighed. Both hands produced purple and green light, spiraling together. She spun the magic around her hands, up her arms, and around her body. It touched her skin and left her unaffected. The energy snapped to her hands and erupted as beams, which she spun through the air and back at the ground.
“You better show me more next time, Death. The sooner I learn, the sooner we will be done dealing with each other.” Joan waited like the immaterial titan would actually respond. With only silence, she kicked some dirt off the mound, put her shoes back on, and walked back to Cantille slowly, looking over her shoulder to see if anything had changed on the mounds.
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Jahan pulled a comb through her hair, ripping at knots as she yanked it down. Somehow it found a new knot each time, which she never understood. How many knots could her hair have?
She pulled the loose hair from the comb and tossed it in the trash with a bit of disgust. She grabbed her bag, tossed it over her shoulder, and rushed out the door. On campus, she stopped and looked around. It was quiet. When she wanted to be early every day, she didn’t anticipate that she would always be the only one out and about on campus.
Which lecture hall was it in? She scanned the towers and buildings until it clicked. Gorshun’s sound class was right by Brenna’s office. Likely to make it easy if Brenna ever wanted to help teach. She stepped into the tower, tried to peek into Brenna’s empty office, then entered the lecture hall.
Gorshun sat up front, lounging in a chair with her feet pressed against the wall as she read an unmarked book. She looked over her shoulder. “Why am I not surprised you’re first again?”
Jahan smiled and sat at the front. “I like to be early.”
“Too early sometimes.” Gorshun closed the book and turned her chair around. “Have you learned anything from all these classes? Because as much as I love Torva, I don’t think I’d learn anything from listening to him ramble on about fire and all of his thermal magic facts.”
Jahan’s smile grew. She rested both arms on the desk and clasped her hands. “I feel like I’ve learned a lot from all of you. It isn’t just about the type of magic. I want to learn about magic energies as a whole.”
“Like the Circle of Magic?”
Jahan nodded. The doors opened and closed as more students entered the room. “I was hoping the Grandmaster would teach more.”
“We hope he’ll get there. A lot is going on with him.”
“I understand. What are we learning today?”
Gorshun stood and pushed her chair against the front wall. She checked the three pieces of chalk up front and found the one she liked the best. “I have a lecture on . . . let’s call it auxiliary uses? Other things to do.” Jahan opened a notebook and nodded. Gorshun waved and nodded as various students entered the room, waiting for everyone to settle. “For those who didn’t hear, I want to talk today about some other uses for sound magic. We’ve covered the basics, and even if you aren’t ready to do anything like this, I want to tell you what it can do.”
She wrote the name “Dag” on the board. “When I think of sound magic, I think of myself and Brenna. Sound waves attack, muting to silence people, or Brenna’s favorite, amplify voices and sounds. Right? But those are the basics, the big things. What are the finer details? What are the other things you can do?
“Of course, it is all based on the same ideas, sometimes just on a smaller scale.” She pointed to the name. “Dag was a friend. Some of you here knew her or saw her fight outside Brunta. She was a Gorva agent, one of the best, and she died stopping Pettrin. I wanted to bring her up because the Gorva have many fascinating ways of using magic that others do not use. Many of them are fairly average mages, sometimes below average, yet they can use whatever skills they have to accomplish great feats.” She paused and let Jahan finish her frantic note-taking.
“Dag is a perfect example because she was a sound mage. Nothing too powerful, but she had a few skills that made her the perfect assassin. If you don’t know what the Gorva are, then I suggest finding a book in the library about them. Most of what they do is secret, and many people do not know about them, but I’m exposing some of those secrets for your lesson today.” Gorshun shrugged. “Why not? So, Dag assassinated people for Brunta. She was great with weapons and all that, but what helped her was muting her footsteps specifically or muting her target as she killed them. There was never a noise made when she worked. She couldn’t mute a whole room at once like Brenna, but she could pinpoint it so well it didn’t matter.”
A hand to Jahan’s right went up. She looked over and got ready to write the question in her notebook. “How do you focus it so much? You told us that you just let the mute flow out from your body.”
Gorshun nodded. “Good question. That is how I’ve done it, and that’s how Brenna has always done it too. We think it is much easier that way. Personally, I need to point at my target, let my magic flow in the air, then grab onto it and mute. I assume Dag did something similar, but with far more practice and precision. Letting your magic crackle in the air isn’t going to help you stay hidden, is it? Her exact methods are unknown. The Gorva aren’t really inclined to tell me too much. There are countless specific techniques the Gorva leader teaches every single member. I can’t say too much, of course. Even now, I had to ask the leader permission to talk about a deceased member of them.”
“Why so secret?” blurted Jahan. “Everyone outside Brunta saw five Gorva fighting beside the Bone Knight.”
Gorshun shrugged. “Can’t explain it. They are secretive. Even the Konseers knew little about it. Most of it came from a close friend who was a Dag’s squad member. Let’s move on though.” Gorshun reached up and wiped away the name from the board with her sleeve. It left a smear of chalk and covered the cloth of her cloak in white powder. She wrote “Distractions” underneath the smear in giant, neat letters. The door to the lecture hall loudly closed, followed by a series of stomping footsteps. All of the students turned to find nothing there. Jahan looked back around where Gorshun was grinning. She pointed at the word on the board.
“See? I know Dag used this technique as well, but it can be helpful in any situation. Duel? Try to make them look behind so you can strike upfront. In the dining hall? Make somebody think they are being called away so you can grab the last piece of cake. So many options. But here’s the thing.” She crossed her arms and leaned her back against the chalkboard. “Changing your sound energy into actual specific noises is tricky. It is literally just a matter of practice. Listen to the sound, try to recreate it. Do it until you hate hearing the sound, and push through to do it more. Listen to a door that creaks or a quill on paper. Or even a friend’s voice. Try with one sound at a time.”
Jahan raised her hand and saw Gorshun’s eyes move right over her. She kept her hand up and rested her chin on her other hand. Gorshun continued talking about examples to learn for distractions, but it went right through Jahan’s ears. She didn’t care about distractions. She couldn’t even do it. As helpful as she knew the lesson was for sound mages, it mattered little to her. Stories like the one about Dag and specific examples of magic were why she enjoyed magic classes other than light. Even the light magic classes were boring. They didn’t help her improve at all.
“Jahan,” said Gorshun after some time, “go ahead.”
“Do you prefer sound or liquid and gas more?”
Gorshun wrinkled her nose and paced for a moment before pivoting to face Jahan. “I use them about the same, I think. I’ve never thought about it during a battle. In my everyday life, I absolutely use liquid the most. Makes getting a glass of water very easy. I’ve alternated during battles, though. Back and forth between them pretty quickly.”
“Not at the same time?” asked Jahan. She was writing her notes as fast as she could, hoping she would be able to read her handwriting later.
“No, not at the same time. I can’t do that. Only some mages can learn to do that. Brenna and I tried for a long time, but I could never get the hang of it. Using two or more at once immediately makes you a higher-tier mage. They might not say that, but that is the case. Think of Brenna. She can use death, dark, life, and light simultaneously if she wants. You could get hit with a blast of dark, death, and light all mixed together with some spirit magic thrown in to make it that much stronger. How do you block that?”
“With more spirit magic?” asked a student.
Gorshun chuckled. “Yes, I guess you’re right. That was more of a rhetorical question, but you aren’t wrong. Lafe could block most things Brenna threw his way, and he’s also a spirit mage.”
Jahan set down her pencil. “I’m confused, Gorshun. Spirit magic can’t usually be used by itself, so what is it? Why don’t we know more about it?”
Gorshun set down her chalk and sat in the chair upfront. “Can’t answer that. I know almost nothing about it personally. Lafe would be the best to ask. He seems to have a good grasp on a lot more of it than I do. Brenna might know a lot, but she’s easily distracted.”
Jahan closed her notebook and carefully placed it back into her bag. “I’m sorry, please excuse me. I need to do something.”
“Sure, Jahan. See you later.” Gorshun looked around the room. “Any other questions before we continue on?”
Jahan hurried up the stairs, ignoring the looks of her classmates. She stepped out of the lecture hall, ran across the room, and knocked on Brenna’s office door.
“Come in,” came a muted voice.
Jahan slowly opened the door to see Lafe standing in front of Brenna’s desk while Brenna sat with a half-eaten piece of cake in front of her.
“Jahan,” said Brenna, crumbs on her lips. “What’s going on?”
Jahan bowed deep. “I actually wanted to speak with the Grandmaster.”
“Just Lafe, please. I am not the Grandmaster anymore.” Lafe returned the bow. “What can I help you with?”
“I want to learn about spirit magic. Can you help me?”
Lafe rubbed his chin. “You cannot use spirit magic. What is it you want to know?”
“Everything.” Jahan smiled weakly. “I may not be a strong mage, but I want to learn everything I can.”
Lafe glanced at Brenna as she shoveled more cake into her mouth. He sighed and smiled. “Meet me at the library this evening. I will have a set of books for you to start reading from.”
Jahan bowed low again. “Thank you, Lafe.”
“Thank you, Jahan. This will be fun for me. I will see you later.”
Jahan gently closed the door, then ran back to her dorm, feeling overwhelmed with excitement.
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Gerin stood on the beach and let the cold seawater splash against his bare feet and ankles. Ryptin stomped around in the water, splashing water and pebbles around as he oinked happily.
“Never thought a boar would like the water,” said Grayson behind them.
Gerin turned around. “Of course he does. It’s like a free, overflowing bath.”
“Do pigs like baths?”
Gerin shrugged. “Ryp does.”
“Hm, yeah. That makes sense. I’m sorry I didn’t trust your instincts.”
Gerin walked on the pebble beach and leaned his elbow on Grayson’s shoulder. “Now you know for next time. Toes is the one you need to be apologizing to.”
“I know. I have, and I will continue to do so.”
Gerin patted Grayson’s belly. “He’ll come around. Can we trust that Alexander won’t attack us again?”
“We have some old grudges, but he’s not a bad guy.” Grayson cleared his throat. “He’s actually really not a great guy. Rough history. But he won’t attack again. Edraic guarantees it.”
“And the Professor?”
“Lots of unanswered questions still.”
Ryptin splashed through the water and ran up to Grayson. He crouched down and petted the boar, who was throwing water and hair into the air.
“You ready to meet this chosen one?” asked Grayson.
“I will be when he gets here.” Gerin rolled his pant legs higher as a wave crashed in.
“I came to get you. Porler is already here. He’s been talking to Toes.”
“He speaks Masaneen, and he’s already here?” he asked excitedly. “Then let’s get going. Ryptin, back to town immediately.” Gerin waved his hand on, and the boar charged forward, oinking wildly.
“Very excited to meet some kid you never heard of before we got here,” said Grayson.
“He is the chosen one, right?”
Grayson laughed softly and walked alongside Gerin. In town, a fire pit was being worked on by Edraic. The wood was wet, sizzling in the small flames at the bottom and casting a thick column of smoke into the air. Around the fire sat Vada, the Professor, Toes, and a young man with a sharp jaw, gaunt cheeks, and a thick brow. His hair hung past his shoulders in tight sandy blond curls. He wore ornamented chain armor that did not fit the Jodin style.
The Professor stood excitedly as they arrived.
“Porler,” said Grayson, “meet my good friend, Gerin, and his best friend, Ryptin.” Ryptin looked up and snorted at the mention of his name.
“I’m not just the Bone Knight’s friend, but a powerful spirit mage,” said Gerin.
“Pure spirit? How do you access it?” Porler’s voice was soft, like a young man not yet through puberty.
“Oh, I don’t. I don’t understand any of it.” Gerin sat beside Toes and linked arms with him. The Gorva leaned a little against Gerin.
“An assassin, the legendary Bone Knight, and a spirit mage travel together with a pig. How did this happen?”
Grayson sat to the side of Gerin and graciously accepted a bowl of steaming soup from Edraic.
“He said it’s sheep broth with root vegetables. They wanted to give you a break from the fish,” said the Professor. Edraic passed the stew out to the rest, then sat next to his son and sipped from his bowl.
“Some mages stole Femur and tried to resurrect the titan living inside the sword,” said Grayson. “Long story, really. Gerin was the first to join me.”
“He saved me from the Fog Demon,” said Gerin with his mouth full of broth. He breathed out and opened his mouth wide as the stew burned his mouth.
“Yolshneer? Really?”
“I had a pact with the titan for safe passage.” Grayson looked around at the shocked faces as the Professor translated for Vada and Edraic. “I was sick of killing his soldiers, and he was sick of me doing it. But Gerin stood out to me. He had Dryad. Now we know it was probably the spirit magic.”
“And true love,” said Gerin
“Sure. Even though I broke the pact, Yolshneer wasn’t interested in fighting me anymore.”
“Edraic wants to know if Alexander had a pact with any titans.” The Professor listened a second time, then nodded.
“Same as me. Yolshneer can’t fight magical weapons. Especially not Femur, but skeletons can’t do a lot against Storm either. Alexander fought alongside me against Yolshneer and more than once against many others.”
“Fascinating,” said Porler. “And you gave Femur up?”
“I did. I left it in the care of a powerful mage. Probably the most powerful I’ve ever seen.”
“Oh, yes,” said Gerin. He dragged Ryptin around and rubbed his hand over the hairless scar covering the ribs of the boar’s side. “She healed him right up when he got hit.”
“Not just him.” Toes sighed.
“Sorry.” Gerin relinked arms with Toes and leaned on him.
“This mage, Brenna, literally stopped Death from collecting the dead,” said Grayson. He eyed Toes, hesitant to say more.
Porler slurped at his stew and looked between the three of them. “Is everything okay?”
“Yes, it’s fine,” said Toes. “I lost my best friend in the battle. They’re trying to be nice. Keep going, Grayson.”
Grayson nodded. “Brenna stopped Death, which let all mortally wounded soldiers stand. She used the time to bring a princess back to life after her chest was ripped open. Toes’s friend, Dag, fought alongside me against the corrupted mage that had Femur. She fought well. She’s one of the reasons we won.” Toes sniffled and nodded.
“I’m sorry, Toes,” said Porler. “It is an incredible story. And you left your home after?”
“Nothing left for me there,” said Toes. “I liked these two.”
Porler set his bowl on the ground and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “And you ended up here, at this time, completely by chance?”
Grayson looked at the other two and shrugged. “I guess. We are just traveling.”
“Well, Professor, can you translate to my parents while I tell your friends about my travels?”
The Professor finished his stew, cleared his throat, then nodded.
“I had just returned from a trip to the Loendol Empire. It is a large empire in the northeast if you haven't heard. They control that side of the continent and have for generations. They’re kind but have been ruthless in the past. Trade embargoes, threats, and laws that have sometimes been strict for citizens. It is an odd place that has changed dramatically with each new ruler. Halindon has kept its distance for about a century, no longer interested in dealing with Loendol. Both nations trade with us and the Unsoor, and the clans have never been involved in external politics. Not really, at least.
“As the prophesied chosen one of the Jodin, my goal is to unite the Unsoor, Halindon, and Loendol under one banner, as the nation of Gojeer. It’s a big goal, but that is my mission. I’ve talked to the Kena Unsoor clans, I’ve talked to Queen Gertrude in Halindon, and I went to meet with Emperor Panet of Loendol. Obviously, nobody had been a fan of my goal, but they talked openly, and we discussed ways to further unite our people. But Loendol was different.”
Porler cleared his throat and glanced around at the eyes of everyone watching him so intently. Everyone, except Gerin, who was examining Toes’s face. “Loendol was empty. And I don’t mean there were only a few people there. There was nobody. Gustelle was abandoned. Food was left in stalls, rotting and covered in flies. Animals walked through the roads like it was part of the forest. I continued, but each town I came to was the same. I thought there was no way Frenning was abandoned as well, but I found the same result in the capital. I walked right into the palace and found nothing. Gold, food, weapons, silk all forgotten. It was like everybody had disappeared. I walked back through Aaz Kala, assisted by the sands, and talked to the nomads. They said Loendol is dead, but they did not know why.”
The Professor wiped the sweat from his forehead and cleared his throat. “I have a very bad feeling about all of this. More than very bad, if you will.”
“What do you know, Professor?” asked Porler.
The Professor squinted, looked up at the sky, and sighed. “Let’s just say an old friend of mine lived in Loendol. ‘Friend’ might be a strong word here. An acquaintance, if you will. Brother, maybe. More than a stranger, at least. One who could possibly do something that grand.”
“So, it was magic?” Porler rested his chin on his hand and stared intensely at the Professor.
“Likely, yes.”
Toes waved Grayson over and whispered, “We can’t get involved in this, can we? An empire disappearing? We left to avoid more fighting, and we’ve already done plenty.” Toes covered his eye.
“Let’s see what they say,” whispered Grayson. “Nobody asked for our help yet.”
“But we can’t leave innocent people in danger,” whispered Gerin. “Right?”
Toes sighed. “You’re right.” Toes cleared his throat. “Sorry, Porler. Keep going.”
“No worries, Toes. You have your own business, I’m sure. Is there any way to fix this, Professor?”
The old man scratched his head and smiled. “I’m certain another old acquaintance is investigating. I intend to stay out of whatever it might be. Titans, mages, maybe an infestation of carnivorous squirrels. Whatever caused it is of no concern to me.”
“But what are you?” asked Toes. “We still need a real answer from you.”
“You three do not let things go, do you? I helped you once, and now all I get is question after question.” He spoke in Jodin, translating the past conversations to Edraic and Vada, who looked confused. Porler spoke to them in his native tongue, leaving Gerin, Grayson, and Toes sitting dumbly, looking around at everyone. The Professor switched back to Masaneen and said, “Look, I’m strong, yes, but I have no interest in harming you three. I had a good time traveling. Let’s leave it at that. Go on to Nuliya and forget about Gojeer.”
“Or,” said Porler loudly, “stick around for a couple of days first. I’ll keep looking into the Loendol mystery myself, but I would love to learn from you three in my downtime. Magic, fighting, whatever it is that Gerin knows. I can’t think of a better teacher than you, Grayson.”
Gerin snorted. “I can think of a million better teachers.”
Grayson crouched beside Toes. “What do you think? I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”
“I’m fine, don’t worry about me. I could use a little rest and exercise. Fighting without an eye is going to be tough.”
Grayson nodded to Porler. “We’ll stay a bit. Toes need to get accustomed to fighting again.”
“Great.” Porler smiled. He spoke to his father rapidly until Edraic nodded and walked away. “We’re going to send messengers to Halindon and the Unsoor to check in on them. Make sure they haven’t seen anything odd.”
“Poor messengers,” said Gerin. “Walking through those wastelands is a miserable time.”
Porler chuckled. “Nobody walks through them.” He pointed east to the wharf. “That’s what boats are for.”
“Oh.” Gerin frowned. “A boat would’ve been nice, I guess.”
Toes leaned into Gerin. “Next time. No more gross ground.”
Gerin smiled.
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Ebni followed a few dozen strides behind the cloaked figure leading the Brothers of Flesh. Even from a distance, she could feel power, energy, and life radiating.
It was no less than the greatest honor of her life to walk so closely with him. It had been years since she last truly saw him. Only his voice, an echo from the shadows, had been spoken to her for so long. And now, he had returned, and she hardly knew how to contain her joy and awe.
Ransyll and Panet kept close to her flanks and murmured, chatting away their excitement. They had not seen the King in person for many years.
“I wonder if we will see the Lord Flayer in action.” Panet rubbed his hands together, smiling.
Ransyll grunted and spoke in a harsh, deeper voice. “He is strong.”
Ebni turned and glared at them. “Do I need to remind you that I can take your voices away?” They both tightened their lips. “Good. Speak only when spoken to. Silence.” She turned back and watched the leader with a grin on her face. It was going to be the most significant day of her life. She did not doubt that.
Nimbus became clearer on the horizon from torches and lanterns lit throughout the city. The city looked hideous in the night, with white walls reflecting the firelight and deep shadows stretching outward.
Heavily armored guards stood outside the edge of town. A group of five chatted around torchlight and gazed into the night. Ebni stood behind the King, staring at the relaxed mortals. They stood close enough to hear every word, yet the guards suspected nothing.
“I will handle Plague.” The King of Scars walked into the torchlight, startling the guards. They drew swords and shouted to halt. The King lifted his hand as he walked past. All five guards screamed in agony as every bit of skin was stripped from their bodies, leaving them writhing on the ground.
Ebni lifted the skin into the air with one hand and pointed to the guards with another. Brothers ran forth and stripped the clothing and armor. Ebni swapped strips of skin, ripping it apart and stitching it together. “Join us, Brothers. Join us and be part of the new world.”
The guards squirmed and cried in pain. Brothers dragged them away as a wave of thousands more flowed in behind Ebni, entering the streets of Nimbus.
She hurried behind the King, eager to see him work. Torches and lanterns lit up bits of the roads, mainly around storefronts, while the rest of the city sat in darkness. Brothers followed Ebni, leaving alone those sleeping. For the moment.
The King stopped outside a building painted with blue stripes over the harsh white plaster walls. “We should see what he is capable of. Do we want just the sword or the warrior as well?” Even in the dark, a wicked smirk of perfectly white teeth was visible. He knocked three times, each louder than the last. “Wake up, Plague Knight.”
Shuffling and muted voices passed through the door. The King stepped back and leaned his shoulder on the wall. He shooed Ebni back with a wave of his hand. Surprised, she stepped back, then pushed Brothers forward. The air changed like it was poisoned. Each breath she took felt a little less invigorating.
The door opened inward to a pitchblack interior. The King’s smirk grew viler as a man stepped out. He wore no armor, only loose rags of clothes, and no shoes. His hair was disheveled, and he had all the signs of someone who had just woken up. The only difference was the sword in his hand. A veil of purple haze, a constant drip of burning, dangerous death magic, and the man’s grip and stance that was ready to kill them all.
“Who are you?” he said.
“The Brothers of Flesh,” said Ebni.
“We’ve come for Plague.” The King stood upright and crossed his arms.
“I won’t give it up.” The man placed his other hand on the grip and quickly scanned the area.
“We know,” said the King. “I’ve come for the show.” He waved the Brothers forward, bringing forth a swarm.
The man stepped casually forward like he was out for a stroll, but his sword moved so rapidly, it looked like little more than a purple line passing through the air. Cuts appeared through Brothers’ chests, necks, and limbs, all festering with glowing purple death magic.
Ebni reached out with her magic to those that fell, commanding them to stand and fight, but they failed to respond. It was the first time her life magic did not get a response. They were dead.
“Ransyll,” she shouted. The hulking man stepped forth. His eyes bulged more than normal, bloodshot and blackened. His skin was twisted, swollen, scarred, and hardened. He glared at the knight, cutting down Brother after Brother. “Can you handle it?”
He grunted, smashed the sword tip against the bricks, and shoved Brothers out of the way. The bricks had crumbled where Heart had struck. She grinned and glanced at the King, who watched with amusement.
“Brothers, to me,” she shouted.
The Brothers stepped back and watched as Ransyll squared up with the Plague Knight.
“Is this a game to you?” the Knight shouted. “Who are you?”
“Tell us your name before you fall, Plague Knight.” The King ambled closer.
“Sir Theltor, commander of the Cloud Battalion, one of the three great generals of His Greatness, Emperor Yulnor V of Cansafore. Who the fuck are you?”
The King lowered his hood. His skin was smooth and hairless. It looked like colors swirled and moved around the surface, like paint mixing. “What an introduction.” He clapped loudly. “I am Boe’Noke, the King of Scars, the King of Flesh, the Lord Flayer. You can fight all you want, but you will not escape this night, Theltor.”
Somebody cleared their throat from above. Theltor smiled and shook his head. Boe’Noke and Ebni looked up to see a thin, small man with a faint mustache standing on the edge of the slate roof. “Do you need some help there?”
“Now would be a good time,” said Theltor. “I’m a bit outnumbered.”
“And you are?” asked the King.
“No one of concern, your majesty.” He bowed and rolled his eyes.
Boe’Noke chuckled. “If it pleases you.” He walked back to the wall and leaned against it. “Continue this nonsense.”
Ransyll pounded Heart against the bricks again, shattering them into dust. He lifted the sword in the air and smashed it down on Theltor, who effortlessly sidestepped and cut through Ransyll’s abdomen.
The man on the rooftop clapped loudly. Ransyll grunted and straightened his posture. His skin snaked out and stitched his severed body back together with hundreds of talon-like bits of skin. Theltor had his back to Ransyll, surveying the rest of the crowd.
“Theltor, it isn’t over yet.”
He turned around just as Ransyll swung. Theltor dodged below and cut across his belly again. He slashed repeatedly, far quicker than anything Ransyll could react to. Theltor stabbed Plague into Ransyll’s heart, then ripped the sword out and kicked him to the ground. Ebni clenched her jaw and glanced at the King out of the corner of her eye. He stood in the same position with the same smirk.
Death magic leaked out of Ransyll like an overfilled bucket. His skin warped, stitched, and hardened again. He grunted as he tried to climb back to his feet.
“Theltor,” said Boe’Noke, “You are clearly a better warrior than this oaf. I look forward to having you as a warrior in the Brothers of Flesh. Ebni, send them in.”
Ebni smiled with a sigh of relief. She gestured forward, sending in the horde behind her. Theltor moved fluidly, cutting down every Brother who stepped close while parrying and countering every attack Ransyll threw his way.
“Time for our move,” said the small man on the roof. “Yorn,” he shouted. “Send them in.” He jumped off the roof, did a front flip, and landed behind Ransyll. A knife appeared in his hand, which cut across the back of Ransyll’s knees. He dashed, vanishing from Ebni’s view, and reappeared fifty paces away with Brothers collapsed behind him.
A bulky man with a patchy beard stood in front of a wall of soldiers down the road. The man sniffled and glared. “Charge, Cloud Battalion,” he shouted.
Ebni pushed through to stand at the King’s side. “This is a spectacle, Ebni,” he said. “Watch these great warriors fall.” She leaned against the wall beside him and watched the purple haze as Theltor continued his onslaught like he was determined to eliminate all of the Brothers by himself.
Theltor stumbled, tripping over the corpses littering the ground.
The hulking, unkillable man beside him smashed his sword down again, ripping through the corpse of one of his comrades. Jilmon dashed back and crashed into Ransyll, stumbling him.
“It’s the fucking sword, Theltor. Get his arm.”
Theltor stepped over a body, pivoted under the man’s arm, and sliced upward. Plague cut through his arm, dropping the sword and the limb to the ground. Ransyll stumbled, growling. Theltor cut down more of the advancing horde, then turned back and stabbed Plague into Ransyll’s chest. He collapsed, groaning loudly.
“I don’t think that killed him, Haste.” Theltor pushed into the crowd, away from the field of corpses, cutting down more and more, but the tide never seemed to cease.
Jilmon jumped to a nearby roof to watch Yorn’s assault. Deep on the other side of the city, Julian’s platoon of recruits fought to retake their city. Jilmon was impressed with how quickly the commanders brought the soldiers together.
Yorn pushed in, cutting down the unarmed mob of people. Even with their overwhelming numbers, the Brothers seemed unable to do anything against real soldiers. Below, Theltor continued his relentless executions. Jilmon assumed he had cut down hundreds already.
“Time to make this a little more, hm . . . fun.” Boe’Noke lifted his hand, and a visible pulse of green magic erupted from his fingertips. Jilmon felt his body reawaken, reenergized.
All of the fallen soldiers from Yorn’s attack stood and fought. Cloaked figures appeared in the middle of the Cloud Battalion’s attack as they climbed back to life.
Those Theltor had cut down stayed down, except Ransyll. He growled as the flesh of his severed arm snaked over the ground and reattached itself. All of his injuries vanished, and his skin thickened as the monstrous man stood, even taller than before.
“Theltor, he’s back up.” Jilmon dashed off the roof and collided with Ransyll’s chest, driving his knife into the brute. As the knife blade hit Ransyll’s skin, it snapped and shattered the metal. Jilmon pushed off with his feet, sending a blast of wind against his chest, throwing Ransyll back to the ground as Jilmon landed on the roof.
Theltor continued fighting as Yorn’s soldiers were overwhelmed. The Cloud Battalion’s shining armor quickly vanished under the sea of black cloaks. Not a single soldier killed by anyone other than Theltor stayed down.
“Theltor, get out of there,” shouted Jilmon. “We need to go.”
“You won’t be going anywhere,” said Ebni. She stepped forward, the Brothers backing away from her like a ripple in a pond. She cast her cloak aside and stood topless.
Jilmon squinted, then cocked his head. She reached her hand out and grabbed onto his skin with her magic. Jilmon tried to dash away but felt every part of his body pull against him. He grunted and pushed his magic through his veins, letting it course wildly through his body. “Don’t underestimate the Haste,” he shouted. Magic erupted from his body, wind ripping through the street, billowing cloaks, and tossing blood into the air. Magic crackled for a moment before lightning ripped out, striking Brothers just below the roof Jilmon stood on.
“Magnificent,” said Boe’Noke.
“We can’t win this, Theltor.” Jilmon placed his hands together and let his magic flow freely. Wind spun around his feet, quickly growing into a cyclone. He glanced over at Yorn, who was covered in his own blood and that of Cloud Battalion comrades. “I’m sorry, you moron,” he whispered. Jilmon pointed his hand at the center of the road below him and relaxed, letting all his built-up energy explode.
A tornado shot into the sky, lifting Brothers off their feet, throwing corpses in the air, and grabbing all the dust, debris, and blood on the road. The topless woman and the smirking man stood still, unaffected by the wind.
Theltor, deep in the horde of Brothers, looked back. Jilmon shook his head, then dashed away, vanishing as the tornado grew stronger and louder, drowning out all other noises. He disappeared, leaving Theltor alone in a sea of enemies.
Ebni latched her cloak and tried to raise her hood, despite the tornado. The King of Scars walked past her, through the center of the raging tornado, and trailed behind Theltor, following the road of corpses.
“I failed, Lord Flayer,” she said loudly.
Boe’Noke glanced over his shoulder. “I will handle Plague. Watch what your powers can truly do. Command them to stop.”
Ebni nodded and raised her hand. All Brothers around Theltor retreated, giving way to Boe’Noke. Theltor pivoted, looking all around him until his eyes locked on the King of Scars.
“I’ve killed all of them,” he said, pointing at the trail. “I can kill you too.”
“You did kill them. Took the magic right out of their bodies. That was Plague, not you. Mensen Thorul is still the rightful owner of that weapon. But you, Theltor, will wield it as part of my army, as part of the Brothers of Flesh. Together, we will form a new world. We will eliminate Zarren, kill Thorul, and conquer the mortals.” Boe’Noke crossed his arms. “Ask your questions, Theltor. It will be your last opportunity to do so as a free man.”
“If you can do this, why do you need me to take Zarren? Cansafore is just as strong.”
Boe’Noke laughed loudly, spit flying out of his mouth. “Cansafore is a drop in a puddle compared to Zarren. They recognize Kofore’s rule over you mortals, unlike you and your squabble. I know Kofore visited you, one that cost you everything you had. Everything, except Plague.”
Theltor wiped the sweat from his brow then lowered himself into his battle stance. “Then come take Plague.”
“Oh, you won’t be needing to fight.” Boe’Noke reached his hand out and ripped the skin from Theltor in one smooth motion. The Knight remained standing, gripping Plague with all his strength. “Impressive, but can you move? Can you fight?” Theltor’s clothes grew dark and heavy with blood. He stood, skinless, teeth clenched, and eyes wide. “When was the last time you felt pain? Your friend abandoned you. Your army is dead. You have lost everything other than your precious, stolen sword.”
Theltor ran forward, every muscle tensed, and slashed at Boe’Noke. The King of Scars reached up and grabbed Plague by the blade. Death magic dripped into his hand and sizzled. The haze erupted, covering Boe’Noke’s whole body. He laughed, cackling uncontrollably. He ripped the sword from Theltor’s hands and stabbed it into the Knight’s stomach. Theltor fell to the ground, his hands clasping at Plague’s grip as death magic dripped out and ran down his hips, burning the exposed muscles and tendons.
“And so falls the Plague Knight.” Boe’Noke lifted his hand in the air. “Ebni,” he snapped, “drag him inside and finish up with the rest of these fools. Use them to replace our fallen. Death has already come for them. Leave the corpses as they lie.”
Ebni ran forward, grabbed Theltor’s arm, and pulled his unmoving body. As they passed, Boe’Noke reached down and touched Theltor’s skull.
“He will remain alive. I will come to finish the job later. Focus your energy on the others. Theltor won’t be moving.”
“Yes, Lord Flayer.” She dragged him back to the building he emerged from and propped him against a wall. His head hung with his eyes wide open. Death magic continued its drips onto his thighs and waist.
Back in the street, Ebni stood before the remnants of Theltor’s Cloud Battalion. Yorn looked up, tears in his eyes. “What happened to our commander?”
“You will be reunited soon,” she said. “As Brothers of Flesh.” She squeezed her hand shut, stripping the skin from Yorn’s face.
Jilmon scurried across the rooftops, tossing worried glances over his shoulder. Nobody could keep up with him—he was a Haste after all—but a nagging feeling remained, tugging on the fringes of his mind. Why wouldn’t they pursue? Clearly, the invaders were stronger. The Cloud Battalion was gone, or close to it.
Magic mixed with fear flowed through his veins. Wind pushed against Jilmon’s back and propelled him forward. Each step barely grazed the roofs as he flew forward.
More Brothers filled the streets below, converging at a spearhead of Cloud Battalion. Blood flowed down the street and pooled at the feet of Brothers and soldiers. Leading from near the front, Julian looked up and saw Jilmon skid to a stop above.
“Theltor and Yorn have fallen,” he shouted.
“We can push through.” Julian’s voice barely reached Jilmon’s ears over the bustle of fighting below.
“Retreat, Julian. These are just footmen. Their mages are stronger than us.” He glanced back the way he came. Still no sign of pursuit.
Julian grimaced and surveyed the battlefield. It was clear he was losing, even against these unspectacular fighters. They didn’t stand a chance against soldiers who could not die. “Retreat,” shouted Julian. The front line, without prompting, charged and pushed harder into the horde, allowing Julian and the other soldiers to flee back through the streets. They would surely die, and that only showed more how competent Julian was as both a commander and a teacher.
Jilmon ran along the rooftops until the edge of town, then dropped down and kept pace beside Julian.
“Tell me everything,” said Julian, breathing heavily as he moved quickly in his heavy armor.
“I’ll tell you everything I saw. We’re going straight for Kelitak. Hard march the whole way.”
Julian nodded and waited patiently for Jilmon’s story.
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Yelt stood with his arms out, attempting to balance on top of a warped wooden platform. He pressed his foot against a plank that bent and squeaked.
“I don’t know, Billo. I don’t think this is going to hold. The last platform was better, but you smashed it.” Yelt squeaked the board a few more times before sitting on the edge. He hung his feet over and let them dangle. It was a smaller platform than he was used to. There was no shack and only standing room on the front part of Billo’s shell. It was a work in progress. The snail wouldn’t stop moving long enough for him to work his full craftsmanship.
The snail moved and kept its eyes forward. Mountains peeked over the horizon, and the fields around the road were flourishing with lush grasses and vibrant flowers. “This grove Cassandra mentioned, is it nice?” Yelt swung his feet and squinted to try to make out more details of the mountains. The sun was rising, casting long shadows to their left. He waved at his own shadow and smiled when it waved back.
Yelt blindly searched through his pack lying beside him and pulled out a long, thin piece of jerky. It wobbled back and forth as he waved it in front of him. “Not the tastiest food up here, Billo. I know you don’t eat, but this isn’t great.” He waved the jerky as close to the snail’s eyes as he could reach. Billo didn’t look back. It rarely did. Its focus was always moving forward, which Yelt found trouble arguing against. Anything to put distance between himself and the horde in Caland.
Yelt reclined and chewed on the tough meat. It was dry and tasted of almost nothing. There was a slight bit of pepper, but not enough to cause any excitement.  He smacked his lips and chewed loudly, trying to entertain himself in some way.
Billo continued its march onward while Yelt watched the clouds. There was a slight breeze, but the clouds seemed still, frozen in the sky. He chewed with his mouth opened and breathed loudly. Thoughts of Caland still haunted him. Billo’s power, flesh, and skeletons, Cassandra’s fear. It felt fake. He had never once seen something so horrible, and he hoped never to see it again. Who could do such a thing? Vanova was a nice lady, definitely his favorite in Col’for. Who would want to hurt her? Cassandra was intimidating, but she was polite enough. Yelt couldn’t imagine wanting to hurt them, or anyone else.
And Billo had defended him. Yelt closed his eyes and felt the natural heat rising from the snail’s shell. It was hard to believe a giant snail was so strong even with it happening directly before him.
“Thank you,” he said quietly as he pressed his hand into the platform.
He yawned and stretched. Watching the clouds made him tired, but Billo would be angry if he slept especially when they were so close to the mountains.
Yelt’s curiosity had grown since stopping in a small town called Braeford. They had magical lamps that emanated a warm, calming light. The people were wary of Havinoor’s Grove and warned Yelt not to go. He had told them it wasn’t his choice as Billo continued moving north. There was a mix of fear and excitement in meeting Havinoor. Yelt had never really paid any attention to titans. They were more characters in stories until he met Billo, and now he was looking forward to meeting another one.
Billo shook itself, causing the platform to sway. Yelt sat up, yawned, and looked around. The mountains were narrow and tall where the path wound between them. It was just wide enough for Billo to fit through. His new platform scraped and creaked against the stone. He watched it with worry, but it remained intact as they came out the other side.
On the other side of the mountains, the landscape was wildly different. A dirt path wound through a field of wildflowers and tall grasses. Insects buzzed, and plants shifted from small creatures running along the ground. It was lively. The air itself felt alive with noise, energy, and nature. Yelt swung his legs happily on the edge of the platform, looking about at all the things to see. The mountains grew wider around the grove's edge, all far too steep to climb. Some odd mosses and trees grew from the sides of the otherwise barren mountains.
He spotted a few large birds settling in nests high above on the trees—birds with whiteheads and long, curved beaks. As common as they were, birds were the animal Yelt felt he knew the least about. He enjoyed looking at the sky, but he didn’t want to look up to see any animals. It was too much work.
All of Havinoor’s Grove was surrounded, protected by the mountains and probably magic. Yelt was certain he could taste it in the air, but the type of magic eluded him.
Hills rolled up and down like waves, with the grove's center at its lowest point. Far away, Yelt could see the rising hill of the far side and its dense forest.
“This is a good place, Billo. I like it here.”
The ground shook at a constant, slow beat. Billo stopped moving and wiggled its eyes.
“Something happening?” Yelt stood, carefully balancing himself. Just over the edge of the hill, a massive face appeared. It was covered in a thick, snow-white beard with full, unkempt eyebrows. The titan’s hair was long and curly. Its eyes were white and yellow, staring right at Yelt. It stopped walking, and the ground settled.
It held a monstrous lantern more than twice Yelt’s height. At least. He figured it was twice as big as Billo even. Inside, stones emitted a gentle, yellow glow. It was warming.
A deep thunderous noise emerged as the titan’s mouth moved. Billo’s eyes wobbled back and forth, then pointed to Yelt.
“Human,” boomed the voice. “Welcome to my grove.”
Yelt waved. “Hello. You’re Havinoor?”
The titan took another step forward and sent a tremor through the ground. It crouched and opened its eyes wide, examining Yelt. “I am Havinoor.” Its breath was rank. The mustache hung too low for Yelt to take a peek inside its mouth. He wondered how many titans had teeth and how clean they kept them. “Billo wishes for us to speak. Come, friends, down to my caves.”
Yelt sat back down and swung his feet. He adjusted his hat and reclined on his elbows. “You aren’t too big, are you, Billo? I thought most titans were going to be, you know, your size.” Billo looked back at Yelt. He swore the snail glared.
His eyes stayed on the titan as they slowly descended through the grove. Havinoor’s shoulders were wide. Even if it were a human, it would have the broadest shoulders Yelt had ever seen. Havinoor held the lantern up with its right arm bent. Yelt couldn’t even begin to guess how much the lantern weighed or how strong Havinoor was to easily hold the lantern in the same position for so long.
The sun moved along to midday by the time Havinoor stopped. It stood and watched Billo enter the valley between the two halves of the grove. A stream gurgled to Yelt’s right, and a series of cave openings with the same yellow light ran along the valley on his left. The caves wove into the mountains.
Havinoor walked a few more steps and sat heavily. The ground shook for a moment and water splashed over the bank.
“Come down, human. Speak with me.” Havinoor’s voice was quieter than before, but Yelt still felt as if the sound was attacking him.
He crawled off the platform and landed on his feet. Billo moved alongside Yelt as he walked. It felt great to stretch his legs.
“You know Billo?” asked Yelt loudly.
Havinoor set the lantern on the ground. “I do. Billo has existed as long as I have. You know its name?”
Yelt nodded eagerly. “Learned it a long time ago. Didn’t know it was a titan, though. That was pretty recent.”
“Billo is unable to speak like many titans.” Havinoor leaned forward, closer to the ground. “Some of my kin are voiceless. You must have a great connection to know the titan’s name.”
Yelt sat down and looked straight up at Havinoor’s face. “Billo is my best friend.”
“What brings you to my home?”
Yelt looked at Billo. The snail was moving toward the caves, seemingly uninterested in the conversation. “Billo brought us here as we fled from Caland. An army of people with scarred skin attacked. Biggest army I’ve ever seen.”
Havinoor spoke in the thundering language of titans. Billo stopped moving. Its eyes moved as it seemed to communicate in some way with Havinoor. “Yes,” said the titan. “It seems you met one of our kin. The air is changing. I fear the world will soon be thrown into chaos. What will you do, Billo?”
“I don’t think there is much we can do,” said Yelt loudly. Havinoor looked back at him. “Billo doesn’t fight. I don’t fight.” Yelt wiped his sleeve across his nose. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I want to just relax.”
“I understand, human. What is your name?”
“Yelt.”
Havinoor looked into the sky. “Yelt, you are welcome to hide here as long as you wish. The grove will remain safe. Even the King of Flesh would not threaten me. Relax, Yelt. Find a spot of comfort within the caves. There is fish in this stream that you can eat and fruit to forage in the forest. I have duties to attend to, but I will return.”
“Thanks, Havinoor.” Yelt stood. “See you later.”
“Farewell.” The titan stood, grabbed its lantern, and walked back up the path they came down. The ground rumbled with each step, slowly fading as Havinoor climbed the hill.
Yelt followed Billo into the center cave. It was bright inside, and it took a few moments for his eyes to properly adjust. Giant yellow crystals covered the walls of the winding cave. Yelt squinted and kept one hand on Billo’s shell and the other tapping the crystals on the wall. They were warm but not too hot to touch.
Billo stopped moving in an opening. The crystals were smaller and climbed the wall and part of the ceiling. It was flat and warm inside, and the light was less intense.
“Here?” Billo’s eyes moved in small circles. “Okay.” Yelt put his hands on his hips and walked around, surveying the room. “I can stay here. I’ll need to make a bed.” He stomped on the ground. “Not the most comfortable surface.”
Billo moved to the back of the room and closed its eyes. Yelt sat beside it and leaned his head on Billo’s head. His stress faded in the warmth of the light, and exhaustion set in. He pulled his legs up, curling himself into a ball, resting on Billo’s soft skin. He began snoring almost immediately.
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Gerin held a steaming cup of tea with both hands and stretched his feet out to the fire. The days were long enough that it was clearly summer, but the wind that rolled in from the sea made him shiver. It was a wet kind of cold that he absolutely hated.
Toes hung the kettle over the fire again and watched it impatiently until it whistled. He poured another two mugs, handing one to Grayson and the Professor. The old man nodded his thanks and immediately sipped it.
“Bit weak, isn’t it?”
“Let the leaves settle.” Toes’s face was twisted in disgust. He held his one mug and sat beside Gerin. “Or else you’re just drinking hot water with things floating in it.”
The Professor sighed and stared at the leaves. Steam floated up and rolled off his wrinkled face. “Takes a while.”
Grayson sniffed his, then set it at his feet. “Why are you so impatient today?”
The Professor took a drink of tea and spat out some leaves. “Got a lot going on in here.” He tapped the side of his head. “Gerin, do you have one of your bad feelings?”
Gerin shook his head. “Feeling pretty good, actually.” The Professor frowned.
“You can keep yourself busy once Porler is ready,” said Grayson. “We’ll be spending most of the daylight with him.”
“Maybe you will learn something from the chosen one.” The Professor sipped the tea again and frowned. “Do they have coffee in Masaneen? I don’t believe so.”
“Coffee?” asked Toes. “Never heard of it.”
“There is a berry that grows in Nuliya, all around Junnan, and likely even in the southern end of Masaneen around Zarren, that has a nut, or bean, or seed, if you will, that is absolutely exquisite. Think tea, but more bitter, stronger, and darker.”
“Nothing about that sounds nice,” said Grayson.
“Why would we want more bitter?” Gerin tried to imagine what the drink would taste like, and the best thought he had was muddy water, but hot—boiled muddy water. And why would anyone wish to drink that?
“The bitterness wakes one up. In a morning when you are worn out, tired, and bitter yourself, the coffee will merge with your attitude in the same nature and eventually help it vanish. They become one, which becomes nothing.”
“I don’t wake up with bitter attitudes,” said Grayson. He sipped his tea and fought a smile that curled the edge of his lips. It made Gerin grin. Tea was the thing that best connected him, Grayson, and Toes. It was a peaceful time that they all shared the same interest, the same feelings, and the same warmth.
“Well, of course,” said the Professor. “You are eternally bitter, Bone Knight.”
“Don’t call me that,” snapped Grayson. His joy left his face and returned it to stone.
“Oh, see? Bitter once again. It is in your nature. It is who you are.” The Professor took another drink and frowned. “Distract me more, will you? Tell me a story.”
Toes stood and moved over to sit beside Grayson. He leaned close and whispered. Gerin tried to focus extra hard to listen and still only caught the crackle of the fire and the Professor’s unintelligible mutterings.
“You seem different than before,” said Grayson. “Are you feeling healthy?”
“Where’s Alexander?” asked the Professor. “Need someone who can actually fight.”
Grayson scratched his chin. “What? You stole his weapon.”
The Professor finished his steaming tea and threw the wooden mug in the fire. “I’m leaving, going home. Farewell. Good day.” He stood up, sighed, and walked as far as Edraic’s tent as Porler arrived.
“Professor, where are you off to?” asked Porler.
“Home. I can’t be here.” The old man avoided Porler’s eyes and stared off into the sky.
“Something wrong?” Porler glanced at Gerin.
“He asked if I had a bad feeling. Are you having one?” Gerin carefully set his tea in front of Ryptin’s face. The boar’s nose twitched, but his eyes stayed closed.
“Look—” The Professor’s eyes grew wide as a few voices were raised farther into the town.
“Porler,” shouted Edraic. He continued talking loudly and gestured to a man beside him. The elder tried to keep his arm around his guest, but the man was much taller than him.
Porler responded and grinned. He patted Gerin on the back. “This man here is a legend in the Jodin. Borthes, is it really you?”
The man had long, braided black hair blowing gently in the breeze. His jaw was sharp, and his mouth was stretched wide in a smile. He had dark brown skin and a long sheathed sword attached to his hip. “Yes.” His voice was deep and rich. “Masaneen?” He looked over Gerin, Grayson, and Toes at the fire, then let his eyes wander to the Professor. The old man shook his head and started to walk away. “Bozendol?”
“Who?” asked the Professor.
Borthes gently pushed Edraic away and placed his left hand on the hilt of his sword. “Bozendol?” He changed languages, asking the same question.
Gerin grabbed Toes’s sleeve and pulled away from them. “Now I have a bad feeling,” he whispered. Toes looked at Grayson and nodded toward the water. Grayson looked at Borthes, then nodded. The three of them walked away from the fire and stood thirty strides away. Ryptin slowly followed.
“Yes,” said Porler. “That is certainly Professor Bozendol. You two are acquainted?”
The Professor shook his head quickly. “No, of course not. I’ve never seen this man in my life.”
A noise came from Borthes as he moved his mouth. It sounded as if there was a thunderstorm raging. Gerin squinted, listening closely. He had last heard that sound during the battle of Brunta.
“Run,” shouted the Professor as he turned and started sprinting away.
Borthes sighed, drew his long, single-edged blade, and ignited his body. Flames danced along his torso, climbing down his arms and up the back of the sword. The heat was strong even from Gerin’s new position. He felt sick to his stomach. Grayson reached for Dryad, but Gerin grabbed his wrist. “Not our fight.”
Borthes walked slowly after the Professor and yelled in another language. The Professor stopped and held his hands up. “I was traveling with them,” he shouted, pointing at Gerin. “The one has Dryad. He’s the Bone Knight.”
Borthes turned and stared straight at Grayson. “Dryad,” he said. “She’s here?”
“Locked away.” The Professor took a step back, his hands still raised.
“Stop.” Borthes cleared his throat. “Is it true that you are the Bone Knight?” His Masaneen was accented in a way Gerin had never heard. Grayson nodded and pushed Gerin behind him. His hand squeezed Dryad. “Where is Femur?”
“Masaneen. Gone. Hidden way.” Grayson exhaled slowly and dug his feet into the ground. His knuckles went white. Gerin could tell in less than a blink of an eye, Grayson could have Dryad out and at Borthes’s throat.
“How could it be hidden—” A flash of light erupted behind Borthes, blinding everyone. Magic crackled in the air, stinging Gerin’s skin and raising the hair on his arms. As his vision returned, all he saw was a giant creature with orange-red fur and a long, pointed black snout. It reached down and grabbed Borthes between its long, white teeth. It fit the whole man inside its mouth and lifted him off the ground. The creature stood as tall as the palace in Brunta with long, thin legs. Its face looked like a dog’s. Black fur covered its lower legs and paws, with black claws digging into the ground. It shifted its head, then snapped to the side, opening its mouth and launching Borthes over the town and into the sea. The man was still on fire as he flew through the air, then crashed into the water with an enormous splash.
The giant creature shrank down into the Professor, whose eyes were still wide open. “Run,” he shouted as he sprinted away, disappearing behind the buildings.
Alexander and other Jodin villagers walked up, asking countless questions of Edraic, Vada, and Porler.
Grayson released Dryad and rubbed his fingers against his forehead. “What . . .”
Gerin looked out into the ocean, keeping his eyes on the spot where Borthes had landed. “He’s still alive.” Bubbles popped on the surface.
“Okay, but what was that?” Toes pointed where the creature stood. “I wasn’t the only one who saw that, right?”
“We were traveling with that?” asked Grayson. Gerin grabbed his arm, trying to relax him before he got too worked up.
“Are you three okay?” asked Porler.
“We’re good,” said Gerin. Porler nodded and continued talking to the Jodin people.
“I’m done here.” Grayson patted Gerin on the back. “Let’s grab our stuff, go to the wharf, and get away from this.” He gestured wildly around. “What is this?” He groaned and walked away.
Toes chuckled. “I am pretty curious.”
“Me too,” whispered Gerin. “Just let Grayson pack everything for us.”
Water dripped on the ground behind them as Borthes walked over. He sniffled and shook his hands out. Steam floated off him as he walked past and sat at the fire. “Join me, Bone Knight,” he called to Grayson. Grayson stopped outside a hut, frowned, and reluctantly walked over. Gerin tugged on Toes’s sleeve and dragged him over to the fire, sitting across from Borthes. Porler, Edraic, and Vada kept their distance and dismissed the other villagers. Alexander hung nearby, leaning against a hut. “What do you know of me?” asked Borthes.
“Nothing.” Grayson sat next to Gerin and petted Ryptin, avoiding eye contact with Borthes.
“Have you heard the story of the Three Kings?”
Grayson rolled his eyes. “Not this again. The Professor already told us this story.”
“Oh, so you knew who he was?” Borthes combed his fingers through his hair. He was drying quickly.
Grayson glared. Gerin put his hand on Grayson’s arm and said, “No, sir, we are all perplexed.”
Borthes nodded toward Gerin. “He told you the story but did not explain? Typical.” He pulled his sword from the sheath and laid it across his lap. “I am Borthes, known as the King of the Sun. Bozendol, your friend, is known as the Derelict King or the Fallen King in parts of the world. Once known as the Beast King, and once a dear friend.”
Porler stepped closer and crouched beside the fire. “Please continue, King.”
“Certainly. He told you of our battles?”
Gerin squinted. “A little. Mostly that the two of you fought often.”
“More than often. He was a tyrant, a slaver. He and our other brother, Boe’Noke, saw you mortals as weak, tools for their gain. I fought and defeated them both until they agreed to stay out of mortal affairs. What did Bozendol ask you to do?”
“Nothing,” said Gerin. He shrugged. “Just wanted to travel with us.”
“Where did you meet him?”
“The Derelict King’s ruins . . .” Grayson’s voice trailed off. He pressed his palms against his face. “Why did I trust him at all? This is your fault, Gerin. I didn’t trust anybody before.”
Toes nodded slowly. “It’s your fault Grayson has friends now.”
Gerin patted Grayson’s leg. “I’m sorry. It’s too bad.”
Borthes watched, amused with a half-smile. “He certainly has a larger plan. I shall await his return.”
“He ran,” said Porler. “I do not believe he will return. Professor Bozendol has been known to vanish for long periods. We used to think he had locked himself away in some remote location to study and research. It sounds as though that may not be accurate.”
“No, he will return.” Borthes shifted his seat closer to the fire. He stuck his hand in the flames and closed his eyes, seeming to relax. “Where did you come across Dryad?”
“Gerin found it.” Grayson nudged him. Borthes opened his eyes and examined Gerin. Borthes’s red eyes held on him, unblinking. It looked as if fire raged inside his irises.
“Ryptin found it in some woods near Brunta. It was stuck in a tree, pretty high up. I didn’t think much of it. I just climbed up and pulled it out.”
Borthes smiled. “I understand. Dryad disappeared centuries ago. The last to hold her was—”
“Ulka the Nature Walker,” interrupted Grayson.
Borthes nodded. “Indeed.”
Gerin glared at Grayson. It seemed odd for him to blurt out or even share information in such a way. “What?” he asked. “My old master told me some stories.”
“Ulka was a fine warrior. She defended Ba Kaia for years after her famous battle until she vanished, along with Dryad. She was a friend for a time. All stories can take dark turns, of course. Here, we will focus on the light.”
Toes raised his hand. Borthes nodded to him. “Yes?”
“I just really want to make sure I understand what is going on here. You are the King of the Sun from the story, so you’re a titan?”
“Yes.”
“I didn’t think titans looked like humans.”
Borthes stuck out his hands. “It is complicated. The three of us have shifted our shape over time. Bozendol was formed as a beast. He hides as an old man now, but what you saw was his true form. Without my skin, I am nothing more than fire. Boe’Noke is life energy itself. He has twisted skin around to blend in, but he discarded that after I last defeated him. We simply wanted to look human, so we did.”
“That’s gross,” whispered Toes. Gerin agreed.
“But you, Bone Knight, what became of Femur?”
Grayson shook his head, stared at the fire, and petted Ryptin. Gerin elbowed him. “Answer the titan.”
“Fine.” Grayson spat into the flames. “It was stolen from me, and a mage tried to resurrect Neptor.”
Borthes sat up straight and ran his hand over the shining blade. “So you know the truth? Bone Knights for centuries swore an oath to protect the sword, to keep it safe but did not know why. The story was lost somewhere between the fourth and fifth Bone Knight. I met a few of the later ones, and they were committed to their duty but did not fully understand why. There was a group at one time around the year 750 that worshiped the Bone Knight. I suppose you may call them a cult of sorts. Hundreds of people, a small army, protected Femur rather than the Bone Knight, who has almost always been solitary. It is a lonely quest.”
“I didn’t learn of Neptor until last year. It grew around the mage until I killed him.”
Borthes frowned. “Then it is true. Neptor is awake. An attack from a mage would regrow the Femur if only a little. Blood from a mage would restore it more before your eyes. But a mage handling it? That would likely regrow it further than one could handle alone. This mage must have been powerful to have awoken Neptor. One who possessed spirit magic, I assume.”
“I ruined it. But we locked it away.” Grayson glared at Borthes. Veins rose to the surface on his neck. Everything about him screamed tense at Gerin. He didn’t like it. It seemed like a mistake for even a titan to harass him so much.
“Even locked away, it will regrow. Neptor will not slumber again. Not once awake. After Bozendol returns, the two of us will head to Masaneen. Is there a ship we could use, Porler?”
Porler turned to his father and spoke in Jodin. Edraic nodded eagerly and answered.
“Would you fulfill your sworn duties and use Dryad to help us stop Neptor’s return?” asked Borthes.
Gerin leaned against Toes as they both stared at Grayson. His eyes danced with the firelight. There had been flashes, even longer moments now, of clear emotion on his face. This was not one of those times. It was more challenging to read Grayson’s thoughts than when they had first met in Yolshneer.
He shook his head. “No. I left that burden behind.”
Borthes sighed. “I understand. Then I will require Dryad.”
“No.” Grayson grabbed the sword’s grip.
Borthes stood and shook his head slowly. “Don’t make me force it from you. I have no interest in farther conflict.”
“Your sword looks strong enough.” Grayson stood, ready to draw Dryad. “Why would you need mine?”
“Daylight isn’t a strong sword,” shouted the Professor as he walked over. “It is nothing more than a sharp metal stick that can withstand the sun’s heat. I hoped you would’ve left by now.”
“Bozendol, when did you return to Gojeer?” asked Borthes.
The Professor hesitantly walked up and stood by Toes. Edraic and Vada glared at him, but Gerin stared with amusement. The Professor had been an amusing companion, and it had only become more interesting.
“What year is it?” asked the Professor.
“Eleven sixty five,” answered Porler.
“Decades?” The Professor shrugged. “Ganslitan is gone. How long did you expect me to sit on the ice alone? That cave is home to nothing but bones.”
“I was not aware you were active again. Aaz did not know you returned. How did you hide from the sands?”
“Aaz is blind,” blurted the Professor. “You trust a desert more than your brother.”
Gerin leaned close to Toes’s ear. “I’m so lost right now.”
“Well, it seems Aaz has only told me the truth. I confirmed his stories with the Bone Knight. Boe’Noke is in Masaneen. Soon Neptor will return, and the mortals on the continent will be executed. If not by the Titan Killer, then by Boe’Noke’s followers. Aaz may not have seen your return, but the desert knows more than either of us.”
“Followers?” The Professor blew out a heavy breath. “You’re sure?”
“It seems the rest of what Aaz Kala said is true. Loendol is gone, taken by the King of Flesh. I have to assume he has continued taking mortals.”
Porler jumped to his feet. “It’s true, Borthes. I only just reported my findings. Not a soul in all of Loendol.”
Borthes nodded to Porler. “Bozendol, you will travel with me to Masaneen. Fight alongside me or be punished once again.”
The Professor glared. “Boe’Noke is no concern of mine.”
Borthes swung Daylight through the air and smashed the tip against the ground. “Our feud is over,” he shouted. The fire erupted, shooting far into the sky. “How long before your twisted mind returns? If Neptor is back, our alliance must be as well.”
The Professor rolled his eyes. “Virlka, Kostille, and Phymisa are gone. Dead. Neptor ripped them to shreds. Our alliance is no more. Even if Konnato is powerful again, she will never return. She won’t fight again. Boe’Noke won’t help us. The two of us can’t defeat it. Neptor is the titan killer for a reason. We can’t stand against it.”
The flames died down, returning to normal, but the heat remained. “Not just Neptor. Warden assists the resurrection.”
“Oh, Warden,” sighed Toes.
“Warden? A joke of a titan.” The Professor folded his arms. “I am traveling to Nuliya with these three. I have no interest in Masaneen, Neptor, Boe’Noke, or Warden. Go back to Farlir and ask for its help if you want to stand against the Titan Killer again.”
“If you touch a single blade of grass in Nuliya, Farlir will see that your eternity is spent inside a tree.” Borthes tapped his sword on the ground. “Come on, brother. We have fought enough.”
“No, we haven’t. Fuck you and your fire.” The Professor spit at Borthes, but it fell short.
Grayson exhaled loudly and stood. “I’ll go with you. I don’t want to, but Femur is my responsibility.”
Borthes smiled wide. “Thank you, Bone Knight. You do your predecessors proud.”
Grayson wrapped his arm around Gerin. “Sorry, friends. You will have to see Nuliya without me.”
Toes laughed loudly, clearly a fake laugh. “We’re going with you. My friends are in danger. Just because I lost an eye doesn’t mean I can’t fight.”
“Ryptin would like to see the princess again.” Gerin leaned his head on Grayson. “You’re stuck with us.”
“Bozendol?” asked Borthes.
“What are my other options?” he asked. “I could stay here and help Porler and the Jodin.” Borthes lifted his sword. Flames erupted along the blade. The Professor wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Fine.”
“We will set off at once.” Borthes sheathed his blade and talked to Edraic in another language. The two walked off toward the wharf.
Grayson glared at the Professor. “What do you want?” asked the old man. “You know the truth now. I didn’t lie to you, did I?”
“Uh, you definitely lied,” said Gerin. “A lot, actually. Probably.”
“Nobody got hurt from me.”
Toes pointed to his scarred eye. “Looks like you could’ve helped sooner with this.”
“Hard to stay hidden when you use your power. I just thought you were faster. Not the best assassin, are you?”
“Assassins don’t fight head-on.” Toes stood and walked away.
“He’s right. Don’t be so rude.” Gerin followed Toes into the hut and packed his things. Ryptin stumbled along after, sleepy despite all the commotion. Gerin packed away Grayson’s sleeping roll, secured his whole bag, and brought them both outside. Toes walked out and leaned against the wall. Alexander walked over without Storm and smiled weakly. Toes did not return the smile.
“Sounds like you’re all leaving. Sorry for the damage, friend. Grayson and I’ve got a history. Unfortunate that you got in the middle of it. If we meet again, you decide if it is as friends or enemies.”
Toes stared ahead, ignoring the warrior. Gerin waved, shooing him away. Alexander nodded and wandered off while whistling. Grayson grabbed his pack and looked around the town. “Is this the right choice?”
“We have titans asking us to help,” said Gerin. “Seems right to me.”
Toes nodded. “Even if it isn’t, I need to go back. If Brunta is in danger . . . I still have people I care about.”
Grayson put his hand on Toes’s shoulder. “We’ll go, even if only to see your friends.”
“We still saw some new things. Like half of Gojeer. Still a lot of Masaneen you two haven’t seen.” Gerin smiled proudly. He hardly remembered most of what he had seen and didn’t have any memories of Zarren, but it was still something he could hold over them.
“Would you trust Borthes if we hadn’t seen the giant creature?” Grayson looked over at the Professor.
“Probably not. But you trust him?” asked Toes.
Grayson nodded slowly. “We talked more. He’s said more than enough to prove himself.”
“Ship is ready,” shouted Borthes. He was standing farther into town, waving them over.
“Time to go become best friends with a titan,” said Gerin. He petted Ryptin’s head, then pushed on his butt. The boar snorted and slowly walked. “Really taking your time today?”
“Let’s try again after we finish taking down Neptor,” said Toes.
Grayson smiled and patted him on the back. “Try to take it easy again. We can do that.”
They walked through the town to the harbor where Porler, Edraic, and Vada stood. “It is unfortunate,” said Porler. “I hoped to spend more time practicing with the two of you.”
Toes bowed. “It was an honor, Porler. Thank your parents for us, please. We hope to visit again someday.”
Porler translated. Edraic and Vada bowed.
“You could come with us,” said Gerin. “You’re pretty strong too.”
Porler smiled softly. “I have business here. Even with Loendol gone, I need to work on uniting Gojeer. This would’ve never happened if I had done my work sooner. And Alexander needs to have an eye kept on him.”
Grayson grabbed Porler’s arm. “Stay safe.” Porler nodded as Grayson walked past, starting down the wharf.
Gerin smiled and followed Ryptin, with Toes shortly behind. Borthes stood at the edge of the deck of a massive ship. The Professor sulked around, pacing near the mast. Sunburnt people of all shapes and sizes scurried around.
“This is the Fat Fish—an odd name for a merchant’s vessel. Come on. Edraic paid our fares,” said Borthes.
Grayson led the way onto the ship. Borthes escorted them to the sleeping quarters, where hammocks were strung between the walls. Gerin groaned quietly, trying to keep the worry to himself. He was certain he would become seasick. It hadn’t been a pleasant trip across the ocean the first time, and he was certain it wouldn’t be again. Ryptin oinked loudly and curled up under a hammock.
“Looks like your spot is claimed,” said Toes. He took off his pack and tossed it onto another hammock.
“We paid extra for the captain and crew to work their hardest. We hope to arrive in less than thirty days.” Borthes slapped his hand against the doorframe. “It will be a rough ride. We will likely have to help. Are you suited to help?”
“No,” said Gerin.
“We will discuss it later. Get settled. We will set sail shortly.” Borthes smiled and walked away.
“We won’t regret this, will we?” asked Grayson, raising an eyebrow.
Gerin walked over and hugged him. “So much uncertainty.” Grayson stood with his arms straight at his side. “We won’t regret a thing.” Toes joined the hug and rested his forehead against the side of Grayson’s.
“I’m regretting it,” said Grayson, his voice muffled by Gerin’s shoulder.
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Yortia reclined on the cot with her hands linked behind her head. She wiggled her feet, trying to occupy herself in her growing impatience. There were thousands of things she would rather do and countless places she would rather be.
She should’ve killed Gorshun, the bitch. At least Brenna would’ve just finished the job then. There was nothing else she had done that was illegal, and that pissed her off even more. She talked to some members of the Circle of Masters, big deal. Brenna had done more than enough questionable things.
But soon, it would be time. Soon she would leave the cold, silent jail and finally feel the sun on her skin and the wind in her hair. She sat up and pressed her bare feet into the ground. She could feel it. It was finally her chance to see how much strength she had built in her muscles, how much life energy flowed through her veins.
Warden uncloaked outside the cell. “It’s time,” its voice rumbled.
“Who’s in there?” shouted the guard.
“He’s mine.” Yortia stood, walked to the bars, and effortlessly bent them open. The guard looked inside to see Yortia standing in the middle of the aisle with Warden’s towering figure behind her.
“What—”
Yortia sprinted, closing the gap faster than the guard could react. She jabbed her fist forward and struck the guard’s chest. Bones crunched, and blood flowed from his mouth as he crashed against the wall.
“Come, Chosen One. Neptor awaits.” Warden shrank down to pass through the doorway and raised the hood of its tattered cloak. Yortia followed behind, grinning and squeezing her fists. She felt alive. She felt angry.
The stairs from the tower were longer than she remembered. Everything about the tower was impressive and elegant. It was a place she would’ve liked to be in any other circumstance. Above the door at the bottom, the stones were mismatched but looked patched together. “What happened here?”
“Konseer had a brush with Death.” Warden raised its face as if it looked at the damage. “Continue.” It opened the door and stepped into the sunlight. Gasps and conversations from students on campus greeted Yortia as she finally stepped outside. The path beneath her feet was warm from soaking in the sun. She wiggled her toes and took a deep breath. It felt fresher, more invigorating than she remembered.
“No hiding?” she asked.
“No. No time.” Warden took a path to the right and walked swiftly. Yortia jogged to keep up, happy to finally stretch her legs. The towers all looked the same, apart from the damage she saw earlier. She had no doubt that she would’ve quickly become lost without Warden. Students ran or studied them from a distance. Warden’s appearance was frightening to most.
It stopped outside a tower and placed its hand on the door. Everything stopped for a moment as if the titan finally relaxed. “Here.” It opened the door and immediately disappeared around the corner. Yortia stuck her head in to see Warden standing inside a cramped office.
“What are you doing?”
“Konseer’s office.” Warden pointed to the bookshelf. “Vault. You go alone. I must hide.” Warden’s cloak fluttered as a whirlwind appeared, tossing everything in Brenna’s office off the shelves, then the titan disappeared. Yortia crept into the office and grabbed the bookshelf Warden had pointed at. She ripped it off the wall and tossed it onto Brenna’s desk.
A long stone staircase led underground. She didn’t like it. Magic crackled lightly in the air, and noises of shifting stones echoed up the staircase.
If sounds echoed up, she assumed whoever was down there heard her as well. Her knuckles turned white as she dug her fingernails into her palm. Grab Femur, get out. She looked around, wondering where Warden was. The bastard probably ran far away. Too scared of Brenna or Lafe.
She ran down the stairs, dragging her right hand along the wall. Her feet slapped the stones with each step. The staircase was even longer than she expected. It was dark, but ghostlights illuminated the landing below. She slowed and listened. It was the same sounds she had heard from above. Stones moving. Could it be Slem? It had to be.
“Who’s there?” came an unfamiliar voice. Yortia ducked to see against the wall at the bottom of the stairs. A guard in armor drew his sword and glared. “Who are you?”
Yortia took the last steps and leaped at the guard with her fist raised. He held his sword up to block, but her fist shattered the blade and struck him in the face. She felt his cheekbone shatter and blood splash against her skin. The guard was forced against the stone wall, which cracked from the impact. Another guard stood nearby with his weapon ready and his eyes opened wide. He was shaking.
“Konseer Slem,” he shouted. “We have an intruder.” Behind the guard was a stone wall with fresh, unsettled dust drifting down the sides. Slem stepped out from the doorway. His eyes were narrow under his heavy brow, his jaw was clenched, and blue veins rose to the surface on his forearms.
“Yortia,” he muttered. Slem dropped his cloak. Any other time, Yortia would have been surprised or scared. Slem’s physique was different than before. Bulkier, stronger, and more refined. She wondered how much stronger he had become.
“Finally.” Yortia spat on the ground. “First you, then Torva.”
“I’m not interested in talking.” Slem thrust his hands forward, collapsing the stone walls on both sides of her. Yortia ran and slammed the guard into the wall.
She was in a dangerous position. Everything was stone, and Slem was furious as well. Yortia knew she could beat him with her new strength, but how? On the surface, easily. Underground, she would have to think of things in a new way.
Slem glanced at each guard. That was her advantage. He wouldn’t risk hurting the guards further. He thought they were still alive.
Yortia grabbed the guard and threw him at Slem. The Konseer caught the man and set him gently on the ground. By the time he looked up, Yortia was in front of him. She aimed for his chest, but his arms crossed and blocked her strike at the last moment. He slid back against the wall, throwing dust into the air.
Slem pounded a fist into the ground, shattering the stone on the floor. Shrapnel-like debris erupted, stabbing into Yortia’s torso and arms. She felt each one cut across her skin and rip apart the bottom of her bare feet.
Yortia grinned at Slem. “You won’t win this.” She squeezed her fists together and let life magic heal her cuts and push the shrapnel out of her body. Slem watched, patient, gathering his energy. He was easy to read. He always had been.
Slem waved his hand. Stones ground and shifted. Yortia readied herself to move, but nothing came near her. The ground beneath the guards shifted rapidly until they were beside each other. A mound of stone covered them, shielding the bodies. He cracked his knuckles. “You ready?”
Yortia spat again. She needed to finish him as quickly as she could. Magic crackled in the air. More magic than she was expecting. She took bounding strides to him as Slem pounded into the earth again.
A ripple rolled outward from his fist, changing every bit of stone to molten rock. Yortia leaped off the ground right as the lava reached her. Roots broke through the ceiling, hanging down for her to grab and hang.
Slem closed his other hand, stopping the magic before reaching the guards. He grinned. He thought he won. “You can surrender, Yortia. We can build you a new cell.”
Heat inside the vault built. Stone walls creaked, melting at their bases. His cockiness was not unfounded. Slem had the advantage and was using it wisely. Yortia’s eyes darted behind the Konseer. An odd feeling, deep in her mind, pulled her. She needed to finish Slem fast.
She swung herself up, pressed off the ceiling, and dove at Slem. He swung his hand in the air, splashing lava between them.
Yortia pushed through, crashing into Slem and splashing lava around. It burned her worse than Torva’s flames. Every nerve was in agony. Slem slammed against the vault’s wall and swung his hands, casting the lava off him.
Yortia screamed and punched. Her fist hit Slem’s left shoulder, cracking bones and smashing him harder against the wall. Lava continued to burn through her skin. The smell of charred flesh and sulfur was almost unnoticeable over the pain. Slem groaned and tried to stand, but Yortia punched again in the same spot. His bones broke farther, and he fell against the wall.
She punched again and again, grinding his shoulder and cracking the vault wall. Her life magic fought against the lava as it tried to repair her skin.
The vault shook as she rapidly struck Slem and the wall. Cracks snaked through the stone as the Konseer fell limp. Lava cooled and hardened across the ground and on Yortia’s skin. The pain didn’t subside, but her other senses returned. Slem slumped on the ground with blood running from his left arm. Yortia kicked him and felt ribs break on her foot.
Femur. That was her goal. She stumbled into the next room and felt the overwhelming presence of magic. It was like sensing Warden, but far stronger, far beyond what she could hope to achieve. The only item in the vault was a wooden box on the ground. It had scars like it had been patched back together. The corners were burnt and misshapen.
She approached slowly and crouched in front of it. As her hand touched the box, she felt like she could hear Neptor’s whispers. She tried to open it, but it was sealed. She punched it, but the box remained intact. Yortia swore, grabbed the box, and ran for the stairs. She took one last look at Slem and the pool of dark blood beneath him. A grin covered her face.
She took the stairs two at a time. Pain still hung around, but she felt limitless energy within her. So much she wanted to do, and so much time she had wasted being locked away. Warden stood in the middle of the tower, just outside Brenna’s office.
“Femur?” it asked. She held out the box. Warden hovered over it. “Sealed by spirit magic.” It reached its hand out, hesitated, then popped the top open. A solid white ball big enough to fit in her hand sat in the middle of the chest. Warden stepped away and kept its distance.
Immediately, the air was more intense, and the whispers were louder. “Join me” and “Chosen One” rang in her ears like someone behind her was speaking softly.
“Grab the Femur.” Warden held its hand over its stump and tilted its head, trying to watch her. Yortia grabbed the ball and dropped the chest, clattering on the floor. All the pain washed away from her body, and the cooled lava on her skin cracked and crumbled, falling to dust. “Flee north toward Halwen. We will meet there.” Warden vanished again. Yortia squeezed the ball in her left hand and ran outside. Many eyes were looking at her, but none she recognized.
North. Which way was north? She looked up, briefly blinded by the sun. It was early in the day, and the sun was still rising. She pivoted and ran toward what seemed like north. She just needed to find the river, and she would be fine.
She hoped Warden didn’t plan to meet all the way in Halwen. That was days away, at least. Titans likely didn’t see time the same way she did, but she still hoped it would be more reasonable.
“Yortia?” asked a voice, higher-pitched than she was used to.
She stopped and squeezed the bone with all her strength. “Torva.”
His mouth dropped open when she turned to him. He held a bag in his arms that he quickly tossed to the side. “How are you here?”
Dried blood covered her arms, and dust coated her skin and clothes. Trickles of sweat ran from her hairline down her face and neck. She smiled. “I just killed Slem.” Yortia held up Femur. “Neptor will return.”
Torva’s eyes opened wide. “Slem? No. I don’t believe it.” Heat immediately filled the air. Torva’s cloak fluttered as the air moved. Magic crackled, only slightly, as small flames danced on the ground around Torva’s feet.
Yortia looked at the light shining off Femur and tossed it to the side. “You will have to wait, Neptor. This one is mine, and mine alone.”
“I felt sorry for you,” said Torva. Tears fell from his eyes and steamed from his cheeks. “Last year, I knew about you and Marv. I was sad you lost someone you loved. I didn’t want to hurt you. I was careful not to kill you.” The flames around Torva’s feet whipped away in the wind as the heat continued to build.
Yortia pushed life energy through her. Her muscles flexed, ready to spring into action. Torva was emotional. He would make a mistake. She just needed to let him act first.
A sound like a roar hummed in the air as the cobblestones around Torva’s feet melted into molten rock. Yortia’s breath choked on the heat. Fire caught Torva’s cloak and burned brightly, but it did not burn away. Even his eyes looked as if they were housing brilliant flames.
Yortia glanced over at Neptor’s Femur. “I may have made a mistake.” He was about thirty strides away, and Femur was about ten. She would need to reach it before he could strike. Yortia repeatedly swore in her head. She had underestimated Torva’s response. His energy was greater than she had imagined, and she was scared of what he may unleash. Molten rock floated into the air in the small, dripping chunks around Torva. His glare held on Yortia, unblinking and full of fury.
“Come on then.” Yortia looked back between Femur and Torva. It was time. She dashed toward the bone. An explosion sounded nearby, and wind whipped her face as Torva launched himself closer. As she reached out, an inch from Neptor, her whole view was filled with fire.
“No,” said Torva, low and gravelly. His fist collided with her face, snapping her cheekbone and slamming her head into the stones. His foot struck her in the ribs, crunching more bones and tossing her off the road into the side of a wooden house.
Yortia fell to the ground and vomited blood. Life magic worked through her body, stitching skin and reforming bones. Pain clicked inside her as she stood and faced the mage on fire. Torva looked anything but human. Flames covered his full body, and the ground around him melted to the touch. If her skin hadn’t been scarred, she would have burned beyond recognition.
One hit would be enough to take down Torva. One strike to the heart would stop it from ever beating again. The problem was landing a hit when so much thermal magic ran through his body. He moved like fire, dashing and almost vanishing from sight.
She felt the heat beside her just in time to duck below a punch. The flaming fist passed right over her head. It was time for her to counter. Yortia threw a fist with all her strength. Her muscles, strengthened by life magic, launched her forward.
And it wasn’t enough. Torva pushed her arm aside and grabbed Yortia’s face. Flames poured from his hand, filling her mouth, shooting up her nose, and burning her eyes even as she squeezed them shut. She screamed and flailed, trying to fight Torva off.
“There will be no mercy,” he said as magic crackled and more fire poured from his palm.
Yortia blindly kicked and struck Torva’s leg. Bones snapped, and he fell to his knee, howling in pain. She rolled back, ready to jump in again despite her injuries. Her vision was foggy as if there was a layer of soot covering her eyes.
“That is not enough to take me down,” said Torva. Flames erupted off him, filling the street and immediately turning the nearby house to ash.
“Chosen One,” whispered a voice behind Yortia. Neptor would save her. Even the hottest flames wouldn’t harm Neptor. Yortia turned, ran, and dove for Femur.
Torva yelled as he stood on his broken leg. All the fire on his body spun, spiraling around his torso, down his arms, and launching from his hands. Yortia could feel the heat building even higher, even hotter, as she wrapped both hands around Femur.
“Help me, Neptor.” She rolled back and held up the ball. Heat around her disappeared, almost as if Torva had never been there at all. The flames were eaten away by the bone as it grew larger. It kept its smooth surface as it ate away at Torva’s energy.
His flames stopped, and he glared. “You’re making a mistake.”
Her vision cleared, and the pain in her throat and nose vanished. “No, I’m not. You knew I would come for you someday. You knew you wouldn’t get away with what you did to me.”
“This was your fault,” he shouted. His flames flickered and danced. His anger made them build, but he could not do anything against Neptor and knew it. Fighting with magic would only make Yortia stronger. She had won just by picking the bone back up.
“I’ll settle for killing you and Slem today. Brenna will have to wait.”
Blue flames exploded from Torva. “You will not harm her.”
Yortia smirked. “You can’t do anything to stop me. I’ll kill her, and I’ll kill the bitch of a princess too.”
Torva yelled. It was the sound of somebody burning alive, the sound of somebody experiencing the truest agony. It was the worst sound Yortia had ever heard. And in a blink of an eye, he was in front of her. His eyes glowed like the sun, and his body was gone, nothing more than lava.
Flames consumed her whole body as his hand snapped out and grabbed her throat. Everything burned as he crushed her. She had been thrown into the sun, and even Neptor seemed uncertain what to do about that.
“You will die here.” His words were an inferno, burning her face and ears.
“No,” said Yortia, but it wasn’t her voice. She didn’t try to speak. She didn’t even think she was able. The words came from within, despite her crushed throat. “Goodbye, Torva.”
Yortia’s hand snapped up, covered in Femur as if the bone were a glove. She squeezed Torva’s forearm and tore it off from the elbow. He stumbled back, flames flickering, revealing himself for just a moment behind the conflagration. She moved forward, propelled by Femur. Her fist flashed out three times, striking Torva in the face and neck. The air cooled almost immediately as his body went limp and crashed to the ground.
The bone crawled slowly up her wrist and coated her forearm. “You deserve this,” she said.
The last of the flames died as Torva wheezed for breath. Blood ran from his eyes and nose. “You deserve nothing,” he said quietly, fighting for air. “You are nothing.”
“I am the chosen one,” she yelled as she lifted her foot. “And you are nothing more than a fucking insect.” Her foot stomped down with all the strength her life magic could produce. Her bare foot crushed Torva’s head and splashed blood across the molten rock. Steam hissed as the area cooled down. What was once part of the city was a ruin, a battleground with one casualty. Yortia spat a bloody wad onto Torva.
Her long strides quickly took her past campus and into the fringes of town. Everything felt great. Energy continued to pour from Femur, letting her run without even tiring as her body finished healing. How had Pettrin lost with such a remarkable weapon? She wished she had seen the fight. Knowing what went wrong with Pettrin would help her in the future.
The last time Yortia had felt so happy, Marv had been alive. Back when they had secret meetings in the forest, back when she was in love. Now she felt happy for the opposite reason. Torva was gone. The one who had caused her such pain was no more. He was just a stepping stone on her way to more power, to more of her goals.
Despite what Brenna thought, this was for the good of all humanity. That was clear, and Yortia could not understand how nobody else could see it. Nobody except Marv, and he never saw how close they came to winning.
Yortia kept her pace up until she reached the edge of the city. The River Cantille flowed past, going south. Yortia grinned. Even after being locked up, she could still figure out where she was. That made her proud.
She kept moving but slowed her pace to a walk. Femur slowed its growth up her arm, stopping just past her wrist. It was smooth and pure white but moved and bent as skin. She still had trouble thinking about it being the same as the legendary sword. That was the way she had thought of it for so long. It was warm, and the whispers continued, but they were unintelligible. She felt protected. Neptor had helped kill Torva. Nobody could stop her now.
The River Cantille gurgled nearby. A cool breeze brushed her skin. It was peaceful. A spot she could stop and relax. In the past, she would want to sit on the riverbank and read while listening to the river and birds chirping. That life was long gone and would likely never return. It was a shame, but it was her destiny to save the world.
All of her injuries had healed, and her energy felt almost refreshed as if she hadn’t fought at all. Life magic filled every part of her body. She was ready to see the rebirth of the world, the fall of the titans. The Konseers were the strongest, and if they couldn’t stop her and Neptor, who could?
“Put Femur down,” shouted a voice behind her.
Yortia sighed and squeezed her hand into a fist. “Are you fucking kidding me,” she mumbled. Yortia pivoted. “Why would you follow me, Princess?”
Joan tossed her cloak aside and started rolling up her sleeves. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this, you bitch. I saw what you did to Torva.”
Yortia planted her feet and pushed nature magic through the ground, working its way through every blade of grass. “You really think you can stop me?”
Joan cocked her head and stopped rolling her sleeves. “Stop you? Oh, no, no. I will make sure there is nothing left, not even for Death.”
“I told Torva I would wait to kill you. Looks like I didn’t have to wait long. And too bad Slem couldn’t be there to see any of it.”
“Slem?” Joan continued rolling her sleeves. “Oh, there is a lot I want to say.” She flicked her hands out. Purple death magic spun around her arms. “None of it is worth saying.”
“Is the princess angry? Has it been too difficult pretending you’re a mage?” Yortia winked. Her grin stretched across her face.
Joan’s expression hardened, and her hands became more veiled in the spiraling death magic. She stuck her hand out and pointed a single finger at Yortia. A thin, precise beam shot out, aimed straight at Yortia’s heart. Yortia lifted her hand in front. Joan’s magic hit it, and the bone grew warmer. It creaked and grew farther up her forearm. It punctured her skin as if a million little spikes grew inside the glove.
Yortia winced and squeezed her hand tighter. She lifted her other hand, sending dozens of roots up through the ground. They snaked through the air and stabbed at Joan.
The ones below her punctured her feet, but her magic vaporized the others as Joan moved fluidly to block each root. She glared at Yortia as the magic spun up to her arm, around her torso, and down to her feet. The roots turned to ash and the wounds closed. The magic worked its way back up to her hands.
“You learned something,” said Yortia, smiling, trying to ignore the constant pain of Femur’s spikes.
“This isn’t a joke,” shouted Joan. “Do you understand how dangerous that thing is?”
Yortia stuck her arms out to her sides. “What are you going to do about it? I can absorb your magic and heal from whatever you’re going to do. This isn’t a fight you can win. I was more scared of Torva than I ever will be of you.”
Joan clasped her hands together and took a long, slow breath in. Yortia stepped closer, working on covering the gap. Even with Femur, a long-distance fight against Joan was dangerous. The princess was undoubtedly ruthless from her training with Brenna. Yortia assumed Joan would fight similarly. Brenna never liked close combat, so Joan would’ve never learned how to use magic when someone is in your face.
Joan opened her eyes and exhaled steam from her nose. Yortia felt a stab of cold on her back, and she could not move. Ice crept over her shoulders and around her neck, squeezing and choking. Veins ruptured beneath her skin as blood froze and expanded.
“How?” asked Yortia quietly. She pushed against it with her strength, but her muscles were tight and unresponsive.
Joan walked closer with her hand outstretched. The very air around Yortia was freezing. Moisture turned to snow and dropped to the ground before her very eyes. The river stopped, frozen in place. “You’ve lost.”
Yortia forced life magic into her palm. The bone shook and rapidly climbed up her arm. It stabbed into her more and more, hooking and tugging on her skin. The pain was overwhelming. She shouted in agony.
“Resurrection,” whispered the voice in her ear. “It is my time.”
“You didn’t,” shouted Joan, running forward. “Don’t use your magic, or it’ll kill you!”
Yortia’s hand squeezed shut as bone formed around the rest of her arm. It moved on its own, not obeying anything she tried. Yortia looked at Joan with tears in her eyes. “I thought I would bring back Neptor and serve it . . .” The bone shattered the ice as its heat spread across the left side of Yortia’s body. Steam rose from her skin. “I thought—”
Joan shot her gathered death magic at Yortia. The bone snaked out and caught the magic, absorbing it all.
“I’m sorry, Joan.” Yortia closed her eyes as the bone stabbed through her neck. Crimson blood poured down her arm and chest. The bone rippled and grew, pulling the magic straight from Yortia’s blood. It crawled up her neck with spider-like legs, leaving a trail of solid bone behind.
Joan stumbled back. “Fuck,” she mumbled. She reached her hand into the sky and launched a massive beam of death magic. Purple, green, and cyan spun, parting the clouds.
“Girl,” said Yortia in a deep, unnatural voice. It rumbled without her mouth moving as if the bone were talking. “Feed me your spirit magic.” She reached out her hand and beckoned Joan forward.
“Fuck off.” Joan sent rapid-fire wind blasts. Yortia stood still, the bone growing with each hit. Joan took a step back and looked over her shoulder. There was nobody nearby. The babbling of the river returned as the ice thawed in the summer sun.
“Magic cannot hurt me,” continued the voice. “I have returned. Nothing will stop me now.” Bone followed the trail of blood down Yortia’s torso, waist, and legs. It grew slower around her neck.
“I know we’re a little far from the city here, Death, but I could really use some help.” Joan hopped on her feet and shook out her hands.
“You speak to Death? Why would a titan heed your call?” Neptor’s voice rumbled angrily. It grew louder as more bone covered Yortia.
A buzz filled the air as purple haze spun and veiled Joan. Yortia tilted her head, watching with interest. A figure flew through the sky and crashed to the ground between them. Rocks, dirt, and grass exploded into the air on impact, creating a small crater.
Brenna stepped out of it and pulled her hood over her head. The air crackled with magic, and the buzz of Death grew stronger. “Yortia, why?” Her voice was deep and serious. Her expression was stone.
“Brenna?” shouted Joan. “Is that you?”
“Go, Joan. I’ll handle this.”
The magic dropped around Joan. The princess ran back but stopped. “Yortia’s gone. I tried to stop her before Femur grew,” she shouted.
“Then I have no reason to hold back.” Brenna cracked her knuckles and stuck out her hands. The magic in the air grew rapidly. Lightning erupted above Brenna, carving lines in the ground. Wind picked up, spinning as a mix of magic floated around her.
“This will only help me,” said Neptor.
“No, it won’t.” The buzz of Death was loud. Brenna shook her head. The magic spun together and shot at Neptor. It stood without guarding.
The magic struck, and the titan stumbled. The bone’s growth stopped. It looked down. “How?” By the time Neptor looked back up, a whirlwind of death magic had spun above Brenna’s head. Lightning continued arching through the sky, striking the ground and flaring out from her magic.
“Death, what do you see in the mortals? This is not your role,” growled Neptor.
“Die, you fucking scum.” Brenna pointed her hand at Neptor and unleashed her gathered power. The death magic spun down, funneling toward Neptor and ripping at its chest. Yortia’s flesh disintegrated, and the ground around Neptor turned to ash. The whole area buzzed and crumbled, devoid of all magic. Brenna closed her hand and took a step toward Neptor.
The bones still stood. One full leg, half of Yortia’s torso, her left arm, and most of her neck remained intact, like a bone casting. “Magic will not kill me, even if Death is on your side,” shouted Neptor.
Lafe grabbed Joan’s shoulders and moved her aside. “Neptor,” he shouted.
Neptor’s posture shifted. “Abomination.”
Lafe stopped at Brenna’s side. “Ready to finish this?”
Brenna nodded, gathering death magic around her again. Lafe spun pure spirit magic around his feet.
“You may be a Titan-Chosen, but you cannot stop me any longer.” Neptor’s voice rumbled out like thunder.
Warden uncloaked beside Neptor. “Titan Killer, we must flee. These are not mortals.” It grabbed the form of Neptor, took three bounding steps, and vanished in a whirlwind.
Lafe shot out a blast of spirit magic, but it detected nothing. “How does it do that?” Lafe rubbed his hands over his bald head. “Are you okay?” he asked Brenna.
She nodded slowly, tears running down her cheeks. Joan sprinted up to her and wrapped her in a hug. “I didn’t know if you saw it.”
“I saw it. I’m here.” Brenna hugged Joan tighter and buried her face in her shoulder.
“I am glad it worked,” sighed Lafe. “We have never tried something such as that with gas magic.”
“It saved my life,” said Joan with her voice muffled.
Brenna let go and combed her fingers through Joan’s hair. “Why are you here?”
“I felt the spirit magic moving. I knew it had to be Femur. I thought I could stop it. After what she did to Torva . . .”
“I did not feel it . . .” Lafe stepped over and placed his hand on Joan’s shoulder. “Your connection to spirit magic grows, Princess.”
Joan dug her head into Brenna’s shoulder. “Is Slem okay? Yortia said she killed him too.”
“Slem is alive, barely. Our medics are with him now. She missed his heart, but he’s not doing well. The guards are all dead,” she said softly. “And Torva . . . He’s gone.”
“Her strength was extraordinary.” Lafe looked off into the distance. “We will need to warn others. I need to reach the Bone Knight.”
Brenna wrapped her arms tighter around Joan. “You think Grayson can stop Neptor now?”
Lafe frowned. “It is the best idea I have. Neptor has not fully returned yet. There may still be hope. I know you cared for Yortia before. I am sorry for both of you.” He guided them away. “We will not find Warden now. Come back to Cantille. We need to check on Slem and offer Torva a proper farewell.”
They walked slowly with Brenna’s arm wrapped around Joan’s shoulder. The ground behind them was destroyed, lifeless, and devoid of magic.
Brenna yawned and tried to ignore the buzz in her ear.
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Theltor slumped against the wall with his chin hanging against his chest. No light passed through the windows. His eyes could not adjust to the darkness surrounding him because of the constant glowing purple haze of Plague.
The magical sword pinned him to the wall, right through his abdomen. He had grabbed the grip and tried to remove it, but his sword wouldn’t budge.
Every movement was agony. A twitch from his leg sent pain like a thousand needles stabbing into his muscles. He hoped his body would adjust without skin, but he felt like he was constantly flowing between dead and alive.
Plague dripped its magic onto his waist and thighs at a constant rate. The magic hit his muscles and sizzled, burning away sinew that rapidly grew back. Each drip burned worse than fire, and each regrowth felt like his muscles were being ripped apart. At first, he flinched and cried out with each drip, but any flailing, any movement at all sent waves of pain through his whole body.
He had been injured before. When the Bone Knight had struck him down, he had gone numb, overcome with the severe pain of the impossibly sharp Femur. Even Storm had cut him and sent electricity through his veins, and he took that pain standing and fighting.
There was no doubt that he had been merciful as the wielder of Plague. None of his victims had ever lived long enough to feel the burn of death magic. He had ensured they died as swiftly as possible. What kind of monster had he run into?
Boe’Noke opened the door, casting harsh sunlight onto Theltor’s face. “Close it,” hissed Boe’Noke. The woman with patchwork skin shut the door and rushed to Boe’Noke’s side. The man crouched down and pushed Plague farther in. “Still alive, Plague Knight?”
Theltor gathered the saliva in his mouth and spat. A gob of mucus and blood smacked Boe’Noke in the face. The woman stepped forward but was stopped. Boe’Noke stood and wiped his face on his sleeve. “If you are going to be present, Ebni, stay there.” He pointed to the wall on Theltor’s left. “You will not interfere.”
“Yes, Lord Flayer.” She hurried away. Even in the dark, he could see her eyes locked on the man.
“There are many ways this works.” Boe’Noke sat before Theltor and rested his arms on his bent knees. “Ebni commands most of the Brothers through magic. Many are nothing more than mindless vessels now. Their minds weren’t able to maintain themselves through the pain. You see, even as a Brother, the pain never ends. But neither does your life.”
Theltor gritted his teeth. He had hated plenty of people in his life, but it was so strong toward the people standing before him that he could hardly contain his rage. Theltor opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.
“Oh,” said Boe’Noke. “There is an art to speaking without skin. You see, lips play an important role in the forming of sounds.” Light green energy spun around his hand briefly. It passed through the air and into Theltor’s face. “You can speak. Share your thoughts.”
“I killed plenty.”
Boe’Noke smiled wickedly. “In a sense, yes. I could raise them all again if I wanted. Clearly, they aren’t worth the energy. Look at you now, a fleshless body of competing death and life magic. How does it feel?”
Theltor looked back at Plague. The haze covered his vision. It was better that way. He didn’t have to see his flayed arms or legs or the cartilage of his nose.
“You think you will hold out. I admire the strength, but it is foolish. Surrender yourself now, and you will be saved.” Theltor felt the muscles in his neck tense as his head was pulled up. Even his eyes were held in place, unable to look away from the twisted grin. “You see, I am not a man. I am not a mage.” Boe’Noke lifted his hands. His head split in half, layer after layer of skin split and hung to the side. Theltor couldn't count the number of layers. A glow of soft green light illuminated the room as the last parted. Ebni loudly gasped.
“I am a titan.” Boe’Noke’s voice was unnatural, sounding like a chorus talking. “I am life itself.” The layers rapidly snapped back together. “You should be worshiping me. But we will get there.”
Boe’Noke pulled Plague from Theltor. The blade’s exit was somehow more painful than the initial stab. His organs twisted and healed, but it felt like somebody’s hands were inside, pulling everything together and stitching it with a dull needle. Boe’Noke lifted his hand, and Theltor felt his whole body float into the air. He was frozen, unable to move anything. Even his lungs were stopped, and he desperately needed to breathe.
The titan walked forward and slowly, casually stabbed Plague back through Theltor’s abdomen until he was pinned against the wall. Death magic dripped down, sizzling his groin and running down his thighs. Boe’Noke stared with a blank expression, no joy, no horror. The other torturers Theltor had known always seemed to enjoy it. His vision grew hazy, his lungs fighting for a breath while Boe’Noke’s lifeless eyes held on Theltor’s.
“Enjoy,” hissed Boe’Noke. He lowered his hand, and Theltor felt his body release. He gasped for air, unable to catch his breath as his weight fell on Plague. The sword grated against his ribs, shaking his chest and burning his lungs. “Come, Ebni. We have other matters to attend to.” She rushed after Boe’Noke as he left the building. The brief moment of sunlight warmed Theltor but burned his eyes. Ebni closed the door, leaving Theltor alone again.
He choked and gulped for air, unable to take a real breath. Plague dripped its steady beat and sizzled through sinew and bone.
Now standing, Theltor could see hints of sunlight. It was worse seeing the passage of time. Things seemed to stand still for longer, and he was left alone with his thoughts and his pain. It was difficult to think about anything besides the sensations and stabs of agony and his overwhelming desire for revenge. Boe’Noke returned two days later and seemed entirely happy with himself.
The titan led Yorn in first, patched together with scarred strips of skin, all different shades. Theltor recognized his friend, but only barely. His nose was much the same, and his eyes were full of fear, which Theltor had seen only a few times.
“This is the one you call Yorn,” confirmed Boe’Noke. “Yorn, who are you?”
Yorn stood upright with perfect posture. He was naked and castrated. Some strips of skin had body hair, facial hair, or even head hair, while others were smooth. “I am a Brother of Flesh.” His eyes stared forward, not even seeing Theltor.
“Very good. And what will Theltor become?”
“A Brother of Flesh.”
Boe’Noke grinned. “Indeed.” He waved. Yorn walked away and stood beside the door. “See? That is what happens to those weaker than yourself. The one you fought, Ransyll, and another called Panet are ones initiated to the Brothers with a stronger sense of self if you will. They have minds more capable of enduring, of surpassing the pain. You see, I want warriors. These mindless fools cannot be relied upon.” He pointed at Yorn. His skin flared out and reattached in a different pattern. “You will hold onto your mind, but your mind will never wish to cross Ebni or me. You see, you will keep Plague and become my warrior.”
Boe’Noke pulled Plague out. Theltor crumpled to the ground, wheezing and twitching. His body healed again, tugging on his organs and muscles.
“I am disappointed Ebni did not catch that gas mage.” Boe’Noke spoke while looking blankly at the wall. He wasn’t addressing Theltor. Theltor kept his eyes on the titan at all times, even while feeling his entire body seize and burn. “I need more warriors to wield my magical weapons.” He glared down at Theltor. “One more time then.”
Theltor tried to move as fast as he was able, reaching out to grab Boe’Noke’s ankle. The titan stuck a single finger out and made every one of Theltor’s muscles contract. Theltor felt his whole body cramp as he was lifted into the air, rotated upside down, and hung motionless. Blood rushed to his head. Boe’Noke rubbed his finger from Theltor’s waist down to his neck, then stabbed Plague through his chest. It shattered his ribs, ripped apart his heart, and sliced his lung. The magic dripped onto his chin and melted through the bone, into his mouth, and through his brain and skull, dripping onto the wooden floor beneath. His head healed after each drip. Each time his brain reformed, he twitched and felt the needle prick across his whole back.
He was dead. He died every time the magic passed through his head. There was no doubt. His heart no longer beat, but he could look around. He could think, but he could not move.
Boe’Noke released his body, letting his weight settle on Plague. It cut up and pressed against his organs. Ribs tried to reform and heal, but they hit Plague and broke, again and again.
The King of Flesh stared before leaving and taking Yorn with him. The door was closed, leaving Theltor alone, in impossible, never-ending pain.
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Flames danced high into the sky, stirred by a small breeze. Gorshun stood beside Lafe as they watched the pyre housing Torva’s corpse burn in the middle of campus. There wasn’t a more fitting way to say goodbye to Torva. He had saved all the Konseers at some point with his fire. Nobody felt more like an anchor to their group than he did.
The night sky was cloudless and showed a sheet of twinkling stars. A thick column of smoke rolled off the pyre and floated into the sky toward the crescent moon. Firelight reflected off Lafe’s bald head and his eyes, which were watering. Gorshun didn’t think she had ever seen the grandmaster cry. Even now, he was only on the brink of letting tears run.
“It is a shame Slem is unable to be here,” said Lafe. His voice was barely audible over the crackling of the pyre.
“They said he should be able to see from his window if he is awake. Brenna put it here on purpose.” Gorshun wanted to walk around to the other side of the massive fire to see how Brenna and Joan were doing, but she felt a need to stay put. Students and others from the university surrounded the funeral pyre and watched solemnly. Cassandra stood a few steps behind Gorshun and Lafe. Close enough to be supportive, but not close enough to have to speak.
“I wish I could have been there,” said Gorshun. It was a quiet muttering, only meant for her as she reflected in her mind. The attack had happened during one of her classes. Everyone had noticed the rumbling, but that didn’t seem entirely unexpected on the campus of a magic university.
“It would have only ended the same with your life extinguished as well,” said Lafe. He kept his gaze on the fire, unblinking. “By the time Brenna and I arrived . . . Neptor could not be stopped, Gorshun. Not by us. Not now. Based on the wreckage, it seems as if Torva almost defeated Yortia. My guess, and only a guess, is that she had to rely on Neptor to live and overcome Torva’s immense power. Remember, Torva could handle even my most powerful magic in my rage last year. I, for one, refuse to underestimate his efforts. I am certain it was a fight of deep emotions between them both. Scars from the past, worries for the future, and so on. It had to end in the death of one, and Yortia held the advantage with Femur. We honor Torva here the best we are able and hope we can avenge his sacrifice.”
Gorshun nodded and looked at her feet as tears welled up in her eyes. Joan walked through the darkness. She hung her head as she walked, almost dragging her feet through the grass. Joan grabbed Gorshun’s hand and stood motionless for a few moments.
“Can you come with me to visit Slem? Brenna is going to stay until the fire burns out.”
“I’ll go,” said Gorshun. She nodded to Lafe, who kept staring off into the flames.
They ambled through the crowd, weaving around people and pushing through others. Before long, they were in the open, in the cold of the night. It felt lonely in the quiet, even with Joan holding her hand. Gorshun felt a little like she was leading Joan because the princess had yet to look up as they walked. She seemed hardly awake with the way she moved.
“How are you doing?” asked Gorshun.
“I’m fine,” said Joan. “I just want to see Slem.”
“He might not be awake. Just so you know.”
“Mhm.” Joan kept walking. Her whole body seemed to be hunched and hanging, except her hand that she held with a firm, unyielding grip.
Gorshun led the way as they walked through the quiet, empty hall of the hospital. It was good that it was quiet. Yortia’s attack could have hurt many more people around campus. A quiet hospital was a good hospital, in Gorshun’s opinion.
It could have been worse, she thought, but it could have been so much better. Gorshun fought the urge to squeeze Joan’s hand harder. The princess had enough thoughts of her own rattling around inside her head. Lafe had explained what happened, what Joan had done. The princess was undoubtedly more powerful than Gorshun now, likely in every way. Her death magic was likely close to rivaling Brenna’s, and Joan’s liquid magic had easily surpassed Gorshun’s. If the Konseers were still a true organization, she didn’t see a spot in it for herself. Joan would have easily pushed her aside and taken her position if Yortia and Marv had never betrayed them.
But even with all of that power, Neptor returned. The Bone Titan, the Forgotten Titan, the one they had worked so hard to stop less than a year before. If Neptor was as dangerous as Lafe and the others believed, what would they be able to do? It seemed as if it would be better to give up and continue life as if nothing had changed. If the world would end and all die to Neptor, why not continue to live happily until the end?
They stopped outside the only closed door in the building. Joan let go of Gorshun’s hand and took a deep, audible breath. Gorshun hadn’t seen Slem yet. He had been visited by life mages enough that he should be fine, but it would still be a difficult sight for either of them to witness.
“Ready?” asked Gorshun.
Joan nodded and grabbed the door handle. She took another deep breath and pushed the door open. Inside, Slem sat up in a bed. He leaned against the wall and stared out at the window where the pyre’s light still glowed. Bandages covered most of his left side, and his arm was in a sling.
“Slem,” said Gorshun. A mix of joy and weariness swirled in her stomach. She wanted to smile and laugh that he was alive and awake, but he was hurt and mourning.
Slem clenched his jaw and turned to rest his back against the wall. “Hey,” he said weakly.
Joan walked across the room and grabbed Slem’s good hand. She held it up to her face and loudly sniffled.
“Come here,” said Slem, pulling Joan up into the bed. He wrapped his arm around her as she buried her head into his shoulder. She immediately started weeping and shaking.
Gorshun couldn’t imagine how long Joan had been holding it in. There were so many thoughts and emotions storming inside the princess. Gorshun felt overwhelmed herself, and she had experienced so much less.
“Nice fire, isn’t it?” asked Slem. He tried smiling weakly. His eyes were bloodshot. It was obvious to Gorshun that Slem needed rest, but he would never let her or Joan leave while they were upset.
“It is.” Gorshun pulled up a wooden stool to the edge of the bed. “He would’ve been proud of it.”
Joan sat up and wiped her cloak sleeve across her eyes. “Are you . . .” She squinted and looked over Slem.
“I’m fine,” he said. “My arm will heal.”
Joan nodded and sniffled. “I couldn’t stop her. I tried. I really tried. She got away after what she did.”
Slem wrapped his arm around her again and pulled her close. “Nothing about this is your fault. It’s nobody’s fault but Yortia’s, and she’s gone. You fought, Princess. You fought better than anyone else could’ve hoped for. Torva would be here if I had stopped her, and Neptor wouldn’t have returned. But I accept it, right? I accept that I failed.” He let Joan sit up and look into his eyes. “It will haunt me forever. My best friend, my closest brother, is gone because I couldn’t stop her. If we had argued with Brenna and stopped Yortia from coming to Cantille, maybe none of it would have happened. And you know what? It doesn’t matter. It all happened, and we were unable to stop it. What I will do, and what I want you to do, is go forward thinking of Torva.” Slem took a deep breath and blinked a few times. “Think of Torva as we learn how to stop Neptor. Yortia’s gone. Any revenge you think of is impossible. Instead of revenge, think of something better, something higher. What would Torva want you to do? He would want you to stop Neptor, to work together to protect others. That’s what he’s always been about. He was never his first priority. It was always you and Brenna, and maybe me. So, we go forward and hope we can make Torva proud.”
Joan pressed her lips together and nodded seriously. Her determination was back in her face, back in her eyes. That serious look she had since her near-death experience was back, and it almost scared Gorshun. There were likely already thoughts racing through Joan’s mind of stopping Neptor, and they would need that creativity and seriousness from her.
That was the thing about Brenna and Joan. They were so rarely serious that as soon as they were focused, there were few things in the world more terrifying. Certainly, no mages in the world were more dangerous than the two of them when they were determined.
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Brenna sat with her feet in the river. It was a shallow bend where the water moved slowly.  She wasn’t sure if she had been there before. Cassandra paced behind her in the grass like she had been doing for a while.
Brenna hated everything that was going on. All she wanted to do was be with Joan, make sure she was happy and healthy. Her feet splashed water up her legs onto her rolledup trousers. She didn’t care. It had only been a few days since Yortia’s escape, since Torva’s death. Brenna mourned, as they all did, but she moved on as fast as she could. There were more pressing matters, unfortunately. Death was too familiar, especially in the last year.
It was time to find a solution, to learn more about her own magic. To nobody’s surprise, Cassandra volunteered to teach Brenna, which felt like a mistake. They didn’t mesh well. They never had, even from when Brenna was a young girl.
It didn’t help that Cassandra was being odd. More so than usual. It was discomforting.
“Are you ready yet?” asked Brenna loudly.
“Can you be quiet?” snapped Cassandra.
“I could earlier.” Brenna leaned back on her elbows. “Do you want me to cut my arm or something? Stub my toe?”
“We do not need you hurting yourself.” Cassandra stood behind her. Brenna looked up and could only see Cassandra’s chin and nose.
“How else do we use life magic?”
“Get out of the water and stand up.” Cassandra put her hands on her hips.
Brenna groaned and slowly worked her way to her feet. She flicked water from her feet. “What now?”
“Pull energy from me,” ordered Cassandra. She stood within an arm’s reach of Brenna. Her cold stare was horrible. It seemed like she never had to blink.
“With life?”
“Yes. Use flesh magic if you need. Do something. We need another experiment.”
“Fine, I guess I’ll unheal you,” muttered Brenna. She knew there were life mages who used all sorts of techniques she never figured out. Ones like Yortia that boosted their body’s functions or strengths, and ones that used life magic to take energy from others. Those were odd ways to use it. Healing was the only way Helin had taught her, and it was the only thing she ever thought about with life magic. Sure, flesh magic was its own thing too, but she had always used it to fix wounds.
Brenna reached her hand forward and tried to grab hold of Cassandra’s body. The buzz grew loud in her ear, and her hand twitched, causing the skin on Cassandra’s hand to bubble and burst. Brenna stumbled and released her magic as it flared.
Cassandra rushed forward and caught Brenna before she fell. The buzz filled her head, and her vision was fuzzy. All she could see was Cassandra’s face and the red covering her hand. “I’m sorry,” whispered Brenna. Cassandra’s mouth moved, but Brenna was unable to hear a word.
Cassandra led her back to the river and sat beside her. Brenna placed her feet in the water, laid herself back, and stared at the sky. Her vision returned quickly, but her hearing was still gone, overwhelmed by the buzzing.
Cassandra sat patiently at her side as slow clouds passed overhead. As the buzz faded, Brenna sat up. A wound covered the top of Cassandra’s hand. The tendons and bones inside were visible, but she sat and watched the water flow past as though nothing was different.
“Are you in pain?”
Cassandra smiled. “No. You can hear?” Brenna nodded. “Good. The sound has vanished for me. Has it remained?”
“Yeah, just weaker.” Brenna kept her eyes on Cassandra’s hand. She felt awful.
“There is a tree on the other side of the river.” Cassandra pointed forward. “Hit it with a small blast of each type of energy, except life.”
Brenna squeezed her hands into fists. “Are you sure?”
“Brenna, I will not be injured that easily. I need you to do this.”
Brenna nodded and exhaled slowly. She felt nervous in a way she hadn’t felt in a long time. She stuck a single finger out at the lone oak tree across the river. It was wide, tall, and old. A thin beam of light shot out of her fingertip and pierced the tree. Bark exploded out the other side, raining down onto the grass.
“Light seems fine. Continue.”
Brenna held her palm up and gathered a moving, shifting blob of dark magic. She threw it like a ball, and it sailed slowly through the air. Black smoke drifted behind it like a comet. It struck the tree and burst out, wrapping it in black smoke.
“Good.” Cassandra brought in a gust that pulled the dark magic from the tree. It drifted briefly in the air before dissipating. The tree’s trunk was darkened but mostly unharmed.
Brenna casually swung her hand forward, throwing a wave of sound magic. It visibly traveled over the river, sending ripples out, and struck the tree. Bark exploded in all directions and shook the tree. “Oops.” Brenna looked at her hand. It was far more powerful than she intended.
“Well . . .” Cassandra looked over at Brenna. “Sound magic is working fine. Unfortunate for the tree.” Brenna chuckled. She was having fun, though she did feel a little bad for the tree. It could be used in town for firewood, but she didn’t mean to hit it so hard. “Now, death.” Cassandra looked back at the tree. “This is the one I am curious about.”
Brenna glanced at her, then stuck out her palm again. She wanted to know Cassandra's thoughts, but the old lady rarely shared her thoughts directly. The last few days had more time spent talking to Cassandra than their previous encounters.
Purple, black, and green magic spiraled out of Brenna’s hand. It struck the tree perfectly in the middle. Brenna assumed it would pass right through the trunk, especially with the tree weakened as it was.
Wood exploded in all directions, raining from the sky. The leaves fell slower, drifting down as if it were autumn. Brenna stood with her mouth open and her hand outstretched.
Cassandra nodded slowly. “And that blast, was that how strong you intended it to be?”
“Uh . . .” All that was left standing was the tree's base with bits sticking up. “No.”
“There is certainly more to figure out here, but I have learned something today.” She shifted and grabbed Brenna’s hands. “When you used life magic, I could hear Death. The buzz you keep saying is in your ears is not your hearing, but quite possibly the titan itself.”
“Is it angry with me?”
Cassandra tilted her head. “I do not think Death can be angry. For now, leave the healing to medics. I will continue to research. If I come to you and ask you to do something, do not question it. We will figure this out. Relax, visit your friends, and do not use any life magic.”
“Okay. Thank you, Cassandra.” Brenna leaned forward and awkwardly half hugged her. “Can you check on Lafe?”
“Yes, I planned to visit him after we were done. He is likely to have more ideas about Neptor now.”
“I would hope so,” muttered Brenna. “I don’t think he’s slept, so knock him out if you have to.”
Cassandra smiled. “I would enjoy that. How are you, Brenna?”
“Me? I’m fine. Ready to keep going.”
“Keep going?” Cassandra frowned. “Lafe told me . . . there was something romantic between you and Torva?”
Brenna shook her head. “It never went anywhere.”
“Well, if you wish to talk to someone, not from Brunta or Ta-Veer, you know where to find me. Go find your friends, Brenna. Let me know if you hear the noise again.”
Brenna stood, bowed, and ran back toward Cantille.




50
Lafe huffed as he walked quickly. His sandals slapped against the road with each step. His thumbs hooked under the straps of his pack, and his robe billowed gently behind him. It was a good day to set off, clean, clear, and warm, but not hot.
A long, wrapped stick hung out of the top of his pack. It wobbled with each step but mostly stayed in place. There was a strong hope that nobody would ask what it was. He already barely had enough wrap to cover the whole thing, and opening it would only cause more questions. How often did people carry around severed titan arms? Rarely, he supposed.
Even if the land around Cantille, even in western Brunta, could be argued to be the same as the land in Ta-Veer, it still felt oddly refreshing to be walking down a Ta-Veerian road. It felt like home in a way he had not expected. The Grandmaster homesick? Ridiculous.
He hurried on, trying to get as much distance between himself and the city as he could before they realized he was gone. It needed to be done, so there was no reason to wait. Who else could solve the Neptor problem other than the Bone Knight himself?
When they met last year, Lafe often regretted not speaking with the man for longer. He clearly had countless stories to tell and experiences to speak of. Instead of pulling more information out of him, Lafe had run away from the destruction he alone had caused. Scared, ashamed, and countless other emotions that were unfamiliar at the time. There was not much he did not regret after the battle of Brunta.
Lafe looked over his shoulder, already too far to see the towers of Cantille. Part of him felt sorry for leaving. More than part of him. He would miss the university, the city, and without a doubt, the people. Students were still wary of him, and he was wary of them. It never had worked out quite as he had hoped.
But Brenna, his longtime rival and recent friend, would be left with many questions. Would she chase after him? After so many years filled with hatred, they had finally connected. They saved Joan’s life together just the other day, which was the least he could do after ending her life less than a year ago.
If he had a choice, he would stay in Cantille for the remainder of his life to teach others and see Brenna become the most magnificent mage who ever lived, if she was not already.
Lafe nodded to travelers as he passed and otherwise kept his eyes on the road. It helped him keep pace. Too easily distracted by nature, which was nothing new. Even the oldest trees he had seen year after year were beautiful enough to distract him. New blossoms, and blooming flowers, even raptors flying in the sky, were all wonderful. Everything in nature captivated him, and he wished he had had a chance to show that beauty to others before leaving.
His mind snapped back to Cantille, longing for what he had just left behind. His broken, mourning friend, Cassandra would realize she was abandoned again. Despite their odd relationship, Lafe knew Vanova was everything to her. He could not imagine what that loss was like. Losing the Circle was hard on him, but it was entirely his own fault, and that changed things. Even now, with a new conscience and a new attitude, the Circle of Masters was close and accessible. Grieving them would be like grieving a friend that lived one town over.
As far as he knew, there was no way to connect to Vanova. He had thought about it and was certain Cassandra had as well. If he could talk to the Masters, was there a way of finding Vanova’s spirit as well, dwelling within the magic?
It was not entirely improbable, but thinking of a way to do such a thing was beyond any of his abilities or knowledge. And his spirit magic was much more refined than Cassandra’s or Brenna’s. If there were other spirit mages in the world, he had yet to know of them.
Perhaps the Bone Knight had encountered some incredible people on his journey. That was half the hope flourishing in Lafe’s mind. The Bone Knight would return, reawakened, and ready to stop Neptor. It had been done once; it could be done again.
The sky grew dimmer, and his shadows stretched into long, odd shapes in front of him. But he had not felt so animated, and motivated in years. Perhaps before, though, it would not have been for something positive. Likely something selfish.
Now, he had a goal that could change the world, even save the world. If Neptor was as dangerous as his vision showed, he would need all the help he could get. The Bone Knight was Step 1 of his plan, but not the only step. Brunta and Ta-Veer were powerful enough, they proved that, but what else was out there, unknown to him? Southern Nuliya is a land of mystery, mostly unclaimed by empires of old, maybe still wild and untamed. Zarren is secretive, yet its fingers reach into affairs around the world. So much to learn and possibly not enough time to do it.
It did not matter how powerful his magic was with the whole Circle. His body was still weak. Cramps kept seizing the arches of his feet, tightness wound its way through his calves and thighs, and a burning took over his lungs like each breath was filled with a mixture of dense smoke and freezing air.
His stomach rumbled, and his mouth salivated. It was a good journey for the first day. How would he feel when he woke up to walk even farther the next morning? Better, he hoped, though he knew hoping would do nothing for him this time.
Lafe walked off the road, down into a shallow valley near a grove of oak trees. They were growing fast, most not more than a decade old. He rested his back against the trunk of a wide tree. His muscles ached, but his breaths grew steady and easy with the rest. He removed Warden’s arm from his pack, set it aside, and dug around for food. Three bread rolls and a half loaf of stale bread from the dining hall. It was all they could spare. He could have planned ahead better, but it would do.
The bread was dry. Each chomp felt like it pulled more moisture from his mouth. But he rested his head back, crossed his legs, and watched the sun set on the western horizon. There was more than enough time to regret. For now, he decided he would relax and enjoy himself. On a journey, just like in his youth.
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Klien stood with his back touching a hay target. A mask was raised over his lower face, hiding any expression, leaving only his hard eyes and endless glare.
Candle tapped her foot impatiently. Yenna held her bow with an arrow drawn, but something held her back. Surely she didn’t think Klien would actually let an arrow hit him. It was a test of control, a test of fear. Anybody would be scared with his eyes staring at you.
Yenna loosed her arrow, whistling through the air. It struck the target, sinking up to the fletchings in the hay. Klien stepped aside and nodded. It was a perfect shot. It couldn’t have been closer to Klien’s face. He walked a few paces to the next target and stared at the young man holding a bow in front of him—only two more to go for the marksman test.
Candle looked over the other five targets. One had an arrow top right—a good shot, but not Gorva-level marksmanship. The next had an arrow split on the ground in front of the target—one aimed at Klien. Blood still dripped from the recruit’s face. He wouldn’t be aiming anything at Klien anytime soon. The first had one close, but not as close as Yenna’s. Two fine marksmen were better than most groups of recruits they trained.
The young man shook as he drew back his arrow. Yenna and the other recruits stepped to the other side of the room, behind Candle. The man clenched his jaw and fired the arrow. It had impressive power behind it, but not direction. A wide miss, not even hitting the hay. Klien remained still, but the man flinched anyway. Klien didn’t always strike the recruits. Only when there was truly something to learn from it. This recruit already knew his mistake.
“Go,” said Klien in his deep, emotionless voice. “All of you. I need to speak with Candle.” The recruits scurried from the room and slammed the door shut.
“Good to see you haven’t lightened up.”
Klien pulled off his mask. “Is it true?”
Candle crossed her arms. “Unfortunately. It all matches what we heard from Cassandra. You trust her, right?”
Klien grunted. “Cassandra is a longtime ally of Lafe, Brenna, and even Helin. We take her word.”
Candle didn’t like it. She didn’t know Cassandra. Some old mage who looks like she’s thirty. There’s a lot wrong with that. She was Col’forian, so why did they trust her at all? “Well, then we might have some trouble. Shadow squad found Isteria mostly abandoned. The ones they did find had nothing to say.”
“And your estimate?”
“Fifteen thousand? That’s the low end. Too many to feed. Too many to keep quiet. But they traveled right above us to Cansafore.”
Klien walked over and ran his hands over his short hair. “We will report it to King Sulvin. If Caland and Isteria were attacked, we assume the attackers will come to Brunta.”
Candle nodded. There was no reason to mention it to Sulvin. He would tell Klien to do what he needed to do. Sulvin had no more control over Klien than he did his own overflowing weight. The king hardly even governed at all. But Candle would never say it, especially not in front of Klien. The bond between Sulvin and Klien was unbreakable, and there was no chance she would ever understand it. What did he see in the king? Penchin, sure, and even Yew, but Sulvin was unfit to rule. Hardly even fit in his throne.
“Gather the squad leaders. Meet me in the palace at noon,” he said as he walked away.
Always polite. She stepped into the room of recruits and waved. “How is training?” They shared worried glances. “Klien is gone. Speak freely.”
“He is terrifying,” said one of the men.
Candle nodded. “Absolutely. There’s nobody stronger. We might have a situation. Be ready to jump into the field.”
“Already?” asked Yenna.
“Nothing official. But if you truly want to be a Gorva agent, prove yourself as soon as you can. I need more of you.” She shot a glare at the man with a bloody nose. “Get it together.”
The recruits scurried about as she left. There was nothing left for her to say. She had enough to handle on her own. Rock was easy. He was already at the palace. Cass would likely be at home, but the other squad leaders, Hort and Gattul, would be a pain to track down before noon. They weren’t the social types. No family, friends, or even acquaintances. None that she was aware of.
* * *
Candle walked through a damp alley. Discarded blankets, bottles, and cans lined the walls. A thin stream of discolored water ran through the center toward a drain near the street.
There was a reason she relied on Shadow squad. Cass was easy to find and reliable, and had some class. They all came from nothing. That was the Gorva way. But being an agent had its privileges, like a hefty income. Toes and Dag always chose to live in simple ways, but they were clean. Clean except Toes’s feet.
Candle stopped near the end of the alley, where three slick stone stairs led down to a heavy wooden door. There were no markings or windows on the door or the walls of the squat brick building. She pounded with the bottom of her fist and waited. If Gattul wasn’t inside, she had no idea where he would be.
Nothing.
She pounded again. “Open the fucking door, Gattul.”
The door creaked open, revealing a room entirely shrouded in shadows. A woman with a gaunt face, high cheekbones, and curled white hair stood inside. The thick door looked too heavy for her to move.
“Kupna? Why are you here?” Candle stepped past the woman into the room. Trash was strewn about and stains on just about everything. Empty liquor bottles cluttered the floor around the legs of a great walnut table just in front of the entrance. Five doors were shut near the back of the room.
“Gattul had me and Ulmin move in during the winter.” Her voice croaked. “All of Toxin squad lives here.”
Candle rolled her eyes. “Isn’t that fitting? This place is disgusting. Where’s Gattul now?”
Kupna shuffled to the table. Her slippers scraped loudly across the wooden floor. “Still sleeping, I guess.” She pointed to the back of the room. “Farthest on the left.”
Candle kicked a bottle aside. “Still sleeping this late in the day? When was your last mission?”
Kupna pulled a chair out, knocking bottles together. She sat heavily like standing had been too great an effort. “Beginning of the year.”
“Finally, something for you to do then,” muttered Candle. She walked down and pounded on the door. “Gattul, you fat fuck, get up.”
The door flew open and crashed against the wall. A hulking man with a gut stood over Candle, glaring down with red eyes. Unkempt, greasy hair stood out from his head, and rough stubble covered his jaw.
“Candle,” he grunted.
“All squad leaders need to be at the palace by noon. Clean yourself up.” She glared at him. Gattul knew he wasn’t the strongest, by far, but he liked to act like it. He would learn his place.
“Squad?”
“No, just you. But we’re getting busy, so everybody should be ready to go soon. Kupna?”
She stood from the table and shuffled over. “I’ll get Ulim up. We could use the excitement.”
Candle walked away, keeping her back to Gattul. If he wanted to impress his squad, now would be the time. She hoped he would. Kicking his ass would lighten her mood. “Where can I find Hort?”
“I don’t know,” grumbled Gattul. “You’re in charge, aren’t you?”
Candle stuck her middle finger up as she walked out the door. “Be there by noon, or Klien will come for you.”
“I’ll be there,” shouted Gattul as Candle slammed the door shut. The air in the alley already smelled dramatically better than the air inside. She breathed deep, trying to rid her nose of the stench that coated her nostrils. It was difficult thinking of Toxin squad sneaking anywhere. She wouldn’t believe it if she didn’t see them do it before.
The sun was still rising, much faster than she hoped. It was taking too long. Hort lived near the guard tower in the northeast corner of the city. She jumped, planted her feet against the wall, and pushed off, launching herself up onto the roof of Toxin squad’s house. If she ran and stuck to building tops, she could get there with some time to spare. Cass would be on the way to the palace, and Rock was already there.
Candle sighed loudly outside Hort’s small home. It was somewhere between a cottage and a shack and stuck out from the guard tower and inn nearby. Not quite inconspicuous for somebody whose job relies on stealth.
“Hort, you in there?” asked Candle. A few guards sparring nearby looked over, watching her closely as she approached.
“I wouldn’t mess with him, Honey,” said a guard in a way that was absolutely meant to be demeaning. Candle glared at him.
“What was that?”
“The man that lives there isn’t friendly. We wouldn’t want to see you get hurt.” The guard’s friends laughed.
Candle sneered and walked to the fence. “Who are you worried about?” She squeezed the wooden fence, sending a fissure of cracks through the wooden beam.
Hort’s door opened. A bald man with tanned, leathery skin stepped out. Deep lines were set in his face, and his eyes were sunken. He wore a thin sleeveless shirt and loose, ragged trousers. His arms were strong, defined, and sinewy. His bare feet were long and covered in dried mud. He whistled loudly. “Candle,” he called.
She looked over her shoulder. Was the whistling or the concern more frustrating? “Hort, you’re needed.”
He walked over casually, taking long, awkward strides. He leaned his elbow on the fence. “For what? I just got back.”
“Klien wants the squad leaders at the palace. Noon.” Candle let go of the fence and wiggled her fingers. “Don’t be late.”
Hort bowed. “I would never.”
Candle nodded and walked away. The guards laughed. “That was awfully polite,” joked a guard to Hort. “Never seen you talk nice to somebody.”
Magic crackled in the air, and the ground rumbled. From behind Hort’s shack, Mud flew through the air and crashed into the four guards, coating them from head to toe.
“Are you kidding me? It was one joke, Hort,” shouted a guard. Candle grinned and kept walking. Only Cass left.
Candle knocked on the front door of a small home, nestled between a tavern and a shop. Both were busy. There was an almost constant flow of people in and out of the store. Most left carrying a bundle of jars, bottles, or various small decorative things. She didn’t see the appeal. Why buy something that didn’t have any use? Even paintings were a waste of her money. She knocked on the door again and placed her hands on her hips. It felt like the longest morning ever, just waiting for people again and again.
“Candle,” said Cass. Candle looked up. Cass sat on the roof with her legs hanging over the edge. “Thought you would’ve noticed me sooner.”
“I’ve been distracted. It’s a busy morning.”
Cass jumped down, landing softly beside Candle. She ran her hand over her short hair. “Another mission?”
“Not exactly. Klien’s gathering the squad leaders at the palace. Meeting with Sulvin about the cloaks.”
Cass nodded to the side and started walking. Candle followed to her side, actually happy with the company. “Do we need to talk to Sulvin?”
“No.” Candle loudly sighed. “Klien insists. You know how it is.”
“Hmm, yeah.” Cass was dressed in her armor and had various weapons dangling from her belt. What had she been up to? “How were Gattul, Hort, and Rock?”
“Fine. Gattul was the only trouble. Toxin is all living together now for some reason.”
Cass frowned. “Gross.”
“Rock should already be there. Hort threw some mud at a few guards shouting at us.”
“Typical.”
They walked side by side down the thoroughfare. The palace grew taller and taller before them. Few people noticed them as they walked down the road, and those who did notice stared at the odd assortment of weapons on Cass. A few glances were all Candle received, and she was fine with that. Not being noticed helped everything she did. The other squad leaders could learn from that.
Royal guards at the side gate opened it and stepped aside as soon as Candle approached. Cass and Candle each slightly bowed and entered the palace grounds. They climbed the stairs in front and walked into the palace lobby. Marble floors were freshly polished and perfectly clean. Hort and Gattul both stood out like a piece of shit on a freshly frosted cake.
Klien stood erect with his mask over his nose and his dagger at his side. “You’re late, Candle. Come, the king is expecting us.” He pivoted on his foot and walked briskly to the throne room. Candle pushed past the others to walk in front. Gattul seemed frustrated, but Cass and Hort happily took up the rear.
Captain Tessard stood outside the throne room, looking thoroughly annoyed. “Klien, you’re late. His Majesty doesn’t have all day.” Candle rolled her eyes. Of course, he had all day. What else would he be doing?
Tessard opened the door and led the group of Gorva inside. Rock stood behind the throne, glaring at them as they entered as if he were evaluating whether or not they were threats.
King Sulvin reclined on his throne, looking utterly bored. His chins hung onto his chest. He had gotten fatter. “Tessard, excuse us, will you?”
Tessard bowed. “Of course, Your Majesty.” He glared as he walked out of the room. Candle only smiled back at him.
“Klien, Rock said this is the most urgent. Speak quickly.”
Klien bowed. “Your Majesty, do you recall the reports from Cantille provided by Cassandra of the Free Mages?”
“The attack on Caland?” Sulvin pushed his meaty hands against the armrests and sat more upright.
“Indeed. We believe her account is accurate. Candle observed a horde of cloaked figures, estimated to be no less than fifteen thousand, and perhaps far more. Squad leader Cass found Isteria mostly abandoned as well. That is two capital cities attacked. We need to prepare for a possible assault on Brunta.”
Sulvin’s expression twisted as his eyebrows lowered and his frown deepened. “Send one of your agents to Cantille for me. They refused my order for more battlemages.”
Klien bowed low. “If you will excuse me, Your Majesty, part of the agreement with Cantille was they would operate independently. Brenna is no longer one of your subjects.” He stood upright. His eyes stared at Sulvin, unblinking and emotionless. If he showed anything on his face, it was hidden beneath the mask.
“I know that,” snapped Sulvin, “but I can cut off my support. Independent means they don’t need my money.”
“Your Majesty, we still have a fine army and the Gorva. I would like to ask that General Gaist prepares all the soldiers in Brunta for war. I will replace Rock and the rest of Hawk squad as your protector while Candle has the Gorva looking for spies and any potential danger.”
“Hm.” Sulvin scratched his chin. “Fine. I’ll feel better with you here, Klien. Is this Candle really capable of leading the Gorva?”
Candle clenched her jaw. The king blankly stared forward, not even looking toward Candle. “Yes,” said Klien, “she has already been leading operations while I trained recruits.”
“You do what you need to, Klien.” Sulvin slumped further into his chair. “You will handle it, I assume?”
“Always, Your Majesty.” He bowed and flicked his hand. Candle bowed low, followed by the other squad leaders.
“Send Tessard back in.”
Klien nodded. “Rock, come with us.” He stopped just outside the door. “He wants you. Send for Gaist too.” Klien stepped aside, letting Tessard into the throne room. Klien stood with his back against the wall until all the squad leaders stood before him. “Despite what I said, I do need a squad to go to Cantille. We may need Brenna’s support. Another squad needs to finish training the recruits, and the others will patrol in and outside the city to gather any information about what dangers we may face. Candle will make those decisions. Understood?”
Candle bowed her head. “Yes, sir.”
Klien looked over the squad leaders. “Good. I trust you all.” He walked back into the throne room and closed the door behind him.
Candle took Klien’s place against the wall and glared at the four in front of her. “Cass, go to Cantille. Rock, finish training. They already know you. Gattul, start outside the city, north, and northwest. Go as far as Enlind and Melcoor if necessary. Hort, you are inside the city. Bring anybody who looks suspicious to me. I will oversee Hawk squad and be ready for messages from any of you. Questions?”
“Just asking Brenna for support?” asked Cass.
“Konseer support or battlemages. Something to help defend Brunta.”
Cass nodded. Rock sighed heavily, then walked off, followed by the others. Candle waited until they rounded the corner. They were angry with her, but that was fine. They could be angry. With Klien as the royal babysitter again, she was the unofficial Gorva captain.
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Theltor groaned and tried to shake out his stiff limbs. He couldn’t count the number of times he should have died, the number of lives he had lived stuck against the wall.
Boe’Noke’s magic healed every possible injury he sustained, but he had no energy. No food and no water wasn’t even enough to kill him. To escape, he needed energy. Pain caused by Plague turned into a dull ache, so constant that it was no more than a distraction of sorts. At times, the pain flared, shivering through every nerve. Other times, it went away almost entirely, like nothing more than growing pains as his skin melded around the sword.
He wanted to count the days imprisoned, tally each sunrise and sunset, and build upon the story of when he finally escaped. What a story it would be. Theltor had survived dozens of battles, an encounter with the Bone Knight, an attack from Kofore, and an invasion by a cult and a titan. Who would deny him the right to rule Cansafore?
It was time. Theltor wrapped both hands around Plague’s grip. His fingers tingled as blood rushed back into them. The leather wrapping was cold and stiff but so familiar.
Sunlight blinded him as the door flew open. Boe’Noke strolled in with Yorn and Ebni at his flanks. His grin grew when he saw Theltor’s feeble effort to remove Plague. He crouched down and placed his cold, lifeless hand over Theltor’s. “This is still mine.”
As Plague left his body, Theltor’s breath caught. He crashed to the ground as his bones, organs, veins, and skin snapped back together, stitching and fusing. His vision blurred and refocused on Boe’Noke. The titan frowned at the sword and held it at arm’s length.
“Take this,” he ordered sharply. Ebni ran forward and grabbed the sword. Boe’Noke shook out his hands. “Easily the worst weapon. Mensen was a fool. Clearly, you are much worse.” He waved Ebni and Plague away and crouched back in front of Theltor. For the first time, Theltor smelled something like rotten leather. His stomach turned. “Even Femur is a fine sword. Or it was. That is a whole different business to attend to. You, stand.”
Theltor found himself standing unexpectedly. He was on his feet before he realized it.
“Better, but still off. I can see the defiance working through your flimsy brain. You want to strike me. Do it. See how worthless you truly are.”
Theltor stayed still. The titan was absolutely right. His fists were clenched, anger flowed through him, and all he wanted to do was punch Boe’Noke in the face until there was nothing left.
“Do it.” Boe’Noke took a step closer. “Try.”
Theltor swung with his right hand, connecting with Boe’Noke’s cheek. The titan stood still, seemingly unaffected by the blow, as every bone in Theltor’s fist cracked. His hand, wrist, and arm crumpled from the impact. He stumbled back to the ground, shielding his hand.
“Disappointing. He will be the strongest, Ebni. Strike that one down.” Boe’Noke flashed Theltor a smile, then swiftly left the room. Ebni lifted Plague above her head, gripping it with both hands. Death magic dripped down the back of her cloak.
Yorn stood motionless, facing Theltor. Their eyes met. If Yorn was alive, there was no sign of it. He was lifeless, broken. Ebni swung down, Plague carving through Yorn’s patchwork skin. He collapsed, sizzling with burning death magic. Ebni glared, then followed her leader out and slammed the door. It was finally quiet.
New pain flashed in his hand as his bones stitched back together. His muscles were scarred and hardened, and his chest and abdomen were misshapen from Plague. But he felt good. He felt strong.
Theltor paced around the room. With curtains pulled aside, the setting sun cast its colorful light across the wooden floor every evening over Yorn’s corpse. He counted fifteen days before he felt ready, almost back to normal. There were only two things he needed: skin and Plague.
Through the window, he could only see the vast wall of the next building over. It was made of dark wooden slats, nothing of interest. He was unable to see the streets or anybody passing. So, what was out there? Fifteen days, and it was time for him to try. Either take Plague or escape. Either way, he was confident he could do it.
Theltor took a deep breath, grabbed the doorknob, and flung the door open. The street outside was littered with corpses of those he had cut down and empty of anything else. The midday sun cast its heat straight down. He had forgotten what heat felt like.
“Finally,” said Boe’Noke. The titan leaned against the wall directly beside the door. Theltor jumped. He had not even seen him. “You plan to escape? Interesting. You are the most fascinating of my warriors. Cast aside any thoughts in your mind, Theltor. Come with me.” Boe’Noke walked down the street and waved him on without glancing back. Theltor looked down the other way. It was clear. Nobody roamed the streets. Boe’Noke continued, not hurrying, not watching.
It was the perfect time to escape, but he was curious. Theltor closed the door and took one more look down both ways. “Shit,” he muttered. He followed after Boe’Noke, feeling the rough bricks scratch against the bottoms of his feet.
Boe’Noke stopped outside a windowless building at a fork in the road. He held open a warped wooden door. Theltor walked inside, where the floor was more of the same red brick as the streets. Dirty, faded rugs covered seemingly random sections of the floor. Unlit oil lamps sat on tables in the corners, and a couple hung from the ceiling. It was ill-lit, with a few streaks of sunshine finding their way through the covered windows.
“Are you a tea or beer kind of person, Theltor?” Four Brothers stood behind the counter with their hoods hiding their faces. Boe’Noke fell into a chair and kicked his feet up.
“Beer.”
Boe’Noke nodded at the Brothers and gestured to the seat across from him. “Join me, Theltor. Let us talk.” He approached slowly and sunk into the chair. Its rough wood scraped on his muscles, but it was still more comfortable than the floor he had grown used to. One of the Brothers set two glass mugs of light-colored beer on the table. Each had a thick layer of foam at the top, nearly flowing over the lip.
“Could be better,” muttered Boe’Noke. He flawlessly lifted the mug to his lips without even the slightest shake. He sipped loudly. “Do you like Nimbus?”
Theltor lifted the beer to his mouth with both hands. It was an effort to keep it steady. Condensation on the outside made it slippery, and his arms nearly shook with the effort. He let the cold beer pour over his tongue and wash the grime out of his mouth. It was the best tasting drink he had ever had. “Nimbus is hideous,” he said into the mug. He took another long drink. It was cold enough that he felt the beer travel down his throat and into his stomach.
“Isn’t it?” Boe’Noke looked around the tavern. “Tell me, Theltor, before we became acquainted, what was your goal? What did you strive to do?”
Theltor turned over answers in his mind. Was it worth lying to the titan? He seemed like he knew all of Theltor’s thoughts before sharing them. “Rule Cansafore.”
Boe’Noke nodded knowingly. “What stopped you?”
“Kofore. You.”
Boe’Noke grinned. “Just titans, then? No other obstacles? What an easy life before we arrived,” he said sarcastically.
Theltor chugged the rest of his drink and set the mug heavily on the table. Boe’Noke waved, and a Brother immediately brought another mug over. Theltor took another drink, but slower. He felt it sitting in his stomach. “The other generals,” he said.
Boe’Noke leaned forward, setting his elbows on the table. “Tell me more.”
“Nadarin leads the Snakeskin Battalion. He’s a mediocre warrior and an even worse general. Yulnor gave him a magical spear, but I would’ve killed him if Kofore didn’t stop us.”
Boe’Noke squinted. “What spear?”
Theltor worked through his memories, trying to recall even the faintest details of the weapon. That whole day was a blur, especially with how his life had turned around. “I think he called it Thunderbolt. It shot lightning.”
“Lightning? Is this Nadarin a mage?”
Theltor shook his head and lifted the mug with two hands again. “Not a mage. Not even a good fighter. But that spear took out plenty of my men.” He took another long drink.
“And the other general? Please, continue.” Boe’Noke pointed at the Brothers. They disappeared into the back room briefly and reappeared with steaming stew. They set the deep wooden bowl down in front of Theltor, whose stomach loudly rumbled as soon as the rich lamb broth entered his nose. Chunks of meat, potatoes, and red vegetables floated in the dark stew.
“Do I even need to eat?” He fought the urge to drink straight from the bowl. His curiosity was stronger than his hunger.
“No. Magic is keeping you alive. Few things can strip that magic from you. But do enjoy it. It will ease your mind.” Boe’Noke continued to lean forward. He didn’t blink as he stared at Theltor.
“How do you drink? With the whole light inside you . . .”
Boe’Noke’s head split again, layer after layer of skin peeling back until only the glow remained. He lifted the mug and poured the rest of the beer inside. Then his skin snapped back together. “Harder to taste it that way.”
Theltor’s eyebrows skewed, but he held back any more questions, even though he had plenty. He ate a spoonful of stew and chewed on a tender, juicy lamb chunk. To go along with the beer, it was the best food he had ever tasted. It was perfect, and the warmth traveled down his throat.
“The other general?”
Theltor nodded as he finished chewing. “Callio from the Sun Dwellers. Fierce warrior, ruthless general. She makes Nadarin look like a child.”
“Have you fought her?”
Theltor nodded as he ate another spoonful. It was mostly broth with a few chunks of potato. The saltiness made him salivate more. His stomach rumbled even as food filled it. “Long ago. Close to a decade. She is strong by herself, but she has a shield that looks like molten rock. Even Plague can’t cut through it.”
“Igneous,” Boe’Noke grinned. “I wondered where that ended up. That shield may not be as famous or infamous as some of the other magical weapons you know. Plague, Femur, and even Dryad have so many stories told of them, but they are not the most important, or even most powerful, items. There was a man known as Darrius, now known as Darrius the Conqueror. Have you heard of him?”
Theltor nodded slowly. “Childhood stories. Nothing I know much of.”
“Well, Darrius conquered Junnan right out from under Borthes and swept through Nuliya. Most of the cities he conquered no longer exist, but that is beside the point.”
“Borthes?” asked Theltor. “Junnan is led by a council.”
Boe’Noke smiled as a wicked look came to his eyes. “That is another story for another time. In the right hands, Igneous can make one nearly immortal. Even titans will struggle to break the barrier created by that shield. Darrius was unremarkable as a fighter and only moderately talented as a mage. He acquired Igneous in the mountains of southern Nuliya and was reborn as a legend. This Callio, if she truly wields Igneous, will not be taken lightly.”
Boe’Noke reclined and kicked his feet back up. “Theltor, think bigger. I told you before, Cansafore is a puddle compared to the ocean of Zarren. Trust me. The Cloud Battalion was impressive, far more than any of the other armies that tried to stop the Brothers of Flesh. But look around.” He stuck his arms out. “None of them are Cloud Battalion any longer. What I offer you is greater than Cansafore. As much as I would enjoy putting you through more pain, we are being pushed for time. You have held onto your mind well, and I hope it is intact enough to understand what it is that I offer. Take Plague and I will protect you. If you left and tried to take the throne, you would die or, at best, live and rule for a few years. Come with me, lead my army, and you will rule hundreds of thousands. You will rule any domain you wish once we finish our conquest. You will be undying. You will be immortal. It is the closest someone like you can get to being a titan.”
Theltor finished his stew and sat back, feeling weighed down by the food and drink. “Why come here? If Cansafore is so small . . . why even attack us?”
Boe’Noke grinned again. “Weapons, my friend. Many will stand in my way. I gather magical weapons and warriors to wield them, such as you.”
Theltor looked past Boe’Noke at an unlit oil lamp in the far corner. The booth was empty, and a visible layer of dust was covering the tabletop. What kind of enemies could somebody so powerful have? He couldn’t believe himself. After the torture, after seeing his people get slaughtered, he still wanted to follow the twisted husk of a man. There was no doubt that Boe’Noke was hiding information. He obviously enjoyed tricking others. “Who could stand against you? I need to know.”
Boe’Noke crossed his arms. “Another titan, the King of the Sun, the one known as Borthes.” He rolled his eyes. “Possibly others as well, unless Warden is truly successful, as it seems to be. Then they will have their hands full,” he muttered. Boe’Noke spoke louder again, the grin reappearing, “And Zarren, of course. I ruled them many centuries ago. Some grudges were held. I taught them too much. The true Plague Knight, the Knight of Death, the Plague King, Mensen Thorul.”
Theltor felt himself flinch at the name. Everybody knew the stories of Thorul, the man who was gifted Plague by Death to form Zarren and overthrow a tyrant king. “Are you . . . from the stories?”
Boe’Noke’s grin faded. “The stories lie. Thorul formed nothing. He stole it all.”
“He can’t be alive.” Theltor leaned forward. His muscles scratched against the chair, sending new shocks of pain through him.
“Join me, and you will have time to learn everything about Thorul.”
“Skin,” said Theltor. He stood up, pushing the chair back. “I can’t exist like this.”
The grin flashed back as Boe’Noke stuck out his right hand. One of the Brothers behind the counter collapsed as a whole sheet of skin was pulled from his body. It flew through the air and collided with Theltor, stretched and wrapped around him, fitting perfectly before stitching itself together. The dull ache in his muscles vanished, and everything itched for a moment. He moved his arms and legs, conscious of the skin stretching and bending on his elbows and knees.
“I have one more demand,” he said. Theltor felt his energy returning with flashes of anger. He felt alive. “We kill Emperor Yulnor.”
“Oh,” Boe’Noke stood. “We shall do more than that, my friend. Go to Ebni, get Plague. There is a stone near Nimbus, do you know of it?” Theltor shook his head. “It is ancient, made by mages long before Brunta or Cansafore stood. With the blood of a mage, one can find magical weapons. It is quite extraordinary. I visited it on my way here. Before you take down Cansafore, I need you to take out the petty kingdom of Brunta. I assume you know it?”
“Yes. It’s close.”
“Indeed. There is a forgotten weapon there. It has moved about, so I assume it is wielded. It is a dagger of solid black metal. It can cut through light itself. Ebni will be with you. There is a city beyond Brunta that holds another weapon. A minor one, but one we shall take. After you retrieve those weapons, you will be free to lead all of my soldiers to Cansafore. The Brothers of Flesh will grow, and you will achieve your dreams.”
“You aren’t coming to Brunta?”
“I have something I must attend. An old comrade is awake.” He pointed at the door. “Go.”
Theltor felt invigorated and excited, ready to fight again. Boe’Noke promised a lot, but Theltor didn’t doubt that it was all true. His only doubt was whether he was as in control as the titan said. His body moved without thought, but then again, he had been still and skinless for so long. Maybe it all just felt unfamiliar.
Ebni stood in the middle of the road with her cloak on and hood up. The street behind her was filled with Brothers standing shoulder to shoulder. Ransyll and Panet stood in front with their magical weapons, and hundreds of armored Brothers stood behind them. They wore Cloud Battalion armor but had their skin in mismatched strips. Plague was stuck in the ground, hilt up.
Theltor walked forward and pulled the sword out. It was light in his hand. He finally felt whole.
Ebni held out a cloak with Plague’s sheath on top. “Welcome, Brother.”
He sheathed the sword and wrapped the cloak around his naked shoulders. “Are they mine?”
She nodded. “Every single one of your soldiers is present.”
“All but Yorn.”
“A necessary sacrifice. Your Cloud Battalion and my Brothers are one. Lead on, Brother. To Brunta.”
Theltor squeezed the pommel of his sword. “To Brunta,” he shouted.
The thousands of Brothers filling the Nimbus streets repeated in unison, “To Brunta.”
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Brenna stared at the papers on her desk, unaware of what she was trying to do with them. Why were they there? She held one up close and squinted, reading the sloppy handwriting. Slem. He wanted better lanterns in his training range.
She dipped a quill in ink, wrote a smeary giant YES across the bottom of the page, and confidently slammed it down on the right side. Her whole office was still a disaster, hardly cleaned since Yortia had escaped. The vault was still open, and occasionally it felt like a draft was coming from below. Anytime she yawned, it echoed up and down the tunnel. There was little use for the vault now, so she couldn't be bothered to fix it. It took a great deal of motivation to even clean off her desk to allow her to work again.
A loud knock on her door made Brenna jump and slap the inkwell. It poured across the rest of the papers, soaking through and dripping off the desk onto her trousers. “Come in.” A woman with short hair and a collection of weapons stepped in and bowed. “Oh, Cass, hi.”
Brenna stood up and smeared the ink around as she tried to brush it off.
“Did I come at a bad time?”
Brenna shook her head, looked at her ink-covered palms, and smeared them on her tunic. “No, no, don’t worry about it. I just, uh . . .” She rubbed her hands on the nearby window curtain until they were mostly clean. “What brings you to Cantille?”
“Official Gorva orders, madame Brenna.” Cass bowed again. Her eyes darted around, assessing the room.
“Just Brenna, you know that.” She sat back down and reclined. “Great office, isn’t it?”
Cass’s mouth flattened. Classic Gorva lack of emotion. “It appears a bit messy.”
“We had an incident. I’m guessing Klien already knows?” Cass opened her mouth to say something, then closed it and stared hard at Brenna. “Oh, he doesn’t. Why are you here?”
Cass set a chair upright and took a seat. Her weapons clattered against the wood. “The cloaked horde from Cassandra’s report was spotted in Halwen, heading west. Isteria is gone.”
“Fuck.” She sat upright. “Come with me.”
Brenna pounded on Cassandra’s door, even as she heard the mage approaching. It flew open to a scowling Cassandra in simple clothes. They looked weird on her. “What do you need?” she shouted at Brenna.
She couldn’t help but smile at Cassandra’s messy hair and clothes. They even appeared to be pajamas. Brenna never once imagined she would see Cassandra not ready for the day. Brenna stepped to the side and pointed at Cass. “This is Cass, a Gorva. You two have the same name, so you should get along.”
Cass bowed. “It is an honor, lady Cassandra.”
“Gorva? What does Klien want?”
“Assistance. We have confirmed the cloaked horde that attacked you was in Halwen, heading west into Cansafore. I personally went to Isteria with an assassination mission, but the city has fallen. There were few people left.”
Cassandra’s face scrunched up. Brenna swore she could hear the mage’s teeth grating together. “Assistance? For what?”
“Protecting Brunta, madame.” Cass bowed again.
Cassandra turned to Brenna. She didn’t know what to think. There was no sign they would attack Brunta, but there was the chance, and there was nothing major to protect in Cantille anymore.
“We could do it,” Brenna said softly. Cassandra nodded.
“Thank you. How many should I tell them to expect?”
“Uh.” Brenna scratched her head. “The two of us and the Konseers? Lafe is . . . gone? We’re not sure where.”
“We have a guess,” mumbled Cassandra.
“But only a guess.” Brenna frowned. “Old man just disappearing like that. Can you imagine Lafe just scurrying away? He would look ridiculous.”
Cass stared at Brenna with a straight face, clearly unamused with her thoughts. Brenna let a smirk creep onto her lips, just thinking of Lafe running. Her thoughts were mixed with both fear and humor combating for dominance. That would go on for some time, as she knew. It was not any different than other situations she had been in. It was difficult to take things seriously until she saw them herself.
“I’ll find Joan and any Konseers I come across. One of you should check the practice range. Meet on the west end of town, near the battle site.” Brenna set off back toward her office. Joan would likely head there when she was bored, and it was about the time of the day Joan often grew bored.
Brenna’s stride was long and hurried. She had given herself the farthest away destination, and she didn’t want to leave everyone waiting for her on the edge of town.
Campus was busy between classes. Students wandered about as they chatted or snacked. Everyone avoided the burnt remains from the funeral pyre. Brenna nodded at and greeted those who called out to her, but she refused to stop and talk no matter how hard a student tried to wrangle her in.
She stepped aside as a stream of students left the tower, then slipped in as the last exited. As she expected, Joan sat in a chair with her feet up on Brenna’s desk.
“Where were you?”
“Cass is here. We need to go help protect Brunta.”
Joan jumped to her feet with her fists clenched. “Protect? From what?”
“Klien expects a horde to attack. We don’t know much. It’s the same people who attacked Cassandra. We’ll get there and keep your parents safe, okay?”
Joan walked over and grabbed Brenna’s hand. “Then let’s get going.” She pulled her out of her office and led the way to the edge of town.
Everyone else was gathered. Slem was covered in dirt and sweat. Dark stubble covered his neck and cheeks. Some bandages remained on his arms, but he was mostly healed, thanks to life magic.
“Sorry to interrupt you,” said Brenna. She scanned the group. “You all know why we’re here?” Nobody asked questions or gave an answer. She took that as a yes. “We travel fast. Eat while moving. Sooner we get to Brunta, the better. Are you good to fight, Slem?”
Slem nodded. His face was serious, his jaw clenched and his eyes glaring ahead.
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Theltor stared up at the sun. The sunshine felt both familiar and entirely foreign. It warmed, numbed the pain underneath, and brought energy into him. Theltor kept his hand locked on Plague’s pommel. He would never let the sword away from him again.
Brunta was nothing but rolling hills, and he hated it. He rolled his shoulders, feeling the weight of his new armor. It was lighter than before, but Ebni assured him that its protection was unnecessary. There was a new awareness to every sensation, from his toes brushing against the front of his boots to the slightest breeze touching his neck. Even his clothes constantly fired his nerves, but not in a way that caused pain or discomfort. It was like being alive again.
Theltor walked confidently and quickly, with Ebni, Ransyll, and Panet behind him. The latter two had hardly spoken to Theltor. From what he could tell, Ransyll had trouble speaking at all anymore because his sword twisted his skin so badly that it turned him into a monster, a berserker of sorts. And Panet whispered to himself often or went into long-winded speeches to Ebni until she shut him up. Both men were more than capable fighters, though. He had seen that in Enlind. The city hardly stood a chance. A few soldiers, some miners, and a few hundred townspeople were crushed underneath their assault. Theltor warmed up to his new skin but stopped before cutting too many down. Ebni captured the rest, adding them to the Brothers.
Now, he walked with more than a hundred thousand behind him, but the only footsteps he heard were his own and Ransyll’s. The beast of a man could hardly help it, and Theltor had yet to learn how they all walked so silently. It was like Jilmon’s light-footedness, something he would never understand. His jaw instinctively clenched at the thought of the Haste. He knew they were far from friends, but he never expected Jilmon to abandon him so readily.
“Have you been in these lands before?” asked Panet.
The sudden conversation surprised Theltor. It seemed unlike the man to approach so suddenly. “Yes, a few times. Brunta is a small kingdom. Not usually worth my time.”
“Ah, yes. I see that. Although, it is calm and peaceful here. A good climate.”
Theltor sighed. He rolled his shoulders a few times. Some old motions, old habits, felt odd in his new skin. “Did you come over here to talk about the damn climate?”
“No, I suppose not. You intrigue me. Of all Lord Flayer’s warriors, only you and Ransyll are not mages. How you endure the torment of the flaying without magical energy is beyond me.” Panet smiled widely. His patchwork cheeks wrinkled. “There are others still in Gojeer. This army of Brothers is not our only one.”
“How many are in Gojeer?” Theltor felt his heart pound. The thought of an army over a hundred thousand strong was intimidating enough, but Boe’Noke hiding away even more was a terrifying thought.
“A few thousand. Maybe closer to ten or twenty thousand. The kingdom of Halindon is being invaded secretly. Different from what we are doing here in Masaneen. I wished to stay and fight. You see, the allied cities of Halindon, as it was once known, are my enemy. I despise them and everyone who lives in any of those cities. Though it has been years since I last stepped foot there.”
Theltor felt a mix of wanting to know more and stop talking to Panet altogether. The man stood too close and talked too fast with his accented words. “Where are you from?”
“The Loendol Empire. Heard of it?”
“Of course. Don’t know much about it, though.”
“Shame. It is a wondrous place. Ransyll is from the Unsoor clans. He was once a mighty warrior, famous for winning tournaments all over the clans.” Panet smiled broadly at Ransyll as if he were proud.
“I can tell he knows how to fight.”
“Oh, but not like you, Theltor. Without the Lord Flayer’s magic, Ransyll would have been left in pieces.”
Ebni stepped forward and roughly grabbed Theltor’s shoulder. Pain rolled through his chest and down his arm to his fingertips. Touch was still new.
“Panet, quiet. Something is wrong.” The sun vanished, leaving them in pure darkness. “Dark magic,” she hissed.
Theltor drew Plague and stopped moving. A silhouette stood on the horizon, somehow darker than the night around them. Ransyll roared and ran forward. Theltor moved to stop him but decided against it. The monster wanted blood. Panet stepped up to stand on Theltor’s left. His mace glowed brightly enough to fully illuminate the area around them.
“New legends surround Brunta,” Panet said, staring off at Ransyll. “They say the most powerful mages in the world live there.”
Theltor spat. “I’ve heard the stories. They mean nothing to me.” He walked off, trailing far behind Ransyll. Panet followed, keeping Theltor on the edge of his light. Ebni stayed behind, halting the Brothers.
As Ransyll approached, the figure shifted, like a shadow split from it, then both vanished. A massive black line appeared across Ransyll’s midsection. It hovered for a moment before exploding. The warrior’s top half crashed down as his legs continued moving forward for three more steps before collapsing.
Theltor pivoted and thrust Plague out to his right. Metal against metal clanged in the air as death magic, and sparks sprang out. The figure held on, pushing against Plague for a moment, then vanished. Just a moment, but long enough for Theltor to see the solid black dagger.
“Panet, keep me in the light.”
Panet grunted, and magic crackled in the air. The light grew, spreading across the hillside. Ebni stood back, eyes trying to follow the man sprinting about, trying to confuse them. “Any idea who this is?”
“No.” Theltor gripped Plague in both hands and scanned the darkness. “Mages are disgusting.”
Ebni shouted as dark magic erupted in the horde. She raised the Brothers up and spun with her hand outstretched. The figure stopped right on the edge of the light, frozen with the skin of his face  pulling away from his skull.
Theltor grinned. She got him. The man had a mask raised over his nose, and his eyes, even while trapped, were cold and filled with murderous hatred.
Theltor lifted Plague high above his head and chopped down. Nice and easy to split a man’s skull with such a sharp sword. It was a generous death.
The man split, like shadows from two light sources, then disappeared altogether. Plague swung right through, chopping into the ground. Theltor grunted and spun around. “You can’t hold him?” he shouted to Ebni.
“This is not a normal mage,” she shouted. Skin snaked off of her, floating in the air. Panet exhaled, pushing more magic into his mace. Far ahead, Ransyll roared as he crawled toward his legs.
The man appeared again, faster than Theltor expected. He chopped at Panet, but the man was ready and blocked with the mace. A ring of light erupted, pushing the masked man back to the edge of the light. He stood and straightened his posture. He was confident.
Footsteps pounded as Ransyll ran back. His skin still fluttered, trying to fully reattach his legs.
“Are you Sir Theltor?” asked the man.
Theltor squinted. “Panet, step back.” Theltor stepped in front, just within reach of Plague. “Yes.”
“The Brothers have taken you then? The stories made you sound more powerful.” He looked over to Ebni, taking his eyes off Theltor. “Lady Cassandra lives. She has warned us of you.”
Theltor swung horizontally, but the black dagger manifested before Plague connected. He had fought plenty of talented warriors before, but he could not understand where that dagger had come from. The man glared back at him. “I used to think knights were honorable, but even as an assassin, I stand above you.” He pushed back, making Theltor take a step back to regain balance.
“Who are you?”
“Brunta’s protector. I see I will not be able to fight you in this situation, but I promise if you even look at Brunta’s walls, you will all die.” His words were filled with venom. They were the most sincere threats Theltor had ever heard. The man’s eyes were windows to evil, hatred and anger.
Ransyll charged, smashing Heart down on the assassin, but the man was gone. Shortly after, the magic disappeared, and the sun shone brightly. They had to squint as their eyes adjusted.
“He fled.” Theltor let out a sigh of relief. The man thought he couldn’t win, but Theltor knew he wasn’t the only one certain that they were outclassed.
“Was that the weapon?” asked Ebni as she hurried over. “The black dagger?”
“It was. Getting it from him won’t be simple.”
Ransyll growled, still looking around for the man. Panet relaxed and let out a huge breath. Sweat beaded his forehead. “That wasn’t normal dark magic.” He bent over, resting his mace on the ground. “That was a void. That was the brightest I could go.”
“Why did he let us go?” asked Theltor.
“Caution is for the wise,” said Ebni. “He will be stronger during the night or inside away from the sun.”
Theltor couldn’t imagine the man being stronger than he was there. It gave a mix of thrill and fear. It was a feeling he so rarely experienced.
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Soldiers marched near the gates of Brunta. Their armor clanged too loudly to let Candle focus. She was in a bad mood. Worse than bad. She glared at everybody and everything. Her elbows pressed hard into the stone parapets of Brunta’s wall. It was a view she had only seen a few times in her life, and she still couldn’t find the enthusiasm to care about it.
Klien leaned on his elbows beside her. Candle jumped and yelled, “Fuck.” She cleared her throat and composed herself. “When did you get back?”
“Just now.” A few drops of sweat hung on his skin, just around his eyes.
“And? Was Hort right?”
Klien nodded. “He was. About a half-day out. They have at least three magical weapons, including Sir Theltor and Plague.”
Candle’s heart stopped. “From Cansafore?” One of the fiercest swordsmen. Why would he join them?
“Yes. Inform General Gaist. I will join King Sulvin and Queen Pell. I won’t be leaving their side. You understand?” Klien stood upright. It was time. Her heart pounded.
“I won’t let them into the city.” Candle bowed, and Klien returned it.
“I trust you, Candle.” Klien took a step, then vanished.
She cleared her throat. Gattul and Toxin squad were nearby, waiting for orders. “Kupna,” said Candle loudly. The small woman stepped out of the tower. She still wore slippers. Odd. “It’s time. I need Rock and all the recruits here.”
“Anything else?”
Candle shook her head. Kupna bowed and jumped off the back of the wall. Everything was still quiet. A half-day? That was too close. Hort was lucky to survive. “Gattul, you fat cow, are you ready?”
Gattul groaned and stepped out of the tower, ducking slightly through the doorway. “Always.” His fists were bunched up, and veins raised on his forearms. There was no magic in the air, but she could feel a slight chill from his breath. He was certainly ready. Despite his laziness, Gattul’s thermal magic was as deadly as it comes, always hovering right on the edge of his skin.
“Good. Hold the wall. Keep sight. I need to talk to Gaist.”
Gattul nodded, placed his meaty hands on the parapets, and glared out to the horizon like he would stare the horde to death. Candle walked into the tower, nodded at Ulmin, who was huddled around a book in the corner and jogged down the spiraling steps of the tower. The soles of her shoes pattered endlessly on the stones. It could be silent if she wanted, but her mind wandered. There were a lot of them. That was certain. Possibly the biggest army she had ever seen. Even without weapons, numbers like that could swarm even the greatest armies. And Brunta was certainly not one of the greatest armies.
On the ground, soldiers clunked past and marched to and fro. It was chaos. Gaist would say there was organization, order even, but Candle knew better. It was a mess, and every one of the soldiers was ready to shit themselves. They didn’t know what was coming. They hardly understood what they were prepping for. Few, if any, had seen real battle. The only ones who had fought against Ta-Veer had died. It was that simple. All the survivors survived because they kept their distance from Pettrin and Lafe. How would Brunta fight without Brenna? They would find out.
“Gaist,” she called, waving at the old, frail man.
“Gorva,” he spat, a strong look of disdain in his eyes. His eyebrows were ruffled, and sweat trickled down his skin. “You will refer to me as General, if you will.”
“I won’t.” She wiped her hand across her nose. “Look, Gaist, Klien spotted the invaders a half-day out—”
Gaist held his hand in front of Candle’s face and waved somebody over. She had black hair that looked like it had been roughly chopped, uneven as it hung down her neck. It was tucked behind her ears, one of which was split with a dark red scar running through it.
“Lieutenant Corzin,” said Gaist, “You should be here for this. Gorva, continue.”
Candle gritted her teeth, holding back the countless insults running through her mind. Gaist often forgot that he had no control of the Gorva. There was no real chance he even understood who they were or what they did. “Corzin, I’m glad somebody with a brain is in the military. Congratulations on the promotion.”
Corzin bowed her head and grinned. “Thanks, Gorva.”
Gaist opened his mouth to protest. Candle held her hand out to his face. “As I was telling Gaist, Klien spotted the invaders a half-day out. Klien has already taken his position beside His Majesty. I am running Gorva support from out here, but our primary objective is protecting the throne.”
“Your support is appreciated,” said Corzin.
Gaist grunted. “We will not need more than your support. Brunta’s walls haven’t fallen, and they won’t today.”
“Toxin squad is in the tower with Gattul watching for any sign of the invaders. I have some other business to attend to, so seek him out if you need help.”
Gaist glared, and Corzin bowed. Candle bowed to the lieutenant, spun on her foot, and walked away. Gaist immediately spewed orders, shouting every direction.
Farther into the city, things calmed down. Fewer soldiers ran about, and civilians cleared the area. How much information they received from Sulvin or Gaist wasn’t clear. Did they know they were being invaded? Hopefully, but she had no time to figure that out. Kupna nodded as she passed, heading back to the tower. Close behind trailed Rock, his squad, and the recruits. He looked rough as usual but less hostile.
“Candle, is it true?”
She nodded and wrinkled her nose. “We’ve got at least twenty thousand or so heading our way.” Rock shrugged. “Plenty of killing to do, if that is your thing. Recruits ready?”
Rock shrugged again. “Seems like it. Yenna should be up on the wall with you when things start. A Ta-Veer bow would do her good. Where you want us?”
“All of Hawk should be in the palace. Take the recruits there as well, except Yenna. I’ll use her. Toxin and Shadow will run support for Gaist. Klien is already there. You know the drill.” Rock nodded and waved Kepp and Junk along behind him. “Yenna, over here.”
Yenna broke off from the recruits trailing behind Hawk squad. She looked a tad nervous, fiddling with the frayed ends of her tunic.
“Have you met Toxin squad?” She shook her head. “Follow me.” Candle led them back through the soldiers, up the spiraling stairs, and onto the top of the wall. Ulmin was in the same spot. Eyes stuck on his book. “Ulmin,” shouted Candle. He slowly looked over the book with bloodshot eyes.
“What, Candle?” Loathing. Nothing else in his voice but loathing.
“Ready to fight?”
Ulmin lifted the book, placing it between him and Candle. “When Gattul tells me to fight, I fight.” It muffled his voice.
Candle quietly swore and waved Yenna outside. Gattul and Kupna stood side by side, looking out west. “Gattul, I brought you a present.”
The big man looked at Yenna and squinted. “Who?”
“Yenna. New recruit. Trained by Rock and Klien. Likely the best shot. Other than me, of course.” Candle grinned.
“Boasting in a time like this?” Gattul raised one eyebrow.
Candle waved a dismissive hand. “She’s going to join you here. Under your command. Got it? I’ll be around but not leading the wall.”
Gattul turned back to the parapet. “Where’s Hort?”
“Preparing with Midnight squad right now. He’ll be running ground support to start. Gaist needs the help.”
“He always does,” grunted Gattul. “How is the general still alive?”
“Sulvin’s excellent life mages,” said Kupna, tapping her fingers on the stone. “They help someone who doesn’t fight stay alive.”
Gattul stared outward and didn’t react. It seemed like he didn’t even hear her, which he likely didn’t. Gattul was good at tuning things out, especially Kupna.
Candle climbed back down the tower and stood in the doorway, just out of the sunlight. It seemed so easy to step past, but time felt still, just for a moment. Klien approached the situation coldly, like always, but could she? If Cassandra’s report had been correct up to this point, they were about to face something she couldn’t even comprehend. Klien assessed them and returned, fleeing straight to the king. What did he see?
She gritted her teeth, the tendons in her neck straining, as she stepped into the sunlight. Not too long now. Cass wouldn’t make it. Brenna wouldn’t make it.
“Fuck.”
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Theltor grinned, walking with a swagger to his step down the western road from Enlind. Brunta was close. Even out of sight, the bustle of preparations filled his ears.
They were panicked. That was good. Conquering Brunta had been a goal of his for so long. That damn kingdom with its cocky mage. Konseers were no better than the Haste, and look at how they had turned out.
“I can feel their magic.” Ebni’s words snapped off like she was on edge. Her hood was pulled far over her face, shielding her from sunlight.
“It’s nothing,” said Theltor. “Their strongest mage is in Cantille now, running that university. Brunta won’t be a threat at all.”
“You watched them?” asked Panet. His mace glowed lightly as he walked beside Theltor. He always looked a little scared, uncertain of what was happening around him. A lot less intense than Ransyll, even when the beast was capable of forming words rather than grunts and groans of pain.
“Of course. They were always considered a threat, as well as a target. Cansafore doesn’t underestimate anybody.” That wasn’t true.
“But that assassin . . .?” Panet spun the mace in his hands.
“A secret organization in Brunta. The Gorva. It had to be one of them. I don’t know much. Assassins and spies. That weapon, Panet . . . what is it?” asked Theltor.
“Titan’s Eye. It’s made of glass or crystals.” Panet held it out in front of Theltor. Cracked leather wrapped around the grip and shaft, up to what looked like four metal claws around a clear orb. The glow faded slightly. A small ball of light remained in the very center. “Nobody knows where it came from, but it appeared in the legend of Holstin Yolf and the Royal Army of Zabanor. She took on at least ten thousand mages and soldiers by herself with just this.” He held it upright, and the light grew brighter. “Then it disappeared for a century and ended up with a giant snail.”
Ebni hovered over Theltor’s shoulder. It turned his stomach. “Billo,” she said, almost a whisper. “A lesser titan. Not just a snail.”
Panet relaxed his arms and hung Titan’s Eye at his side. “There you have it.”
Ransyll growled, deep in this throat, as he walked ahead of Theltor. It annoyed him, but the beast was welcome to come into sight first. Theltor was hardly leading; he knew that. The horde, even the Cloud Battalion, followed Ebni now. Boe’Noke could spew all kinds of lies, and Theltor would continue to pretend he couldn’t see through them. He knew his goals, and the titan would be the one manipulated in the end.
“What have you done in the past when Kofore arrives?” Theltor looked at Ebni, who grinned at the question.
“Kofore arrives from battles, Plague Knight. We do not kill. We only grant life. If Kofore arrives, it will be Plague that called the War Titan.”
Theltor chuckled softly. Without Kofore, he could conquer all of Masaneen.
Ransyll stopped on the crest of a hill ahead, growled again, smashing Heart into the road, then turned to face Theltor, Panet, and Ebni as they slowly approached uphill.
“Ransyll,” called Theltor. “See anything?”
Ransyll reached back, pointing Heart behind him. “Brunta,” he grunted.
“Thank you, Ran—” Ransyll’s chest exploded out, throwing flesh, blood, and shattered bones out across the hillside. The beast stumbled and gripped Heart in his white-knuckled hand. Ebni, Theltor, and Panet ducked as another blast ripped through Ransyll before the last could heal.
“Ballista? Here?” shouted Panet.
“Ballista?” Theltor asked. He hadn’t heard the word before. Still crouched, he inched up the hill and looked at the distant walls of Brunta. “Archers are lining the western wall.”
“A bow can’t do that damage,” shouted Panet.
Ransyll turned toward the city and roared as an arrow ripped through his skull, blowing his head apart. Skin wiggled through the air as Ransyll charged forward, headless and bleeding.
“Ebni, follow my lead with my battalion. I’ll get the gate open with Ransyll. Then it’s your turn.”
Ebni pulled down her hood, nodded, and pointed forward. “Good luck, Plague Knight.”
Theltor drew Plague, carved through the ground with it as he walked to the crest of the hill. “Luck is for fools.”
* * *
Candle nocked another arrow and pulled the string past her ear. Yenna exhaled hard out her nostrils and readied another arrow too.
A giant, headless man was charging the walls. There wasn’t much else she could think to do other than hit him again. What kind of monster were they fighting? Neither of them had missed, yet the man ran straight at them. A man was too nice, too vague, of a description for the creature.
“Candle,” snapped Gattul to her left. The big man readied his bow. “That’s Plague?”
Candle’s eyes flicked from the charging man to the hill. A purple haze hung in the air beside a figure, too far away to make everything out. A mass of others climbed the hill behind. “Yeah, that’s Plague.”
“Now?” asked Yenna. Candle had to lean over the parapet to see the charging figure. Brunta’s walls were strong, sure, but she didn’t know how strong that creature really was.
“Now,” said Candle as she loosed her arrow. Yenna released and leaned far over the parapet to watch as both arrows launched down and struck the shoulders of the charging man. His head had started regrowing on the charge, that much she could see. But now, it would take a lot longer to regrow anything.  Each arrow took off an arm, leaving his sword behind as his armless, half-headed body crashed against the sturdy Bruntan walls. Blood splattered against the stones.
“What . . .” Gattul sighed and drew his bow. “This was never going to be a normal day, was it?” The figure below stumbled and collapsed onto its back.
Candle grabbed another Ta-Veerian wood arrow and nocked it. “Not even close, Gattul. You ready?”
A grunt escaped from his lips, pressed tightly together as he glared out at Theltor. Purple haze hid the man’s features, but everybody in the Gorva knew of Plague. It was only a matter of time before it carved its way into Brunta.
“Take him out,” hissed Candle. Her bowstring snapped forward, the arrow wobbling as it exploded through the air. Wisps of light trailed from her arrow.
Yenna and Gattul launched their arrows, which trailed behind Candle’s. Theltor cocked his head as Candle’s arrow ricocheted off Plague. Magic visibly crackled like sparks around him. He dropped the tip of Plague and let the other arrows pierce his chest. Yenna’s ripped a hole, and Gattul’s slid through his flesh like it was water.
Skin stitched back together as Theltor broke into a sprint. Two other figures led a horde of thousands up the crest of the hill. Candle’s heart raced.
“How do we stop him?” asked Yenna quietly, not directed at Candle. Sweat stained her armpits, and her hands shook lightly.
“Stay close to Gattul,” said Candle, placing her hand on Yenna’s shoulder. Gattul nocked another arrow and nodded.
“I got her. You do your business.” He grunted and loosed another arrow. It was wide by a half-body. From far off, it was still an impressively close shot. Gattul was never much of a marksman. At least, not by Gorva standards. Precision is important, but power is where Gorva stood high above master marksmen.
Candle patted Yenna’s shoulder and ran through the tower. Ulmin and Kupna stood ready, shuffling back to let Candle pass. They bowed slightly.
“Now,” shouted Gattul. Hundreds of bowstrings hummed as hundreds of arrows were launched, whistling through the air at Theltor. Candle climbed the stairs to the top of the tower and peeked over the parapet. Most arrows missed by far, but those that struck Theltor did no visible damage. The Cansaforian was no longer human. Candle swore under her breath and sprinted down the tower stairs. She bumped her shoulder into the wall and almost stumbled, barely catching herself.
Midnight squad stood directly at the bottom of the stairs. Hort leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, standing between Vilm, short and gaunt, and Gunto, tall, impressively muscular, and abnormally hairy.
“It’s time,” blurted Candle. “Theltor is at the wall.”
The gate rumbled nearby. Wood creaked loudly. “Not a single outsider gets in Brunta,” shouted Gaist. “Protect your home!” His old voice hardly carried over the sounds of anxious breathing.
“Nobody gets inside!” Corzin’s voice effortlessly washed over everybody. She stood on top of a stack of crates with a longsword in her hands. Most of her face was hidden by her helmet, but her snarl was still visible.
“Go,” shouted Candle.
Hort stood off the wall, rolled his shoulders, and sniffled. “Let’s go, boys.” Vilm and Gunto followed him out in the mass of soldiers standing before the gate. It was primarily battlemages on the road, with Gaist’s normal soldiers filling the rest of the area. It would be damn difficult to get anybody inside the city, even with Plague.
Soldiers parted for the Gorva, eyeing them suspiciously. They knew who they were to a degree but had never seen them fight. Candle pushed in before the opening closed but veered off to the left, shoving her way past the soldiers gathered. She climbed the side of a building, pushing off windows and the chimney until she sat on the roof. A few battlemages noticed her and pointed but were hushed by their commander.
“Let them through,” shouted Corzin as the frontline soldiers eyed Hort. “Gorva are here to help.”
Hort nodded to Corzin, drew his dagger, and shook his arms. Plague stabbed through the gate, leaving glowing purple debris behind as Theltor carved his way through the wood. He moved the blade quickly, fluidly, until the whole lower section of the gate collapsed inward. Theltor stood alone, Plague in hand, with patchwork skin and smirk of evil. Candle loosed an arrow, barely blocked by Plague. Sparks of magic fluttered through the air again as Hort punched the ground at his feet. Earth shot up and grabbed onto Theltor’s legs, trapping him.
The rocks pressed against his skin, sending shivers of pain up his waist and down to his toes. It really pissed him off. Theltor swung Plague down, chopping the stones away.
It was unnerving seeing so many hundreds of soldiers standing still in front of him. The whole of Brunta appeared to be filled with their army, yet they didn’t move. Those three, and that damn archer, were the only ones engaging now.
A shadow passed over him as Theltor took a step forward. His gaze moved up to a wooden barrel, floating oddly above him.
Not a barrel. A keg? A hint of magic crackled in the air. Nothing much, but enough to move— “Shit.”
The keg broke apart, dropping viscous lantern oil onto his head. Beside the sinewy mage stood a short, gaunt man with veins protruding from his forehead. Heat left his fingers.
Theltor’s vision was gone, overcome by the flames. The pain was minimal. Everything healed at the same rate it burned, but his eyes were overcome by flames, unable to see through. He stood proudly, unharmed, and ready to fight. Intimidation was enough, he figured.
Massive weight collided with his body and threw him backward, tumbling repeatedly. Plague stayed tightly in his grip, carving through the road until he stopped.
Two loud pounds on the ground shook the stones beneath Theltor’s feet. The flames withered, burning only lightly. A wicked smile creased his lips. “Ransyll, let’s get them.”
Ransyll was covered in blood, guts, and brains, but regrown. Skin still slithered about, and tendons, veins, and nerves snaked their way beneath his skin to fit back in place.
Theltor glanced up at the archer on the roof. Light magic covered the tip of her arrow, glinting like sunlight from far away. Her bowstring was already pulled back. Her aim was right at Theltor’s head. It was useless, and she knew it.
He still couldn’t let it hit him. Her power would slow him down. A glance over his shoulder confirmed Ebni and the Brothers were close. It would be smarter to wait, but Ransyll was angry. And waiting wasn’t fun.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” whispered Candle with the bowstring beside her face. The monster of a man was back, almost as he was before her first shot. What could heal that way?
Theltor stared at her, a smile on his face. He wasn’t scared at all. She shifted, aiming at the large man’s leg, and fired. The arrow exploded through the air and ripped a hole through his thigh. Shredded bits of flesh flew into the sky and fell slowly like leaves in autumn. He roared and stumbled, stopping himself from falling with his sword. It glowed lightly, a hint of green along the metal.
“Hort,” she shouted as loud as she could, feeling her voice rip at her throat. “It’s the sword. Get it away from him.” Theltor’s expression hardened, losing all sense of aloofness. “Corzin, go!”
Lieutenant Corzin pointed her longsword forward. “Help the Gorva get that sword! Charge, Brunta!” A roar of soldiers cheering filled the air, louder than anything Candle had ever heard.
Corzin’s battlemages ran down the road, sprinting straight at Theltor and the monster. Magic crackled in the air, and a hint of growing winds washed over them. Flames danced up swords, shields turned to ice, and the ground rumbled from earth magic.
Candle was never a battlemage. Like the rest of the squad leaders, she was taken in by Klien before they were old enough to manage on their own. Still, Bruntan battlemages were fierce and had grown stronger under Corzin’s leadership over the last year. They were angry. They were territorial. And they were pissed off that a Cansaforian, even one working with another group, thought he could take on Brunta.
Hort, Vilm, and Gunto melted into the charge, effortlessly vanishing among the clanging iron armor. Theltor moved quickly, still smoldering, to stand beside the monster. Candle nocked an arrow, but her targets were obscured. At least, the targets below. She leaned back, pulled just a hair farther, and released. The arrow flew through the gate, down the road, and struck the woman leading the horde. It struck her chest, causing her to stumble back, but the arrow itself bounced off, snapping the wooden shaft.
Candle clenched her jaw and looked to the top of the wall. Gattul shouted orders alongside Gaist’s men. Arrows flew rapidly down at the approaching army, but their supply dwindled fast. So was Candle’s. Three arrows left. Not enough to take on an army.
Theltor ducked, sliced, parried, pivoted, and sliced again. Over and over. Blades hit him. Magic burned him, sizzled his skin, or pierced his body, but none of it mattered. A Bruntan skewered him, and all Theltor could do was give the soldier the wickedest smile he could manage. No pain could be worse than what Theltor had already endured. Every strike and injury felt like nothing more than a gentle massage. Skin slithered around his body, patching, repairing, and replacing as needed.
Body after body fell around him, and Ransyll seemed to have a similar experience. The warrior smashed his opponents, sometimes misusing the sword altogether in his savagely fast attacks. He crushed them with the broadside, denting or crushing their armor under his strength. Scars hardened, twisted, and grew around his joints that had been severed. Muscles, flexed and taut against his skin, continued to grow and shift. Ransyll was far from finished.
Theltor took a half step closer to him as he swung Plague. His mind was more focused on watching Ransyll than on technique. They were fighting mages, but weak ones at that. Hardly more than regular soldiers with a slight surprise. Brunta’s battlemages were a weak sort, like the Sun Dwellers. Magic added nothing if the soldiers themselves were weak.
Plague cut through armor, shield, swords, flesh, and bone as easily as it could cut through water. Bodies mangled, burning, and broken fell at his feet, littering the ground right at the gate. Ebni and Panet were close. He could feel them.
“Ransyll, are you—” His jaw locked, his tongue stopped, and he was unable to move. Soldiers swarmed him, stabbing and cutting. One tried to pull Plague from his hand, but even frozen in time, he would not let go.
“Go,” yelled the muscular assassin, teeth gritted.
“Hold it, Gunto, hold it,” shouted the thin, wiry leader. Ransyll looked over at Theltor, squinted, and pivoted to face the Bruntans behind him. All three that faced them before stood just outside the gate. The muscular one, Gunto, stood with his arms outstretched, muscles tense, and sweat beading on his forehead. Chills ran through Theltor’s veins. Liquid magic. The damned mage wasn’t just trying to hold him. He was trying to freeze Theltor’s blood.
The leader sprinted straight at Ransyll, while soldiers chopped at his back and knees. Their swords did little to his hardened flesh.
Candle had an arrow nocked and magic dancing on her fingertips. What could she do? The toxin squad was occupied with the oncoming horde, and Midnight fought the two warriors. Who was better to help?
Hort sunk into the ground as the monster swung, just barely getting underneath the horizontal slash. Bricks from the road popped into the air and struck the monster from every angle as the ground swelled and bumped Hort into the air.
Gunto yelled in pain, still and motionless in his focus, as the skin was flayed from his back. The lead woman had a hand pointed forward. She had to be Candle’s target.
Deep exhale, one pounding heartbeat, and a second, then inhale as she pulled the bowstring back, brushing the fletching against her cheek. Light magic from her fingers wove into the bowstring, into the fletchings, down the shaft, and into the arrowhead. It glowed like a star. A star that was about to fall. The woman’s eyes shot over to Candle, wide and panicked. She was closer now. Less time to react. Less time for the arrow to slow.
Her ring, middle, and index fingers on her right hand tingled from the magical energy as she straightened them. The bowstring snapped forward, propelling the arrow. In the blink of an eye, Candle’s arrow became a shooting star over the heads of Bruntan soldiers. Air was thrown out of its way, exploding like gas magic.
The woman tried to put her hands up, to move her magical energy around, but the arrow was too fast. Light sprinkled off the arrowhead as it struck Ebni’s left eye. Her head became the sun, with light spilling out of her eyes, nose, and mouth, illuminating everything in front of her.
The arrow continued onward, bursting apart the back of her head and skewering three members of the horde behind her. She collapsed beside a tall, thin man with a glowing mace. He held it up and shouted, “Charge,” with a strong accent. If it had them, the horde broke ranks and moved forward like a tidal wave.
Hort stood behind the monster, who was now covered in bloody mud. Vilm took his attention away from Hort and focused on protecting Gunto, who was bleeding and remained stationary to hold Theltor. Ice crystallized in the air, and blood spilling across the stones froze. The horde slipped, but it did little overall to slow their advance.
“Hurry,” shouted Gunto as loud as he was able. It came out as more of a grunt.
The monster swung all over, unable to connect with Hort. The Gorva dodged as narrowly as possible, keeping close as he worked his magic through the mud. “Ready,” yelled Hort. Vilm blasted fire in a wave. The horde was moving quickly, only a few paces from Gunto.
The monster swung again but slowed and stopped. Mud hardened around his body like a cast. He roared and swung his head, but his arms wouldn’t move. Vilm ran under and held out his arms as Hort launched himself up, landed on the monster’s outstretched arm, and stomped his foot. The arm snapped off and partially crumbled into flaky bits of dried mud. Flames engulfed Vilm, the arm, and the sword just as the horde reached Gunto. The Gorva released Theltor and ran forward into the wave of Bruntan soldiers. As the flames died, Vilm launched the burning bundle in his arms at Hort, who caught the sword, untethered by the arm.
“Go, Hort,” shouted Candle.
“Cover the Gorva,” ordered Corzin. She was on the ground, somewhere in the mass of soldiers charging forward.
Hort wrapped his arms around the sword and sprinted into the city, pushing through armored soldiers and vanishing in the crowd.
“All the way to Brenna, Hort. Don’t stop until you find her.” Candle stood up tall. That was one small victory.
Theltor rolled his shoulders. His flesh burned, worse than before. Too much magic. Too many strikes. It was enough. The Gorva thought they could hide among real soldiers? His eyes had locked onto the muscular one. No amount of distractions would change his focus.
Plague sliced through the air, taking life after life, as Theltor walked straight forward, following the path of the Gorva.
To his side, Ransyll broke free of the mud. His arm and Heart were gone, but that wasn’t close to enough to stop him or the Brothers.
“Ransyll,” said Theltor, just loud enough to make it over the screams of flayed men and the clanging of metal against metal. “Get the Mage Blade.”
Even as swords jabbed into him and scraped against his hardened flesh, Ransyll nodded. Calmed down without Heart to cause pain and rage, he was capable of thinking again. That was good. They would need it.
Theltor bent slightly forward, adjusted his grip on Plague, and sprinted with the magical blade outstretched. It cut through countless Bruntans, but many would only be wounded. That was fine. They weren’t his goal. Ebni could take them later.
The muscular Gorva noticed him and readied himself for the charge. Ice tickled Theltor’s veins, but there wasn’t enough energy left for that to stop Theltor. Not when he was so furious.
Candle watched Theltor’s advancement and the trail of carnage through Bruntan ranks. He wasn’t afraid of his positioning. Confidence in his skills and his ability to stay alive led him so far forward. And Candle wasn’t sure that confidence was misplaced.
Fletchings tickled her cheek, but her jaw was clenched, and her eyebrows furrowed. There was no clear shot without possibly hitting Bruntans. But it was the only choice. Gunto couldn’t stop the Plague Knight.
Theltor dashed forward faster than Candle could move and dodged the arrow entirely. By the time she saw him again, Plague was lifted in the air, trailing flesh and guts with it. Gunto leaned back, falling in half, with purple burns covering each side of the gash slicing his torso from hip to shoulder.
Theltor straightened, spit on Gunto’s corpse, and grinned. Candle nocked her last arrow. He stood close to the building she was on now, causing her to almost look straight over the edge to see him. Gaist angrily shouted orders from nearby.
“Just wait, Gorva.” Theltor’s voice hissed like a snake.
Candle felt her stomach churn. Few things truly scared her. Theltor was added to her list. “Toxin squad,” she shouted. “Pull back!”
Gattul looked over the back of the wall, his eyes widening on seeing Gunto. He pointed and shouted, unintelligible to Candle. Yenna, Ulmin, and Kupna all ran into the tower and disappeared from her sight.
It was worse than she expected. Even as Bruntan soldiers executed the cloaked horde, the horde stood back up and continued to fight. A whole section of the cloaked horde stood to the side, outfitted just like the Cloud Battalion. It would make sense with Theltor, but could a whole army have been taken down?
The corpses littering the western gate were enough of an answer. All from one man. And he wasn’t even interested in her. He was strutting for General Gaist.
It was fine, she thought. If Corzin lived, it would put her in charge of the battle. Better than Gaist, the old bastard. He didn’t deserve to die, but it could help turn the tide.
Ulmin appeared on the roof beside her. “Orders?”
“Toxin retreat to the palace. Gaist is down, and Corzin might not hold the gate. Your arrows up there didn’t do anything, did they?”
“No. They kept standing. Even with ten arrows in their chests.”
“Our duty is to Klien, and he swore to protect his king. That’s our true goal as well.” Candle wiped the sweat from her forehead. “Retreat to the palace.”
Ulmin nodded. “I’ll pass it on to Gattul.”
“Take Yenna with you. She can join the other recruits with Hawk squad.”
Ulmin ran to the edge of the building, climbed down, and disappeared. Candle shook out her arms, put her bow over her shoulder, and walked along the roof to the corner. Screams of Bruntans filled the air. There was a buzz of Death, but it was quiet. That was a terrible sign.
Theltor stood, leaning against a crate, grinning at Candle. To his side was the headless corpse of General Gaist. The head was nowhere to be seen.
Candle’s skin tingled, and she felt like somebody was pinching it on her arm. She snapped to her right, to the gate, where the woman stood, cloak off and topless. Her head was still destroyed, but she moved as if she was fully alive. No eyes filled the sockets in her skull, and her teeth were blackened and burnt from the light magic.
“Joining us willingly is less painful.” Theltor sheathed Plague and slowly tapped his foot, still smiling at Candle. “I can handle this, Ebni,” he spat quietly. The magic on Candle’s skin lessened, then vanished.
Bruntan soldiers in the back line, focused on the gate, finally noticed the swordsman.
“Stop.” She looked at them. “Retreat. Flee, if you can.”
The soldiers looked at one another, uncertain what to do, then ran away alongside the building behind her.
“Ebni will catch them. She can feel flesh. They will join the Brothers.”
“What happened to you, Theltor? I’ve heard so many stories of how powerful you were. One of the legendary swordsmen, second only to the Bone Knight. And now look at you.” Candle drew two daggers, cloaking them in light magic. She was never as good at it as Toes, but it was a passable job, especially with so much else to distract one’s target.
“Oh, Grayson wouldn’t last against me anymore. And he grew weak from what I’ve heard. Lost to a mage in this city right here.” He stretched his hands outward. “The Bone Knight has fallen. He’s nowhere near to save you now.”
Candle tightened her grip, bent slightly at the knee, and readied herself to fight him. “I won’t join you.”
“I thought the same thing. You will, Gorva. Come then. I don’t need Plague to fight you.” He kept his arms outstretched, and he spun in a slow circle.
“Candle,” snapped a voice above her. Vilm was crouched on the roof’s edge. “Klien called all Gorva to retreat. They’re in the north gate already.”
“Your kingdom is ours. Retreat then, Gorva. I’ll see you soon.” Candle spat the bile out of her mouth and ran down the road into the heart of Brunta.
* * *
Magic flared far away, yet so much closer than anything felt in so long. That damned city of Brunta again. Why were they moving away from so much energy?
Warden dragged Neptor along like a pet, but everything felt so unfamiliar, so out of place, that Neptor could not fight against it. The bone casting of its body slowly grew outward and upward. Things were going to be difficult if Neptor remained small.
“How far do you intend to go, Warden?” Neptor’s voice echoed from the bone in the language of titans.
“Farther.” Warden pulled harder with its one arm, then abruptly stopped. A figure stood in front, and Neptor had to step around to see.
“Ah,” said Neptor, “Boe’Noke.”
“So, it’s true then.” He crossed his arms. “I’m impressed Warden was able to do something so sinister. What happened to being the watcher?”
Warden grew a little larger and leaned over Boe’Noke, casting its shadow across the hill. “Mortals needed more than watching. They needed direction.”
Boe’Noke smirked. “And you knew the direction for the mortals? A minor titan? Oh, Warden, look at you. You almost died fighting a mortal.”
“Enough.” Neptor shuffled forward. “Why did you come?”
“Only to see if you were truly back, Killer. The alliance will form again. You know that, don’t you?”
Jagged bones jutted out, curving and twisting to complete a humanoid form. Neptor took long strides to stand between Warden and Boe’Noke. “Your alliance can try. I was not simply sleeping all these centuries.”
The smirk grew on Boe’Noke’s face. “Oh, no, no, no, Neptor. You misunderstand. That alliance? They are surely against me as well. That magic you feel are my followers taking the city of Brunta. Bozendol hides, Dryad has vanished, and Konnato wastes away in Zarren. There is no alliance, just Borthes. The others are dead or have given up. The King of the Sun can’t chase us both, can he?”
“Warden, back down,” ordered Neptor. Warden shrank back down to its normal size and stepped back. “Where is Farlir?”
“Nuliya. Off-limits for you too?”
“For now. Too dangerous.”
Boe’Noke nodded. “Always has been. After my business in Brunta is finished, I will be going to Zarren. Don’t follow.”
“One request, Flesh King. Gravel. Where is it? I want my spear.”
Boe’Noke’s smirk vanished, and his eyebrows furrowed. “Fine. Only this once. It’s in the Gholan Desert. People live around it, worship it. Nobody has been able to pull it from the ground in decades. Foolish mortals. All it needs is a competent earth mage.”
Neptor’s legs loudly cracked as hundreds of tiny spikes grew across the smooth surface. The legs grew taller, soon putting Neptor’s head above Boe’Noke’s. “Warden, we go south immediately. Konnato is in the south?”
Boe’Noke glared. “Konnato would destroy you right now, Neptor. If you plan to fight the titans again, do not start with Konnato. She has retreated from the mortals, but she would surely strike you down as you are now.”
“We shall see. Warden, let us go.”
Warden wrapped its cloak around Neptor and vanished. 
 
* * *
Klien stood in the middle of the throne room with his jet-black dagger dancing in his hands. It moved fluidly, spinning and twisting too fast for the eye to follow. In all her years as a Grova agent, Candle had never seen Klien do something like that. A nervous tick, perhaps?
What would make Klien nervous?
“Can’t we flee? To Ta-Veer?” pleaded Sulvin.
“No.” Klien’s voice was firm. “They know we are here. Even if we left earlier. There is no escaping this, Your Majesty. I am truly sorry.”
Sulvin stood from his throne and lumbered down to Klien. He embraced him, tears running down his cheeks. “No, Klien, no. I owe you my life. What would I have done without you?”
“Are we going to die?” asked Pell. Her voice was quiet and shaky.
The dagger stopped in Klien’s hand. “No, My Queen. I will fight with my life to protect you, and so will my Gorva.”
Candle felt excitement stir in her heart. She might not love the monarchs, but she was Bruntan, and nobody would touch them.
Sulvin sat on the ground. “Do you remember my first drink, Klien? We should have another.”
Klien’s eyes darted to Rock, hovering behind the thrones. The Hawk squad leader paced anxiously, grinding his teeth together.
“After this, Your Majesty, I would have a drink with you.”
“Ah,” said Sulvin, “A rule follower to the end. Klien, if I told you and your Gorva to flee right now, would you do it?”
“Absolutely not, Your Majesty.”
A weak smile passed Sulvin’s lips. He stood with effort and fell back into his throne. “Why not? What if I order your agents to leave?”
“We are loyal to Klien,” blurted Candle. “He stays, we stay.”
Klien nodded his agreement. Sulvin scratched his chin. “Klien,” he paused and took a deep breath, “I command you and all of your Gorva agents to retreat to Ta-Veer. Leave at once. Queen Pell and I can figure it out.”
“I refuse, Your Majesty. I will be here until the end of my life.”
Pell reached over and grabbed Sulvin’s hand between both of hers. Sulvin leaned forward in his throne and glared. “There is nothing I can do?”
“I swore an oath to your father, Your Majesty, when we were children. Your family is under my protection, now and forever.” Klien stood ridged, emotionless, but his words gave away just the slightest hint of sadness.
“There,” Sulvin shouted as he pointed east. “My family is out there. In Cantille and Ta-Veer. Protect Joan and Penchin.”
Klien bowed. “I will let no harm come to your children when I guarantee your safety, Your Majesty.”
Sulvin frowned. “I knew nothing would come of this. I trust you, Klien. I always have. What do you want us to do?”
“Stay where you are. They will come to us.” Klien sheathed his dagger, pulled his mask over his nose, and crossed his arms over his chest. His eyebrows were furrowed, and his eyes squinted, lost deep in thought.
Candle hoped Corzin was able to do something against the horde. They had left her in a difficult, if not impossible, position. If there were anyone out there Candle would have saved, it would have been Corzin. It was too late now, though. Her priorities were with the Gorva, with the king. Sacrifices needed to be made, and Klien would happily sacrifice nearly everyone for Sulvin.
Ebni walked ahead through the empty streets of Brunta. She had not spoken since the gate fell. Even as she flayed the remaining soldiers and added them to her legions, she remained silent. It was eerie at best. Sunlight shone through her eye sockets, right through the back of her skull, or the lack of her skull. Inside was charred and blackened, burnt from light magic.
Panet had said, “That would do far more than kill any mortal,” as he leaned forward and squinted into her skull.
That much was obvious. If Panet wanted to add something, Theltor preferred he did it on the battlefield instead of lingering back. The man could fight. He had proven it before. But he was too passive or cowardly. Or something else entirely. It bothered Theltor. Reading people had never been too difficult. At least he didn’t think so. What was different about Panet?
He trailed a ways behind Theltor, flanking Ransyll, who had calmed down considerably. The Brothers of Flesh moved through the city, led by Ebni or Boe’Noke’s commands. What controlled them wasn’t clear to Theltor anymore, and it didn’t seem like a great idea to ask. There was enough for him to focus on and worry about.
Ebni stopped at an intersection, just before the looming towers of the palace. A meager fence ran along the edge of the street to her left, surrounding the palace grounds. Ransyll stepped up beside Theltor and grunted. “What is that fence going to stop?” His voice was a low rumble.
“Nothing. For show, I assume.” Theltor squeezed the pommel of Plague. Nerves turned his stomach, which felt new in an odd way. Had he been nervous since his transformation?
Ransyll held a curved sword wider at the top than at the base. Gold leaf decorated the crossguard, and beautiful red leather covered the grip. Even worn and faded, the leather was soft and vibrant. The pommel was a rectangle with the same gold leaf. Nothing stood out from the blade itself, apart from its unusual shape. It was polished, sharp, and looked almost entirely unused. But Theltor knew better.
It was difficult to see Ransyll hold a sword that played such a giant part in Theltor’s past. What had happened to Kannier? How did Boe’Noke get the Mage Blade?
“How does it feel?” asked Theltor, eyeing the weapon.
Ransyll held the blade in front of his eyes. “Weak. Heart made me feel strong.”
“Heart made you stupid,” Theltor scoffed. “Maybe now you can think during battle.”
Ransyll grinned. His teeth were uneven and misshapen. Scars and snaking rivers of hardened flesh covered his whole body. If Theltor had just met him, it would be difficult to understand that Ransyll was human.
“The Mage Blade, right?” Panet stuck his head into the conversation. Theltor stopped, still two dozen strides from Ebni, who remained still, staring at the palace. “I imagine Kannier put up a fight.”
Theltor pivoted to face Panet and glared. “What do you know about Kannier?” Spit flew from his mouth.
Panet cocked his head and smiled. “Oh, plenty. He did some work for me a few years ago. Before, well, this.” He patted his patchwork chest. “When did you last even see him, Theltor? That scimitar, the Mage Blade, is a magnificent weapon. Shame you didn’t see it used to its full potential.”
Theltor gritted his teeth and turned his back to Panet. An answer almost left his mouth, and it was difficult to keep it back. It wasn’t unusual for people to know who he was or his relationship with the other swordsmen. Most of the legends were too focused on Grayson and his damn Femur when the rest of them had done more, fought more, and earned their titles.
“What’s special about this one?” asked Ransyll, still staring at the blade.
“They say a mage’s life was worked into the iron. I’ve heard several stories about it, but never exactly what it does. I saw Kannier use it to strike down pirates, but he moved fast. It was mostly a blur. Theltor knows, I’m sure, but it seems we did hit a nerve.”
Theltor sighed and faced them. “A mage with any energy can use the blade to channel their magic. Kannier was a talented swordsman and an average mage. He could turn the sword to ice or fire or throw air blades with each swing. You wielding it now is a disgrace to my friend.”
Ransyll grunted and looked over the blade. “I am not a mage.”
“I know. But use that sword as if you were, or I’ll take it from you.” Theltor couldn’t help but glare. He found himself growing steadily angrier the more he thought about Kannier. “Boe’Noke killed him, didn’t he?”
“Yes,” said Ebni. “Something about Kannier stopped the Lord Flayer from converting him. The only option was to kill the swordsman.”
The thought of Kannier successfully standing against Boe’Noke brought a small smile to Theltor’s lips. Even for only a moment, a mortal still had stood against a titan. If anyone could do it, it was Kannier.
Grayson and the others had fought Yolshneer, but breaking apart skeletons was hardly the same as fighting Boe’Noke.
Ebni grabbed Theltor’s shoulder and pointed ahead. A group of soldiers filled the plaza, clearly led by a tall older man standing at the top of the palace stairs. He was bald and had deep wrinkles under and around his eyes.
“Royal guard?” asked Theltor.
“Indeed.” Ebni’s voice was hoarse. She turned toward Theltor, and he could see straight through her eyes and out the back of her head. “The Brothers are already making their way through the city, collecting more for our army. This is your fight now, Theltor. Our King of Scars wants you to lead this assault.”
“Just the four of us?” Ebni nodded. Theltor smirked. “Then we should get started.” He drew Plague, walked up to the fence, and cut through the metal. All the soldiers watched him from afar, waiting as the metal bars clanged on the stones. “Ransyll, Panet, you’re in first.” Theltor stepped back and pointed Plague at the royal guards.
Panet sighed and stepped over the remainder of the fence. “I wasn’t attempting to upset you, Theltor. I would like to know more about Kannier later.”
“Go,” snapped Theltor, glaring.
Ransyll hopped over and swung the Mage Blade through the air back and forth. The soldiers clumped closer together, put their shields up, interlocking the edges. “Hold your ground, soldiers,” shouted the commander. He squinted at Panet and Ransyll. “Stop where you are, or you will be killed by the command of Captain Tessard of the Bruntan Royal Guard.”
Theltor followed Ebni over the fence, moving slowly across the flagstones. Panet adjusted his hand and tightened his grip on his mace. A slight glow illuminated the ground around him.
Ransyll looked at Panet, then pointed at the middle of the guards. “Go first.”
Panet sighed loudly and walked straight at the guards. The men stared at him, weapons ready. Intense focus and no wavering in any of them. It was impressive. Theltor wished he had had more men like that in the Cloud Battalion.
Panet lifted the mace in front of him with both hands, spaced his feet a bit apart, and bowed his head. He was a few paces out of reach for anybody’s weapon, but their eagerness was obvious. Energy crackled in the air, and the light from the mace rapidly grew until it was brighter than the sun.
“Hold,” shouted Tessard.
Panet lowered the mace and hung his arm at his side. It still shone with the same intensity. “Time to fight then?” He sprinted at the middle, ducked under the sword swings, and smashed the mace against the wooden shield of the middle guard. Light flashed, enveloping the area. Theltor covered his eyes and turned his head. It was unlikely that it would damage his eyes because they would heal again, but it wasn’t pleasant to look at.
Hollow sounds of Panet’s mace hitting shields sounded three more times before Theltor looked up. Light faded from the area, leaving Panet in the middle of four piles of ash. The guards all moved at once, stabbing their blades through Panet’s midsection. He stood still, wiped his nose, and said, “Ransyll, time to fight.”
Ransyll, even without Heart, was a twisted monster of a man. He rushed at the shield wall and charged through it, knocking three rows of guards onto their backs. Their formation broke as men tried scrambling to their feet. Ransyll swung the Mage Blade wildly, cutting through armor, knocking aside swords, and spilling blood across the flagstones. Panet’s mace glowed brighter again, and he charged, smashing it against helmeted heads. Swords slipped out of him, clattering on the ashes he left behind, leaving holes that dripped no blood. Without as much magic, his mace only vaporized the soldiers' heads.
“I guess we won’t be taking them into the Brothers.” Theltor looked at Ebni, trying to catch some sense of what was happening with her.
“Their flesh will provide plenty for us.” She reached her hand out and ripped the skin off all the fallen soldiers. It floated into the air and formed around her, compressing and warping around her body. There was no real change to her appearance other than the layout of her patchwork skin. The strips lay on top of others, but it didn’t seem like she grew.
“Now the leader?” asked Panet loudly, sarcastically. The captain stood at the top of the stairs, jaw open. His entire squad of royal guards lay dead or in ashes.
“Ebni?” asked Theltor quietly.
“Kill him,” she said loud enough for Panet, her voice still hoarse. “Only the assassins will join the Brothers here. The rest will perish.”
Theltor sheathed Plague and held his hand over the pommel. He was leading the assault, but his choices hardly mattered. Everything looped back to Ebni. It always did.
Panet pointed his mace up the stairs at Captain Tessard, flexed his arm, and launched a beam of light that enveloped Tessard’s face. Smoke floated into the air as the captain’s body collapsed without a head. Theltor walked around the corpses and ashes.
“Hurry,” said Ransyll loudly with a slight growl. He walked over and grabbed the door.
“You will lose your head again,” said Theltor casually. It didn’t seem worth explaining to the brute, but Ransyll would be needed for the fight ahead. That much Theltor was sure of. “Some of those assassins are waiting on the other side of the door.”
Ebni, Theltor, and Panet walked up the stairs and stopped beside Ransyll. Theltor waved them off, opened the door just enough to fit through, and sidled inside. His boots clicked on polished marble floors and echoed in the recesses of the ceiling. While it seemed abandoned, he knew better than to believe it.
Theltor closed the door behind him and drew Plague. Death magic dripped off and sizzled through the floor. “Come out. If you wait, the rest will join me.”
“Do not kill them,” said Ebni, voice barely pushing its way through the door.
A hulking man with greasy hair and a bulging stomach silently stepped out of a doorway on the left. “You toying with us?”
Theltor smiled and showed his teeth. “I need to work off some anger. Bring out the others.”
“No.” He cracked his knuckles, then drew a long single-edged knife from his belt.
“What’s your name?” Theltor walked forward casually with Plague’s tip hovering just over the marble.
“Gattul. Squad leader of the Gorva’s Toxin squad. You’re Theltor?”
Theltor gave a single nod and stopped five paces from Gattul. “Come on.” A foul odor entered Theltor’s nose. While it wasn’t entirely unexpected, it did manage to catch him off guard.
Magical energy crackled in the air. What could this large man do? Theltor was too curious to charge. Gorva was supposed to be quick, but he still felt like he could close the distance and strike with Plague before the man would even know what happened.
“You underestimate us, Cansaforian.” Gattul mimicked Theltor’s pose with a slight bend in his knees.
“Gorva are assassins. You can’t take me head on.” Plague’s tip swung up and pointed at the ceiling.
“Well,” Gattul grinned, “remember that I’m the weakest squad leader.” Magic flared, stinging Theltor’s scarred skin. Flames engulfed Gattul’s feet and rapidly climbed his legs. His clothes burned and blew away like ash in the inferno. “You first, Plague Knight.”
Theltor pushed off his left foot and dashed. His prediction was correct. There was no chance for the fat man to move away as Plague swung horizontally across his midsection. Flames burst out over Theltor’s face.
With fire burning his face, Theltor jumped back. A bare foot collided with his ribs, crunching them, and threw Theltor sideways. He skidded across the marble floor and stood with the support of the door.
Gattul stood nearby, still burning. His eyes were red, like his irises were on fire. The long knife in his hand was red hot but did not lose its shape. Theltor winced as his ribs snapped back into place and reattached.
“Looks like I’ll have to carve your brain out to kill you.” Gattul leaned forward, one leg back.
“That won’t stop me.”
Gattul charged and rammed his shoulder into Theltor’s ribs. He smashed against the door, feeling his ribs crack and fracture again. The burning knife slashed up, carving through his flesh and across his throat. Theltor coughed and laughed, spitting up blood.
Gattul rapidly stabbed and sliced Theltor’s torso apart, then jammed the knife into the side of his skull. The burning, melting iron entered easily, warming his whole head. Gattul tried to pull the knife out, but it jammed as Theltor’s skull grew around it.
“Out of luck.” Theltor rolled to the side and swung Plague in one motion, cutting through Gattul’s ankles. The big man fought for balance but collapsed in a burning heap.
“Ebni,” shouted Theltor. “Your turn.”
The door opened, and Ebni entered, followed closely by Ransyll and Panet. Flames grew around Gattul as he squirmed and screamed. Flesh ripped off of him and floated in the air, still burning and filled with magic.
“He burned his skin,” hissed Ebni.
“You can get more from the others. His squad is nearby. Ransyll, Panet, find them. I’m going up a floor.” Ransyll went left through the door Gattul entered from, and Panet went through a narrow hallway to the right. Ebni stayed in the lobby, swapping her skin for that of Gattul, who had grown quiet as his fire died down.
Theltor would have preferred to fight him in a proper duel. Keeping one alive in such a way was never honorable. He always hated Nadarin and Emperor Yulnor for forcing him to avoid killing blows in battle, and he would absolutely never forgive Grayson for humiliating him. But now, here he was cutting off the feet of an impressive adversary.
Impressive wasn’t quite right. Theltor stopped at the base of the stairs and glanced back at the skinless, screaming man. Blood dripped from his ankles, gathering in a pool below that quickly spread out across the polished marble floor.
Magic flashed in the air behind him as Theltor climbed the stairs. Plague shook on his hip with each step. Light flashed from Panet, he assumed, and glass shattered near the lobby. What awaited him in the throne room? Theltor grinned at the thought.
The second floor was quiet as well. It appeared to be empty, and he couldn’t sense anybody or anything around him. Scar tissue on his palm brushed gently against Plague, ready to fight at any moment.
“Theltor,” croaked Ebni behind him. She took the last couple stairs in one bound and stood beside him. “There are eight people. Wait for Panet and Ransyll.”
“Am I in charge, or are you?” Theltor asked without looking at her.
“You were meant to lead the army, but you attacked by yourself. You can lead the Brothers, you can lead Ransyll and Panet, but you cannot lead me. I answer only to the King of Scars.” Bits of burnt enamel fell off her teeth each time her lips peeled back.
“Who were they before they became Brothers?”
Ebni sneered. “Ask them yourself.”
A hollow pounding echoed up the stairs. “Ebni,” called Panet as he banged his mace against the wall. “We have two more for you.”
“Continue. I will return shortly.” Ebni’s face twitched, then she turned to leave. It seemed like she tried changing her expression, maybe glaring, but her lack of eyes made it difficult to tell. “Follow him,” she ordered as he passed the warriors at the bottom.
Panet led Ransyll up the stairs. They were both visibly injured. Death magic lingered on Panet’s skin, sizzling with a purple glow, and Ransyll’s ears were bleeding, and flaps of skin were hanging loose. Skin slithered around their bodies in front of Theltor’s eyes.
“Ready?” he asked. Panet nodded. Ransyll grunted. That was as good an answer as he expected.
Theltor turned his back to them, walked down the hall, and took a sharp turn past an empty bedroom. A heavy, extravagant door sat in front of them at the end of the hall. “This seems like it,” muttered Theltor as he leaned back, glancing down the hall. Ebni was taking her time. Was she going to join them?
“Looks like a throne room,” said Panet. “Ransyll first?”
A crooked grin appeared on Ransyll’s face, and a grunt rumbled from his throat. Dark blood dripped from his ears and splattered on the floor.
“Go,” said Theltor as he drew Plague.
Ransyll kicked the door, ripping it off its hinges. It loudly crashed to the ground. The beast took three steps in and glanced around. “Hmm.”
Panet squinted and looked at Theltor. “What do you think that means?”
“Dammit,” muttered Theltor. He stepped over the door and stopped beside Ransyll. The fat king and the queen sat in their thrones. Six Gorva stood around the room with the dark mage assassin right between Theltor and the royalty. “Sir Theltor,” he bowed mockingly, “Who are you, Gorva?”
“I know who you are.” The Gorva talked without his mask moving. His eyes never blinked, and his arms crossed over his chest like he wasn’t even concerned.
“But we don’t know you. If one of us is going to die, we should know our opponent. That is the honorable way for dueling, isn’t it?”
A woman snorted behind the assassin. The archer. “Honorable? The stories about you from Cansafore say you’re anything but honorable.”
Theltor ignored her and kept his eyes on the dark mage. He was the leader. That much was obvious.
“Klien, commander of the Gorva. The other two,” he glanced at the door where Panet still stood. “Who are you?”
“Panet, and that’s Ransyll.” Panet stepped off the door and stood behind Theltor, keeping his eyes on the Gorva in the back.
“Panet?” Klien’s face scrunched momentarily. It was the first sign of any liveliness. “Emperor Panet? That cannot be correct.”
“Titles matter little in the Brothers of Flesh, Klien. You will learn soon enough.” Light magic flowed through Titan’s Eye and illuminated the back of Ransyll and Theltor.
The king sat upright and mumbled something to Klien. The Gorva commander nodded and stepped aside. The king stood with trouble and stepped down one stair. “I am King Sulvin of Brunta. Is there any chance to reason with you? Leave, and we will not pursue.”
“The King of Scars wills it,” shouted Ebni’s hoarse voice from the hallway.
“Who is the King of Scars?” asked Sulvin. Klien stepped in front of him and guided the king back to his throne.
“You will learn soon enough. Theltor, we must retrieve the weapon and continue. No more conversing.” Ebni tossed her cloak aside. Flesh crawled around her naked torso.
Klien casually walked down the stairs and drew the black knife. “This is your last chance for mercy.”
Theltor squared his stance to face Klien. The commander was the biggest threat, the one he would have to handle. Panet, Ransyll, and Ebni would need to figure out what to do about the rest. Plague’s haze emanated into the air, and a quiet buzz of Death came from the blade.
Klien wrapped both his hands around the knife’s grip and closed his eyes. Theltor dashed when his eyes shut. Plague swung through the air, a trail of death magic hanging after the blade as it passed effortlessly through Klien. The assassin’s body shifted, splitting into two shadows, then vanished. Theltor pivoted and blocked as Klien stabbed straight at his heart. Magic crackled in the air as the blades collided.
Candle let her magic flow through her veins, out her fingertips, and into her knife. Sweat spotted her skin, more from nerves than from warmth. There was a pit in her stomach as the monstrous creature, Ransyll, and the other two looked over the Gorva. Klien and Theltor were already in a brawl, neither outpacing the other, but Klien had yet to use his magic.
“Gorva,” she shouted, “defend Brunta!” Rock, Kepp, and Junk charged from her left. Ransyll pounded on the ground with his curved blade and met their charge.
Vilm, Yenna, and the other recruits stood near the front. The topless woman turned her attention to them and was immediately greeted by flames from Vilm.
Panet looked straight at Candle. There was no doubt whom he intended to fight. “Come on, then,” she spat. Magic crackled visibly in the air around the tip of her knife, and a light glowed brightly in his mace.
“Are you as good with that as you are with a bow?” His accent was strong but unfamiliar.
“Find out.” She hopped on her toes, ready to move. Panet walked forward slowly, unenthused. Metal struck metal, blood splattered, and magic filled the air all around them. The recruits were already being ripped apart. She didn’t have time to wait.
Candle sprinted straight at Panet. Four steps, and she closed the gap. Her blade tore through his stomach, trailing along intestines that were withered. She spun on the ball of her foot and slashed back again. Panet left himself open. Bones cracked under her swing before the knife stuck in his ribs. She yanked it back, feeling metal grate against bone.
Flesh restored and stitched together around his cuts. Panet grinned. He was trying to toy with her. “Your magic won’t do anything against me.”
She pushed more energy into her muscles as the room fell into darkness. If she couldn’t beat him, she just had to keep him busy.
Theltor gripped Plague tighter and clenched his jaw. True fear was something he didn’t often feel. Darkness filled the room like midnight on a moonless night. Klien vanished without even a hint of magic in the air.
“Panet, give me light!” Theltor felt the air move behind him and turned to swing. A sharp jolt of pain entered his back, right through his spine. Stinging magic snaked out from the wound, wrapping his muscles in pulses of pain like they were on fire.
A faint light glowed in the corner of the room as Panet, and a Gorva danced around in a fight. The darkness pushed against Panet’s illumination. There was no hope of overcoming Klien’s darkness.
Klien’s knife slid out. Flesh sluggishly moved on Theltor’s back. He healed but slower than normal. One hit with Plague would be enough.
Ebni shouted, “Bow before the King of Scars,” as she flayed the Gorva around her. “Bow—” she started again until her raspy voice was cut short. Unable to see her, all Theltor heard was choking and gurgling.
He swore Klien was still beside him. His eyes wouldn’t adjust. They could not manage in the magical darkness. How would they win? Klien’s blade sliced the back of his knees, causing him to collapse. A dozen cuts, pulsing with magic, crisscrossed his back and arms. Yet, he did not drop Plague. His grip only tightened.
Candle moved through the darkness, just out of the circle of light emanating from Panet’s mace. Hawk squad had their hands full in the dark against the monstrous Ransyll, so she couldn’t hope for help. What was the best Panet could do with light magic?
There was only one way to find out. Candle stepped into the light, spat on the ground, and said, “Let’s fucking do this.”
Panet took a wide step and swung the mace around. It was a long, slow motion. Something of the sort might have worked on a battlefield, but it opened him far too much for a duel. Candle ducked under and slid her knife between his ribs, just under the armpit, into his heart. It punctured him with little resistance and pulled out the same way. Was he missing a heart?
Panet swung back, quicker than before, and nearly caught Candle in the cheek. She lifted her free hand at the last moment and grabbed the head. Light magic flowed into her palm, strong enough to burn skin or even worse.
That was if she wasn’t a light mage. She absorbed the light. Energy raced through her veins, pulled at her muscles and tendons, and caused her heart to pound. There was far more energy stored in the weapon than she expected. Candle pulled the mace out of his hand, dropped to one knee as she flipped it in her hand, and bashed him in the side of his leg. Bones crunched, and Panet fell to the floor.
“Candle,” shouted Rock, unseen in the darkness.
The ground shook—another rumble.
Ransyll.
Candle was lifted off her feet and tossed into the shadows. The mace and her knife fell from her hands as she crashed onto the marble floor and slid into the wall.
Panet’s bones reshaped. He limped toward Titan’s Eye, each step growing more sturdy until he picked up the weapon. “Tricky moves, but you’ll need more than that.”
“We need light, Klien,” said Candle. Panet’s light barely revealed the Gorva. Panet was bloody with his left arm disfigured. Ransyll’s skin moved about, healing his various wounds. Hawk squad was holding their own, but if Rock looked so bad, Kepp and Junk would be even worse.
Darkness lifted, allowing faint sunlight to shine through the windows onto the marble floor. Theltor smirked. “You’re beyond hope now, Klien. Darkness was the only thing protecting you.”
The assassin stepped back up the first stair, just out of reach of Plague. “You misunderstand, Theltor. The light is for the others. I do not need darkness to truly fight.” Klien’s body appeared to jitter, then wave like a heat mirage. Figures of pure shadow, like black smoke, appeared throughout the room, materializing from nothing.
Ebni stitched her neck back together and tossed the flayed Gorva aside. Ransyll and Panet were struggling with the others, it seemed, but with Ebni at his side, Klien was bound to fall soon.
“What is this?” asked Ebni, her voice raw and quiet.
Theltor was on his toes, ready to fight at any moment. He didn’t trust his eyes. Behind the mask, Klien had to be smiling. The Gorva leader had yet to break so much as a sweat. And Theltor had yet to land a single hit.
Klien took a step down and casually walked at Theltor. As soon as he was within reach, Theltor swung Plague horizontally, straight for the neck. It passed through again. Klien blurred into a shadow like the other ten shadows standing around the room.
The assassin materialized from one of his shadows by Ransyll and Panet. The black dagger left a trail of pure darkness through the air as it cut Ransyll in half at the hips once again. Three more swings severed his arms and head. Without Heart, that would take a long time to heal.
Theltor pivoted to dash but felt the cold burn of the black dagger enter his back again. All the shadows moved with their own version of Klien’s weapon. Instinctually, he blocked. Metal clanged on metal and released a burst of magic into the air.
They weren’t shadows.
They were all Klien.
Ebni reached her hands out, and tried to grab onto flesh, but Klien appeared in one of his shadows. His eyes were filled with a rage unlike any Theltor had ever seen. Eyebrows furrowed, a scowl, and an endless void of darkness in his eyes. Klien cut off both of Ebni’s hands in one motion and sliced off her head in another. It was all a blur. He was stronger now, faster than before. If he was always capable of this, why not kill them all in the field?
A trickle of sweat ran down Klien’s forehead before he vanished back into a shadow.
Pain. It was all Theltor could feel. Sharp, stinging, aching, all kinds of pain. Magic ripped his nerves apart, and blades from the shadows tore through his skin and destroyed his body. Boe’Noke’s magic worked as fast as it was able, but it was not swift enough to restore his body.
Candle leaned against the wall grasping her side. Broken ribs made each breath catch. Panet and Ransyll collapsed. Clearly not dead. Both headless and practically limbless. Klien’s shadow forms tore them apart. Hawk squad was in a far worse shape than her. Kepp and Junk were unconscious at best. Rock stood over them, ready to fight, but clearly on his last embers. Blood ran from his nose and ears. It looked like head trauma.
She shuffled forward, clenched her teeth, and pushed magical energy into her body. Pain caught her breath again, but the energy pushed through it. Candle grabbed the mace. Energy crackled in her palm and warmed her skin. It was familiar, as if she had known the mace her whole life, as if it were part of her.
Light emanated from the glass, casting a warm glow on the ground. Candle slowly sucked air in and focused inward, letting magic flow through her body, into her muscles, through her veins, and down her arms. Her skin tingled as the energy crackled in the air and flooded into the mace. The light grew brighter and brighter. Candle grinned.
“Let’s see if you can heal through this,” she said as she slammed the mace down on Panet’s decapitated head. Light magic flared as it struck. Heat washed over Candle’s face, then vanished with the light. Ash floated in the air, slowly drifting down to a pile around the mace. She looked over at his body, expecting to see it rise and fight, but it lay still. “Finally,” she muttered as she ran over to Rock.
Lightning ripped through the air and shattered a window. Energy crackled louder and louder as Klien and all of his shadows dodged, parried, and slashed apart Ebni and Theltor. Somehow, both still stood and fought back, despite Ebni’s head lying on the floor.
Theltor was practically flayed. Cut by cut, Klien tried to pry Plague from his hands. Each movement showed his sinewy muscles flexing and stretching.
Candle fell into the wall beside Rock. “Get them out,” she snapped.
Rock groaned and looked at Kepp and Junk on the floor. “And do what?”
“Hort fled to Cantille. I’ll try to get the recruits out. Get them there.”
“I can’t carry them both.” Rock winced as he bent down. “Kepp, Junk.” He shook them both. Junk opened his eyes and vomited. Candle pulled her foot out of the way as it spilled across the floor. “Stand up, Junk. We need to go.” Rock dragged Kepp and painfully hoisted him over his shoulders.
Ransyll roared nearby as his legs finished stitching back to his torso. “How does he heal so damn fast?” asked Candle. “Go. Now.” She grabbed Junk’s hands and pulled him to his feet.
Rock moved as fast as he could straight across the throne room for the door. Ransyll pounded on the ground as he ran, armless, at the four of them. Candle ran at him, channeled all of her energy into her hands, sidestepped the monster, and planted her palms against his thigh. Light magic burst out of her hands and caused Ransyll’s thigh to explode. Flesh and sinew shot around the room. Ransyll roared and collapsed as Rock, Junk, and Kepp ran out.
They just had to avoid the horde. That wouldn’t be easy, but Rock had been through worse.
Theltor felt the last of his strength leave as his right arm was cleaved off. Klien, now clearly short of breath, stopped vanishing. His shadows stood around Ebni and Theltor, but they watched with their eyeless gazes.
“Plague,” said Klien, “is no longer yours, Theltor.” The Gorva bent down to retrieve the weapon and stopped, frozen inches from the grip.
“No,” said a new voice. One that Theltor hadn’t heard in a few days. One that made him smile, even though he had thought he would never enjoy a single thing that voice said.
Ebni’s body floated in the air, reconnecting severed limbs and healing all wounds. Skin rapidly repaired, faster than ever before. Klien’s shadows cut at Ebni, but their blades brushed on her skin like a twig trying to cut through stone.
“More impressive than I anticipated, Gorva.” Ebni’s mouth did not move. The voice came from her whole body, like the skin itself was speaking.
“Who are you?” Klien said through gritted teeth, still unable to move. The shadows all around the room closed in around Ebni.
“Call me the King of Scars or the Lord Flayer. Whichever suits you best. I apologize for speaking through my follower. You see, I had to reminisce with an old friend, the one you know as Neptor. I innocently assumed my collection of flesh could stop you and take Void. How wrong I was. You truly have mastered that ancient weapon.”
Klien’s forehead wrinkled and moved as Boe’Noke tugged on his skin. The Gorva swapped places with a shadow and stabbed Ebni. The blade brushed off her skin without leaving a mark.
“Your time is done, Void Knight. It was a pleasure to see you fight. Perhaps we will witness it again when you join the Brothers.”
Intense, heavy magic filled the room. It was unlike anything Theltor had ever felt. He gasped on the charged air. Energy prickled his skin, and lightning raged just below the ceiling.
Ebni thrust out her hands and dispersed three of the shadows. “You risk your life to protect meaningless royalty?” asked Boe’Noke. Ebni looked at Sulvin and Pell, cowering in their thrones. “They will lose their minds like the rest. Become nothing more than flesh puppets in my army. You risked your agents for this.” Ebni’s hand lashed out and effortlessly flayed every speck of skin from Sulvin and Pell. They screamed in pain. There was no mercy, no holding back for Boe’Noke. This is what the titan looked like when he felt anger. Theltor was glad he never made him truly angry.
Theltor held his arm up until the skin reattached. Plague’s weight felt reassuring in his grip. Klien’s eyes flicked back to something else, then returned to Ebni. What was more important than the titan?
“Ah,” said Theltor quietly. The archer. She approached almost silently. Impressively quiet without even attracting Boe’Noke’s attention.
But she could do nothing against a titan.
“Sulvin,” said Klien, “my friend, my brother. I am sorry.”
Ebni smiled. “True regret. So warming, so filled with sorrow. Say your goodbyes. We have the time.”
Sulvin, skinless and writhing in pain, managed to look Klien in the eyes.
“I will protect Joan and Penchin. You have my word.”
Sulvin’s head dropped back, then Klien’s face grew deadly serious. He vanished, leaving a shadow in his place, and appeared between the king and queen. His dagger flashed out, stabbing both in the heart and ending their lives.
“Hm,” said Boe’Noke. “Surprising. Not the dedication I expected.” Ebni’s hand reached out and grabbed hold of Klien’s skin again. “Enough.”
Candle could hear the skin slither across Ransyll as he recovered. Any one of his injuries would have been enough to kill her. And now, there was some new creature with stronger magic than Brenna.
The recruits were gone. That much was, unfortunately, obvious. A massive pool of crimson blood continued to spread across the marble. And now Sulvin and Pell were gone. All that was left was Klien.
Get him out. That was the only option. But how?
Blinding was out of the question. The woman could already see without eyes. Light magic wouldn’t do anything else to her.
Theltor smirked at her. He hadn’t said anything, but the Plague Knight knew she was planning something. Did he just want to see what she would do?
One of Klien’s shadows brushed beside her. Its magic stung. It had its knife outstretched.
Candle nodded to Klien up by the thrones. He squinted, focused, and shifted spots with the shadow. The black dagger was immediately in her hand.
And it burned.
Even in the magic-filled room, the power inside the dagger felt unlike anything else. Too much energy in one place, in one item. Dark magic slithered through her, withering the skin on her hand and staining her veins black like the night. Her arm involuntarily flexed and pulled the knife from Klien’s hand.
“Focus. Use it all,” he said sharply. “Pull it into the mace. Dark and light together.”
Candle pointed the mace forward at the woman. She turned, swiped her hand through the shadows, and glared with an eyeless face. The shadows vanished. They were stuck now—just her and Klien.
“Now!” he shouted.
Light and dark magic mixed in the black metal. She imagined them flowing up her arm, through her chest, and down to the mace like a river. She focused, trying to direct the enormous energy. Light and dark magic flared as they poured into her hand and passed through her body, stabbing at her muscles and ripping apart her nerves. Candle squeezed both hands around the weapons and closed her eyes. In her mind, the energy would leave the top of the mace in a beam, like Brenna’s magic. In reality, it exploded in all directions without touching Candle. Everything was gone when she opened her eyes. A wall of light and dark surrounded her, pulsing again and again like a massive bubble. Klien was on the floor beside her, mostly flayed and covered in burns from light magic.
His eyes were open, despite the blood and burns on his body. With a great effort, he held out one hand. Candle flipped the blade and put the grip in Klien’s hand. “One shadow,” he said weakly.
She nodded, and Klien vanished. The magic crackled as it weakened. Holes in the wall of magic appeared. She needed to escape—only one way.
“Fuck,” she mumbled as she turned and sprinted for the broken window. As the magic faded, she dove through. Life magic grabbed her leg and flayed it as she fell and landed roughly on the flagstones. A poorly timed roll broke her fall, but she still felt bones crunch against the stone.
Klien leaned against a wall in an alley. Skin peeled off his face and floated in the air. “We need to go.”
Candle hobbled over and wrapped her arm around Klien’s waist.
“The King retreated before your attack,” he said through his teeth. “It is only the magic of the woman now.” She flayed more skin from Klien as they rushed down the alley until they were too far from her. Each of Klien’s breaths was labored. Blood soaked his clothes. “Get us to Cantille. We need Brenna.” His weight fell onto her as Klien fell unconscious. She caught the dagger and put it in her belt. She didn’t want to lose that.
Theltor sheathed Plague and rolled his neck. His skin still sizzled from the archer’s attack. It healed, but even slower than normal. And he was the least damaged. Ebni gathered the rest of the skin of the monarchs and Gorva and repaired herself. Ransyll was healing, in better shape than before, but would remain armless until they found time to assist him. Without Heart, his wounds didn’t heal with the same intensity.
Stripes of bleached and darkened stone stretched across the floor where the burst of light and dark magic stained the ground. Fabrics were mostly destroyed or burned away. It would have felt odd for everyone to be nude, but that wasn’t the case with the Brothers.
“Ebni or Boe’Noke?” asked Theltor.
“That is the King of Scars to you,” snapped Ebni.
“Ebni then. So, not only did we not get the dagger, we lost Titan’s Eye and Heart.” He looked over at the ash. “And Panet. This was only a failure.”
Ebni turned her back to Theltor. “Yes. We will join the King of Scars and follow his lead. Clearly, we cannot do this on our own.”
Theltor rolled his eyes. He walked over and lifted one of Ransyll’s arms to his shoulder. Skin from both ends snaked out and stitched together.
“Do you bury your dead?” asked Theltor.
“Panet died because of his own mistakes. We do not mourn. We have others to add to our ranks,” said Ebni.
Theltor walked away. He could have guessed that would be her answer.
“We will wait here until our King arrives. We will oversee the initiation of more Brothers.” She pointed over at the Gorva. “These will be first.”
“I’ll wait for Boe’Noke, but I’m not sitting in here while you play with skin.” Theltor left the throne room without any arguments from Ebni. How many fights did he need to lose in a row?
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The arches of her feet hurt. Brenna had not walked so far or so swiftly in a long time. And they were still far from Brunta. A day and a half away, at least.
Cass walked ahead of everyone else and wouldn’t slow her pace. Lutin and Jayse flanked her and hardly spoke. It wasn’t unusual for the two Gorva. Brenna knew little about them. They weren’t new recruits, but they hadn’t been around for more than a few years, which is still longer than some Gorva make it.
Cassandra kept up fine, despite her age, but that wasn’t actually surprising to Brenna. The old mage was focused on the horizon at all times. Since leaving Cantille, she had only spoken with Cass about the Brothers and nothing else. It was a worrying intensity.
Meanwhile, Gorshun, Slem, and Joan hung behind Brenna. Far enough to not feel the pressure of Cass and Cassandra, but close enough to know what was going on. Brenna hovered between the groups the best she could. Nobody was joyful. Nobody was having fun. It was understandable, but nobody knew what was going on yet. Why stress if everything is fine?
Cass stopped at the crest of a low hill. She was completely frozen with her mouth open, and then she sprinted, weapons clattering at her side, and disappeared. Brenna and Cassandra ran to the top of the hill and found a thin man standing with a long, softly glowing sword.
“Hort?” mumbled Brenna. She jogged over. The Gorva was wobbling on his feet, and sweat covered his whole body.
“I took it and ran. Candle’s orders.” Hort sat in the middle of the road and let the sword fall to the ground.
“Ebni took that from Billo,” said Cassandra. She hovered nearby, not stepping too close, but keeping her eyes on the sword.
“Any idea what it is?” asked Cass.
“It.” Hort took a deep breath. “It heals. Only reason I was able to run that long.” He tapped the grip. “Man who had it lost his head and grew it back.”
Brenna looked at Cassandra, who immediately shook her head. “I do not know who that may be.”
“Okay,” said Brenna, “so that means they already attacked? Is Brunta holding?”
“I don’t know.” Hort looked at the group and hung his head. “I really don’t know.”
“Can you keep moving?” asked Cass as she wrapped her hands around Hort’s arms and pulled him to his feet.
“Yes, I think. Just a little slower.” He bent down, grabbed the sword, and stretched his legs. “My order was to get the sword away. I can’t bring it back.”
“Cantille is safe,” said Brenna. “Head back. We’ll check out Brunta.”
Cass tapped Lutin and Jayse on the shoulders. “Escort Hort back. Protect him and the sword. Wait in Cantille until we return.” They nodded and followed Hort down the road.
Wave after wave of people flowed east out of Brola. It was unlike anything Brenna had ever seen. More people than lived in Brola seemed to move across. The road heading north from the city had its share of travelers too.
It didn’t look good. Cass wanted to run. That much was obvious, but Brenna held her back. “Save your energy. Rushing won’t help if it has already started or ended.”
They walked alongside the road, letting the tide of refugees pass. It slowed them a bit, walking on the uneven ground. By the time they reached Brola, it was nearly empty.
But she spotted two figures slowly walking toward them. Cass didn’t wait. She sprinted forward and helped support the weight of a figure that looked practically dead.
Brenna jogged forward, followed closely by the other mages. “Candle?” She tried to control her voice but felt it waver slightly.
Candle’s pant leg was dark red and wet, and blood stained her nostrils and lips. She smiled, and her teeth were coated red. “Did you see Hort?”
“Yes, he made it.” Brenna took Klien’s weight and let Candle step out. Candle stumbled but was caught by Gorshun.
“Brunta?” asked Brenna, trying to keep her eyes away from Klien for the moment.
Candle stood with the support of Gorshun and glanced at Joan, who glared at everything. “I’m sorry, Princess.”
“My parents?” Joan approached slowly.
Klien pushed on Cass’s and Brenna’s shoulders to stand. His arms shook, and he squeezed his eyes shut. “Sulvin and Pell were brave, Joan.” Klien pulled the mask off his nose. Tears ran from his eyes down his flayed cheeks, through the grime and blood, over bones and tissue. “They refused to surrender. I wanted to protect them.” Klien coughed and winced. “I promised to protect you now.”
“Rock?” asked Candle quietly to Gorshun.
“We haven’t seen him. Maybe he took a different way.” Gorshun looked at Brenna. She wanted help. She wanted answers. But they all did.
“Let me go sort this out,” said Brenna. She was sure of herself, as she usually was. It wouldn’t be the first time she fought an army by herself.
“No,” said Klien. “They have well over one hundred thousand soldiers and three that I am certain are stronger than the Bone Knight. We retreat. My only goal is to protect Princess Joan.”
“We can’t let Brunta just fall,” shouted Joan. Brenna grabbed her hand and squeezed. Joan glared at her and pulled her hand away. “You let my father die, and now we’re just giving the kingdom to these monsters? After everything that happened in Cantille, after losing Torva, I have to lose my parents and my home?”
“Does it look like we let this happen?” snapped Candle. “We lost people too. We fought our best.”
“Enough,” yelled Cassandra. “You are wasting time with this pointless argument. Joan, we are all sorry for your loss. We truly are. Klien would not willingly let your father die. Look at him. He is lucky to be alive. If we stay here and argue, Boe’Noke will arrive and kill every single one of us. Go back to Cantille, make a new plan, send word to King Yewn and the crown prince and princess. Even if the city of Brunta has fallen, your brother still lives, Joan.”
Brenna exhaled loudly out her nose. “She’s right. Let’s go.” She took Candle’s other arm and put it over her shoulder.
“Can’t you heal?” asked Candle quietly.
“Uh,” Brenna bit her lip. “No. Can’t really explain it right now.”
“Damn.” Candle winced with each step. “Could really use that.”
“Klien, do you still have Void?” Cassandra walked backward as she examined Klien. Cass and Slem supported the Gorva captain under his arms.
“Yes, in my belt.”
“Disguised even when you are not using it. Impressive. They came for that, yes?”
“Correct. They had two others, which we acquired. But most concerning,” he winced as he shifted his weight. “Was Sir Theltor and Plague.”
“He joined them?” Brenna half-yelled. It surprised her too much. Sir Theltor was well known in Brunta. He had visited in the past and wasn’t a kind man. But he was as Cansaforian as they came. Ambitious and strong.
“His skin was all fucked up just like the rest of them,” said Candle. “He seemed all for it.”
“And Boe’Noke?” asked Cassandra.
“There were only four,” said Klien. “A woman, a giant of a man, Sir Theltor, and Emperor Panet.”
“The Loendol emperor?” Cassandra rubbed her hand on her cheeks. “That raises more questions.”
“Not that many questions. Panet is dead,” said Candle. “And the big one’s name was Ransyll. Don’t know if he was someone special.” She tried putting full weight on her right foot and groaned. “There are a lot of mages here. Can’t any of you heal even a bit? We’re moving way too slow here, and Brenna said she can’t.”
Gorshun’s eyebrows furrowed as she looked over. “You can’t?”
“Not the time to talk about it,” said Brenna. “I can’t do it right now.”
“We are still investigating,” said Cassandra. “I asked her not to use life magic until we understand more.”
“I can,” said Joan. All eyes turned to the princess. She was taking slow steps backward, looking at everyone else. “I figured out a way to heal with death magic, but I have only done it on myself.”
“You what?” Again, Brenna had trouble controlling her voice. There were too many surprises. Too much going on.
“Try it,” said Candle. “Set me down, please, Gorshun.” She sat on the road and pulled her pant leg up. Bits of skin were still attached, but most of it was exposed muscle, tendons, and bone.
“This will hurt,” warned Joan.
“Do it.” Candle squeezed the wet, rolled-up pant leg with both hands and clenched her jaw. Magic sparked briefly as a flash of purple magic left Joan’s palms. A buzz of Death sounded, and Brenna backed away.
A muted groan left Candle’s lips as scar tissue rapidly formed along her shin and over her foot. It looked like a giant burn scar covered the area. Joan pulled her hands away.
“How’s it feel?”
Candle tapped her fingers on the skin. “Fine, actually. How are you?”
“I’m good. Klien?”
He shook his head. “Save your energy. I can make it back to Cantille.”
“The healing sword is there,” said Cassandra. “We can use that and the university medics.”
Candle switched spots with Slem and helped lift Klien. “Let’s get moving then. If they aren’t coming for their weapons yet, they will soon.”
Rock greeted them as they arrived in Cantille. He was covered in blood and grime. “Junk, Kepp, and Hort are with the medics. Good to see you alive, Captain.”
Klien nodded. “You fought well, Rock.”
“Well done,” said Candle.
“You need to go take a bath and change,” said Brenna. “You smell terrible. Go get yourself checked on too.”
Rock nodded as he walked away. Brenna rubbed her eyes and looked around. Candle nudged her and held out the mace.
“Brenna, take a look at this,” said Candle as she handed Titan’s Eye to Brenna. The mace hummed with spirit magic.
“This is overflowing with energy. Do you mind if I do some research with this?” asked Brenna.
Candle looked over her shoulder as she walked into town with Klien. “Do what you want, Brenna. I don’t need it.”
Brenna passed the mace to Gorshun. “Give this to Jahan. I want her to do some research on it.”
“Jahan? Why?”
“She’s been reading about spirit magic, and she is a light mage like Candle. Trust me on this.”
“Of course.” Gorshun wrapped both hands around the mace.
“Meet us at the hospital when you’re done,” said Brenna.
Brenna led Joan and Slem through town to the hospital. Yans set up more cots in the same room, allowing all the Gorva to rest in the same area. The muscular man rushed back and forth to ready spots for Candle, Klien, and Rock on top of those he already had set up.
“Hort,” said Cass. “Where’s that healing sword?”
Hort, fully lying down with his eyes closed, draped his hand over the side and lazily pointed at the ground. The magical sword was lying on the wooden floor.
“Has anyone touched it?” asked Brenna.
“No,” said Hort. “Didn’t want to risk it.”
“Well, time to risk it,” said Candle. She walked over and picked it up. Her chest visibly shifted as her ribs reattached and healed. “Oh, fuck, that hurts. Klien, your turn.” She walked over and held it out. Klien sighed and grabbed the sword with both hands. Skin stretched from his chin and neck, up to his face, and regrew. The Gorva captain gave no sign of pain other than a slight twitch in his hands and raised veins on his forearm. Brenna couldn’t even guess how many hidden injuries Klien had. The man had clearly endured more than any normal person could handle.
Klien hopped to his feet, shifted his weight back and forth, then nodded. “It works. Yans, be careful, but this should save your medics’ energy.”
Yans bowed and took the sword. “Thank you, Klien. They do need rest, even with this. Candle, Klien, Rock, get in beds. The rest of you, out.”
Brenna bowed. “Thank you, all of you.”
Klien bowed to Yans. “I apologize, but I will not be resting. Brenna, Cassandra, please give me a moment of your time.”
Slem cleared his throat. “Can I invite some of you to tea?”
“Can we come?” Gorshun grabbed Joan’s shoulders.
“Yes, of course. Joan, let’s get some tea,” said Slem.
Joan pressed her lips together and followed Slem out. Klien closed the door.
“That sword is likely Heart. Cassandra?”
“I agree. It fits the descriptions. Boe’Noke will come for all of it. Oar included. We should send the students to Ta-Veer. Joan too.”
Brenna leaned against the wall. “Joan isn’t going to go. And I won’t leave her. She doesn’t go anywhere without me.”
“Cantille is too dangerous for her now, Brenna. She should go to Ta-Veer with Penchin. I will protect them.” Klien had his mask back over his nose. It made it difficult to read his face—stone, like usual.
“We need you in Cantille, Klien. If Boe’Noke appears . . .” Cassandra sighed. Her calm facade broke just a little. “What will we do? I wish Lafe was here.”
“Brenna,” said Klien. “Cantille is yours. I will listen to your judgment.”
Brenna crossed her arms and let her head fall back against the wall. “We let the students choose. Flee to Ta-Veer or help defend Cantille. But we need to be realistic with it. There isn’t a great chance a new mage will survive. Cass or her squadmates are the healthiest. They need to go warn Yewn and tell him to expect refugees. Cantille is already full, and they won’t plan to stay here once they know the same people they just ran from will be coming here. We give everybody a choice, even the Konseers, and Joan. Stay or fight. Same goes for the two of you.”
“I swore to protect Joan and Penchin with my life. I will follow the princess’s choice.” Klien rubbed his hand on his forehead. “Healing with death . . . she is stronger than I expected.”
“Joan isn’t a princess anymore.” Brenna smiled. “Just you wait and see.”
“Stopping Boe’Noke is our top priority. Neptor has yet to draw our attention again. The Brothers of Flesh need to fall.” Cassandra brushed her hair back over her shoulder.
“So, we get ready for war.” Brenna opened the door to the hospital room. Candle leaned against the wall just inside.
“War it is. With you here, Brenna, I’m sure we can kill the bastards.”
Klien half bowed. “Let me talk it over with the Gorva. Cassandra, you are welcome to join us. Brenna, I know there is a conversation you need to have.”
“Thanks, Klien. Find me before the day is over.” Brenna bowed to both and ran down the hall. She caught the Konseers at the door and wrapped her arms around Joan from behind. “We’ll catch up,” she said to Slem.
Brenna set Joan down and turned her around. “Healing with death magic, huh? When did you learn that?”
“A while ago. Just experimenting, you know?”
Brenna grabbed Joan’s hand and walked outside. “I’m impressed. I really am. But be honest with me, are you doing okay?” Joan hugged Brenna and buried her face in her shoulder. “I’m going to stay in Cantille with Cassandra to try and stop this cult or whatever it is. I’m giving everybody the choice of staying or retreating to Ta-Veer. If we can stop them before then, it will be worth it. I want you to go. Go protect your brother. You know how important he and Yew are. How long we fought for them to unite Brunta and Ta-Veer, we can’t let that go.”
Joan pulled out of the hug and glared. Tears ran down her cheeks. “Are you fucking joking?”
Brenna’s eyebrows lowered. “No.”
“You need me. I’m not leaving your side. Klien can follow if he wants, but I am fighting right beside you. Forever.”
Brenna pulled her back in and hugged her. “Fine. I won’t complain.” It was the answer Brenna had expected and the one she had hoped for, but it was important to give the chance to retreat, to be safe. Joan squeezed her tighter, and Brenna felt safe and happy.
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Jahan held Titan’s Eye tightly with both hands. The blue-glass top was heavy. She didn’t quite understand how somebody would swing such a heavy weapon so well. A sword was difficult enough to use, and she had had plenty of training in using one.
Her room was usually quiet, nearly silent, but there had been a faint hum ever since the mace had been delivered. It had surprised Jahan to receive an item to research from Brenna. It surprised Jahan even more when it was the legendary weapon Titan’s Eye. Holstin Yolf had used the very weapon in her hands to fight and defeat the entire Royal Army of Zabanor. She was having trouble believing it was actually the weapon she had read about so many times.
“Study this. Brenna thinks your light magic and lessons from Lafe might reveal something we don’t see,” Gorshun had said when delivering the weapon.
Jahan leaned her ear close and listened to the hum reverberating from the blue obsidian. She let out the slightest bit of magical energy and felt the mace quickly absorb it. The glass glowed gently and cast light over her desk and across her walls.
“This is certainly Titan’s Eye from everything I’ve read about it,” she said quietly to herself. She scratched some notes down in a book, confirming some thoughts and jotting down others.
Most of her desk was overwhelmed with books that she had yet to return. With Lafe gone, she wasn’t sure what to do with the books she had borrowed. It felt all sorts of wrong to enter his residence, even if it was to give back his books. He wrote some. Others were ones he had recommended based on several factors, such as his familiarity with the author or from having read and learned from one himself.
There was no better teacher for spirit magic in all of Masaneen, surely, and possibly in all the world. In a short time, she had learned more from her private lessons with Lafe than she had in the rest of her life. She wrote that down, thought about it, and added a “maybe.”
Lafe had left countless essays scribbled in books and on loose sheets of papers from his time leading the Circle of Masters. Most of them had never been read, reviewed, or edited in any way, but they contained an incredible wealth of knowledge. Some of it was horrifying to read, which Lafe had acknowledged while giving her the papers to read. They contained his thoughts and research that had led to the absorption of the Circle of Masters. All focused around the idea of completing the Circle of Magic.
Spirit magic was considered a mystery in many ways. That’s what Lafe continually said, and he believed it himself despite successfully using it in ways that had never been done before. Jahan thought it was less mysterious. Maybe it was more straightforward than anyone had believed, and it was only because nobody had a chance to look closer that people thought of it as so perplexing.
Titan’s Eye hummed and produced a warmth, caused by two different magical energies.  The light magic was simple for her to detect. It was warm and would produce a glow brighter than an oil lamp with the slightest push. The other, the hum, wasn’t difficult to detect. She found that she was able to detect almost nothing at all. Spirit magic hid itself in the blue obsidian and flowed down the handle.
One of the theories Jahan had scribbled down, even before being given Titan’s Eye was that the legendary weapons, all magical items, were tied to spirit magic, if not made out of it. Femur was a clear example, but each magical weapon had to form from something other than the energy it possessed, or anybody would be able to create magical items. Jahan would infuse her spoon with light magic if it were so simple.
Because Jahan couldn’t access spirit magic, Titan’s Eye seemed to be the perfect option, the only option, for studying spirit magic. It flowed through so freely that she could feel it. Now that she had found it hidden within, it became easier and easier to find and touch. It stung a little on her skin and in her veins as it mixed with her own magical energy, but it welcomed her and gave her more.
Titan’s Eye happily gave itself to be her partner in uncovering the secrets of spirit magic. Jahan couldn’t help but grin from ear to ear as magic crackled in the air. The whole world laid itself before her. She just had to keep writing down what it said.
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Tonshen on the far eastern coast of Masaneen was not the most appealing town Lafe had been to. It had devolved in just about every way in the years since his last visit. The roads were ill-kept, a scent of foul, rotting fish filled the whole wharf, and the people had expressions of anger and distrust, even when looking at each other.
But this was the place. He was sure of that.
While he had yet to even begin to explain the sensation, Lafe could feel the presence of others. To a certain level, at least. What the sensation was or what he was feeling exactly were beyond anything he was able to decipher. All he knew was that Tonshen, at this moment, was exactly where he needed to be. This feeling floating in his mind helped him pace his journey and arrive right on time, or so he hoped. Waiting in Tonshen seemed like it may be beyond what he was capable of.
After a long journey, he felt energetic and spry, like a young lad ready to explore the world. But Tonshen just smelled too awful to spend more time than necessary in.
As Lafe’s thoughts wandered, a tall brown-skinned man with a cloak and sword sheathed at his side stepped up from the wharf. His black hair was in a braid, and his brows were lowered as he examined Lafe. A heat oddly radiated from the man. Lafe was certain he had never seen him before, yet he felt oddly familiar.
Right after him, a gaunt man with pale skin and absolute contempt in his eyes stepped off the stairs. He cocked his head at Lafe and nudged the first man.
Lafe stayed put, about five paces from the two of them. He was almost second-guessing himself. While the two of them were not ordinary humans, they absolutely were not who he was looking for. He readied to turn and walk away when he heard an oink.
Ryptin hopped up the last step and oinked even louder on seeing Lafe. Gerin’s head popped over the edge. “Grandmaster?”
Grayson and Toes ran up the wharf and stepped around the two odd men. “What are you doing here, Lafe?” asked Grayson. “How are you here?”
“I have so much to tell you.” Lafe smiled. He couldn’t help it. Seeing the three of them brought him joy. “I have a present for you, Grayson.” Lafe set his pack on the ground, unlatched the top, and pulled out the wrapped item. He handed the whole thing over. Grayson took it with both hands and squinted. The Bone Knight had still not gotten over the confusion of Lafe’s presence, but that was fine. There was plenty more to confuse him. Lafe wasn’t sure where to even begin with the stories of the last year. “Go ahead, unwrap it.”
Grayson carefully unwound the cloth until the faint sunlight reflected off the white blade. “Is this . . .” He let the cloth wrapping fall on the wet stones. The sword had a very slight curve to it. New leather was wrapped around the grip and the crossguard curved down over the hand. It was different from Femur, but Lafe hoped it would help.
“A bone sword?” asked the tall man. “That isn’t Neptor’s femur.”
“No, no.” Lafe sighed. “Neptor has returned, Grayson. We tried and failed.”
“We know.” Grayson gave a faint, weak smile. “That’s why we’re here. What is this sword made from?”
“Warden’s arm. It was severed last year by Pettrin. I hoped it would serve you well.”
The old, gaunt man cackled and walked away, over to the edge of the stone platform near the wharf.
“I should introduce you,” said Grayson. “This is Borthes, thermal titan and King of the Sun. That over there is the Derelict King or the Professor. Also a titan.”
Lafe opened his mouth to speak, then closed it and put his hand over his mouth. He couldn’t think of anything to say. “The Three Kings?” he asked, voice muffled by his hand.
“Two of them,” said Borthes. “The third is why we’ve come—that and Neptor. So, the Titan Killer has already returned? How?”
“Warden helped a prisoner escape. She took Femur and grew it—”
“It consumed her, didn’t it?” interrupted Borthes.
Lafe nodded slowly. “They vanished.”
“We have plenty to discuss. Let us go someplace better for these conversations.” Borthes looked over his shoulder at Gerin and Toes. “Any suggestions?”
“I could go for some tea,” said Toes.
“Oh, yes.” Gerin slapped Toes on the shoulder. “Tea.”
Borthes looked around the town. “Is there anywhere here?”
Lafe pulled a bag from his pack. “I have my own here. We can head west and make a fire.”
“That is a wonderful plan, Grandmaster. That’s what they called you, correct?”
“Lafe, please. Not a Grandmaster any longer. And you, Borthes or King?”
“Borthes. I have looked forward to talking to you, Lafe. Bozendol, let’s go.” Borthes walked past Lafe and waved everyone on.
“Stop with that name,” snapped the Professor.
“It is your name.” Borthes kept going, trailed by Gerin, Toes, and Ryptin. The Professor passed Lafe, briefly glared at him, and kept walking.
“Odd company you keep, Grayson.”
“It has been an odd year. Will this sword work like Femur?” Grayson waved the sword around. “It’s lighter.”
“I ran tests on my way here. It will resist magic but not absorb it like Femur. There is no risk of this regrowing, as far as I can tell. Does it work?”
Grayson slid it through his belt. “It does. Thank you, Lafe. Let’s catch up with the others. I would hear about your stories first. The prisoner, was it Yortia?” Grayson held the hilts of both the bone sword and Dryad.
“Indeed. I will save the story for Toes as well.”
Grayson patted Lafe on the back. “You are a welcome surprise. I look forward to some tea.”
They followed Borthes out of town and settled off the road. A magical fire appeared without the slightest crackle of magic. It burned on top of the grass without igniting any plants or causing them to wilt.
“Impressive thermal magic,” said Lafe. He waved his hand, causing small stone columns like stools to rise out of the ground around the fire.
Borthes smiled with his lips pressed together. “We have much to talk about, Lafe.” The titan took a seat and grabbed a kettle from his pack. “Would you be so kind as to gather some water for me?”
Toes stared at Lafe from across the fire, somewhere between a glare and squinting. Lafe understood, of course. The Gorva hadn’t had an opportunity to get to know Lafe as the other Bruntans had. Gerin just looked around him and smiled at everybody. The spirit mage just appeared to be happy with his company. But his boar still seemed like it held a grudge. Understandable, of course. The boar and Toes would brew in their anger together.
“This might surprise you,” said Lafe. He waved his hand, trying to pull moisture from the air. A twinge of discomfort flashed in his chest. Not quite pain, but not pleasurable. It looked like a shadow moved across his vision from Lafe's eyes. To everybody else, a shadow form of Sandra split from Lafe, mimicked his motion, and returned to the old man’s body. Water materialized, gathering together the gases and microscopic drops in the air. Lafe directed the water over the fire and into the kettle in Borthes’s hands.
The kettle glowed red underneath the titan’s palms and whistled shortly after. He poured tea for everybody and handed out the mugs one by one. When Borthes sat down, he was calm and had a hint of a smile on the corners of his mouth. “So, Lafe, you have other souls in your body. Have you spoken to them?”
“Sandra has spoken with me. The others hold a grudge, which I do understand.” Lafe nodded to Toes. “I do understand.”
“Neptor,” muttered the Professor. “Focus, Borthes.”
Borthes sipped his tea and patted the Professor on the shoulder. The old man grimaced and leaned away.
“Bozendol is right. Tell us what happened, please.”
Lafe set his mug down and adjusted his trousers. “Warden helped our prisoner, Yortia, escape. She was involved with the Resurrectionists last year and has been in a cell since our friend, Brenna, captured her.”
Gerin frowned. “Captured isn’t the right word for what happened there.” Grayson opened his eyes wide and nodded like he was reliving that interaction.
Lafe continued as if he didn’t hear them, “Life magic ran through her veins and strengthened her muscles. While it is a known practice, it has its dangers, of course. Yortia could do it without us knowing and to an extreme level. She crushed the skulls and ribs of guards in one hit and broke into our underground vault. One of our Konseers, an elite mage, happened to be visiting the vault during her attack. The Konseer was taken down and nearly killed. I believe it was Neptor’s call that distracted Yortia and stopped her from finishing—”
“Who?” asked Toes. He was leaning forward, staring intensely at Lafe.
“Slem. He is alive and well. I promise,” said Lafe. Toes pressed his lips together and nodded slightly. “Yortia took the ball of Femur and fled from the city.” Lafe stopped and took a deep breath. He made eye contact with Toes, whose eyes widened slightly. “Konseer Torva tried to stop her escape. While he fought with incredible talent, Yortia killed him.”
Toes put a hand over his mouth. Gerin put his hand on Toes’s back and whispered in his ear.
“After that, Princess Joan of Brunta chased her and stalled the escape, though it was too late. Neptor leeched the magic from Yortia and took control of her body. I sent my friend, Brenna, out to protect Joan and stop Neptor. She was able to destroy Yortia’s physical body but was unable to harm the bone of Neptor, which had taken half of Yortia’s body. Warden came and took Neptor away before I arrived to assist.”
“Sent?” asked Borthes. “You are in charge?”
Lafe smiled. “No, no. I used wind and earth to launch Brenna from the city all the way to the princess.”
“And she was able to land safely?” Borthes tilted his head slightly. Grayson smirked and held the tea close to his face.
“Oh, yes. She can do many incredible things, far beyond any other mage I have known.” Lafe felt an urge to brag, to tell this titan of everything he had witnessed Brenna do, but he held this tongue.
“Fascinating.” Borthes kicked his feet out and scanned his eyes over everyone but the Professor. “There is so much potential around this fire, but few of you are tapping into it.” He looked hard at the Professor. “Most of all, you, Bozendol.” The Professor mumbled under his breath.
Borthes continued, ignoring the Professor, “Grayson, you have shown you are capable of great things, things other mortals, especially those without magic, could never dream of. With this new sword, you can once again claim the mantle of Bone Knight, but you must assist me in stopping Neptor.”
Grayson sat upright. “It is my burden. You’re welcome to join me, but I am going after Neptor with or without you.”
Borthes nodded. “Bozendol and I will join you, of course. But the others here, what is it you wish to do? Gerin, you are nearly bursting with spirit energy, yet you cannot manifest even a wisp of magic. Lafe, you are home to so many mages and so much energy, but you also cannot grasp what is already there.”
“What about me?” asked Toes. He sipped his tea but kept his eyes locked on Borthes.
The titan smiled with his lips. “Toes, you are distracted. That much is clear to all. Your mind is elsewhere. If it weren’t you, it would have never been injured so severely. Is that right?”
Toes frowned, sipped his tea, and averted his gaze. Gerin patted his arm and whispered to him, too quiet for Lafe to pick up.
“Tell me, Borthes, about the third king. The King of Flesh?”
The Professor grimaced and spat. Borthes nodded. “Boe’Noke, as we know him. Our brother lost long ago to a twisted mind. I have yet to learn his goals, but I must help stop him. I am his protector, after all.”
“Protector?” sneered the Professor. Borthes shot him a glare that shut him up.
Lafe leaned forward, digging his elbows into his knees. From Cassandra’s story, Boe’Noke was clearly a threat. But the vision of Neptor, the threat of the Bone Titan, played over and over in his mind. “Which is the bigger threat?”
Borthes frowned. “I cannot answer that, Lafe. My instincts say Neptor. It took an alliance of titans to take down the Titan Killer last time. But underestimating Boe’Noke would be a grave mistake. Both should be feared.”
Brenna needed to know. That much was clear to Lafe. He was wiser, but she could lead where he could not. She was needed to unite people. “Will you pass this information to Brenna in Cantille? She knows as much as I do about Neptor.”
“Where will you go?” asked Grayson, eyes alight with worry.
“I need to learn to connect with the Circle of Masters. I need to learn my power.”
Borthes leaned close to the Professor and whispered. The old man huffed for a moment, then pressed his lips together and shrugged. Borthes smiled. “Lafe, my friend, you should talk to Aaz Kala. Nobody, mortal or titan, would help you understand more than the immortal Aaz Kala.”
“The desert?” Lafe wanted to laugh, but Borthes’s half-smile looked too sincere, too serious to laugh at.
“Aaz is more than a desert. There’s an oasis hidden within the shifting sands. Underneath is the titan’s beating heart. Down there, you can talk to Aaz, learn from Aaz. There is no wiser being. This power inside of you, these tormented, angry souls, could be your allies with Aaz Kala’s help.”
Lafe sipped his tea while he looked around the fire. The Professor stared off into the distance, seemingly unaware of everything happening around him. Toes watched the fire, deep in thought. Grayson and Gerin both looked between Borthes and Lafe, closely following every syllable of the conversation. “What do you suggest, Borthes?”
“Take a ship across the Shamlin Ocean, travel through Halindon, and hire the nomads to guide you to the oasis. Talk to Aaz Kala, learn about spirit magic, learn about the titans. Knowledge will bring you power that will help stop Neptor. In the meantime, Grayson will travel with us to Navaneer, where we will meet this Brenna.” Borthes grabbed the kettle and walked around the fire refilling tea. He sat back, poured his own, and looked at Lafe. “Mortals will die from both Boe’Noke and Neptor. Neither can be ignored. You are at war with yourself. I can see it. You will not be of help to anyone until you learn more about our world.”
“Me too,” blurted Gerin. “Everybody keeps telling me about spirit magic, and I still don’t understand a thing about it. I want to go with Lafe.”
Grayson frowned. “Really?”
Gerin nodded and rubbed Ryptin’s head. “I want to learn, then I will find you again.”
“I would welcome the company, Gerin.” Lafe raised his mug and smiled.
“Grayson,” said Borthes. “I would ask you to give Dryad to Gerin and Lafe. It will serve them better.”
“I do not use weapons,” said Lafe with a wave of his hand.
Borthes smiled, showing his white teeth. “Dryad is more than a sword, my friend. Take it with you. Keep it close. You will learn much.” He stood, towering above everybody, and stretched. “We shall spend the evening here for you all to rest. Then we will part in the morning. There is a need for haste, I think. Rest well and leave when you are ready, Lafe and Gerin. It was a pleasure to meet you, and I hope we see each other again. Bozendol, come with me. We have more to discuss.”
The Professor grumbled as he stood and reluctantly followed Borthes away from the fire. Everybody else sat quietly, staring into the magical flames. A breeze stirred the air, blowing in the smell of the sea. Thoughts turned over in their minds, worries and predictions, fears and hopes. What could Lafe learn that a lifetime of studying had failed to teach him? What lay ahead of him, and what would happen to the Bone Knight? Grayson met his gaze. Tears welled in the knight’s eyes, and a soft smile creased his lips.




From the writings of Grandmaster Lafe:
A section from Lafe’s Personal Journal, year 1165:
My understanding of magic could not have been more foolish and ignorant than when I led the Circle of Masters. A circle, just like that of magic, but both were wrong in all ways.

A circle does not contain a point, and therefore does not contain a leader. In the same way, the Circle of Magic assumes all magic is equal, which it is not. There is a balance between opposing energies but an imbalance throughout the Circle.

Spirit stands dominant over all else when harnessed with precision, just as I did over the Masters in Ta-Veer. Along with some unfortunate victims, I experienced this terrifying power of spirit magic firsthand only last year. The innocent Prince Toar of Ta-Veer had his mind twisted and manipulated by Master Pettrin through the use of spirit magic. The practice is unique and difficult, something I have yet to try myself.

Instead, the other Masters, excluding Pettrin, were victims to my own selfish desires. I harnessed spirit magic in a way that completed my vision of the Circle of Magic, a vision that was twisted and wrong.

Over the last year, I have learned that anomalies occur within magic. This can be the magic naturally existing in the world or within an individual. My nature magic was likely passed from my parents, but earth and spirit magics appeared in an unexplainable fashion. While it could be from a distant relative, as I previously suspected, that possibility is also unproven.

In the sparse recordings of history one thousand years ago, there were writings, brief and difficult to translate, that discussed an anomaly much greater than my ability to use earth magic. The legends of Ulther Shamlin all point to the same idea, though the stories vary slightly around the world.

The idea is that Ulther Shamlin, First King Of Mortals, was a mage unlike any other at the time and any since. Not only did he control enough energy to create whirlwinds and lightning storms, Shamlin could manipulate multiple magics at once. Different nations have different stories, so it is unknown which energies he could control or if he had access to them all. Either way, Ulther Shamlin was born as an anomaly, unlike myself, but very much like the great Brenna of Brunta.

Ulther Shamlin was worshiped as a god among mortals, a rival to the titans. Legends tell of battles between the First King and Tahk, though the stories were likely exaggerated. Regardless, Shamlin was king of the mortals because he was unlike any other mortal alive.

Brenna may be the first magic anomaly in one thousand years with that same logic. She has access to six energies, and she can use them all at once. Sound and Death are her favorites, but by no means her only magic.

I have no evidence, and as a scholar, I hesitate to make bold statements or prophecies of the future, yet I feel inclined to say this:

Brenna is more powerful than any of us believe.

Brenna is here to save us all.
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