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      FOREWORD

      We’ve come to the last book of the Ancient Dreams trilogy. This book was immensely complicated to write the first time, and retaining its essence was important to me when I did my editing for the new audiobook version. I didn’t want to change the story which so many people have loved, even if I’ve changed as an author. My goal was to smooth out the grammar and descriptions, not change details. I hope that shines through when you read the book!

      I won’t say much more, simply this. Enjoy, and the lives of a few characters were only saved via my wife’s intervention.
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      The shriek of metal striking metal split the air, and Reva cringed at the harsh sound. His ears didn’t appreciate it at all, but what he was seeing completely outweighed his discomfort. Two dozen golems had slammed into one of Kelvanis’ orc legions like juggernauts, and the sight was awe-inspiring. Reva had been impressed by the sight of the golems to begin with, but until now he hadn’t understood just how dangerous the constructs were. They’d completely shattered the front lines of the orc horde, sending the orcs flying as they strode forward. Fearless and massive, each golem was stronger than an ox and incredibly tough, unflinchingly carving its way through the enemy army.

      No elven force could clash directly with orcs in melee like that, as the porcine orcs tended to be between six and eight feet in height and enormously muscular. By comparison, though dusk elves were about as tall as a human, they were also thinner and smaller of frame, tending to be faster and frailer. The sheer difference in strength between an elf and orc was what made melee combat so dangerous for elves. Reva’s soldiers simply couldn’t stand and fight orcs without fortifications, and even then, it was difficult. The shock value of an orc army was immense and had greatly contributed to Kelvanis’ ability to drive Sifaren’s army back over the years.

      That was what made the impact of the golems so incredible. A small army had emerged from Kelvanis’ western-most fort to block their return to Sifaren, and the fort had been reinforced over the winter without Sifaren’s knowledge. Instead of about three companies of orcs and an equal number of human soldiers, the fort instead had five companies of orcs, which had been an unpleasant surprise when they appeared in his path.

      Reva’s worries had been somewhat allayed when Alissa and Helia volunteered to let their golems spearhead the assault. While he knew one of their motives was to test the golems, the risks had seemed a bit more reasonable with them in front. In the end, it seemed his fears that they’d be savaged were unfounded.

      The golems cut through the orcs like a maul-axe splitting wood, their halberds painted red as they inexorably advanced. Arrows rained from his archers into Kelvanis’ rear ranks, and Reva took a deep breath and held it, his eyes fixed on the enemy as several lightning bolts lanced into the orc lines. He could see the human soldiers behind the orcs wavering, and he willed them to break and run.
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Edwin Miller watched the gleaming giants cut through the orcs like a scythe through wheat, the blood draining from his face like the blood from their bodies. The sight left him aghast, and he could see his troops wavering.

      None of them had ever seen an orc company take so many casualties before. It was unheard of during their battles with Sifaren, and he instantly knew it was because of the constructs. What frustrated him was that, despite their obvious power, there were so damned few of the war machines. They could take on a few opponents at a time, but on their own, they wouldn’t be much of a threat. The problem was that they were blocking a direct assault on the elves, which gave their opponents a chance to stand and fight, and to use their archery and magical prowess to their full potential. The resulting carnage was absolutely devastating, and his army’s morale was plunging.

      Nearly a quarter of the five hundred orcs were dead or injured, and the remainder were, to his shock, starting to fall back. So Colonel Edwin found himself facing a difficult decision. For a long, long minute he hesitated, watching what was happening.

      Finally, he spat out the words he’d been mulling over for the past few minutes. “Sound the retreat.”

      The horns blared and he winced as his soldiers began to move hastily, almost eagerly, in response. He tugged at his mustache nervously as he muttered softly. “Where in the hells did they get monsters like that?”
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      As the silvery sound of the morning bells echoed through the city, Lirisel knelt before the altar of Medaea, praying fervently for both her goddess’ safety and for Beacon’s survival. Lirisel’s world had changed immensely in the last year, yet the priestess found her faith had only grown stronger. Some of the other priestesses were having more difficulties, but by and large, the stress of being captured and enslaved had tempered their faith instead of destroying it. If the temple hadn’t been primarily staffed by priestesses who’d been in the faith for decades, Lirisel suspected more of them would’ve turned from Medaea by this point. Regardless of what the others chose in the end, she would understand and support their decisions.

      Lirisel’s prayers took a good ten minutes since she wasn’t rushing. The airy temple was calming and relaxing, especially once the sound of the bells had died away, and finally she opened her eyes and departed. She nodded to several other priestesses as she exited the temple, then paused, staring across the landscape with a smile, though she shivered in the cool breeze which was nearly constant at this time of year.

      The temple of Medaea was located a few hundred feet below the peak of Beacon, which meant that almost a full quarter of the city was laid out in all its majesty before her. Granite-walled houses and stores with slate roofs lined the streets that spiraled their way up the mountain, while the city walls were thick and strong. Certainly, the city looked almost deserted with only about five hundred inhabitants, but it existed, solid and new, where a week before there’d been nothing but a mountain with a small town at its foot.

      From the temple they could clearly see the dawn every day, allowing the sun to illuminate the stained-glass windows and send rippling color throughout the chapel. It also gave a commanding view of the forests and hilly plains which lay to Beacon’s east, causing Lirisel’s smile to widen. There wasn’t a sign of any of Kelvanis’ armies or scouts, which meant they still had time.

      With that in mind, Lirisel murmured another prayer, turning the elegant silver bracelet on her wrist so she could touch the ruby bead and send a thread of mana into it. With every drop of mana the priestesses gave Sistina, the dryad and dungeon could add a little more to Beacon’s security.

      Finally satisfied with her actions for the moment, Lirisel let out a sigh and headed toward the lower tiers of the city. It was her turn to help in one of the farming caverns Sistina had built below the city’s surface. At least she was used to hard work, and it was something she did of her own accord. It was a nice change.
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        * * *

      

      Pulling her attention from making final adjustments to the dungeon, Sistina was relieved when she noticed several priestesses had given donations of mana. While she was no longer at the point where she couldn’t easily keep her body fully animated, her mana reservoir was more depleted than Sistina would prefer. Still, at least the lowest water level wasn’t steaming anymore. Putting the fire levels directly below the water levels had some interesting side-effects.

      Sistina had heavily revamped the dungeon as part of her construction of the city, mostly making it more compact than it had been. The dungeon was primarily near the eastern entrance of the city, and most of the first few floors were still plant-based, like they’d been before. However, she’d also seen no reason to keep everything the way it had been, either. She’d labeled her sign’s rewards for more than a hundred floors, so by all the gods, she was going to make more than a hundred floors.

      The first five were plant- and animal-based, just like most of the floors the adventurers were exploring before her renovations. After that, she changed to a water theme, which would most likely unnerve them, after which she was using fire, air, and earth, in that order. The fire levels were also where she’d placed most of the old dwarven foundry, since she didn’t want to only use fire on them. Part of the foundry had been relocated to near her cavern, which she was using to create the golems. Those were going to be the largest mana expenditure in the city for quite some time, Sistina suspected. Plus, there was the worry of a demon lord or goddess interfering… all in all, Sistina had her hands full.

      Still, she slipped her awareness into her body and opened her eyes, considering how she’d arranged things. For the city itself, she’d retracted her domain from everything over the surface except the palace, with that segment extending upward to envelop the air node which floated there. That included the basements of the buildings, but after some thought, she’d chosen to keep the sewers as part of her domain for maintenance. The caverns Sistina had created for the people to grow food were also no longer part of her domain, which she felt was necessary to keep the city’s eventual inhabitants from draining her mana dry.

      Phynis and Desa were finishing their plans for taxes at a table, the list of laws they’d worked out sitting in a neat pile next to them. As though she could feel Sistina’s presence, Phynis looked up and smiled. “Sistina! Did you finish what you were working on?”

      “Yes. Dungeon fixed,” Sistina confirmed with a smile. Standing, she circled the table to give Phynis a gentle hug. Her beloved smiled broadly and hugged back for a minute. Finally, Sistina asked. “Things going well?”

      “They are,” Desa confirmed. “The books in the library on Everium’s laws and taxes helped immensely. While both of us knew a lot about Sifaren’s laws, we’ve been away for a long time, and having a reference helped. Are we essentially done, Phynis?”

      “I think we are, we just have a few minor details left. One of the big things is that with all the slave brands running around, we had to make certain to keep anyone from trying to discriminate based on them. In either direction,” Phynis replied, the recently crowned queen not bothering to let go as she snuggled into Sistina. “I do think my own status will help with that, though.”

      “It should,” Desa agreed. “It’ll take some time to get everything right, though. Since we desperately need more people in the city, having things laid out clearly will help with immigration.”

      “Agreed. Which means we need to finish those last items,” Phynis replied, sighing as she reluctantly let go of Sistina. “Sorry, Sistina. We’re going to be a couple more hours. At least.”

      “Is fine,” Sistina assured her, smiling. “Can wait.”

      Moving back to her chair, Sistina sat down and tried to relax. Things could be a lot worse, but for the moment, they were going well. That made Phynis happy, and when her queen was happy, the dryad was happy.
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        * * *

      

      “This is amazing,” Daniel said, looking around the small store in awe.

      The store wasn’t the biggest one he’d seen, nor the fanciest. It was relatively small, honestly speaking, but it was extremely well-built. It had indoor plumbing, something he’d only heard rumors of, plenty of sturdy shelves, and was built of granite with slate roof tiles. Even Darak had admitted the building was an incredibly sturdy structure. But best of all, according to Sina, the building had a second floor which was set up for someone to live there.

      “Isn’t it? And Queen Phynis gave it to me!” Sina replied, the dusk elf grinning like a loon as she spun around in the middle of the shop. “I never thought she’d give me a store! It’s right next to the Adventuring Guild, too!”

      “I know it is. Why’d she give it to you, anyway?” Daniel asked with a laugh, and moved to embrace her from behind, hugging Sina gently. “I didn’t know you were on that good of terms with her.”

      Leaning back into him, she turned her head and smiled. “I’m not, really. But I was one of the first three inhabitants of the dungeon. I think it made her think better of me, and you and I helped all the slaves from Granite Point escape. I think she appreciated that.”

      “Ah, that could explain it. So, what are you planning to do with the store? All you said was that you wanted to show it to me,” Daniel said, giving her a quick kiss.

      “I’m figuring I’ll sell vegetables and the like, just like before,” Sina replied, grinning slightly. “And I may, just may, see about joining the Adventuring Guild myself. I hear there’s a handsome young man who might be available.”

      “Oh? Who might that be?” Daniel teased in return.

      Sina just giggled and gave him a quick kiss before breaking away. This may be the calm before the storm, but at least she was happy. Daniel smiled and followed her upstairs. He was curious what the living quarters were like.
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      “There you go, Serel. It looks like you have it now,” Decira said encouragingly, smiling at Serel warmly. “I’m impressed you learned to shapeshift so quickly.”

      “Thank you, Decira. It may not be too hard, but isn’t it rather uncomfortable? Like putting on clothing that’s just a little too tight,” Serel asked, feeling unsteady.

      Serel had been removed from her crystalline prison two days earlier, along with the other former Enforcers, and despite her owner being Wenris, the demon was so busy with other projects that another succubus had been forced to mentor Serel. That made getting used to her new abilities much more difficult, since Wenris would’ve been able to show Serel how to change things more directly. Potent bitterness about the Archon’s betrayal still lurked in the back of Serel’s mind, but mostly it’d been subsumed by the influence of the succubi, as well as the improved power and strength of her new body. If she had the chance, she’d take her vengeance, but it was something for later. Things were too unstable for her to make plans right now.

      Initially, they’d been told to anticipate heading to the western territories to help deal with a new town where the dungeon had been, but that had changed quickly. The Archon had decided to retain Serel for duties in Kelvanath, while two of the others were going to be keeping an eye on the various ambassadors from Alcast and Morak. They might even try to suborn them if they thought the ambassadors would be receptive. The last two former Enforcers had been recalled by Irethiel, and Serel was unsure why.

      Shapeshifting back into an approximation of her old body had been moderately difficult to learn, unlike doing a general shapeshift. It felt like something was constricting her with a deep, constant pressure making it easy to let lapse. Still, she’d managed it eventually. But at her complaint, Decira smiled.

      “It does, doesn’t it? Don’t worry, you only really feel it the first few days of shapeshifting. After a little while, you acclimate to it, and it begins to feel natural,” the succubus assured her.

      “I’m going to feel like this for the first few days every time I change my body?” Serel asked incredulously, cringing internally.

      “No, just the first few days you use it overall. You’re a new succubus, and your body is getting used to its new abilities,” Decira corrected, smirking. “I should add that you’re getting a mild introduction. In the lower planes, it’s very… strenuous.”

      “Mild?” Serel asked incredulously. “I couldn’t even walk until this morning!”

      “Exactly. You’re walking and can think coherently. I’d call that a nice easy introduction to being a succubus. I imagine that Farin and Vivian have already learned that, though,” Decira explained. “Now, let’s get to work on your weapon practice. Ulvian was saying something about wanting you to be the bodyguard of one of the captives.”

      “Oh?” Serel perked up a little. “How so?”

      “You know how Wenris is busy? She’s been working at brainwashing a pair of elven royals from Yisara,” Decira explained. “Ulvian wanted to send them out to begin undermining the morale of Yisara’s agents, but he doesn’t quite trust them yet. That’s why you’d be their bodyguard and jailor. Mostly for the former queen, Diane, but you’re to keep an eye on both.”

      “I see. That seems reasonable enough,” Serel agreed. “I suppose I do have to get back into shape, though. Even if I’m stronger now, I haven’t had a chance to get used to my body, and I’m out of practice.”

      “I’m glad to hear it, Serel! Some of the others aren’t as serious as you are. Maybe they didn’t hold up as well, mentally,” Decira mused, then smiled and shrugged. “Never mind! Let’s get to work. Your equipment is this way.”

      Serel followed the other woman out of the room toward one of the underground training rooms, trying to get used to the sensation of being shapeshifted. As she walked, she glanced toward the sleeping, purple-haired goddess in the main chamber. Part of her dared wonder what Ulvian was going to do with Tyria, but she knew better than to ask.
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        * * *

      

      “’ello, Sorvos. It’s been ages since you contacted me last. I assume you’ve got a good reason this time?” Kevin Sailor asked, sitting back in his chair. Kevin was a big man, Ulvian reflected, which made a lot of people think he was a warrior, but nothing could be farther from the truth. The black-haired man was the head of the Blood Flame assassin guild and was a subtle and deadly sorcerer.

      “It’s good to see you, Kevin!” Ulvian replied cheerfully, taking a seat at the table. They were meeting in a private room at Ulvian’s favorite restaurant in Kelvanath, and the Archon suspected that no one was aware Kevin was even here. Shaking off the suspicion that a crossbow might be aimed at his spine, Ulvian continued. “And I believe I have a very good reason for the meeting this time. The job is a touch more difficult than the last one.”

      “More difficult than getting rid of the abolitionists? That’ll be a trick. What do you have for me?” Kevin asked, his eyebrows rising slightly.

      “I presume the room is secure?” Ulvian asked seriously, glancing at the door. “I doubt you’d say something like that without being certain, but I’d rather not have the staff murdered. They’ve provided excellent service before.”

      “Heh. It is, and no one will be hurt, either,” the assassin guildmaster replied idly. “So spill the beans already. I’m a busy man.”

      “As you like. I want you to kill the dungeon in the new city of Beacon,” Ulvian said bluntly. “It’s created golems and a city, and I now consider it a major threat. I want it dead before it derails my plans any further.”

      “You must be joking. My guild specializes in killing people, not dungeons,” Kevin’s idle mannerisms vanished, and his dark brown eyes hardened as he sat forward. “We also don’t take suicide missions.”

      “It wouldn’t be a suicide mission. I have everything you need to detect where the dungeon’s heart is, to hide from its senses for a time, and even an aetheric disrupter to knock it and its monsters unconscious so you can kill it.” The Archon’s voice was equally flat. “In addition, some time ago I found a teleportation stone that would allow them to leave the dungeon. I have it on good authority that it has several nodes, and at least one connects to Westgate. The problem is that I don’t trust any of my people to do the job right.”

      “Hmph.” Kevin sat back again, his eyes narrowing. “I’d have to see the things you’re planning to provide, Ulvian. An aetheric disrupter isn’t something the Adventuring Guilds just leave out in the wild. They consider those to be just a bit important.”

      “When my friends and I escaped the Road to Hell, I claimed we lost it in our attempt,” Ulvian explained, smiling. “I left it where they couldn’t find it, so yes, I have one.”

      “Hmm… I suppose that makes sense. Now, even assuming all your preparations check out, how much are you willing to pay to kill a dungeon, Archon?” Kevin demanded, his tone still serious. “I’m only considering it because of what you’ve offered, and because you’ve been good to work with.”

      “Two thousand gold. I know your usual teams have four members, so five hundred each, and a hundred extra for each of them if they succeed,” the Archon replied softly.

      “Two thousand? You really do want that dungeon dead, don’t you?” the assassin’s eyebrows rose, and he contemplated for a long minute, then nodded. “Right. I’ll explain the job to my top people. If there are enough who’re willing to take the risk, we’ll do it. If your preparations are adequate.”

      “Excellent! I’ll get everything together and let you look it over,” Ulvian replied with a broad smile, straightening slightly as his tension eased. “I dearly wish this dungeon to die as soon as possible.”

      “Of course you do. Now, why don’t we have dinner?” Kevin said, smiling. “You’re paying, of course.”

      “Yes, of course,” Ulvian nodded and sat back as the other man rang a bell. A few moments later, a server began to deliver plates of steaming, delicious food.
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      “Fate does work in mysterious ways, doesn’t he?” Slaid Darkeye murmured, speculatively looking over the note he’d received.

      “Sir? What was that?” Umar Sharptongue looked up from honing his sword, blinking in confusion.

      The group of bandits and rebels was in the small town of Ireford near the Serpentspine Mountains. They wintered there every year, so they took care not to draw trouble down on the small village. In a couple of weeks, they’d move up to the northwest regions of Kelvanis to continue their raids on the kingdom’s supply caravans. But for the moment, it was their quiet, safe time of year.

      “Oh, I just got a letter from Eileen,” Slaid replied, looking up and smiling at the other rebel leader.

      “Eileen? Who’s that again?” Umar asked, frowning. “The name sounds familiar, but…”

      “She was part of Henry’s group before he left. They went to the dungeon up near Sifaren,” the one-eyed man explained. “When they left, they promised to let us know if they found out anything useful. They’re the ones who told us about the death of Adjudicator Falgrave last fall.”

      “Oh, her! That explains it, I’d almost forgotten about Henry’s lot after his death,” Umar said, nodding in recognition. “What’d they have to say?”

      “It’s information on the dungeon. Apparently, it can screw up the slave brands to not work for Kelvanis,” Slaid paused a moment, then smiled more as he added. “It also transformed the entire mountain into a fortress city before kicking out Kelvanis and crowning an elf queen. She sent out an open call for immigrants, and that they’d immediately go to war with Kelvanis.”

      “The dungeon did what?” Umar exclaimed, almost losing his grip on the sword. “What… how could it do that? Any of it!”

      “I have no idea. Her letter wasn’t exactly detailed, in case it was intercepted. However, the city is named Beacon, and it’s accepting immigrants,” Slaid looked at the letter and considered for a minute, tapping his finger on the desk slowly. Eventually he continued, his voice slow and thoughtful. “I wonder… maybe, considering the situation with Sifaren, we should look at this city and see whether it might be an ally.”

      “Are you sure, boss? We’ve been trying not to bring Kelvanis down on us for a while. Ever since most of our backers in Kelvanath died…” Umar’s voice trailed off as he swallowed, shaking his head slowly.

      “I know. It’s a risk, but we haven’t been fighting the Archon for this long to give up now. I’m not saying we will join them, just that we should take a look, then decide. Things are coming to a head, Umar,” Slaid replied soberly. “If things continue as they have, Sifaren may fall, and Yisara will be next. At that point, we’ll lose all our support from outside the country, and I think our hopes will be extinguished.”

      “You could be right,” his second-in-command admitted, frowning. “Shit, you probably are right. Isn’t that a cheery thought? So, when we leave, we go to take a look at this new city?”

      “Actually, I think we should leave early. Kelvanis won’t let this stand any longer than they have to. If we want to get there without interference, we have to get there quickly,” Slaid disagreed, shaking his head firmly. “Do you think we could be ready in, say, two days?”

      “Let me think.” Umar frowned as he thought, before nodding slowly. “I don’t think we could be ready in two days, but three we could manage. Some of the guys are out hunting, and we’d want to give them time to prepare when they get back.”

      “Fair point. You take care of that, and I’ll go talk to our escaped slaves to see if they want to join us,” Slaid replied, tossing the parchment into the fire and watching it burn. “They might be tempted by the chance to be freed, if what we were told is true.”

      “Right. I’ll get to it, boss,” Umar laughed, sheathing his sword and putting away his maintenance gear.

      Slaid smiled slightly and stood, dusting off his pants as his gaze hardened. After Umar left, Slaid murmured softly. “You’ll get what’s coming to you, Sorvos. You should’ve been more thorough about killing off my family.”
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        * * *

      

      Deep in the heart of Kelvanis, Wenris considered the tasks she was working on worriedly. In nearly three millennia of service, she’d proven herself a devoted and capable servant of Irethiel, which had managed to mask her disobedience this past year, at least so far. The problem was that there was only so long that could last, and she had to wonder why her true lady had asked her to betray Irethiel now.

      Throwing away a highly placed spy after three thousand years wasn’t something her lady was known for. She was a methodical, careful planner, and not given to sacrificing her servants, so Wenris had forced herself to trust her lady. Irethiel didn’t have any idea that Wenris had sabotaged one of her greatest conquests, or that the succubus had an escape route even from the demon lord herself.

      Shaking off her idle thoughts, Wenris smiled as she considered Maria and Meredith. The two attractive humans were the servants of the former queen of Yisara and her daughter, Diane and Jaine. She’d been given permission to take control of their brands directly, chaining them to Irethiel via Wenris, which simply made the succubus giggle to herself. While Ulvian might think it was more secure than other options, the succubus knew the truth.

      Neither of the two had been surprised when Wenris appeared and took control of their brands. Most of the palace staff knew that the occasional succubus served Ulvian, and they were forbidden from speaking to others about them. Now that she had the two servants under her control, she could⁠—

      “Wenris, time is growing short. You must be out of Kelvanis before the Summer Solstice,” an ethereal voice, that of Wenris’ true lady, spoke directly into her mind. “My plans are coming to fruition, and I have further tasks for you. As always, be cautious.”

      Suppressing the grin that threatened to cross her face, Wenris didn’t acknowledge the message in any way. The direct contact was dangerous enough, but if her suspicions were correct, that wouldn’t matter for much longer.

      Wenris did wonder what her lady had in mind for Kelvanis and Irethiel, though. She almost pitied them. The question was, what to do with Diane and Jaine?

      She’d have to consider that question carefully.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, Farren, how are you today?” Arise asked, the svelte tailor holding up a blue dress with a critical eye. The tailor was tall, fit, and had beautiful brown skin and eyes which perfectly contrasted with her silver-blue hair. She was quite popular in the city, a fact that wasn’t lost on Farren Galthor, and never ceased to frustrate the young man.

      Farren barely managed to suppress a flinch at her familiar tone, his tone frosty as he snapped. “Don’t be so familiar with me! You’re the one who requested the meeting, and since you couldn’t follow through on your part of the last bargain, this had better be good.”

      “Hush, young lordling, someone might misinterpret what you said if they overheard,” Arise replied with a smile and shake of her head, returning the dress to the mannequin. “Not that they would. I made certain we’d be alone, and that no one would be able to hear inside the shop. It’s hardly my fault that things fell through, though. I’m just a contact, hm? You’re the one who was supposed to rescue Phynis, not some common soldiers. You’re lucky the general took the blame for the betrayal.”

      “So what? I don’t give a damn about all that,” Farren retorted, glowering at her. “What do you want?”

      “The password and location of Galthor’s escape tunnel,” Arise’s amusement vanished as she spoke seriously. “My employers wish for the siege of Galthor to be over as swiftly as possible.”

      “What? There’s no way in all the hells I’ll hand that over!” Farren retorted almost instantly, flinching at the request. There’d be no doubt of who was responsible if someone found out that he’d handed over the details of escape route in question, and he shuddered to consider the consequences if he agreed.

      “They offer to allow you to become the Adjudicator of Western Kelvanis, including the full region of Sifaren once it falls, as well as offering the hand of the former princess of Yisara, Jaine,” Arise replied as though he hadn’t declined, and her words made Farren’s refusal waver as she continued. “She’s been undergoing conditioning since she was captured, and it would be easy to make her extremely devoted to you, Farren.”

      “That… how do I know they’ll follow through?” Farren paused, licking his lips and frowning. “With Phynis…”

      “That was not within their control. They had no control over Sifaren’s actions at the time, and Phynis was too close to the border to fully secure,” Arise replied seriously. “Jaine, by contrast, has been kept in Kelvanath for half a year. There’s virtually no chance of her being rescued at this point. I must stress that His Excellency has stated that this will be the only time this is offered. I believe they were somewhat loathe to offer her to you to begin with, so think quickly.”

      “One minute. Just give me a minute,” Farren told her hastily, his thoughts racing.

      An Adjudicator would be like a duke, but if he was given control of the other lands as well as those of Sifaren, that would be nearly double the size of Sifaren. It was more power than he’d ever hoped for, and the temptation to agree was strong. The additional offer of Jaine… well, it would give him the legitimacy he craved. Even if she was a former princess, he wanted the power and respect her position at his side would add. It would mean betraying his father, but… well, Galthor was doomed anyway, so why not speed things up and secure a position for himself? It was better than losing his inheritance completely.

      His decision made, Farren nodded at last and told Arise, his eyes glittering. “I agree, on one condition.”

      “What might that be?” Arise asked, tilting her head and frowning at him. “I have little ability to negotiate on behalf of my employers. You know that.”

      “Oh, you’ll be able to handle this one, Arise,” Farren replied, baring his teeth at her as he grinned. “I want you as well. Branded and everything.”

      Arise paused, then flushed with anger. The woman bit back a sharp comment, before finally speaking icily. “I will have to think on that.”

      “Well, think quickly. This is the only time I’ll make this offer,” Farren retorted, and the beautiful woman glared at him as he used her words against her.

      It took a minute before she scowled and replied shortly. “Fine. I will relay your words to them.”

      Farren smiled broadly, his voice betraying his happiness. “Excellent!”
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      “Your Majesty, I’ve returned.”

      Reva fell to a knee before Queen Calath, bowing his head. The brown-haired young man looked well enough, and he’d taken the time to make himself presentable for court, wearing a plain but fine suit of blue and white.

      “Sir Lucien, it’s good to see you are safe and sound,” Calath replied, smiling as she sat on her throne. “Rise, please. I’ve received your reports, of course, but I wish to hear the basics from you directly.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Reva acknowledged, rising and coming to attention for a moment before settling into a more comfortable stance, asking. “Is there something specific you wish for me to address first?”

      Glancing at the nobles gathered around the room, Calath considered only for a moment before speaking gravely. “I believe that addressing the golems, and their capabilities, is of the most interest to the Court, so please begin there.”

      “As you wish. Sixty golems were sent with us from Beacon, and they’re all under the command of Alissa and Helia, both of Beacon. The golems are made of granite sheathed in tempered steel, appear to possess a limited ability to repair themselves, and are armed with halberds. Individually, each golem appears to be equal to fifteen to twenty soldiers, assuming the soldiers were properly equipped to face them,” Reva explained, his back straight as an arrow while he ignored the murmuring around them. “Their performance on the field of battle sharply outweighs those simple numbers, though. The golems feel no fear and cannot be distracted into pulling out of formation. They don’t tire and are more than willing to sacrifice themselves in the heat of battle if necessary. With them on the front lines, my expedition was able to use our ranged advantage and magic with far less pressure than ever before, allowing us to force several companies of orcs to break and run.”

      Most of the murmurs went quiet as Reva finished, and Calath smiled in satisfaction. At first, she hadn’t thought that a mere sixty golems would make a difference, yet obviously they were more important than Calath had believed. She nodded to him encouragingly. “I see. That is excellent to hear. What of this new city, Beacon? I’m given to understand that Phynis Constella, she who removed herself from my House, now rules it?”

      “She does. The kingdom is founded on the ruins of Everium City, and a number of ancient buildings have been incorporated into the city during its construction,” Reva began, only to pause as Duchess Elina stepped forward, the petite woman stunning in a white gown trimmed in silver.

      “Duchess? Do you have something to say?” Calath asked, some of her pleasure fading. Elina was power-hungry, but had proven to be a staunch ally now that she was engaged to Zanath. Even so, Calath couldn’t bring herself to like the noblewoman.

      “I merely wished to ask how this city was constructed. Rumors abound, but nothing firm has been shared as of yet,” Elina stated pleasantly, nodding gracefully to Calath. “Could you enlighten us, Sir Lucien?”

      The question was a fair one, Calath thought, and when Reva looked at her, she inclined her head slightly. He cleared his throat, then explained. “I’m afraid I don’t have the full story, Your Grace, as I was in Beacon for only two days. Also, I should add that there was a temple of Medaea attended by senior priestesses of the faith the better part of a hundred strong. From what information we gathered, a temple of theirs was sacked and used to raid Golden Vale. The priestesses were rescued before they could be taken back to Kelvanis, but not before being branded. They, along with a handful of survivors from Everium, managed to aid in casting the high magic which constructed the city over the course of a single night.”

      Shock rippled through Calath, and the queen raised a hand, even as mutters broke out amongst the crowd. “One moment, Sir Lucien. I don’t recall hearing mention of survivors of Everium among your reports. Did you misspeak?”

      “No, Your Majesty. I must have neglected to mention that piece of information,” Reva paled slightly, bowing his head. “There was so much shocking information in Beacon that I’m not surprised I missed something. My apologies, Your Majesty.”

      “It’s fine, so long as you rectify the matter. What can you tell me of these survivors?” Calath asked in fascination. “How can there even be survivors?”

      “There are two survivors I was made aware of, named Cortin and Nora. They were students at the Everium Academy of Magic and were somehow placed in a stasis spell that managed to endure until near the beginning of winter,” Reva quickly explained, glancing around nervously. “Those in the dungeon managed to release them from stasis and helped them adapt to our modern tongue. While they were merely students in their own time, by our standards, they’re master-ranked magi. Much of the school library is intact as well, and I’ve heard that they, along with some of Queen Phynis’ guards, are taking charge of the city’s magical defenses. Those the dungeon did not take care of, that is. Even they were shocked by the scale of the spell which crafted the city.”

      “If neither they nor the priestesses were behind the spell, who was?” Elina asked, frowning. “We could see it from here, Sir Lucien.”

      “The dungeon itself cast the spell, Your Grace,” Reva told her with a shrug. “I received this information secondhand, I must admit, but that’s the word among those who live in the city, and the manifestation of the dungeon, the dryad Sistina, appeared to be almost deathly tired when we arrived.”

      “Did that answer your question, Duchess?” Calath interjected.

      Nodding, Elina smiled and bowed her head graciously. “It did, Your Majesty.”

      “Good. Now, if you’d continue to explain the city, Sir Lucien?” Calath inquired gently. It wasn’t necessary to do this in front of the full court, but from everything she’d read, it would help raise morale. The news about survivors from Everium itself rocked even her own heart, stunning her with the possibilities it raised.

      “Your Majesty, the city is almost impossible to describe. When we left, there were merely five hundred residents, but the city is carved from a mountain and is nearly five miles across. There are underground caverns suited for growing crops year-round, hot springs which well up from under the city as well as normal springs for drinking water, and enchanted stone walls. There were murmurs of a magical shield for the city, but no one knows if such actually exists,” Reva told Calath soberly. “While there are currently only those few residents, the dungeon has pledged to continue building golems for the city’s defense. Tens of thousands of individuals could live in the city, and taking it via military conflict would be extremely difficult. They’ve already said they welcome immigrants, and they intend to forbid serfdom or slavery within their borders.”

      “Perhaps all of this is true, but I’m told that Queen Phynis is willing to ally with us?” Calath continued, ignoring the court.

      “Against Kelvanis, yes. However, if we wish a full alliance, the dungeon has demanded that when you are able, you yourself must come to Beacon and apologize in person, Your Majesty,” Reva wilted as the other nobles almost exploded in response to the demand.

      “Silence!”

      Calath’s voice cracked like a whip as she stood, and in moments, the room was quiet again. Calath let her gaze wander over the nobles for a moment, many of whom looked outraged.

      “I’ve known of this demand for some days and have considered it carefully. Queen Phynis has good reason to hold a grudge against me and Sifaren and has chosen to set it aside. The dungeon has similar reasons, yet it does not make demands before contributing to the war against Kelvanis,” Calath’s voice rang out across the throne room, and her eyes settled onto Duchess Elina as she finished. “I consider a mere apology to be well worth an alliance. When it is safe for me to travel to Beacon, I will do so. This matter is closed.”

      The sound of a pin dropping could’ve been heard in the throne room, prompting a smile from Calath.
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        * * *

      

      “It truly is good to see you, Sir Reva. What can you tell me of what wasn’t in your reports?” Calath asked. They were in private, with only her personal guards present. The queen was sitting, and Reva could only see the faintest hints of lines at the corners of his monarch’s eyes, betraying the strain she’d been under. She wore a simple presence crown of thin gold that held back her silver hair, and she looked almost at ease in her elaborate green gown as she sat back.

      “There were so many oddities along the journey that it’s difficult to speak of all of them, but I’ll tell you what I’m able to remember, Your Majesty,” Reva replied with a bow of his head, feeling faintly embarrassed at the admission. While it was the truth, it wasn’t something he wanted to admit.

      “That’s fair. What can you tell me, though?” Calath asked pointedly. Reva quickly nodded, getting his thoughts in order.

      “First, the golems I brought back are not the only type Beacon possesses. These were made specifically to defend the city, but there were others built with huge arbalests which I saw as well. I did ask why none were sent with us, and the reason I was given was that they doubted that we could resupply their bolts, so they went with melee weaponry,” Reva explained, frowning as he continued. “Sistina was very short with us, but Sergeant Berys informs me that she seemed more listless than she previously was. During our initial meeting, she said something about almost entirely draining herself to construct the city, so I’m not certain how much more they’ll be able to do. Not that what she’s done was unimpressive, simply that Beacon may be vulnerable at present. I may be wrong, since they didn’t seem worried about an immediate attack, but I thought I should mention it.”

      Calath didn’t interrupt, instead leaning forward as she listened closely. Reva took a breath before continuing. “In other news, we learned that one of Phynis’ guards, Farris Skyblessed, was slain by one of the prisoners who was taken just before the researchers were expelled last fall. Her soul was somehow transferred into a strange golem body that looks entirely like that of an elven woman, save that it’s made of metal and stone. I’m told she’s otherwise unchanged. Farris is now functioning as Phynis’ Court Mage, while Desa Iceheart is her Captain of the Guard.”

      The explanation caused Calath’s guard captain to shift, and the handsome woman frowned. Laila Steelguard was tall and had an athletic, toned body that Reva rather admired as she murmured. “Farris? Farris was merely an adept-ranked nature mage and healer. Why would she be the Court Mage instead of Desa? Desa is far more skilled than she is. I’d almost think that Farris would be more suited to the position of Captain of the Guard, if she was given a golem body like you say.”

      “A fair point,” Calath agreed, and raised her eyebrows as she asked Reva. “Do you have any idea why they chose those roles, Sir Reva?”

      “I didn’t have time to speak with her myself, but Berys talked to her. According to the sergeant, Farris claims to have learned a great deal about magic before she gained her new body. I’m not sure exactly how it worked, but apparently her soul was… in Sistina’s mind, somehow,” Reva replied uncertainly, shrugging apologetically. “I wish I could tell you more, Your Majesty, but I just don’t know.”

      “There’s no need for apologies. You’ve served well thus far, and I truly appreciate it,” Calath assured Reva, smiling in a way that put him at ease. When she took a deep breath he tensed, and she spoke again, her voice turning serious. “Now for a more personal question. How was Phynis, Reva? Not the queen, the person?”

      “Queen Phynis was…” Reva’s voice trailed off as he thought back to the former princess’ appearance and attitude, frowning as he tried to decide how to answer the question. After a few moments he spoke a bit uncertainly. “At first, she seemed stunned, but happy. She grew more confident as I saw her more, though she seemed extremely concerned by Sistina’s lethargy. I’d only seen Phynis a few times before she was captured, but I think she seemed about as vibrant as I remember her being then, Your Majesty.”

      “I see. Thank you, Sir Reva,” Calath replied, a slow, gentle smile growing on her face, and she nodded. “That will be all. Please, get some rest. While we’re going to need your services on the field of battle soon, I think we have time for that.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      Reva bowed his head and clasped his hand to his heart before rising and turning to leave, his spirits brighter than they had been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Shoots of grass were barely beginning to poke their tips from the earth, and Major Thompson could hear the distant cry of a hawk. Far louder were the sounds of boots stomping into the recently thawed ground, grinding the grass into the earth and churning the wet dirt into mud.

      Major Thompson looked on his soldiers with a smile of satisfaction. After the success of his raid into Yisara, he’d been given the honor of launching one of the first attacks on Sifaren, and was acting in the place of a colonel, as he commanded three full companies. The brown-haired, burly man had hopes of being promoted permanently if his attack went well, and his smile widened as he thought about the small town they’d chosen for their target.

      Glancing upward, he could only faintly see the figure of one of his wizards, a man named Andrew. He was the only one of his magi who could fly for long periods of time, and he was acting as a scout for now. Andrew hadn’t reported any large troop concentrations that could challenge his troops, which only improved Thompson’s mood. This was going much better than the debacle of the attack on Golden Vale.

      Watching the soldiers move, Thompson’s dark eyes gleamed as he murmured. “It’s time for this war to come to an end, and I get to strike the first blow.”
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        * * *

      

      “Captain, Kelvanis forces are confirmed to be five miles from town!” the scout reported, her gray hair unkempt as she rushed into the command post of Redcrown. Named for a massive, ancient oak which was believed to have survived the Godsrage and had brilliant crimson leaves in its uppermost branches, the town wasn’t large, but it was reasonably well-defended, and the vast majority of the townsfolk had been evacuated over the winter.

      Captain Talphan looked up from the map and nodded grimly. “As expected, the previous reports were right. What’re we looking at?”

      “Our sentries report three companies, sir. In the lead are slaves, followed by orcs, then Kelvanis regulars. It looked like they had a few magi, one of which was flying as a scout outside of the range of bows,” the woman replied quickly, glancing at Talphan’s lieutenants nervously.

      “Damn. Well, it’s a good thing we weren’t planning to hold the town, isn’t it?” Talphan replied grimly, shaking his head and absently flicking a pale strand of hair from his eyes. He missed having Captain Vendis in charge, but he had good assistants of his own, thank all the gods. Unfortunately, this wasn’t going to go as well as the rescue of the then-princess Phynis.

      “Six to one odds aren’t numbers I’d care to face,” Lieutenant Dram murmured, the older elven woman tapping the table slowly as she considered, her weathered features contemplative. After a moment, she nodded. “Still, we’ve seen worse. Orders, Captain?”

      “Unless anyone has any objections, we stick to the plan. The majority of our numbers hide outside town and snipe the Kelvanis regulars, while your command makes a fighting retreat through town,” Talphan told her, looking Dram in the eye. “If you can capture any of the slaves without risking your people, do so, but don’t risk yourselves. Any objections?”

      “No, sir! Give them hell for me,” Dram growled, a smile flickering across her face. “I’ll do what I can to distract them, I promise you. Too bad we can’t do much about that mage, though.”

      “I can only hope he’ll come within the range of our bows,” Talphan replied with a smile of his own, but his eyes hardened as he looked at the others. “I just want to reiterate; our job isn’t to hold the line. We’re to bleed Kelvanis and fall back toward Galthor. I don’t want any of you to end up on the other side of this war, especially when we have reinforcements coming. Do your jobs, but don’t take unnecessary risks. Do you hear me?”

      “Yes, sir!” all three of his subordinates replied, saluting as they did so.

      Captain Talphan smiled grimly. “Then let’s get to it, and hope Jaran’s done his job properly.”
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        * * *

      

      Slowly, the Kelvanis soldiers marched toward Redcrown, which lacked more than a single palisade around its core buildings. Many of the villagers had even destroyed their homes to prevent them from falling into enemy hands, leaving only the foundations intact.

      In the lead of the Kelvanis army was one of their slave legions, though the elves were only a hundred strong. Varying from the dark-skinned dusk elves to fairer dawn elves, each of them was branded with the crimson warrior crest that Kelvanis used to control their slave legions, and all of them were equipped with lightweight, serviceable armor and weapons. Their primary purpose was to force the enemy to hesitate and to serve as disposable infantry, a strategy which had served Kelvanis well over the past decade.

      Behind them were the loose lines of orcs, ambling along with brutish laughter and barely discernable ranks. They also favored light armor, but mostly due to their thick skin, and with their greater strength, they preferred clubs and maces—weapons that allowed them to smash their weaker opponents easily. A few carried javelins or throwing axes, but those were a minority among the savage, tribal species.

      Last in the line was Kelvanis’ soldiers. Unlike those which had garrisoned Granite Point, these soldiers had faced Yisara’s soldiers in battle and marched with precision. Each wore a suit of chain, along with matching bracers, greaves, and a helmet, while wielding short swords and large shields which would allow them to make a shield wall. Half their number traded the shields for crossbows, allowing them to more easily engage elves at a distance. The mages wore simple leather instead, giving them more mobility.

      Facing over three hundred attackers were barely over fifty elves. The last villagers were escaping to the north, and the defenders were all lightly equipped and ready to flee. Only ten hid within the town, led by Lieutenant Dram.

      The lieutenant opened fire first, her squad aiming for the human commanders among the slave legion, but quickly fell back into the town as the elven slaves unwillingly charged forward into their fire, a few among them shooting back.

      As the elves and orcs in Kelvanis’ service rushed forward, Talphan unleashed his counterstroke.
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        * * *

      

      The sudden shower of arrows from his left flank took Major Thompson by surprise, and he barely dodged an arrow that took his standard bearer in the chest. While he dodged, the deadly barrage slammed into his soldiers, prompting screams of pain and anguish.

      “How did they get over there?” Thompson asked himself in shock, even as soldiers pivoted toward the threat. He’d had scouts on both flanks, so what had happened to them, and why hadn’t they reported the elves in time?

      A second barrage of arrows drove the thought from his mind as he charged forward, the sergeants urging his soldiers onward. More of them fell to the arrows, but their armor proved its worth, as most of those who’d been felled were only injured, not dead.

      Seeing the flicker of an elven man’s face through the trees as the soldier turned to run, Thompson suddenly slowed, because he’d seen something odd on the dark-skinned man’s face. He’d seen satisfaction, so Thompson yelled out. “Stop! Everyone halt!”

      The soldiers tried to obey his orders, but no one could instantly go from a full run to a stop. Thompson could only watch in horror as a dozen men were swallowed by hidden pit traps with stakes at the bottom, or as vicious spikes shot up out of the ground at them, leaving the screams of the injured and dying in their wake.

      Only moments later, the crossbows of his men began to fire into the forest, but by that point, almost all the elves had vanished, leaving Thompson little choice but to fume in impotent rage.
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        * * *

      

      All across the border between Kelvanis and Sifaren, similar battles played out. In some areas, the elves were less successful, even losing entire detachments of their army, but in others, their strategies did even better. In the distant reaches of Hornwood Valley, nearest to the border of Alcast, five companies of Kelvanis’ soldiers vanished as the cousin of the traitorous General Chavin Fairbrook, Colonel Imar Fairbrook, proved his loyalty to the crown by crushing the incursion into his province.

      On the opposite front, the heavily reinforced border fortress of Talloak was besieged by a massive Kelvanian army. Battles raged for nearly a week there, but the stubborn soldiers of Talloak were slowly whittled down in numbers, and after a devastating final battle, the fortress fell to Kelvanis’ soldiers, with only a tithe of the defenders escaping its fall.

      Several towns managed to resist the attacks by Kelvanis, but those stubborn knots of resistance were unfortunately rare. For every victory Sifaren managed, Kelvanis succeeded four times, even if they were bled for every last foot of ground they took.

      The war had begun, and for all the power of Sifaren’s army and magi, Kelvanis had the upper hand.
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      Sistina was learning to use a little more finesse when reshaping her domain. Oh, she hadn’t exactly wasted her power previously, but she hadn’t been quite as thrifty with her mana as she could’ve been. For all the power she possessed, she was nonetheless pressed on multiple fronts now, trying to decide where to use it. Between making more golems and adjusting the dungeon to be more accurate to her intentions, she had too many needs for her power, and only kept up because so many of the elves, especially the Jewels, kept donating mana.

      It was in moving the strange region of the mountainside she suspected contained the palace of old Everium that she truly learned to adjust her technique. Adjusting stone to more easily part, changing the flow of mana… each was a small thing, but small things mattered. It took more time than she liked, but bit by bit, the mysterious region was approaching the area she wanted it in, near her own chamber.

      In the meantime, she had several other projects occupying her attention. First of those was rewriting Marin’s Codex, which she’d only finished the first volume of. Sistina knew that once upon a time her name had been Marin, but whether she’d been that Marin was something she wasn’t certain about. Based on her hazy memories, the writing of Marin’s Codex had been unimaginably distant in the past, back when the use of magic had yet to be standardized, so it was quite possible she’d been named for the original Marin and grown obsessed with her. It was a time-consuming project since she only had the three volumes to remind her of their contents, and the later books were far more complex than the first volumes.

      The other major distraction was the Guildmaster of the Western Adventurer’s Guild, Albert Windgale. The man had been utterly flabbergasted by her existence, and had taken to coming by regularly to pester her with questions. She ignored him at first, but finally she instead decided to exchange explanations with him. He would explain the principles of artificing to her, and she’d answer his questions about dungeons, and how they worked. Desa was staying in the room at the same time, both for Sistina’s safety and to learn as well.
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        * * *

      

      “Artificing functions by drawing on ambient mana via what we call an aetheric condenser,” Albert told Sistina, tapping a section of the small steam engine sitting on the table. “This takes mana which has been released into the air and uses it to power the devices we use. Most of these devices require more mana than what can be gathered under normal circumstances, which was why the condenser was created.”

      “Difficult,” Sistina murmured thoughtfully, her gaze fixed on the softly chuffing steam engine. “Not much extra released. How?”

      “You’re right, it was difficult. Even with the aetheric condenser, the early artificers didn’t have enough mana to power their devices properly since there wasn’t enough released mana in the aether,” Albert said, and drew four symbols on the nearby chalkboard, the runic symbols for air, earth, fire, and water. “That’s when they realized that when elements reacted with each other, they released bursts of mana. Volcanoes are earth and fire, sandstorms are air and earth, thunderstorms are air, fire, and water… it was realized that they all produced immense ambient mana but were either too inconsistent or too dangerous to use. The most powerful known force which releases mana are the tides, the interaction of earth and water, but they’re too irregular to use. Oh, some devices utilize them, but not many, since most devices aren’t built to be able to use that much mana at once and overload. Usually violently.

      “In the end, two types of reactions were chosen as they were the most easily replicated, and produced enough mana to be worthwhile,” Albert told her, drawing a line between air and water, then fire and water. “When water falls through the air in a waterfall, it produces significant amounts of mana. Dwarven artificers use underground rivers… sorry, I digress. Waterfalls are excellent mana sources, but difficult to find where they might be needed. Hot springs, on the other hand, are fire and water interacting. The common theory is that the first artificer to hit on the idea of a steam engine was looking at a kettle heating on a stove and realized that so long as you had a source of water, you could use an aetheric condenser to produce the heat for a fire. The first steam engines were huge and crude, and a few exploded before we took to enchanting them to prevent further disasters. All we need is a source of water, and we can produce far more mana than would otherwise be available.”

      “Fascinating,” Sistina replied, her thoughts racing through Albert’s logic. It was an extension of theories she already knew, and the basics were in the codices she’d been referencing, but it simply put them together in a way she’d never considered. The aetheric condenser in particular was the vital piece of the process, and she wasn’t familiar with it at all. It was put together with familiar spell-forms, but it was otherwise complex enough that she couldn’t easily replicate it. Finally, she nodded and smiled. “I understand. Very different, interesting. Then engrave full spell-forms in objects, add mana?”

      “Ah, yes. I’m surprised you picked it up that quickly. A lot of people were skeptical that we could make it work with something that simple,” Albert told her, looking amused. “Are you certain you haven’t learned this before?”

      “Familiar concepts, put together differently,” Sistina told him, shaking her head firmly as she tapped the steam engine carefully on the water reservoir. “Have hot spring, can sense mana. Mana sensed, but out of reach. This is logical. Might need to build. Steam golem?”

      “That… is a terrifying thought. Please don’t build something like that. My superiors are nervous enough about you as it is,” Albert protested, the brown-haired human paling at the thought. “Your ability to build golems is bad enough, since no one’s managed to construct one in millennia, at least not self-sustaining ones.”

      “Not easy, but not difficult. Academy has texts,” Sistina told him with a frown. “Why not look?”

      “The strange woman, Kassandra, as well as the two… survivors?” Albert frowned and shook his head, sighing. “They don’t let outsiders in to look at the library. They’ve said something about trying to rebuild the academy.”

      Sistina frowned and considered the matter, then shrugged. “I will speak with them. Can understand their position, though. Your questions?”

      “Right, um, one moment…” Albert blinked, obviously pausing to get his thoughts in order before asking. “Why are you so different from other dungeons? I’ve never heard of a dungeon with a body before.”

      “Am very different. Was once mortal. Most memories indistinct, but there,” Sistina told him, glancing at Desa and smiling as she continued. “Died, became angel serving Balvess. Then captured by demon queen, corrupted into succubus. Betrayed and trapped in soulstone. Essence… drained over millennia, consuming memories. Soulstone cracked, essence revived seed, merged with tree. Body and spirit now one, tree is self. Very different from other dungeons. Saw Lily, remembered having body. Decided to make one.”

      “You never told us all of that, Sistina,” Desa interrupted, seeming a bit relieved to have something she could make sense of. Albert seemed to be pondering as she spoke, almost as though he was thankful for the interruption.

      “Didn’t remember,” Sistina replied simply, tapping her temple gently. “Memories still fragmented. Remember mortal name, but not saying. Might cause misunderstandings. Am Sistina now.”

      “It’s a fascinating explanation. I’m startled that an angel or demon could become a genius loci at all, but it isn’t something I’ve studied. There’s so much we don’t know,” Albert mused, shaking his head and grinning. “Still, that’s just one question, and there are so many I have on how dungeons work. Why do so many dungeons try to kill people, while others just challenge us, like you do?”

      Sistina blinked and stood, considering as she approached the board. Taking a piece of chalk, she drew one of the older symbols she knew. The symbol was the four elements in one, and she explained softly. “Creatures are all elements in one. In battle, like your devices. Elements clash, release mana. Never considered it before. Dungeons absorb. Creatures die, all mana released. Like sacrificial magic. Refined mana, easier to absorb. Death easy, seductive… dangerous.”

      “Oh! That makes an enormous amount of sense!” Albert’s eyes lit up with comprehension, and he smiled broadly. “I always wondered about that, and we’ve had theories for years, but I never thought that combat could actually produce mana that way! It explains why we have to destroy a fair number of dungeons, too. Now⁠—”

      The door to the meeting room opened and Isana Dayrest stepped in. The thin, elegant woman had deeper brown skin than most other dusk elves, and her icy blue eyes came to rest on Sistina after a moment. She inclined her head slightly. Formerly forced to be the wife of Aric Evansly, a dusk elf turncoat, Isana had quickly taken the position as the palace’s majordomo. While her quiet, distant demeanor had only begun to thaw over the last few weeks, Sistina had seen occasional hints of happiness from the woman, and she’d done wonders for making the palace more efficient.

      “My apologies for the interruption, Master Windgale,” Isana said calmly. “I’m afraid that urgent news has reached the palace, and Her Majesty has need of Captain Desa and Sistina’s presence.”

      Sistina almost missed how Desa’s eyes were following Isana, but after a moment, she caught it and her eyes narrowed. Was that…? A moment later, Sistina shook off her suspicion and decided to ignore it. If Desa liked Isana, it was her own business, none of Sistina’s. She just hadn’t expected it, as she’d thought Desa was contemplating flirting with Albert before this.

      “Why?” Sistina asked curiously, looking at Isana.

      “The mages of Sifaren have confirmed that Kelvanis has begun their assault across most of the border,” Isana replied soberly, an unusual look of worry in her eyes. “Reports indicate the battles are not going well. The fortress of Talloak has fallen.”

      “Goddess above. I hope General Dalven made it out!” Desa’s hand rose to cover her mouth, and she swallowed hard.

      “The message was short, I’m afraid. My apologies again, Master Windgale,” Isana said, nodding to the man politely.

      “Not at all, Lady Dayrest. The situation sounds grim, and I’ll have to speak with Sistina another time,” Albert said sincerely, though Sistina could see the disappointment in his eyes.

      Giving a slight smile and nod, the dryad spoke to him gently. “Will speak again. Promise.”

      “Thank you. I won’t keep you any longer,” Albert replied, sighing as he picked up a few of his books, then hefted the steam engine with a grunt.

      “If you’ll lead the way, Isana?” Desa asked softly, and the woman nodded.

      “Of course. If you’ll follow me?” Isana asked, and led the way.
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      “Based on the reports we’ve received, we have a little more breathing room than Sifaren at the moment. Kelvanis seems to be focusing on cutting us off from Sifaren as they mobilize against us, so there aren’t any immediate threats,” Desa reported, frowning as they looked at the map. Sifaren’s known forces were tiny green flags, while Kelvanis’ were in blue and their own lonely mountain was red. “We obviously can’t assume that will last, and despite the slaves who’ve trickled in, we don’t have nearly enough manpower to defend the city properly.”

      “How many golems are we up to, excluding the ones we sent with Sir Lucien?” Phynis asked, tapping the table slowly as she looked up at them. Desa, Diamond, Farris, Isana, and Sistina were around the map with her, though Isana was farther back. Phynis suspected she was there mostly so she could provide information when needed.

      “Sistina has created another nine, giving us a total of one hundred and eighty-nine golems at present,” Desa replied promptly, a worried frown on her face. “With the length of the walls, that’s nowhere near enough.”

      “I thought you could create more than that, Sistina?” Phynis asked, looking at her beloved, and the pale-skinned dryad shrugged.

      “Mana supplies. Many tasks, rebuilding mana reserves,” Sistina told her gravely, pursing her golden lips contemplatively before continuing. “Have more, but… in dungeon. Are available for emergencies. Made for adventurers, not armies. I have limits.”

      “A fair point,” Phynis admitted, then looked over at Diamond. “Diamond, how are the priestesses doing? Would they be willing to help defend the city?”

      “They’re doing well, Your Majesty, though my position among them is strange. It’s little wonder that they worry over the continued mystery as to what happened to Medaea,” the crystalline-haired woman replied, her skin paler than anyone in the room’s, save for Sistina. She paused, then nodded. “They’re also willing to fight with all their strength to protect their regained freedom. Alas, our order focused primarily on defensive magic, but we’ll do what we can.”

      “Excellent. Farris, what of the city’s magical defenses?” Phynis asked, looking at the woman who was now a golem, but appeared like elf, save for what she was made of.

      “After some time with Sistina and examining the defenses, I’ve determined what there is that we can use,” Farris told her in a melodious voice, smiling gently and with more confidence than most of the others had shown. “The magical defenses we possess are incredibly potent, as are some of the passive defenses.”

      “The ability to flood avenues of attack could be a godsend in the future. Thank you for that, Sistina,” Desa murmured, receiving a gracious nod from Sistina before she asked. “What can you tell me about, Farris, so I can plan around them?”

      “First, the walls are enchanted to be incredibly strong, and the enchantments specifically dismantle a variety of stone-softening spells, which they can use to reinforce themselves. That’s the first line of defense, but hardly the only one,” Farris explained calmly. “The beacon can also create a magical shield over the entire city if necessary. To reduce mana consumption, it normally only activates when an attack is detected, but it can be fully activated at any point. With our current mana reserves, we can keep it up for a total of three days, but that’s about three months of natural accumulation. I recommend that magi who aren’t giving Sistina their spare mana add to the reserve. Additionally, the shield can be retracted to each of the walls, and finally to the palace itself, each time growing stronger as it retracts.”

      “What can the shield stop? I’ve heard about it blocking arrows, but nothing more,” Phynis asked, her spirits brightening slightly.

      “Virtually anything which can harm us. The enchantments are immensely complex, and handle everything from poisonous gas to dragon fire,” Farris replied. “But even that pales beside the beacon itself. It isn’t just a light or power reserve. It’s a weapon.”

      “It’s a what?” Desa asked, straightening abruptly. “How can it be a weapon?”

      “Sistina showed me a tome on the spells put into the crystal. In ancient times, they created certain spell arrays they called Siegebreaker Arrays,” the golem nodded to Sistina as she leaned forward, causing the table to creak slightly under her weight. “The beacon is one of those, scaled up to where it would be considered an anti-dragon weapon. Using it creates a massive attack that can destroy virtually any single siege engine you can imagine, but the mana expenditure is horrific, on the order of what it takes to keep up our shield for a full day.”

      “What in the name of all the gods made you build a weapon like that?” Phynis asked, looking at Sistina in horrified fascination.

      “Irethiel and Medaea,” Sistina replied quietly, looking Phynis in the eyes. It took Phynis a moment to see the worry in the dryad’s expression as she added. “Still might not be enough.”

      “Oh. Well, that makes a lot more sense,” Desa replied, relaxing as she shook her head. “As a weapon intended for invading deities, it makes sense. How much mana can the beacon hold?”

      “A full year’s worth of accumulation at most, essentially twelve full days of shielding or twelve uses of the beacon,” Farris reported, but smiled as she added. “Though we have other uses for it as well. The roads can be forced to grow spikes in areas, and other traps activated. Sistina intended this to be an immense fortress, and incredibly hard to take.”

      “If we can defend it,” Phynis said softly, frowning. Then she asked the last question she had for the moment. “How many people can we recruit to form a guard?”

      “Not many. We’re looking at less than thirty or so from the former slaves,” Desa admitted.

      “That isn’t nearly enough…” Phynis murmured, resisting the urge to chew her lower lip.

      “With all due respect, Your Majesty, most of the people brought to Granite Point were considered unsuited for the battlefield, or only good for manual labor,” Isana interjected, her voice almost stern. “Most of the former soldiers are on the battlefield.”

      “Speaking of which, the message did mention something about sending rescued slaves here, didn’t it?” Diamond asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “It did, and that’s a good point. We might have a fair number of soldiers showing up in the near future,” Phynis agreed, her spirits brightening again. “For that matter, it’s possible we may have a fair number of former slaves who’re living in Sifaren traveling here, too.”

      “Anything’s possible, Your Majesty, but we can only work with what we have,” Desa cautioned, taking a deep breath as she shook her head. “I’ll do my best, but at the moment we’re still vulnerable.”

      “That’s an excellent point, and one which has been weighing on me,” Phynis admitted. “Thank you, everyone. I don’t think there’s anything else we can do right now, so you can all go back to your duties.”

      A chorus of assent came from the others, and they began filing out of the room, all but Diamond and Sistina. The dryad approached, and utterly ignoring any form of protocol, she pulled Phynis into a hug. Phynis giggled softly and wrapped her arms around Sistina, closing her eyes and breathing in the soft scent of flowers the dryad exuded. Finally, after the door shut, she asked softly. “Why do you smell like lilacs?”

      “I like lilacs,” Sistina murmured in her ear. “Smell good.”

      “I suppose,” Phynis whispered, and heard movement behind her. A moment later, Diamond gently, almost hesitantly, hugged both of them, and Phynis cracked an eyelid as she spoke in amusement. “You’re growing bolder, Diamond.”

      The priestess quickly let go, her cheeks pink as she looked away, her voice hesitant. “I… find this difficult. I’m quite a bit older than you are, but these… relationships are something I’d never considered before. I think you have more experience with such than I do, Phynis. If Sistina was once a succubus, she definitely does.”

      “Was a succubus. Memories still hazy,” Sistina replied, seeming amused as she stroked Phynis’ pink hair slowly. “Things change. Enjoy what you have.”

      “Words to live by,” Phynis agreed, smiling up at the dryad. “I wish I’d realized that back before I was captured.”

      “I’m trying to,” Diamond agreed, and paused before asking softly. “Do you think we’ll get any immigrants?”

      “I can only hope we will,” Phynis replied with a soft sigh, shrugging helplessly as she let go of Sistina, smiling at Diamond. “If not, Everium will be short-lived.”

      “You have little faith,” Sistina interjected with a sniff, a statement which caused the priestess to break out in giggles, quickly followed by Phynis.
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