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      A determined knight. A dark sorceress. The final battle between them might destroy the world.

      Ridmark Arban has brought the war to the Isle of Kordain, challenging the dark rule of the Exarch.

      If he can defeat the Exarch, he will free its people from the tyranny of the Heptarchy, and the Isle will become a shield for the realm of Andomhaim.

      But the Exarch will not yield her power without a fight, and she will pay any price for victory.

      No matter how high.

      But the dark magic she has summoned might destroy the army of Andomhaim, and then the rest of the world...
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      Ridmark Arban stood near the shore and gazed at the dead town.

      After all the violence and bloodshed of the last few days, today’s weather was incongruously gentle. A brisk breeze came off the ocean to the west, small waves crashing against the shore on either side of the peninsula. The sky was a patchwork of blue expanses and white clouds.

      The gate to the town of Kourios stood open, which didn’t matter, because the Exarch had killed everyone in the town and raised them as undead horrors.

      The slaughter had very nearly won the war for her. Only the fact that Ridmark had gathered all the Swordbearers on the western flank of the army, ready to respond to any threats, had kept the attack of the undead reapers from becoming a catastrophic rout.

      Ten thousand people had lived in Kourios.

      Fifty thousand people lived in Teramis, the largest city of the Isle of Kordain. Based on what Ridmark had learned from Nikomedes and the new Guardian of the Great Engine, the Exarch was on her way to repeat the horror of the High Sanction in the city. If the Exarch raised fifty thousand more of the creatures, she would prevail.

      Haste was needed, but an army could only move so fast.

      Ridmark took one last look at the dead town of Kourios. Some part of his mind wanted to blame himself for what had happened, but the simple fact was that he hadn’t known the High Sanction existed and couldn’t have prepared for it. The Exarch had kept the secret well. If Ridmark had known the vile thing existed, he would have prepared for it and certainly would not have brought the Heptarchy army to battle so close to Kourios.

      He could not blame himself for the destruction of the town, but he had set this chain of events into motion, hadn’t he? Ridmark had brought an army to the Isle of Kordain, and he had taken the Exarch off-guard and forced her to respond. If he had not come to the Isle, the Exarch would not have used the High Sanction, and the people of Kourios would still be alive.

      Ridmark had known that the price of attacking the Isle would be high, but the cost had risen far more quickly than even his pessimism could have imagined.

      He could do nothing for the people of Kourios, but he would make sure that the High Sanction was not repeated.

      Though Ridmark supposed there was one thing he could still do for all the Exarch’s victims at Kourios.

      He could avenge them.

      With that thought in mind, he picked up an object lying on the ground.

      It was the helm of an arachar orc, the infantry soldiers of the Heptarchy’s legions. It was made from good-quality steel, with an open faceplate, guards for the side of the head, and a spike rising from the top. Ridmark had assumed the spike was ornamental, but the years since that first arachar attack on Cintarra, he had fought enough Heptarchy soldiers to realize that the spike served the useful function of deflecting blows away from the top of the head, especially when fighting horsemen.

      His men had taken losses during the three days of the battle of Kourios, but the arachar orcs of the Exarch’s legions had been hurt as well. Quite a few of the arachar had been left dead on the field only to have their bodies raised as minor undead during the Exarch’s retreat towards Teramis. The undead had been destroyed but had left their armor and helmets behind.

      That might be useful.

      Ridmark took one last look at Kourios to remind himself of the terrible stakes of this war and the cost if they failed. Ten thousand men, women, and children had died within Kourios. Many, many more would die if his army did not find a way to defeat the Exarch and drive the Heptarchy from the Isle of Kordain.

      Still carrying the helmet, Ridmark turned from the dead town and strode to the east.

      The army of Andomhaim and the Anathgrimm was breaking camp in haste and preparing for their march northeast in pursuit of the Exarch’s host. Ridmark spotted patrols moving in the distance, which pleased him. The army of the Heptarchy had departed for Teramis, but Ridmark suspected that the Exarch knew just as well as he did that they were now in a race. The faster she could get to Teramis, the more likely she would be able to use the High Sanction to turn the city’s population into an army of undead horrors.

      The faster Ridmark could move his army, the better chance he had of stopping her.

      The best way to slow down the army of Andomhaim would be to send out raiders and skirmishers to attack their baggage train, to force them to deal with the attackers. Under normal circumstances, he would have worried that the Heptarchy’s fire drakes would hinder the army.

      His eyes strayed to where the slender white spire of the Tower of the Scepter rose to the east.

      Their new high elven friends and their mounts would do a great deal to protect the army of Andomhaim from the fire drakes.

      As Ridmark drew closer to the dismantling camp, he approached a group of Anathgrimm orcs. They stood like steel-armored statues, their black tusks and bone masks looking as hard as granite, their hard gazes watching in all directions. One of the Anathgrimm stepped towards him, a hulking orc with a perpetual scowl behind his black tusks.

      “Lord Captain Khorvacht,” said Ridmark, addressing the new Lord Captain of the Queen’s Guard.

      “Prove that you are who you say you are,” said Khorvacht.

      In answer, Ridmark drew Oathshield. The blue metal of the sword’s blade flashed in the sun, and the weapon’s twin soulstones, one in the pommel, the second in the tang, flickered with white light. Khorvacht gazed at the soulblade for a moment and then nodded.

      “I wish to see the Queen,” said Ridmark, returning Oathshield to its scabbard.

      “Very well,” said Khorvacht, and beckoned for him to follow. Ridmark and Khorvacht walked into the ring of Anathgrimm. A somewhat exasperated-looking Mara stood in the center and smiled at his approach. She did not look as if she had fully recovered from the assassination attempt during the second day of the battle for Kourios – there were dark circles under her green eyes, and she was paler than usual. Calliande’s healing magic had saved her life, but such things exacted a cost.

      Ever since, the Anathgrimm of the Queen’s Guard had been even more vigilant than usual, berating themselves for their laxness in letting the Exarch’s assassins get so close. Khorvacht had been one of the few Anathgrimm tribunes to keep his head, though from what Ridmark had understood, that had only happened after Gareth had hit him in the face. Mara had given Khorvacht the responsibility of the Lord Captain of the Queen’s Guard, which Khorvacht was taking with the utmost seriousness.

      But the Anathgrimm took almost everything seriously, especially if it involved battle in any way.

      Or Mara’s safety.

      “The Shield Knight to see you, my Queen,” growled Khorvacht.

      “Thank you, Lord Captain,” said Mara. She looked at the helmet in his hand. “Why are you carrying that around?”

      “A reminder,” said Ridmark.

      “Of our failure,” said Khorvacht. “How the arachar dogs fooled us and nearly slew the Queen.”

      “But they didn’t,” said Mara. She didn’t sigh, but Ridmark had known her for over twenty years now and could tell that she was suppressing one right now.

      “It was my failure as well,” said Ridmark to Khorvacht.

      The Lord Captain’s perpetual scowl deepened. “But you were not there.”

      “Nonetheless, I was in command, which meant it was my responsibility,” said Ridmark. “And the Exarch’s trap almost defeated us, which is likewise my responsibility.”

      “But we prevailed over the foe,” said Khorvacht.

      “That is why I’m carrying this helmet with me,” said Ridmark. “Not as a reminder of failure, but of the fact that all warfare is deception.”

      A faint smile went over Mara’s face. “Jager says all warfare is logistics.”

      “He’s not wrong,” said Ridmark. “But the arachar deceived us and almost assassinated you.”

      “Which means we must be even more vigilant,” said Khorvacht.

      “What it means,” said Ridmark, “is that if the arachar deceived us, we need to do a better job of deceiving them.” He lifted the helmet. “There are quite a few dead arachar orcs scattered north of us. Queen Mara, I ask that you command the Anathgrimm to gather their helmets, armor, and shields, and bring them with us as we march northeast.”

      “There are at least two thousand dead arachar, maybe more,” said Mara. “That would be a lot of excess armor.”

      “We wouldn’t need all of it,” said Ridmark. “Just enough for a few hundred soldiers, no more.”

      “You have something in mind, don’t you?” said Mara. “Some use for it.”

      “Perhaps,” said Ridmark. “It is too soon to say. You know what a battlefield is like. We cannot make a plan until we know where we shall face the enemy.” He looked at Khorvacht. “The arachar tricked us once before. I think we should prepare to repay them in kind.”

      “Then it will be done,” said Khorvacht. “We shall gather the armor and shields of our fallen foes, though I cannot see what use we shall have for them.”

      Ridmark wasn’t sure himself, not yet. But the beginnings of a plan had formed in his mind. It was a way to gain an advantage in the upcoming fight, an edge that might give them victory over the enemy.

      Of course, if the Exarch killed everyone in Teramis and raised them as undead reapers, it wouldn’t really matter.

      “Is Jager back yet?” said Mara.

      “No,” said Ridmark. “He was organizing the supply train coming up the road through the Dwarfwood.” That, at least, had not been a problem. When Ridmark had opened the portal to Cintarra and summoned the gathered soldiers, they had also brought a vast quantity of gathered supplies through the gate and stored them in Amathur’s Tower. Jager had organized the supply train, the endless lines of wagons that rolled through the Dwarfwood and delivered food and tools and equipment. In the skirmishing before the battle at Kourios, the arachar orcs had launched many raids on the supply column, but they had not been able to stop the flow of supplies in any significant way.

      Of course, neither had the men of Andomhaim been able to cut off the Exarch’s supplies.

      Mara sighed. “Poor Jager. He blames himself for what happened to me.”

      “He shouldn’t,” said Ridmark. He glanced at Khorvacht. “Nor should the Anathgrimm. We knew the Exarch was a cunning foe. She proved it at Kourios.”

      “Well, at least Jager is throwing himself into useful work,” said Mara. “There are worse ways to handle anger.”

      “We shall handle the anger,” said Khorvacht, “by slaughtering every last arachar orc on the Isle of Kordain.”

      “That will also be useful work,” said Ridmark.

      “Has Lika left for Teramis yet?” said Mara.

      “She will before the end of the day,” said Ridmark. “She wanted to bury her father before she departed.”

      “Ah,” said Mara. “The poor girl. She’s had a hard road, hasn’t she? To spend ten years waiting for her father to return only to see Cyranathain kill him in front of her.”

      Ridmark spoke a little while longer with Mara and was satisfied that she was all right and that the Anathgrimm were properly arrayed for the march northeast. It wasn’t anywhere near the first time the Anathgrimm had marched eagerly to war under Mara’s command.

      He bade Mara and Khorvacht farewell and headed east. One of his squires waited there with a horse. Ridmark handed the helmet to the squire, told him to give to the Anathgrimm of the Queen’s Guard, and pulled himself into the saddle. He didn’t mind walking, but there was too much to do, and he needed to get around faster.

      A group of orcish warriors stood to the east. Unlike the Anathgrimm, they wore a mixture of armor – some had plate, some wore chain mail, and others only leather. They also lacked the bone masks and spikes of the Anathgrimm. Ridmark rode towards them and found Bishop Caius standing at their head. The dwarf was talking to a tall orcish warrior in blue armor, the hilt of a greatsword rising over his right shoulder. A young orcish warrior in plate armor with twin axes on his belt listened to them talk with a mixture of annoyance and amusement. His armor was more ornate than the others, and he wore a simple gold circlet upon his head.

      “King David had many wives,” said Kharlacht. “He was not punished for that.”

      “His sins were in sleeping with Bathsheba and attempting to conceal that by arranging for the death of Uriah,” said Caius. “It is true that David had more than one wife…”

      “How many wives did he have?” said Kharlacht. “I don’t remember.”

      “Eight, if I recall correctly,” said Caius. “Plus his other concubines, who his son Absalom slept with in public to establish his authority as king.”

      The young orcish warrior grunted. “If anyone slept with my concubines, they would get my axe in their throat.”

      “That was the point, King Vhorluz,” said Caius. “By sleeping with the king’s concubines, Absalom tried to usurp his father’s authority.”

      “Then a king should indeed have as many wives and concubines as he can support,” said Vhorluz.

      “Perhaps, but is better for a man to be married to one wife and not many,” said Caius.

      “For a commoner, not a king,” said Vhorluz. He pointed at Kharlacht. “Did not King David have many wives?”

      “He did,” said Kharlacht.

      “But you have only one wife,” said Caius.

      Kharlacht grunted. “Can you imagine what Mhaljaka would say if I told her I was taking a second wife?”

      Vhorluz barked a laugh. “Her wrath would shake Rhalhosk to its foundations!” His gaze swung to Ridmark. “Ah, Shield Knight. Do my headman and the bishop always debate theology?”

      “If it helps,” said Ridmark, dismounting, “I’ve been listening to them debate theology since before your father became the King of Rhaluusk.”

      “And have you not been enlightened by it?” said Caius.

      “On occasion,” said Ridmark, and Caius laughed. “King Vhorluz, are you sure you wish to remain? I said I would return you and your warriors to Rhalhosk after the battle, and I will keep my word.” Granted, the time required to do it would be costly. If the Exarch turned and attacked while Ridmark was holding Oathshield’s gate open for the Rhaluuskan orcs, it might be disastrous. Yet wars were not won by alienating allies, and Ridmark would keep his word to the King of Rhaluusk.

      “The battle is not over,” said Vhorluz. “The arachar orcs departed the field. They fled from us, not the Anathgrimm.”

      That wasn’t precisely what had happened. Concealed in Kourios, Vhorluz’s warriors had struck the right flank of the Heptarchy force, pushing back its lines. That, combined with the sudden appearance of the Tower of the Scepter and high elven mages flying on griffins, had convinced the Exarch to withdraw.

      A victory, but a costly one, as the empty town of Kourios testified. And in terms of deciding the fate of the Isle, it had been a stalemate at best.

      “Wars are won with many swords, King Vhorluz,” said Caius. “Whether orcish, Anathgrimm, human, or elven. Better that all unite to fight the Heptarchy, or else we shall all fall under the tyranny of the priestesses one by one.”

      Vhorluz glowered at him, but the fact that Caius was both a dwarf and a bishop of the church let him speak bluntly to the orcish king.

      “As you say,” said Vhorluz at last. His dark gaze swung back to Ridmark. “But the foe remains undefeated. Let no man say the warriors of Rhaluusk showed their back to the enemy. We shall join the fight until the Exarch is defeated.”

      “We shall be glad of your aid, King Vhorluz, and welcome your warriors,” said Ridmark. In truth, he had mixed feelings about it. Vhorluz and the Rhaluuskans had originally refused to come to Cintarra for the attack on the Exarch because Vhorluz worried about leaving the borders of Rhaluusk undefended. Yet as Kharlacht pointed out, Vhorluz was still a young king, and young orcish kings needed victories to secure their hold on the throne. They likely would not have won at Kourios if not for Vhorluz’s aid, and that would bolster Vhorluz’s prestige and authority when he returned to Rhaluusk.

      And while the threat from the Mhorites of Kothluusk was real, the Mhorites had not stirred of late, busy with their own infighting. If Vhorluz wanted to win glory on a distant battlefield, this was a good time to do it, and Ridmark did need every sword if they were going to prevail against the Exarch.

      “As you should,” said Vhorluz. “Since you can provide the supplies, we can march with you at once.” Jager’s logistical skills had proven useful yet again – he had prepared enough supplies that they would have no difficulties feeding Vhorluz’s men, at least so long as the supply train back to Amathur’s Tower was not disrupted.

      “Then be ready to march, King Vhorluz,” said Ridmark. “There is only a few days’ travel between here and the walls of Teramis, and I expect we will bring the Exarch’s host to battle soon.”

      With that, Ridmark bade Vhorluz, Kharlacht, and Caius farewell, climbed back into the saddle, and rode east.

      There was a road that went from Kourios to Teramis. Ridmark wasn’t sure if the Corsairs had originally built it, but the Exarch had maintained the road well, and it was flat and level. An endless line of wagons filled the road. He had given orders that the wagons would have priority, while the horsemen and footmen moved on either side of the road. Mounted patrols moved up and down on the flanks of the marching column, watching for enemy raiders. Ridmark glanced towards the sky, as had become a habit over the last several days, watching for the fire drakes of the Heptarchy.

      No drakes flew across the sky.

      He did see a griffin soaring overhead, a figure in golden armor riding upon its back.

      Ridmark crossed the road, slipping between the carts, and rode towards a group of horsemen. One of the riders carried a blue banner adorned with the sigil of a bow – the sign of the House of the Arbanii, Ridmark’s family, which meant that Dux Carridan was nearby.

      He reined up as he approached the banner, the lead riders turning to face him.

      “Father,” said Gareth Arban. His eldest son looked a bit weary, but then so did everyone else in the army. Gareth wore the scale armor he had received as a gift from a lord in Norvangenheim far to the north, his soulblade Stormshield in its scabbard and his shield of golden elven steel hanging from his saddle. His wife Niara sat atop her horse, and Ridmark saw Gareth’s friends Crake, Jerome, and Philip riding up to join them. Ridmark’s second son Joachim likewise rode with them, accompanied by Sir Telemachus, the Arcanius Knight who had accompanied Gareth on the quest of the Dragonskull.

      “More bad news?” said Niara. Like Gareth, she looked tired. She had joined the Magistri in casting warding spells and the Arcanii in throwing elemental attacks at the enemy, and then had cast healing spells in the hospital tents until her strength had given out. War was hard on everyone involved with it, but it was especially difficult for the Magistri.

      It was why he had decided to allow Marina Velirius to remain with the army. She had healed many men who would have otherwise died of their wounds, so he was willing to tolerate her presence so long as she did not make too much trouble. Though rumor had it that there had been so sort of confrontation with her father and stepmother.

      “For once, no,” said Ridmark. “Any news from our skirmishers?”

      “Nothing of note,” said Gareth. “We’ve got them riding alongside our column, watching for the enemy. But they haven’t tried to attack us.”

      “I reckon they’re all trying to get to Teramis as fast as possible,” said Crake. “Can’t do that and send out skirmishers at the same time.”

      “No,” said Ridmark, “but it may occur to them that if they slow us down, they will have more time to reach Teramis first. Keep the patrols moving and have them ride as close to the enemy as they dare. I don’t want the supply train to come under attack, and if the Exarch turns to offer battle, I want to know at once.”

      Gareth nodded. “We’ll keep the scouts moving and hold our skirmishers back to react to any attacks.” He paused and looked at the white shape of the Tower of the Scepter. “What are we going to do about that? The enemy might slip behind us and occupy the Tower for themselves.”

      “Belmeris says that she can lock it and keep anyone from entering,” said Ridmark. “And I don’t think the enemy will try to take the Tower. Or to occupy Kourios. One way or another, the war is going to be decided at Teramis. Whoever wins there will get the entire Isle, Kourios and all.”

      “I hope Lika Stormstrider knows what she’s talking about,” said Crake, “and can stop the priestesses from using the High Sanction again.”

      “She’s a Guardian now,” said Jerome. “Like Morigna. You saw the black staff.”

      “Trust me, she’s not like Morigna,” said Crake. “Morigna was…”

      “Frightening,” said Jerome.

      Having known Morigna since before Gareth, Crake, or Jerome had been born, Ridmark could not disagree.

      “Morigna had been a Guardian for twenty years by the time we met her,” said Niara. “Lika Stormstrider has only been a Guardian since…yesterday? This morning?”

      “Aye, battles are like that,” said Telemachus. “So much happens, and then it is hard to remember it all in the proper order after.”

      “She might be a new-made Guardian,” said Ridmark, “but she knows Teramis better than any of us. Lika knows where the priestesses will go to set up the High Sanction, and she, Nikomedes, and Sir Aerodath will put a stop to it.”

      At least he hoped so. Calliande had looked into the future with the Sight, and she had used the mindspeech spell to communicate with Rhoanna back at Amathur’s Tower. Both their visions agreed that disaster would result if Lika did not go to Teramis, but that the future would remain uncertain if she did.

      Ridmark would take an uncertain future over inevitable catastrophe.

      He just hoped that Lika was ready for this.

      Gaining the powers of a Guardian and losing her father on the same day would disturb even the strongest constitution.

      “Nikomedes and Sir Aerodath will be with her,” said Niara. “They will know what to do.”

      “Surprised that we’ll trust Nikomedes that much,” said Crake. “He did try to kill you.”

      “He tried,” said Niara. “Didn’t go well for him.”

      “Nikomedes wants to prove himself,” said Ridmark. “He repaid my trust with Lika and the high elves, and he’ll have another chance with Teramis and the High Sanction.” They had only avoided defeat at Kourios by the slimmest of margins. Had even one more thing gone wrong, Ridmark was sure they would have lost the battle. He could not turn aside any potential advantage, whether it was a former urdhracos assassin who desperately wanted to fight on the right side, or an arrogant, self-absorbed woman who was nonetheless a skilled healer.

      “We should wish him good fortune,” said Philip. “Those undead reapers were nasty creatures. I would prefer not to fight another fifty thousand of them.”

      “Especially considering how they are created,” said Joachim.

      “I would prefer to avoid fighting them as well, which is why we are sending Lika to Teramis,” said Ridmark. “Send word to me if the skirmishers encounter any foes.”

      Gareth promised to do so, and Ridmark bade them farewell and rode to the east. He felt a sense of nagging guilt whenever he spoke with his sons. Ridmark had wanted them to live in an Andomhaim free of war, yet here they both were, fighting against the Heptarchy. For that matter, his daughter Rhoanna was still at Amathur’s Tower to the south. He would have preferred to have Gareth holding lands as a knight in peace, Joachim studying in the Tower of the Magistri, and Rhoanna living a childhood unburdened by the overwhelming power of her Sight.

      Yet it was not to be.

      He wondered vaguely if his own parents had suffered such thoughts about him, and regretted that neither his mother and father nor Calliande’s had lived to see their grandchildren.

      Well, there was an easy solution to his worries, was there not? Win the war and take the Isle of Kordain from the Exarch. The threat of the Seven Temples and their armies would remain, but the homeland of the Heptarchy was three and a half thousand miles away. Without the Isle of Kordain as a stronghold, the priestesses would have a far harder time bringing a new army to Andomhaim. The Isle could become a shield, defending both the realm and the Isle’s own people from future Heptarchy attacks. Ridmark’s children and future grandchildren might not be able to live entirely in peace – the world was too tumultuous for that – but they could at least live without the fear of the Heptarchy sending a new army from the Isle of Kordain.

      Ridmark steered towards the group of horsemen flying the sigil of the House of the Arbanii. He knew all the men – they were knights from Taliand, the duxarchate of Andomhaim once ruled by his brother Tormark, who had died outside the walls of Castarium during the Exarch’s attack. His nephew Carridan, now the Dux of Taliand, rode at their head. The family resemblance he shared with Ridmark, Gareth, and Joachim was clear – black hair, blue eyes, a hard jaw.

      His hand kept straying to the soulblade now sheathed at his belt.

      The Knights of the Soulblade had kept the undead reapers from overrunning the host of Andomhaim during the second day of the battle for Kourios. The Swordbearers had proven effective against the reapers, cutting down great swathes of the creatures until the Exarch had pulled them back. But while a soulblade might make a man stronger and faster than he would have been otherwise, the Swordbearers were still mortal flesh and blood. Several Swordbearers had been killed in the fighting, but their weapons were too valuable to lie idle in the days ahead. Men who had distinguished themselves, whether knights or commoners, had been bestowed with the soulblades.

      Carridan had been one of them, and now the Dux of Taliand carried the soulblade Valorbrand. The sword’s previous bearer had been a Knight of the Soulblade from Prince Tywall’s lands, and had died when a score of reapers had swarmed him and driven him to the ground. Ridmark hoped it had not been a mistake to let Carridan become a Swordbearer.

      New-made Swordbearers, especially younger men, tended to die in battle quite often.

      “What news, Dux Carridan?” said Ridmark, putting the worries out of his mind for now.

      “We have gathered the knights of Taliand, Cintarra, the Northerland, and the royal lands, and are riding alongside the supply train,” said Carridan. His hand twitched towards Valorbrand’s hilt before he stopped himself. Despite his grim mood, Ridmark suppressed a smile. New-made Swordbearers often found themselves gripping their soulblades’ hilts before becoming accustomed to the bond with the weapon. “As you said, we are remaining off the road and leaving it to the wagons.”

      “That will be for the best,” said Ridmark. “Horsemen and footmen can move at a good pace across open country. Supply wagons cannot.”

      “I just hope the Exarch doesn’t sabotage the road behind her host,” said Carridan. “If she digs it up or drops some trees over it, that could slow us considerably.”

      The new Dux was growing in experience as a commander. Before the invasion of the Isle, Ridmark doubted the thought would have occurred to Carridan. His father would have been proud.

      “That’s a good thought, but I doubt it,” said Ridmark. “Victory for the Exarch means killing everyone in Teramis and raising them as undead, just as she did in Kourios.”

      “A vile crime,” said Carridan. “The greatest in a long series of her vile crimes. We shall avenge them all at Teramis.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark, hoping that it would be true. “The Exarch likely will not sabotage the road, but I am certain that she will send raiders to harry us. The knights must remain ready to ride to battle at a moment’s notice.”

      “Lord Constantine and I will make sure of it,” said Carridan.

      They spoke for a while longer, and then Ridmark resumed his ride to the east towards the Tower of the Scepter.

      The tower was a massive structure, far beyond the skills of the engineers of Andomhaim. They could build strong walls and towers, but nothing like this. The great tower rose like a white sword blade from the ground, intricate golden inlays gleaming on its sides. A dome of white stone topped the tower, the windows beneath it overlooking the landscape from five hundred feet above the ground.

      Two days ago, the tower hadn’t been there, but it had appeared in the final stages of the battle for Kourios, and Ridmark was certain its arrival was one of the things that had convinced the Exarch to withdraw.

      Another rider joined him as he headed for the Tower of the Scepter. Selene sat easily in the saddle, wearing a blue cloak and a jerkin of dark leather, her sword of dark elven steel strapped to her belt. Her silver eyes flashed as she looked at him.

      “I think,” said Selene, “that I should accompany Lika Stormstrider to Teramis.”

      Ridmark frowned. “She intended to go with just Sir Aerodath and Nikomedes.”

      “Aye, but we didn’t know the stakes we were playing for then,” said Selene. “We do now. If we don’t stop whatever priestess has the High Sanction, Seziravorna is going to murder fifty thousand people, and she’ll have fifty thousand new reapers to throw at us.”

      “It might be more,” murmured Ridmark. “Father Agis thought close to fifty-five thousand people lived in Teramis now, and possibly as many as sixty. The Heptarchy does the census, so they’re the only ones who know.”

      “Whether fifty thousand or sixty thousand, we don’t want that many reapers attacking us, and we certainly do not want the Exarch to kill that many people,” said Selene. Silver light flashed around her, and her appearance changed. She became a spiderling priestess of the Heptarchy, clad in a black robe adorned with the stylized crimson spider sigil of the Seven Temples. Her face was sharper and gaunt, with glittering green eyes and red hair slicked back against her skull. “And since every soldier in the Heptarchy is very eager to obey the priestesses, that will come in handy.”

      Ridmark frowned. “Haven’t the priestesses cast wards against your illusion ability?”

      “They have,” said Selene. “But they have to maintain them. And nearly all the priestesses will be with the Exarch’s army. The only ones who will go to Teramis will be the ones with the High Sanction, and based on what Nikomedes said, most of their magical power will go into preparing it.”

      Selene was an extremely capable spy and infiltrator, and, when she thought it necessary, an assassin. The Heptarchy forces that the Exarch had left to hold Teramis would obey her at once if she was wrapped in the illusion of a priestess. Lika was a Guardian, Sir Aerodath was a deadly warrior, and Nikomedes was skilled with both sword and spell, but sometimes a deception at the right moment could be more effective than a mighty spell or a sharp blade.

      The Exarch had very nearly killed Mara and won the battle for Kourios with such a deception, after all.

      “Very well,” said Ridmark. “We’ll speak with Lika.”

      “She’ll agree,” said Selene. “I think she’ll want all the help she can find.”
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      Lika had changed so much, but she was still herself.

      So many new memories crowded her skull.

      When she had taken up the mantle and the staff of the Guardian of the Great Engine in Cathair Ereniel, that had included the memories of the staff’s previous bearers. For fifteen thousand years, Guardians had watched over the ruins of Khald Azkordain and protected the Great Engine from misuse.

      The Sight had nearly destroyed Lika’s mind. No one could ever completely control the Sight, not even Calliande or Rhoanna Arban, but Lika had mastered the power enough that she no longer feared falling into madness from her visions. The knowledge of the past Guardians had come to her as well, giving her the skill to wield elemental magic to match the spells of the Arcanius Knights. Or to exceed them – unlike the Arcanii, Lika could use the mantle of the Guardian to empower her spells, letting them strike with far greater force than they would otherwise.

      There had been many times in her life when she would have feared to encounter a patrol of arachar orcs. Now her spells would allow her to strike down a dozen arachar soldiers with ease, or, more likely, to simply conceal herself until they passed.

      Great power had come to Lika, but it still might not be enough to save her people.

      Not after what had happened in Kourios, and what might happen again in Teramis.

      The cost of the Guardian’s power was high. The memories of a score of past Guardians crowded her head. When she dreamed, her dreams were no longer entirely her own, but those of her predecessors.

      Some of them had darker memories than even Lika’s own.

      Lika had changed a great deal, but she was still herself.

      She knew that because she felt grief as she gazed at her father’s body upon the stone bier.

      Lika stood in the lowest chamber of the Tower of the Scepter. Sunlight came through the crystalline windows, illuminating the plinths where the griffins had once been suspended in Cyranathain’s magic. The body of Timor Stormstrider lay on a low stone bier against the wall, the sunlight falling upon his motionless face.

      Strange that he had only died yesterday. It felt as if centuries had passed since she had seen Cyranathain’s spell hurl a spike of ice through his chest.

      Perhaps it was because even though Lika had always held out hope that he would one day return from the Mountain House and drive the Heptarchy from the Isle of Kordain, that hope had faded as the years passed, until it had finally become more of a habit than a real belief. In many ways, Lika had mourned her father long ago.

      And he had not failed, not in the end. He had found a weapon they could use against the Heptarchy. That had been his task.

      Now it was Lika’s task to guard the Great Engine so its power would not be misused.

      And to do that, she needed to help the Shield Knight defeat the Exarch.

      As much as Lika mourned her father, as shaken as she was by everything she had seen and endured, there was still peace in the fact that her duty and her deepest desire were in accord.

      To defeat the Heptarchy and free her people from the Exarch’s tyranny.

      But first she wanted a quiet moment alone. By herself, with no one to watch and listen.

      To say farewell.

      “I always hoped that you would be proud of me when you came back,” said Lika, the dark wood of the Guardian’s staff smooth and cool against her fingers. The staff was always smooth to the touch, yet it never fell out of her grasp or slipped. Then again, she had seen it shatter when Cyranathain killed her father, and yet the staff had rebuilt itself when she took up the mantle of power. “That you would look at what I did, the rebel underground I built, and that you would be proud of me.”

      She felt herself laugh.

      “I was waiting for you, but you were the one who was waiting for me,” said Lika. “All that time. I’m sorry that it took so long.”

      She sighed and gazed at his face, the closed eyes and gray beard. He had looked so tired as Cyranathain’s Augur, weary and worn down by his years of servitude. But now he looked like he was resting, the muscles of his face relaxed. She hoped that he was resting, that God had accepted his soul. Lika could not remember exactly how religious her father had been during her childhood – she did recall that Timor Stormstrider had been fond of much alcohol and numerous concubines – but he had repented of his mistakes and sins at the end, preparing to pass the staff of the Guardian to her.

      “I will make it worth it,” she whispered. “We will defeat the Heptarchy and Cyranathain, and make the Isle’s people safe from them. I promise it.”

      Lika closed her eyes and rested her forehead against her staff. She ought to get moving, seek out the high elves, and prepare for her journey to Teramis, but she wanted one final moment to say farewell to her father.

      There was every chance she might join him in death soon enough.

      The faint tap of a metallic staff against the stone floor came to her ears, and Lika turned.

      A high elven woman robed in white and gold approached, a staff of silvery metal topped with a pale crystal in her right hand. She had golden eyes and dark hair arranged in an elaborate braided crown to expose the points of her elven ears. The Sight stirred within Lika, and she saw the aura of power around the woman. She had the same sense of majesty and sorrow in her aura that Sir Aerodath did, of losses that extended back for millennia but had not broken her.

      “Guardian,” said Belmeris, mage of the high elves.

      “Lady Belmeris,” said Lika.

      “We should depart soon,” said Belmeris.

      “Aye,” said Lika. “I just…wished a moment for myself.”

      Belmeris nodded. “To say farewell.”

      “There won’t be another chance for it,” said Lika.

      “Perhaps,” said Belmeris. “What would you like us to do with the body?”

      “I…don’t know,” said Lika, who had not given it much thought. “I assumed that my…that the body would be buried in one of the mass graves the Anathgrimm are digging. Or burned on one of the pyres.”

      “We could do that, if you wish,” said Belmeris. “But if you could work your will, where would your father be buried?”

      Lika thought about it. “My father had a palace on the highest tier of Teramis. I haven’t been there for years. One of the priestesses moved into the building, and I never dared return. But it had a chapel, and some of our ancestors were buried in the crypt. If we win, and assuming the Exarch or Cyranathain do not kill us all, I would like to bury him there.” She shook her head. “But his body would have decayed long before that. Perhaps I can place his ashes there, but that will be all.”

      “There is something that I can do,” said Belmeris, and she placed the end of her staff on Timor’s chest and cast a spell. Silvery light flashed along its length, and the light wrapped around the body, encasing it in a pale translucent shell. “That spell will keep decay at bay.”

      “How long?” said Lika.

      “Until I lift the spell,” said Belmeris. “Should we prove victorious in the days to come, you can bring your father’s body to the crypt of your ancestors and bury it there. Or wherever else you may choose, should the crypt prove unsuitable.”

      “I…thank you,” said Lika. “That is kind. Thank you.”

      “We high elves have known much sorrow,” said Belmeris. Lika supposed that was an understatement. The high elves in the Tower of the Scepter had spent millennia fighting the dark elves and the urdmordar, and then Cyranathain had betrayed them. “So if I can ease yours somewhat, I am glad to do it.”

      “Thank you,” said Lika again, and she looked at her father’s face through the shimmering veil of the spell one last time. “I think what would ease my sorrow most of all is victory. Driving the Heptarchy from the Isle and stopping Cyranathain from ever using the Great Engine.”

      “We shall leave soon,” said Belmeris, “as soon as the others have gathered.”

      “I want to say farewell to Father Agis before I go,” said Lika.

      “I need to speak to my brother ere we depart,” said Belmeris. She looked towards the ceiling. “Father Agis is on the next level of the Tower.”

      “Thank you again,” said Lika. Belmeris nodded and strode away, and Lika took the stairs to the next level of the Tower, the black staff of the Guardian tapping against the white stone.

      She came to the next level and saw Father Agis standing at one of the high crystalline windows, gazing west towards the sea and the empty shell of Kourios. He made for a stark outline against the window’s gentle glow. The old priest looked more vigorous than Lika would have expected, given that he had accompanied the Shield Knight’s army since it had departed Amathur’s Tower. He still carried his cane, of course, but he wasn’t leaning that hard upon it. His gray-bearded face was solemn, and his free hand gripped the wooden cross that hung around his neck. His lips moved in silence, and Lika wondered if he was praying.

      As she came closer, she realized that he was in fact saying a prayer for the dead.

      Through this window, they were high enough that Lika could see Kourios on its peninsula.

      She was surprised that the town still looked so…normal. Lika had traveled past Kourios many times in her journeys across the Isle and had stopped there several times on business for the rebels. There had been a few cautious rebels in Kourios, though like most of the rebels, they preferred to spy rather than act against the Heptarchy.

      “We always knew that the Heptarchy was evil,” said Father Agis.

      “Yes,” said Lika.

      “They wiped out the Corsairs,” said Agis. “They ground out any resistance against them. They punished charity to the poor so that the destitute would become their slaves. They wielded the most foul necromancy and dark magic, and trained the people to become subservient to them. In another few years, they would have built sacrificial altars to their false goddesses.”

      “I know,” said Lika. Lord Ridmark had told her of those altars, and she had seen them in her visions. Throughout the Heptarchy stood sacrificial altars imbued with dark magic that sent the life force of victims sacrificed upon them to the seven urdmordar. If the Exarch prevailed in the war against Andomhaim, she would build those altars on the Isle of Kordain.

      “We knew all that,” said Agis, “and yet to see the evil they have done to Kourios…it is still shocking.”

      “We couldn’t have stopped it,” said Lika. “None of us knew that the High Sanction existed, or that the Exarch had one.”

      “Did we provoke this?” said Agis. “By our rebellion, by aiding the Shield Knight…did we cause this?”

      “No,” said Lika firmly. “The blame is not ours but the Exarch’s, Father. Warlord Agravhask conquered the Isle and killed our leaders. The Exarch waged war against Andomhaim for a decade. She deliberately set out to provoke a response when she attacked Taliand with fire and sword. When that response came more quickly and violently than the Exarch expected…she resorted to this atrocity. You didn’t do it. I didn’t do it. Lord Ridmark and the men of Andomhaim didn’t do this to the people of Kourios. The Exarch and the priestesses did this, Father, not us.” She sighed. “We always knew there would be a cost to rebellion against the Heptarchy. That is why so many were always hesitant to act.”

      “Aye, we knew there would be a cost,” said Agis. “We did not know that it would be so very steep.”

      “No,” said Lika. She wasn’t entirely sure what prompted her next words, but it came from somewhere within the vast complex of ancient memories that now resided within her mind. “No, we did not. But now we do, which means our duty is clear. We shall avenge the people of Kourios for the terrible wrong the Exarch did to them, but more importantly, we will make certain that it never happens again.”

      And to her surprise, the words seemed to reach Agis. Some of the slump vanished from his shoulders, and he stood up a bit straighter. “Yes. Yes, of course. You are right, Lika. For the rebels, you were always the torch in the darkness.”

      She wasn’t sure about that, given that the Exarch had known everything the rebels did thanks to Axerion. But the new memories in her mind said otherwise. The past Guardians had done this before, rallying people to cast off their despair and fight when they might otherwise have given up. It seemed that was to be her role now as well. To do what must be done to protect the Great Engine and the people of the Isle.

      “I don’t know if that’s true,” said Lika.

      “The arachar garrison at Lithios would disagree. If any of them were still alive,” said Agis. “And since the Exarch would have quietly executed me weeks ago if not for your help, I would also disagree.” He paused. “I am sorry about Captain Stormstrider. To have spent the last ten years a prisoner in the Mountain House must have been an ordeal.”

      “It was,” said Lika. “But he tricked Cyranathain for years. My father was waiting for me. I just didn’t know it…and Cyranathain didn’t know it, either.” That was another set of problems she needed to consider. Nikomedes and Belmeris were certain that Cyranathain would live again in the body of Adrastor, the other former urdhracos in his service. Lika didn’t know how long it would take, but Nikomedes and Belmeris thought it would be soon.

      And what would happen then? Cyranathain commanded the tribes of the Mountain Wolves in the Three Spires, had created the mutant orcs and bound them to his service. Would he send them sweeping from the mountains to take the apex crystal from the Shield Knight with fire and slaughter?

      Of course, based on what Lika had seen in the mountains, it seemed that the Mountain Wolves secretly served something they called the Great Spider.

      Whoever or whatever that was.

      “It is strange to think of it,” said Agis. “We know our ancestors came here centuries ago from Andomhaim, and to us that seems like the start of history. But Andomhaim is older than the Corsairs, older than Teramis. And the history of the Isle goes back so much farther than that. Cyranathain was the king of Cathair Ereniel fifteen thousand years ago.” He gestured at the chamber. “This Tower was built a hundred thousand years ago. Our own history is but a drop in the ocean of the time that has passed on the Isle of Kordain.”

      “That is so,” said Lika. There had been Guardians on the Isle for fifteen thousand years, at least until Cyranathain had killed them. “Though ancient history usually does not reach out of the distant past to trouble us once more.”

      Agis snorted. “Just here on the Isle of Kordain, land of war and ancient magic.”

      “Let us hope the land will become one of peace,” said Lika. “You will accompany the host of Andomhaim to Teramis?”

      “Aye, I shall,” said Agis, “and give Lord Ridmark what counsel I may.” He let out a shaky breath. “The battle of Kourios was the most awful thing I have ever witnessed. Yet that was not even the end of the war. Our fates shall be decided at Teramis.”

      “Then give the Shield Knight good counsel,” said Lika. “Let that be an advantage his army has over the Exarch’s. You know the Isle just as well as I do. Guide his army to Teramis by the fastest route, and perhaps that will let us end the war all the sooner.”

      “Aye, I shall,” said Agis. “For better or for worse, there is no turning back.”

      “We’ve always been committed,” said Lika. “We just didn’t always realize it. But Kourios has put it beyond all doubt. We either fight and win, or the Heptarchy will destroy us.”

      “When you get to Teramis,” said Agis, “greet Brutus and Antonia and the others for me.” He hesitated. “Assuming the Exarch did not have them all imprisoned or executed.”

      “I doubt it,” said Lika. “Remember, she was going to subvert Axerion and leave him in charge so she could spy upon the rebels. Axerion was killed the day I escaped, and the Exarch learned of the Shield Knight’s arrival soon after. I doubt she had time to do anything to them.”

      Unless, of course, the Exarch had ordered the execution of all the rebels before she left Teramis to march against the host of Andomhaim. Seziravorna might not have seen the rebels of Teramis as any threat, but she might have killed them all to clean house before she left the city.

      But Lika kept that fear to herself. She would learn the truth of the matter soon, one way or another.

      Because it was time to depart.

      “I must find Belmeris,” said Lika. “We should be on the way to Teramis within the hour.”

      Agis shuddered. “Those griffins are magnificent beasts, but I would prefer my own feet, or the back of one of Lord Ridmark’s horses. God did not intend for man to soar as the birds do.”

      “Or as the griffins do,” said Lika.

      “Or the griffins,” agreed Agis, and he crossed himself.

      Despite her heavy mood, Lika smiled. She agreed heartly with Father Agis, yet thanks to the memories of past Guardians, she knew how to fly on a griffin’s back and how to communicate her wishes to the beast. Flying from the Tower of the Scepter to join the battle had been one of the most exhilarating and terrifying experiences of a life that had more than its fair share of fear and terror.

      Yet she was getting ready to do it again.

      She was the Guardian of the Great Engine, and she would do what she must.

      Besides, she had just walked and ridden a horse from Teramis to Lithios. By comparison, flying on the back of a griffin was much easier.

      Just so long as she didn’t look down.

      “Let us go outside,” said Lika. “I think Lady Belmeris will be waiting for me.”

      “Of course,” said Father Agis.

      They descended the stairs and strode through the entry hall to the doors of the Tower. Lika took one last look at the bier that held her father. She could just see him through the shimmering haze of Belmeris’s spell, his features composed. Lika vowed to carry on what he had started, to use the power of the Guardian to drive the Heptarchy from the Isle and free her people.

      Or she would join him in death.

      They stepped from the doors of the Tower and into the sunlight. Under other circumstances, it would have been a pleasant day. The air was warm but not too hot, a breeze blowing off the sea to the west. Lika could still see the empty houses and walls of Kourios, and heard the noise of the host of Andomhaim marched in haste to the northeast in pursuit of the Exarch.

      Lord Ridmark himself was riding towards the tower, somber in his blue armor and gray cloak. A second rider came with him – a woman with silver hair and silver eyes, her face marked with the slightly alien features of the elven half of her ancestry.

      “Guardian,” said Ridmark.

      It felt so odd to hear people call her that, but it was simply the truth.

      “Lord Ridmark, Lady Selene,” said Lika.

      “I think,” said Selene, “that I will come with you to Teramis. We will need to cheat.”

      “Sorry?” said Lika. She and Selene had gone into a fair bit of danger together in Lithios. With her powers of illusion, Selene had disguised herself as a Heptarchy priestess, which had let them simply walk into the town and give orders to the garrison. The soldiers had marched out into the most disadvantageous position possible, where Ridmark’s army had promptly slaughtered them and taken possession of Lithios.

      Lika remembered Calliande telling her that had been an easy victory, that things would soon become far harder and more dangerous.

      Subsequent events had proven the Keeper correct, and the war was not yet over.

      “Yes, cheat,” said Selene. “Like we did in Lithios. If the Heptarchy uses the High Sanction in Teramis, we’re done. The undead will sweep our army away, and your people will never be free. So we need every edge we can find,” she gestured, silver light flaring around her hand, and she took on the guise of that Heptarchy priestess again, “and that includes illusions.”

      Lika frowned, considering Selene with the Sight. Even with the Sight, she could not penetrate the illusion. “Will the Heptarchy not expect that? They placed wards around their army to disrupt your illusions.”

      “They did,” said Selene, “because they know that I can cast illusions, I know that they know that I can cast illusions, but most of the priestesses will still be with the army. Once we get ahead of them and their wards, I can use illusions again. Which would be very useful.”

      Lika considered it. Most of the Heptarchy forces would remain with the Exarch and her army. No doubt she had left a garrison behind in Teramis, but Lika suspected that the best soldiers and the most powerful priestesses would be with the army. If Selene could take the form of a priestess and command the remaining Heptarchy soldiers in Teramis, that could be invaluable.

      And Selene was right. The stakes were too high. Lika needed every advantage that she could get.

      “You’re right,” said Lika. “I would be glad of your help. Let’s find Nikomedes and Sir Aerodath, and we can depart for Teramis.”
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      Nikomedes hurried past the marching soldiers. In another hour, he would return to the Tower of the Scepter and the waiting griffins. He would travel with Sir Aerodath and Lika Stormstrider to Teramis, and they would find and kill the priestess wielding the High Sanction of the Famine before she could turn the sorcerous weapon against the people of Teramis.

      As she had at Kourios.

      Nikomedes was angry with himself for failing to see the truth. He had known many of the Exarch’s secrets while he had still been the Harvester, but that had been years ago. Seziravorna had kept the High Sanction secret from even Cyranathain and his disciples. Or perhaps Cyranathain had known about the High Sanction and hadn’t cared about the carnage it would unleash.

      Cyranathain had presented himself as the Master, wise and kindly and just, working to purge the world of all evil. The ring Cyranathain had given Nikomedes clouded his mind, reinforcing Cyranathain’s false guise. In truth, Cyranathain’s plan to purge the world of evil was to use the Great Engine to kill everyone but the high elves, a plan the high elves themselves found horrifying.

      Cyranathain’s plans for Nikomedes had been less catastrophic but just as sinister. He had evaded the threefold law of the high elves by transferring his soul into the body of a former urdhracos, and he had been doing that for millennia. Nikomedes had been a valuable servant of Cyranathain, but his more important use to Cyranathain was to serve as a backup and an escape. If Nikomedes was killed, Cyranathain would move his spirit into Nikomedes’s body.

      Nikomedes had killed Cyranathain during the fight in the Tower of the Scepter, but he knew death would not long keep its hold on him. Cyranathain would live again in Adrastor’s body and would soon send his agents to seize the apex crystal from Lord Ridmark, or even come himself to claim it.

      And, no doubt, Cyranathain would wish to exact revenge on Nikomedes for killing him in the Tower of the Scepter.

      Nikomedes had come to realize that Cyranathain would go out of his way to repay that grudge ten times over. Cyranathain had still been enraged at Queen Telanthara for stealing the apex crystal fifteen thousand years ago, and he had been personally offended that Lika had been willing to fight him after she had assumed the Guardian’s power.

      Nikomedes would have to be prepared for it.

      Well, he had killed Cyranathain once before. He would just have to do it again and again until Cyranathain ran out of deceived former urdhracosi to use as vessels for his spirit.

      But he that would be a concern for later. Knowing Cyranathain, he would hang back from the impending confrontation between the Shield Knight and the Exarch, wait for the moment of potential maximum advantage, and then strike. For that matter, Cyranathain would be wary about showing himself before so many Swordbearers. His magic was powerful and he could build a near-invincible shell of warding spells around him, but those defenses would do nothing to halt the fury of a soulblade’s keen edge.

      Right now, Nikomedes needed to focus on the task before him.

      Helping Lika Stormstrider prevent the Heptarchy from using the High Sanction in Teramis.

      Tension filled him as he walked past the soldiers, his mind detailing all the risks they would face in Teramis and all the many, many things that could go wrong.

      And yet it felt…

      Nikomedes felt it was right.

      He had wanted so badly to use his skills and knowledge in service to a worthy cause. Whether he liked the fact or not, he was an excellent swordsman and a powerful wizard, both skills honed by centuries of servitude to the priestesses of the Heptarchy. He had eagerly served Cyranathain in the mistaken belief that his so-called Master was working to rid the world of all evil.

      That had been a lie. But helping Lika to find her father and take up the mantle of the Guardian of the Great Engine had not been a lie. It had been a noble deed, and it had also freed Belmeris and the other high elves that Cyranathain had imprisoned inside the Tower of the Scepter. Perhaps it had even helped decide the battle of Kourios, since the Exarch had withdrawn after the Tower had arrived near the battlefield.

      Helping Lika to stop the High Sanction in Teramis would be…

      A righteous deed, Nikomedes decided. A noble act. After a life spent as the Harvester, it felt so much better to fight against the Heptarchy rather than acting as its assassin. There had been no guilt, no doubt, no second-guessing his actions after the fact. Helping Lika had been the proper course of action. Stopping the High Sanction would be the right thing to do.

      Assuming they were not all killed in the process, of course.

      Almost certainly the High Sanction was in the hands of a high priestess of the Famine, and they were some of the most dangerous of the spiderling priestesses. Compared to the other six Temples, there were the fewest priestesses of the Famine. The other Temples dealt with the administration of the Heptarchy’s vast empire, managing it so the seven urdmordar could feed upon the life force of their subjects in the most efficient manner possible.

      The Temple of the Famine, by contrast, was devoted to destruction. The Heptarchy preferred subversion and coercion to outright brute force. Subject populations were valuable resources that could be used for labor and taxation, to say nothing of feeding the seven urdmordar. Nikomedes had assassinated quite a few rebel leaders in his time as the Harvester, often arranging things so that it looked like the leader had been killed by his lieutenants. That often caused a rebel group to collapse into infighting, the priestesses smoothly asserting control after.

      But subversion, coercion, and targeted assassinations did not always work, and when they failed, the priestesses turned to force. Sometimes they used legions of arachar soldiers, but when they really wanted to make an example, a spectacle of terror that would inspire the other subject nations and tribes not to revolt, they turned to the Temple of the Famine and the High Sanction.

      Nikomedes supposed it showed just how badly the Shield Knight had caught the Exarch off-guard. Seziravorna would not have unleashed the High Sanction otherwise, and Nikomedes had absolutely no doubt she would use it again in Teramis.

      Stopping it would be noble work.

      Nikomedes wanted to do one other thing first. Centuries of assassinations and darkness burdened his conscience, and nothing could undo that. He could tell himself that it hadn’t been his choice, that spells of dark magic had bound his will and forced him to obey the priestesses, which was true.

      It still bothered him.

      All the more so after traveling with Sir Aerodath and meeting the high elves in the Tower of the Scepter, and witnessing their nobility and wisdom.

      Well, what was done was done. He couldn’t change the past, but he could try to undo the mistakes he had made while serving Cyranathain.

      Which meant having an unpleasant conversation.

      He came to the supply train, the endless lines of horse and ox-drawn wagons following the army. Quite a lot of the Magistri walked with the wagons or rode on them. Most of the Magistri looked tired and haggard, which was not surprising. They spent days casting warding spells again and again at Kourios, following by countless healing spells for the wounded. The only Magistri who did not look tired and exhausted were Calliande and Niara Arban. Calliande, because she was the most powerful and the most experienced with healing wounds. Niara, because the woman thrived on conflict in a way that was uncharacteristic for the modern Magistri.

      Nikomedes spotted a young Magistrius trudging next to a wagon. He had always looked a bit fleshy, but the travails of the last several weeks had thinned out his face. There hadn’t been time to shave, so he had grown a beard that was thicker and less patchy than his previous attempts. The young man no longer looked quite so callow, and there was a distance to his gaze that hadn’t been there before.

      His eyes happened to fall on Nikomedes, and his reaction was comical. His eyes went wide, he flinched, and then he tried to remember his dignity as a Magistrius. Then alarm took over, and his hand came up in the beginning of a spell, white light glowing around his fingers.

      “Good morning, Quintilius,” said Nikomedes to the Magistrius who had once been chief among the admirers of Marina Velirius. “I’m glad you came through the battle unscathed.”

      “Um. Yes. Thank you,” said Quintilius. He paused. “You’re not here to kill me, are you?”

      “No,” said Nikomedes. “Why would you think that?”

      “Well,” said Quintilius uneasily. He looked around, as if confirming that armed allies were without shouting distance. “You were a spy. And you stole from Lord Ridmark. And then you disappeared.”

      “Lord Ridmark pardoned me,” said Nikomedes. “The price for my life was escorting Lika Stormstrider to the Mountain House and back.”

      “Were you flying on one of those griffins at the end of the battle?” said Quintilius.

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm.” The young man’s alarm eased, though it didn’t quite vanish. “So if you’re not here to kill me…then what do you want?”

      “I came to apologize and to warn you and the others,” said Nikomedes.

      “Apologize?” said Quintilius. He had matured on the campaign and the battles, but he still looked a bit like a surprised owl when taken off-guard.

      “I lied to you,” said Nikomedes, “when I claimed to be from Owyllain. I’ve never been there. I served Cyranathain, who the men of the Isles call the Master of the Mountain House. My mission was to convince a group of Magistri of Tarlion to travel freely and of their own will to the Mountain House.”

      Quintilius blinked again, seemed to recover his wits. “Why?”

      “Cyranathain told me it would rid the world of all evil,” said Nikomedes, “and I believed him. I used to be an urdhracos bound to the will of the Seven Temples, and I did many evil things at their command. I thought if I helped the Master…if I helped Cyranathain, I would make up for it. But it turned out to be a lie. Cyranathain wanted to use your links to the Well of Tarlion to destroy every other kindred in the world save the high elves.”

      “Would that have worked?” said Quintilius. “That seems like a mighty arcane feat.”

      “Yes and yes,” said Nikomedes. “Cyranathain has the power to work it.” Lika wanted as few people as possible to know about the Great Engine, and Lord Ridmark agreed with her. Nikomedes thought that seemed like the wisest course.

      “Why are you telling me this?” said Quintilius.

      “Because Cyranathain isn’t defeated, and he has other disciples,” said Nikomedes. “He will try again. Maybe through guile, perhaps through force. If someone spins you a tale of how you need to go to the Mountain House to save Andomhaim, as I planned to do, you cannot go with them. It will only lead to ruin.”

      “I see,” said Quintilius. “That was why you were talking with us, weren’t you? All of us who used to follow Marina and hang on her every word, I mean. You were going to persuade us to go to the Mountain House.”

      “That’s right,” said Nikomedes.

      “So you don’t really believe it?” said Quintilius. “That the Arcanii are only a half-step from dark magic? Or all the other things Marina used to say?”

      “No,” said Nikomedes. “It’s all utter nonsense. I let her say it because I was hoping to bring you as a group to the Mountain House. Magic does not work the way Marina claimed it does.”

      “I thought you only followed her around because you wanted to sleep with her,” said Quintilius.

      “Isn’t that why you were there?” said Nikomedes.

      Quintilius scowled but nodded. “I suppose. Until I saw her for the fool that she was. Did you know she attacked her stepmother before the battle?”

      “No,” said Nikomedes. He had been somewhat preoccupied at the time trying to get Lika and Sir Aerodath past the Mountain Wolves to the Riven Door.

      “It was the talk of the army for a day or so,” said Quintilius. “Lord Coram and Lady Tytha attempted to talk sense into her. Then Marina tried to slap Lady Tytha.”

      “What happened then?” said Nikomedes.

      “Well, Marina might be a skilled healer, but Lady Tytha is a sister of the Arcanii,” said Quintilius. “They train with both spell and sword. I’ve seen Sir Calem and Sir Tamlin and the other Arcanii fight, and I’m not ashamed to admit I wouldn’t want to fight them myself.”

      “I’ve seen them fight myself. A wise course,” said Nikomedes.

      “Marina couldn’t even carry her own pack,” said Quintilius. “So there was no way she could fight a sister of the Arcanii. Tytha blocked the slap and then punched her then and there.”

      “Did she?” said Nikomedes.

      “Knocked Marina on her backside,” said Quintilius with some satisfaction. “For a while everyone thought that Tytha would bring charges against Marina before Magistrius Diorian or maybe even Lord Ridmark, but nothing happened. Tytha said nothing, and Marina refused to talk about it.” He shrugged, a shadow going over his face. “Then we got to Kourios…and, well, you know what happened there.”

      “Aye,” said Nikomedes, voice soft.

      “It was awful,” said Quintilius. “There were so many wounded. I didn’t think I could keep casting the healing spell over and over again, but I did. And all those warding spells against the priestesses. The undead from Kourios…” He shook his head. “We would have lost the battle if not for the Arcanii, and they fought against the arachar as hard as anyone. Marina was wrong about them. She was wrong about a lot of things.”

      “I’m glad you see that,” said Nikomedes.

      “But God and the saints, man,” said Quintilius. “Was sleeping with her as tedious as listening to her talk?”

      “There were moments,” said Nikomedes. Marina’s solipsism had been on full display for the experience. He hadn’t intended to bed her, but she had been so insistent that he had worried refusing her advances would keep him from drawing her to the Mountain House when the time came. Afterward, she had insisted that he had seduced her, and had indulged in long rambling speculation about what she would do if she became pregnant. Which, amusingly, had been impossible, since Nikomedes was a hybrid of human and elf. Marina had constructed elaborate fantasies where she would go into seclusion to birth the child, leave him or her to be raised at a monastery, and return to assume her rightful role as the leader of the Magistri and drive out the Arcanii from Andomhaim. “Quite a few moments, come to think of it.”
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