
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Scourge of the Valley

        

        
        
          Heroes of the Valley, Volume 5

        

        
        
          K.J. Coble

        

        
          Published by K.J. Coble, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SCOURGE OF THE VALLEY

    

    
      First edition. December 15, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 K.J. Coble.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215378250

    

    
    
      Written by K.J. Coble.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by K.J. Coble

	    

      
	    
          
	      Against the Endless Dark

          
        
          
	          Flight of the Old Wolf

          
        
          
	          The Lure of Empire

          
        
          
	          Howls From The Deep

          
        
          
	          Webs of Treason

          
        
          
	          Spawn of the Void

          
        
          
	          Bedlam in the Beyond

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hell's Jesters

          
        
          
	          Hell's Jesters

          
        
          
	          Cry Havoc

          
        
          
	          Rebel Hell

          
        
          
	          Back Into The Fire

          
        
          
	          Hell or Highwater

          
        
          
	          Last Call

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Heroes of the Valley

          
        
          
	          Defenders of the Valley

          
        
          
	          Blood in the Valley

          
        
          
	          Stand in the Valley

          
        
          
	          Warlock of the Valley

          
        
          
	          Scourge of the Valley

          
        
          
	          Curse of the Valley

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Let the Galaxy Bleed

          
        
          
	          Warp Wraith (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Void Siege (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Quintorius Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Lord of Exiles

          
        
          
	          Legion of Exiles

          
        
          
	          Republic of Exiles

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Vothan Guard

          
        
          
	          The Tome of Flesh

          
        
          
	          Crypt of the Violator

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Witch of Vendar

          
        
          
	          The Witch of Vendar

          
        
          
	          Hell at the Gates

          
        
          
	          Twilight in the City of God

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Magic Fire - Metal Storm

          
        
          
	          The Shadows of Maunathyrr

          
        
          
	          Ashes of Freedom

          
        
          
	          Beyond the Bulwarks

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at K.J. Coble’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Dr. JG, who had no idea an off-handed conversation would start me down this publishing rabbit-hole.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue

Doom
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They were coming over the walls. They were everywhere.

Kaledon Aclef dragged Daena, one of the Initiates, away from the battlements as the foul horde achieved the top, boiling through the crenels to crowd onto the parapet, spilling left and right to attack the pitifully few defenders of Vas Arka.

“Back to the stairs!”

The Initiate didn’t need to be told twice. She bled from a dozen wounds, her lamellar armor rent and stained, her white-blonde hair torn out in patches, the gentle point of an elvish ear bitten away. The curve of her Yntuil sword was black with the rotting gore of their assailants. With an obedient—and forgivably hasty—nod she fell back to the door to the tower keep, where a number of her peers had rallied.

Kaledon felt a grip on his shoulder and wheeled into it, striking with pommel first. The jeweled weapon crunched into a skull that had once held a brain, a mind. The fingers dragging at his corselet had once been sheathed in flesh. The desiccated bones and rusting armor had once been a warrior.

He slammed the abomination again, caving in its brow and breaking the unholiness that held the skeleton upright. Bones collapsed in a heap. Kaledon momentarily had space to maneuver. But so many more were coming.

Dawn had brought them, up the Lower Mauvynn Valley, out of the mists. The defenders of Vas Arka had anticipated, had been expecting this press for days, watching the night fires of one outpost after another go out south of them as the horde shambled north. But nothing could have prepared them for the multitudes, the stinking, foulness-dripping, bony-grinning flood of the living dead.

Kaledon backpedaled as shambling figures lurched in on him from either side. These had more to them, tags of dried flesh stretched still over yellowy bones. Both bore weapons of some past age, some sort of human army, but time and the grave had worn away detail.

The one to his right swung a blunt sword clumsily. Kaledon parried the overhand chop to his left, then reversed his stroke, sent Yntuil steel blasting through the thing’s neck. Metal sang and the skull spun off the shoulders. Rust-pocked armor and bones caved-in before him.

But the other skeleton hacked at him from the left with a hand axe whose edge time had long-dulled. Kaledon met this one with a cross-armed block, catching the head on the edge of his saber. With a twitch upward, he unlocked the weapons, sent his saber into half circle that whipped back around into the thing’s hip, crunching through the rotten joint and collapsing the leg. A stomp to the skull ended the abomination’s resistance with a broken-egg crackle.

Another was surging up between crenels before him, a fresher specimen, recently-exhumed but so decomposed as to leave little evidence of its source. A cloud of flies twined about it, spreading forth to attack every living thing in range, zipping at ears, pricking at eye lids, hooking at nostrils and mouth. A single eye remained in a sludgy socket, regarding Kaledon wetly with no sentience, only a hunger.

The Yntuil warrior ended it with a boot to the thing’s face, splattering its jaw and crunching the head backwards, balance going with it. Without a further sound, the living corpse dropped from sight. Kaledon followed, lurching to the crenel and leaping up into it to smash back any other horrors attempting an escalade.

Calamity greeted his eyes at the top.

Torrents of living dead emerged from the hazy gloom of morning below the elvish fortress, trudging in their masses to the base of its outer wall. Arrows whickering down from a few spots still held by the Yntuil did little to slow things that felt not their sting, advanced even after festooned with their fletching. Incendiaries made from oil pots and candle wicks shattered in great plumes through which smoldering stick figures still emerged, shrunken by heat but undaunted. Only blunt force seemed enough, boulders and blocks thrown down to pulp bone, depriving the dead of the mobility and basic mechanics to advance.

But there wasn’t enough material, and not enough Yntuil, even if there were.

Kaledon had warned the Elders. When they lost contact with the Watchtower in Remordan in spring, he’d insisted they send relief, or at least a messenger. He’d been scolded for his alarmism, accused of losing perspective—his own cousin, Lonadiel, part of the garrison. But it had been more than that. The Yntuil Order was a close-knit family, members tied to one another by oaths to Hyrus and to their clans.

He had felt the wrongness of the silence.

They’d taken him more seriously when contact with Vas Aelle, down by Whispering Pass at the base of the Mauvynn Valley ceased. They’d let him take a party to investigate, then. And he’d found butchery and worse: the undead plague that had advanced for weeks, now, despoiling the land, literally devouring villages, and adding to their numbers with those they slew. Everything had been retreat since, and a desperate scramble to marshal forces to answer the threat, all while Yntuil died in one holding action after another.

And this one, at the largest of the forts guarding the entrances to the Middle Valley, was coming apart quickly.

Piles of undead accreted at the bottom of the walls. No ladder did these unliving warriors require. Like supersaturated crystal, they congealed into piles, straight up the wall, shoulders and skulls as rungs, one layer of attackers simply heaping up over another. Three, then four such escalades had reached the top. Two had forced breakthroughs.

Anguished, Kaledon began to back away from the battlements. His foot planted and slipped out from under him. He caught himself with a grip on one of the merlons and dangled for an instant, almost comical as he tried to right himself.

His eyes came to rest on the crimson slick beneath his boot. Tracing it to its source triggered a grimace of horror. In a pool of her own blood, Equa, one of the Peers in the Order, sprawled, gray-streaked mane of blonde darkening as it stained. The last of her life pulsed out through the glistening wreck bitten from her neck, almond-shaped eyes fogging over.

A scream turned Kaledon away from her. Targan was going down under a pile of undead as they took the southeastern wall. Unusually tall for an elf, he was still trying to wade through them a moment longer, but the terrible press avalanched over. Bony claws and splintered teeth caught flesh. Screams rose higher, then dissolved into a hoarse, animal-like wail.

Kaledon lurched for him, but a wall of grasping hideousness closed the way. Suddenly, he was fighting for his life, hacking left and right in pinwheel patterns that never missed, scythed off limbs, heads, sheared through rotting armor into torsos. But they were all around and none feared that cleaving blade. None feared a death they’d already suffered. All they had was their mute hunger, their need to grapple and bite and rend.

“Master Kaledon!”

A wide slash cleared a space for an instant and he could spare a glance over his shoulder. Dread filled him in a numbing wave as he saw the reason for the call. Daena was waving frantically from the door to the keep, now open, but barred by locked shields as Yntuil kept the way for him. Heavy thrusting spears jabbed out at walking dead, impaling them, smashing them back. But the thrusts could not slay, the corpses pulling themselves up the shafts to paw over the shield rims at sweating, grimacing faces.

They had to get the door shut.

“Close it!” Kaledon hollered over the din.

“But—”

“Now!” he shrieked as he hacked down a fresh attacker. “I’ll find another way!”

He didn’t hear the boom of the door shutting. But the sudden surge of assailants all around confirmed that the mindless things had been cut off from their path of least resistance and turned their murderous attention on the next best thing.

It was a lonely damned place to be.

And Kaledon had no intention of staying there. Shouldering a pair of skeletons apart, he lunged for the inner-facing wall, to the right of the keep entrance. Claws skittered across his armored flanks, only speed keeping them from finding purchase. A quick turn to batter back the press bought him another second or two. Reaching the opposite side of the walkway, he spun and hacked two-handed in a wide arch before him, flinging the dead back and cutting him a brief half-circle of room.

Using the moment, the Yntuil vaulted up onto the inner wall and balanced there a dizzying moment. Before him, the keep tower curved away, crowding the interior of the rectangle of walls affixed between cliff faces that made Vas Arka such a perfect chokepoint. Below him, a bone-breaking fall to the courtyard.

Behind him, bony hands grasped for his ankles and calves. A quick pivot brought his saber swiping down to part hands from wrists, bisect a pocked skull and send the rest of its body crumbling away. But his moment of decision evaporated as the violence of the motion unbalanced him. He wobbled once, caught a glimpse of an imperfection in the parapet masonry, and leapt.

He felt crazy weightlessness a thrill just past the edge of fright and then—

—impact jarred his whole frame, followed by a moment of howling terror as he slid, started to plummet. But fingers found the crack between blocks, arrested his fall. And the toe of a boot caught another pock in the wall. Lamellar and sword clanked against stone, but Kaledon did not plunge to his death.

Though perhaps, he though with grim humor, I’ve merely delayed the inevitable.

The south-facing wall of the fort was lost, the muddy stain of the undead spreading over it. Already some were attempting to scale down the other side, into the courtyard, while more pummeled the keep door. It didn’t look like they’d breached the main gate. But command of the wall doomed the rest.

A look to the east, across the smoky space of the Lower Mauvyan Valley showed the Wizen Mountains crowding up like a wall. Against that striated, snow-speckled backdrop, a second fortress, twin to Vas Arka and barring another gap through jags of cliff to the north, smoldered. Vas Raza faced the undead hordes, as well, and seemed no better off.

Kaledon winced. The twin fortresses guarded the narrowest point of the Valley before it opened up into the rich lands surrounding the Golden City, itself. Lands that had not faced strife since before the Seven Cataclysms would be open to attack. And the badly undermanned Yntuil would not be even remotely enough to stem the unliving tide, out in open ground like that.

If there were any Yntuil even left after this debacle.

Giving himself a shake, he determined there would be at least one. Sheathing his sword in its over-the-shoulder baldric, he found another handhold and then searched for a third. He found one and stretched, gripped, slithered down. Hand-over-hand, one foot, one shimmy at a time, he scuttled down the battered old structure’s exterior.

And he didn’t look down. Heights didn’t bother him. But the cries of battle spreading across the courtyard below would only distract. And those cries grew ever more desperate as he descended, Yntuil steel ringing off bone and rot, proud elvish voices, meant for song, growing frantic and agonized.

Smoke darkened the air, stung the eyes as Kaledon scampered around to the north-facing curve of the tower and started straight down. A section of the south wall they’d bled all morning to hold was in flames—looked like an incendiary had shattered and lit on its own. More smoke boiled through the slit windows of the upper keep. Faint shouts and thump of bodies and stumbling steps warned that the tower, too, had been breached and now battle writhed down through its halls and stairwells.

Kaledon had reached the arch above the lower exit from the tower, into the courtyard. A fight was seething towards it. Panic charged the air. Some Yntuil were still laboring to keep the undead tide clear of the north-side courtyard and the gate beyond. Others were trying to get the horses out of the stables, the animals tossing and screaming in terror. One broke loose of its minders and barreled through elf and undead, alike, shattering battle lines and scattering combatants.

But the lifeless surged inward again, and there were ever fewer Yntuil to meet them.

With a final look down, Kaledon judged his moment—nothing about this will be graceful—and pushed off from the tower. The ground rushed up to meet him and he struck it, falling instantly into a roll, to deprive the impact of some of its force. But joints still roared from the landing and a knee buckled, slivered through with pain as he scrambled to stand.

Living dead crowded in all around.

Kaledon spun into a steel-edged whirlwind. Saber lashed out, mowing down any apparition that closed with him. Instinct and training took over. He was the pinnacle of the Yntuil sword-art in those terrible moments. He was everything his late Sa’atel—his sword-mate, Ynnaia—had taught him, before her untimely death to a poisoned goblin’s arrow. He was transported as he sliced through the undead, to endless practice bouts against Lonadiel and his own Sa’atel, Illah—lovely Illah, troubled by her mixed human and elvish parentage, whose rage drove her to ferocity neither of them had ever matched.

Rallying to the space cleared by his cyclone of destruction, ones and twos of Yntuil joined at his sides. For a glorious moment, the living conquered the dead and cleared their section of the courtyard.

The ground floor door to the keep split open, spilling battered Yntuil into the space. Smoke purled out after them, as did squeals of metal and agony. Flamelight flickered within and soot darkened all the survivors.

“Form by the north gate!” Kaledon ordered. “Quickly! Wounded on the horses!”

A hand clenched his arm and he looked into a face made unrecognizable by filth and caked blood. “What are we doing?” the warrior demanded.

“It’s lost!” Kaledon replied through clenched teeth and nodded to the walls around them.

Animated corpses crowned the battlements across the entire southern wall, now, blackening it with their foul masses.

“It’s all lost!” he repeated. “Save what we can!”

The other elf, who may or may not have been a Peer, didn’t argue, lurched towards the gate and began hollering orders to still-gathering survivors.

“Master Kaledon!”

Daena emerged through the smoke pouring from the keep. Only her eyes he recognized. A crimson mask covered half her face, a flap of cheek half-torn aside, revealing a glint of exposed teeth. Dangling from her shoulder, another Yntuil sagged, a splinter of bone—what looked like the length of a human forearm—protruding from his flank.

Kaledon hid a grimace as he took the wounded warrior from Daena, tried not to look too hard at her ruined beauty. What remained of her features had gone beyond pallid, was graying towards the color of shock. But she strode at his side, still trying to be helpful as he dragged the gutted elf to a still-available horse. Some of the poor animals were carrying two or three sagged over their spines.

“Lead this one!” he commanded, levering the wounded warrior up onto the beast and handing the reins to her.

“But I can—”

“Don’t be a fool! Lead them out! Quickly! Go!”

Cringing from pain that had to be piercing the fog of battle-thrill by now, but also from misplaced shame, Daena pulled the horse after her. Others followed. Walking wounded trudged after them, forming a pitiful rearguard as someone got the north gate doors cracked and the retreat poured from the doomed fortress.

And doomed it was.

A small, ragged circle formed around Kaledon, shields locked rim-to-rim, spear points and swords red-black and notched from the foulness they’d bitten. Slowly, this forlorn hope began to backpedal after the wounded, shrinking towards the north gateway.

Out of smoke and screams approached the dead, trudging, unhurried, uncertain. Rotting eyes and gaping sockets stared at the elves. Jaws hung jagged and blood-stained and mute. But they came on, no tactics, no enthusiasm, just the mechanical slog of automatons guided by some overarching, unholy will.

Some of the Yntuil slowed, stopped. Pride crackled from blue and green eyes, held chins high and jaws clenched.

“It’s lost!” Kaledon hollered at them. “Do not tarry! Do not resist them! They cannot keep up with us!” He shook a fist when the others scowled at him. “We have to survive! There will be more fights!”

He swore that to himself as his path carried him under the arch of the north gate and into the fields beyond Vas Arka. Lonadiel, he thought furiously, wherever you are, return us now! The Order needs you! Your people need you!

Frantic, driven beyond any hope, any faith in the gods, he grasped desperately for another thread, something, someone he could call out to.

Illah! He could see the half-elf’s furious visage in his mind’s eye. Ilanahl Aloicil! If you live, if you can, return to us with Lonadiel!

Mauvynn needs you!

***
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ILLAH LURCHED AWAKE from her bed, blinking crust from her eyes and nightmare visions from her skull. Hideous afterimages flashed wherever she looked. Screams and desperation echoed in her skull.

Mauvynn needs you!

Setting her feet upon the floor, she leaned forward, elbows on thighs, breathing slowly into the dark of her room in the upper floor of the Loving Imp Tavern. A loose shutter slat pattered quietly from the single window, allowed early autumn breeze in to caress sweat-dappled skin with chill breathes. She felt feverish. She felt punished, wounded. Nausea barreled up from her gut and she regretted the ales she’d downed at the urging of companions.

But she mastered it. And got up.

Instinctively, she went to the corner where she’d stacked her gear and knelt to retrieve her sword. Gently, she drew it halfway from the sheath, looked upon the sigils and inscriptions marking the blade’s length. A sliver of moonlight leaking through the slats lanced across the steel, seemed to linger on those symbols with a faint, bluey glow.

She’d had many memories, many horrors to trouble her sleep of late, but few truly had. Not until this. Not like this. This reminded her of an earlier trauma.

Lonadiel.

No, not him. He was dead, slain by the very sword she balanced upon the palms of her hands now. It had the echo of him. But he was gone. She took another breath, closed her eyes, searched the extreme range of her senses and intuition for a hint of the disturbance.

“Something’s wrong?”

Illah nearly jumped from her own skin at the voice. But turning, she let out a nervous little chuckle. “Just dreams,” she replied.

Jayce Zerron sat in the corner of the room near its second bed, cross-legged and serene in a pose of meditation. Simple robes of a country wizard hung from his narrow, but strong shoulders. Eyes of an otherworldly silver—some side effect of his long exposure to magic—glinted from a face the smooth ebony of distant Zerrax.

“We’ve known each other long enough now for me to know that’s not true.”

She smiled at him. That was true enough. Of course, that familiarity hadn’t extended as far as the Zerraxian giving up a separate bed, even though sharing a room had no doubt set the local prudes to clucking in disapproval. The half-elf and her wizard plaything—scandalous!

I wish, she thought as the smile broadened and she set the sword back against the wall, turned fully to regard the man. Things had gone far enough now that she could admit that she wanted Jayce. But so many things stood between them still, on both their sides.

“Yntuil are attuned to one another. You know this.”

“I have seen its effect upon you,” he replied. “But you’ve not felt their call in some time.”

“Not since I made my decision,” she said. “Not since I decided to leave the Order.”

Lonadiel had been the root of that, as well. His treachery had shattered her illusions about the sanctity of the Yntuil, to whom she’d pledged life, soul, and service. That they’d missed his treason—despite their attunement—meant either their vigilance had weakened or their tolerance for corruption had gone further than she’d imagined. The Order was rotten, she’d realized, and she was through with them.

But she was beginning to get the sense they weren’t through with her.

“Something’s happened,” Jayce said.

She nodded. “Something’s changed. I don’t know what.” She stepped into the middle of the room, closer to him, and looked down. “But I think I know what it has to do with.”

Jayce frowned back at her. “You mean Vas Aelle.”

“It was overrun with undead, Jayce,” she said. “The same evil we found nearly overrunning Eredynn when we returned here. You and I both know those are linked.”

“Yes.” Jayce unfolded his legs and got up with a groan she knew was more forced than real discomfort—though the wizard’s age was certainly older than it appeared. “I have been pondering these synchronies, as well. With my tower still abandoned and my laboratories unavailable, I’ve had to rely on cruder means for scrying.” He stood before her, only slightly taller, but somehow towering in his serene composure. “But I have come to have a sense for the threat growing in these lands, and beyond.”

“We have to resume our original quest, Jayce,” she said, hurriedly, as though she had to get the words out before nerves kept them in.

He nodded. “I have begun to feel the same way.”

“I must return to Mauvynn.” She folded her arms around her, suddenly chilled. “I have to face the Order, tell them all that has gone wrong. Lonadiel. They must hear it all. And they can judge me then.”

“I will be with you.” He touched her arm. “You know this.”

She smiled and suddenly unfolded her arms, put them around his shoulders, pulled him into an embrace. He warmed the cold from her blood, strong as he hugged her back. “I do know it. And you know how much it means to me.”

He pulled back a little, met her eyes. “Mauvynn will still be there. I know it. If the Remordan Valley could resist this scourge, so too can the Eld Lands.”

Illah chuckled. “I think you and I both know the Valley is a unique example.”

The wizard joined her laugh. Nestled between the Labyrinthine and Wizen Mountain ranges, the Remordan Valley, farthest-flung province of the Thyrrian Empire, has a hard land of hardy folk. Eking out a life in its short springs and summers, surviving the long dark of its winter demanded resilience of its inhabitants. But like the swords they had been required to wield all too often of late, the Valley peoples, a hodge-podge of human, gnome, and dwarf—and one half-elf—had been forged into an unbreakable steel. They’d proved that through one catastrophe after another, always rising sharper, stronger.

“The Valley is one of a kind, indeed,” Jayce said. “But, still, Mauvynn will not have fallen. We would know.”

“Yes,” she replied. “Yes, I do know.” She took a long, shivering breath, almost didn’t want to pose the question that came to her next. “Do you think...the others will come?”

Jayce’s smile slipped a little. “We can ask.”

“Events have already demanded much of them.”

“Danelle will come,” he said definitively.

And Illah had to hide a wince at that. Jayce’s former apprentice and a young, troubled woman, Danelle had come to be the focal point of the Valley’s most recent turmoil. And even referring to her as young now seemed farcical, as that same upheaval had revealed her past life and a dark destiny she had not yet escaped.

But more than any of that, Danelle had become a wedge between Illah and Jayce. She was the distance between them, the reason they shared a hug but not a kiss, a room but not a bed. She could not interpose herself between the man and the girl that was his daughter in all but name. And she could feel his resistance, unconscious to be sure, but present and painful any time it seemed they’d draw closer.

Petty, she though bitterly. I’m just like the Yntuil; high ideals, but still the weakness.

“And the others?” she asked, pushing on, rather than dwelling upon that which she had little power to change.

Jayce shrugged and chortled again. “We’ll see. Vohl and Muddle act the part of local business owners, refined and reformed, but the life of sell swords marks them. Adventure itches at them still. And Dodso...” chortle became a full laugh “...even if he wants to stay, some local trouble will compel him to join us, if for nothing other than to stay ahead of it.”

Illah rubbed his shoulders, wished she could just pull him close, pull him further. But no. “You seem pretty certain.”

“We’re the ‘Heroes of the Valley’,” he drawled with mock-seriousness.

She rolled her eyes at him.

“But yes, I am,” the wizard went on. “One thing I’ve come to realize, is that we’re better together.”

She looked right into those weird, silvery eyes and let the fullness of her emotions show in her own for a moment.

“Yes,” she replied, meaning something quite different, “yes we are.”
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Chapter One

No Rest
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Vohl Rhenn kicked his feet up on the patio table top before him and leaned back in his chair, enjoying the coolness and still of an autumn night. In his right hand a clay pitcher of ale sweated and sloshed heavily with a contented rock-rock as he pushed the seat up on its rear two legs. It was the darkest of hours, well past midnight, with most of the patrons of his Loving Imp Tavern long-since gone home.

The patio—really the stretch of hard-packed earth in front of the building he unofficially claimed and had never been called upon to legally defend—faced out into the open mall of Eredynn, District Capital of the Remordan Valley. By day, kiosks would go up and hucksters would fill the air with the racket of their sales pitches. By evening, festivals and fairs often lit its expanse, filling it with music and spectacle.

But Vohl treasured this weird, silent time, after the mall cleared out, and his place a few hours after that, emptying the streets and blanketing the town in tranquility.

A snore rose wetly, breaking the moment. Vohl scowled and leaned forward again, set his mug upon the table. Sliding halfway off the chair, he peered under. Curled up into a fetal position around an empty pitcher, a ball of gnomish whiskers and belly shivered with another labored breath. The bell at the end of a slipper tinkled with the motion and the diminutive being murmured annoyedly at some phantom of his dreams.

“Get up!” Vohl put the sole of his sandal against the unconscious gnome’s back, shoved this time. “Dodso, by the Seven Slain Saints, get your ass out from under there!”

“But he looks so comfortable,” a voice called from behind Vohl.

He looked up towards the front doorway to the Imp. Leaned against the frame, partially-silhouetted by the ruddy glow of the hearth within, Teelee eyed him, smirking. Her hair hug in bed-matted red tangles about bleary, blue eyes and one hand clutched a fur-lined blanket about her body. Curves were hard to miss. The ivory gleam of her bare shoulders invited.

Vohl wondered for a moment why he’d left the bed they shared.

Yawning, Teelee stepped daintily out onto the patio, toes curling at the chill of the ground, hips wiggling around tables till she reached his side and put a hand on his shoulder. “You’re troubled?”

“Not a bit.” He toed the gnome one last time—triggered nothing but more sleepy murmurs—and gave up, slumped back into his chair. “Just taking a few moments.”

“Alone?” Red-gold eyebrows arched at him.

Vohl chuckled and took up the ale again, sipped it. “I’ll be back.” With his free hand, he reached under the edge of the blanket. “Believe me.”

She rolled her eyes at him, but didn’t resist. “Chilly tonight.” She slipped closer, leaned into him with her arm over his shoulders. “The Dagda Maur tests Her wings.”

Vohl grunted, taking a deeper drink. The Dagda, the Mistress of Chill. Even though the Valley folk had long ago given up the superstitions of the barbarian peoples who’d originally settled there in favor of the Thyrrian deities from the Imperial south, the peasant classes still whispered of the Queen of Winter and offered Her homage. Vohl’s mother had burnt offerings and buried coins. And he knew enough of the supernatural not to discount anything.

“Be a short fall,” Teelee went on, “and a long winter.”

“Aye.”

The moon emerged from behind a frosty whorl of cloud, silvering the rooftops of Eredynn with its baleful glow. Vohl couldn’t help a shiver. There was no warmth to that light, which seemed to leach away color, drain the scene before him.

Teelee tugged playfully at his ear. “Perhaps you’ll be less easily lured from my side when the snow’s falling at night.”

He smiled up at her, patted her bare hip under the blanket. She was fine, he was surprised to see once again. And the weeks since he’d let himself just accept it, given up the stupid games, had been warm and blood-stirring and occasionally rough. Both of them liked to be in charge and their collisions always started with fire, sometimes ended with it, too.

But the anxiousness that had gnawed at him remained.

Don’t deserve her, he thought, even as he pulled her close to him. Illah still shadowed his thoughts, a wound partially-healed. And damn it, that was never going to be anything, anyway! She was with Jayce, even if the two of them never quite seemed ready to admit it, to come together. But more than any of that, the warrior-priestess of the mystical order was always going to gravitate towards the wizard, with his knowledge of the arcane and lore. It made sense.

Teelee makes sense, he told himself.

She’d helped him rebuild the Loving Imp from the ashes left of it after the devastation of the Spring War. She’d become a partner in the business, running the books, running the kitchen, waiting tables. And she’d stayed, when so many of the others had moved on, the downturns that had wracked the Valley and its harsh climate proving too much. He could still see Teelee standing with a cast iron pan in her fist, defending the Imp when supernatural horror returned in the summer and the living dead rampaged through the streets of Eredynn.

But still...that anxiety.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Hm?”

“That face you’re making.” She frowned, then shook her head a little, pulled away from him and stood. “You’re not really here, are you?”

He grimaced to hide whatever expression he’d been making, skin warming with a flush. “You can see I am!”

She snorted and tucked her blanket tighter about her, started for the door. “I can see that you’d rather brood out in the cold than let yourself rest contentedly at my side!” She stopped shy of the entrance and turned to him, shaking her head as eyes glittered with hurt. “Teelee’s all good when you need her. But when she needs you, Vohl Rhenn, it’s all On Your Own again!”

“Teelee—”

Vohl lurched out of the chair, but found himself tangling his ankles up in something that squawked and flailed underfoot. A curse and a glance down showed him Dodso, having roused from his drunken slumber and slithering a hand up over the edge of the table for Vohl’s ale. Stumbling, he tried to extract himself. “Demon’s breath, you fool!”

“I was empty!” the gnome protested, shoving Vohl’s hip aside and clambering up onto the tabletop. “You weren’t going to finish it anyway!”

“I’m going to finish you!” he snarled back at him, but left the gnome to the drink as he pursued Teelee. “Will you just wait?” he cried after her.

She halted in the doorway, her back to him and refusing to look.

“I was always coming back up!”

“To bed,” she muttered. “But to me?”

Vohl shook his head and put his hand on her shoulder, turned her slowly. “What are you talking about? How am I going to be in your bed and not be with you?”

She scowled at him, but tears jeweled at the corners of her eyes. “Are you really that dumb?”

“He is!” Dodso sputtered from behind them, seated on the table and whiskers foaming at the lip of the confiscated pitcher.

“Shut up!” Vohl snarled over his shoulder. He met Teelee’s gaze once more. “Maybe you could try explaining it to a man instead of talking around the thing?”

She sighed and wiped her eyes clear with her free hand. “Maybe you’re here” she shoved his arm “and even partially here” she pressed her fingers against his forehead and shoved again “but here?” She touched his chest, right over the heart.

He winced. “Oh, come on. You know how I feel about you.”

“Do I?”

“I think it’s been pretty clear from other things,” he said, forcing a laugh.

She shrugged away from his touch. “Maybe words would mean more than actions, this time, Vohl Rhenn.”

Vohl stared at her, mouthed dangling open. The words were there. But they locked, somehow, trapped in his throat.

A scream rent the night.

Dodso spat out a torrent of foam and wrenched about where he sat, staring off across the mall. A dog barked in the distance. A shout echoed. Then stillness, so thick it could have been a living thing. The gnome half-turned back to Vohl, eyebrow arching, as though questioning the thing they’d both just heard.

Another scream rose, trembling and hoarse with anguish and agony. And just as before, it cut out with a cinched-hose suddenness. But the crash of breaking furniture and howls filled the aftermath. Lights fluttered from the windows of a two-story building on the far side of the mall. Its front door flew open with a crack of wood rebounding off stone façade. Figures staggered out into the night, stiffened and dropped. Moonlight painted hard, writhing shadows as one figure rose up off the other, no longer-moving form.

Vohl thought he caught a wink of fire-prick eyes from the first and hissed, blood chilling. Spinning, he shoved Teelee aside and lunged through the front door of the Imp. The hearth was guttering low in the common room, partly-shadowed by a monstrous form before it. That figure turned to him, a scarred, red-brown face snarling through bared fangs and protruding canines, a huge battle axe in one hand. In the other he gripped a sword—like the first weapon, plucked from its place over the mantle.

“We get no rest, my friend!” Vohl shouted.

Muddle grunted and tossed him the sword, battered, Legion-issue steel in a much-abused leather sheath. “I’ve stopped expecting it!” the half-hobgoblin replied. “Better that way! Then there’s no disappointment!”

Catching the weapon, Vohl drew it and cast the sheath aside. The notched blade fluttered in the firelight as he gave it a testing swing. Leather grip warmed to his palm. A part of him cringed in anticipation, weary of the never-ending crises, wondering why it was his sword called upon so often. But his blood simmered with a spark of eagerness. The call of the adventurer drew him ever back to the fore.

Maybe that’s why he didn’t have an answer for Teelee. Maybe that’s what gave him haste as he lurched by her through the door.

She caught him by the sleeve on his way out. “Sounds like it’s coming from Argden’s, straight across.”

Vohl nodded. Argden’s Alehouse was a newer place, raised with the help of a local landowner’s money and increasingly competition for the Imp. He started to pull away.

She held on to him an instant longer. “Don’t think we’re done with our conversation, because we’re not.”

“I know it, lady,” he replied.

But he could barely contain his relief as a night suddenly riven with strife tore him away from her.

***
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DANELLE HAD FINALLY gotten everything set perfectly. After painstaking measurements, she’d gotten the circle of power and all its symbols chalked on the floor of her single bedroom in the Imp’s second story. She’d positioned five candles at five equidistant points around it. And she’d seated herself at its precise center.

Unlike a circle of summoning, she was the focal point. The circle served as shield against the weird energies of the Cosmos as she cast her consciousness out into its ethereal seas, plunging deep, searching far. This was no mere meditation, no simple scrying or rejuvenation of power or knowledge; she probed for things that might not like being discovered.

Razmayann.

The Warlock of Ryoth. Rebel noble of the Vullian regime who’d betrayed not just them, but all the world in his search for security amidst cataclysm. Lord of undeath, who in that search uncovered the secret of immortality, a path beyond the caress of the Gods—an existence of murder and never-ending wickedness. But not death. Not his own.

Not hers, either.

For she was not just Danelle. She was His, too, a sliver of her soul—perhaps far more—the reincarnated consciousness of his Consort-Queen, Missiva. By some transmutation she was barely beginning to understand, she’d fled by her own death across the ages, rather than submit, rather than take part in his ages-long atrocity.

But he’d pursued. Across a dozen lifetimes, he’d hounded her. To the Remordan Valley, in this Age, he’d chased. She’d met him, defeated him here. With the help of dear friends, they’d banished him. But she knew, from this life’s experiences, from all those others’, that she’d dealt him a setback, nothing more.

So, she searched for him, now, from within the protection of her wards and shields, a dive well below the energetic currents of the Cosmic Sea, into the dark that lay beneath.

Screams from outside the Imp shattered her concentration, unraveled her spell.

And she knew she had no need to search for the Warlock; because He was still here.

A flutter of leathery wings and flashing claws burst from the sheets of her bed. A demonic shape tossed, tangled in the covers, and crashed to the floor. With a squall of fury, the imp righted himself at last and stood glaring with fiery eyes at Danelle.

“Mistress?”

“It’s Him,” she snapped, unfolding her legs from beneath her and scampering to her feet. “I know it, Shazzash!”

“I don’t sense him,” said the small demon, who’d served Missiva in ancient times, and like Razmayann, had crossed millennia, to serve her again. “I would know.”

“So would I!” she retorted, lunging for the door.

Flinging it back, she found the narrow hall loud with awakenings. Doors flung open from the other rooms. Some slammed back shut again as the din outside intensified and muffled voices commanded others to silence. One stayed open and a robed, dark figure stepped into the hall. The man turned to Danelle with silver eyes and a guarded smile.

“Jayce!” Danelle exclaimed. “He’s back!”

His eyes narrowed. “You know this?”

“It has to be!”

“What I know,” he replied and turned back into his room, held out hand, into which leapt a twist of tree root, sanded smooth and etched with tiny markings “is that I’m glad we had enough quiet, these last few weeks, for me to fashion a few more of these!”

“It’ll take more than a wand, Master,” she quipped.

His smile crinkled momentarily into amusement. “Listen to my former apprentice; she discovers her prior life and all of a sudden, she is the Master.”

“Sadly, I’m an expert on Warlocks.”

“Then let’s see to it,” another voice said from with Jayce’s room.

Illah stepped into the hall behind the wizard, buckling on her sword and tying up her auburn hair. Danelle tried to hide the narrowing of her eyes, tried not to wonder what went on behind that door when it was closed. But the half-elf Yntuil was tall, athletically-built, and artfully angular of features. Beautiful. And Jayce was a man, even if he was also the closest thing Danelle had to a father.

The screaming outside grew unbearable, was more than one voice now. Danelle faintly made out pain, panic, and pleading. And she sensed blood, slaughter.

“Let’s go!” Illah barked and started down the hall towards the stairs.

Jayce pointed past Danelle. “That troublemaker stays here!”

Shazzash hissed furiously at the wizard from the door to her room. “Tormentor-wizard, you play your games with entities of my kind, but only want us around for your convenience!”

“He can help,” Danelle insisted.

“He’ll panic the locals,” Jayce snapped back. “And rightly so. He stays here!”

Danelle shot Shazzash a glance over her shoulder and the imp retreated with a snicker. The creature had discovered plenty of holes in the rafters and roof and made nightly forays into Eredynn. He’d promised her he’d stay clear of humans—particularly children; she’d made him take oaths that, if violated, would banish him back to the Demonic Vortex. But a number of neighbors of the Loving Imp had recently complained of missing cats.

There was no way he’d stay cooped up, this night.

“Good,” Jayce said as the imp slammed the door to the room shut. He met Danelle’s gaze. “Now, let’s go!”

“Quickly!” Illah urged from the top of the stairs before lurching down them.

Danelle scrambled after them, dragged along in their wake, almost.

Some things haven’t changed, she thought bitterly.

***
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BLOOD DARKENED THE packed dirt in front of Argden’s place. A man in what looked like traveling gear, battered leather jack, boots, and weapons that had apparently done him little good, sprawled in the midst of the gore. A dark, ragged shape perched on top of him like a crow worrying at a tag of flesh.

The thing looked up from its meal as Vohl and Muddle came sprinting across the mall. Shimmering red eyes glowered out from a drained, pallid mask of a face, half-smeared in blood. Fangs the length of fingers gleamed out from a mouth distending to jaw-cracking width and a hiss of fury protested the interruption.

Muddle’s axe ended that with a titanic swing, its much-tested edge skirling through meat and bone. The vampiric head shot from its shoulders on a fountain of gore that speckled both of them in patters of hateful, horrid warmth. The rest remained erect a long moment before sagging off its prey. No life remained to the man shriveled beneath.

Vohl sidestepped the gruesome scene and came to a halt before Argden’s. Like the Loving Imp, it was a two-story place, the bottom level for the taproom and kitchen, the top for rental spaces. Argden had sprung for a fancy front porch in the Thyrrian style, embellished with columned façade and the establishment’s name chiseled across it.

There was nothing fancy to it, now. Butchered animal squealing lilted out from its gaping, shattered front door, the din warring with sounds of splintering furniture and a hissing that chilled the blood with its unnatural tone. Smoke leaked through windows and firelight fluttered from within, catching the squirm of shadows, the flash of steel, a struggle of life and death.

Or undeath, Vohl thought grimly, glancing over his shoulder at the corpses. The decapitated body was smoldering, as he’d seen them do before, unearthly flames consuming the form that had once held such unholy presence.

“Thought we were through with these guys,” Muddle grunted, coming to stand beside Vohl with his axe at the ready again.

Vohl couldn’t help a weird fondness, eyeing his partner. They’d stood like this in the battle lines of the Legion, years ago. Shoulder-to-shoulder, they’d faced bandits and beasts on the endless roads of the slowly-declining Empire. Side-by-side, they’d labored to make the Loving Imp and its side businesses into something to be proud of, and they’d defended those, too. It was good to have friends. It was good to have a partner.

The instant passed, scoured away as something like a child’s cry lilted out one of the upper windows, down to the pair. Vohl tensed, adjusting his grip on his sword. Argden had at least one child, he knew.

“Straight through the front?” he asked.

Muddle snorted. “Do we ever do it any other way?”

Together, they sprinted for the entrance.

A ghastly, yet familiar shape filled the doorway above them as they reached the short flight of steps to the porch. Argden had always been a huge, flabby man of pale flesh and poorly-shaven jowls. But with shredded apron hanging away from huge, pinkish belly and soaked in gore, he looked positively gorged. Thinning hair fluttered in the fiery air gusting out behind him and blazing eyes matched its glow. Gleam of fangs between fleshy, crimson lips evidenced him either being the first victim of the mayhem, or its perpetrator.

Muddle spared no hesitation debating which it was, launching up the steps two at a time and shouldering into the fatty mass. Bloody drool misted from Argen’s maw as the impact sent both of them careening backwards into the tavern. They crashed into a wall together, Argden slumping for a moment as Muddle leapt back a step, then smashing against the wall again as the half-hobgoblin smote him in the jaw with the head of his axe.

Vohl ducked past the brawling pair into the taproom. He had an instant to look around, gripped in a weird pause of jealousy as he beheld what Argden’s backers had spent on his place. Barrels of wine lined alcoves behind the long bar and twin stairwells flanked this, leading up to a walkway and a row of rooms. Replacement casks no doubt filled a storeroom in the back and all the wood work was new and shiny.

And much of it now smashed or aflame.

What looked like guests of the tavern struggled amongst splintered tables and chairs of the common room against more vampires, ragged, wild-haired shapes that looked like the paupers that occasionally haunted Eredynn’s many shrines. Some of the guests were armed and held their attackers off with swords and axes—likely adventurers of some sort, just passing through. Some of the rest grappled hand-to-hand, and these losing their struggles quickly, going down in welters of blood. A body had tumbled into the hearth, knocking fiery brands out to ignite rugs and trim. Smoke and flame choked the air.

A screech from above drew Vohl from his stupor. From the walkway above the bar, a waifish form leapt and plunged towards him. He had a momentarily glimpse of a shirtless, white-fleshed child-form, face contorted into a mask of blood hunger and eyes maniacal with red flame. A dive to the left sent Vohl into a tumble, just missing it as the vampire child landed where he’d stood. A roll brought him back to his feet and facing the thing.

Crouched spider-like before him, there was no mistaking the beast for Argden’s son. And, equally, there was no mistaking that the creature would gleefully rend his flesh as lips parted from needle-like fangs. A hiss like simmering water escaped and a tendril of reddish sputum drooled to the floor. The thing that had been a pre-teenaged boy launched at him.

Vohl sidestepped to his left, brought his sword up from the low, right guard, and hacked upwards into the thing’s path. Steel bit meat and bone, sang free. Blood gouted, painted the side of his face in cringe-inducing warmth as something tumbled past in more than one piece. He spun instinctively, brought the sword about at the low guard again, angled before him.

A severed arm flopped across the floor like a stomped snake.

The vampire child stumbled back to its feet from where it had landed and spun to face Vohl once more. Blood jetted briefly from the stump where its right arm had been. It regarded the wound with no sense of pain, only a wince of annoyance. Unleashing a screech that pierced the eardrums with a dozen pinpricks of agony, it charged Vohl again.

Appalled, Vohl stepped right into the attack and swung with savagery his horror made all the more ferocious. The thing made no attempt to evade, its dive carrying in right into the stroke. The tested Legion edge blasted through windpipe and spine, pinged as it sliced clear. Another curtain of gore greased Vohl in tacky, warm mist, left him blinking and trying not to retch as the small, white form dropped at his feet.

Something thumped upon the bar beside him. Looking despite his instincts not to, Vohl found the child-vampire’s head landed, grinning and upright, on the countertop. The expression didn’t last long, though. The eyes flashed white and flames burst forth from the flesh, a spontaneous fireball consuming not just the head, but the torso and arm in an eldritch detonation Vohl had seen before, as the unholy forces that possessed once-living flesh fled.

Muddle yowled as he leapt back from Argden, slumped into a corner with his axe planted in the skull—and suddenly puffing into a full-fledged explosion. Despite the blast, the half-breed lunged in and yanked his prized weapon free. Retreat brought him backpedaling to Vohl’s side, batting embers from his leather vest.

“Seems like undeath was a family affair!” Vohl growled over his shoulder to the brute.

“More than that!”

The half-hobgoblin was pivoting to bring his back to Vohl’s, now facing outward. Around them, a dozen vampires circled, some from the back room of the smoldering tavern, some from fights now finished in the common area. They had the look of common folk of Eredynn, corrupted by the unholy processes of vampirism: among them a tanner in the stinking, stained smock of his trade, a prostitute, by the tawdry remnants of hers, and what looked like a City Watch officer in the tatters of livery and poorly-matched armor.

A gasp from above and a scuffle drew Vohl’s glance. Atop the walkway, another vampire latched onto the neck of a woman quivering, then going still as her life left her. This one cast the limp form aside and looked down upon them as smoke darkened the rafters and the crackle of flames built towards a roar. Blood drooled from a fanged maw, but a leather half-mask sheathed the rest of his face.

“Finish them!”

Hissing and shifting went through the vampires surrounding Vohl and Muddle, uneasy glances passing between them. Monstrous and incomprehensible as their souls might now be, the vampire spawn still had seen the work of the pair’s blades. None seemed eager to try conclusions with them.

“Finish them, now!” the vampire on the walkway screeched.

The former-tanner launched at them. Muddle’s axe crashed into his face, cleaving it down the center and sending halves of his fanged lower jaws flying up in a blossom of gore. The half-breed wrenched the dripping weapon loose, but lost a fraction of an instant in the process and one of the other spawn got a grip on his arm, tried sinking elongated canines into his bicep. Muddle jerked back with his elbow, drove the point crunching through teeth into bone.

But they were all over both of them in seconds. The converted hooker leapt onto Vohl’s back when Muddle turned to shake off the biter. Claws drew icy tracks of agony across his cheeks, wrenched his jaw back to expose his neck for a bite. Stepping his right heel back, Vohl folded over at the hips and sent the unholy harlot flipping over his shoulder to the floor with bone-cracking force. But she simply grappled for his ankle, fangs wide for a chomp of his calf.

Thunder slammed through the common room, a shock of cyan fire blinding all senses for a moment. Cyan changed, went golden like the flare of dawn. Panicked by the press all around him, Vohl threw up his left arm to shield and save his eyes. But fear fled and a smile formed as hellish screams rent the air all around him the claws snagged his leathers and exposed skin retracted.

Vohl knew a wizard had arrived.

***
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JAYCE STEPPED OVER a smoldering carcass he recognized with despair as vampire remains. The taproom before him was a swirl of smoke and screams and battle. He found Vohl and Muddle instantly in the midst of it, judged their peril, and raised the wand he’d spent the quiet weeks infusing with power. Instead of aiming it and directing its output, as designed, in tightly-controlled blasts, he spoke a slightly altered phrase in the speech of the Cosmos and held the point high.

Sunlight, trapped within the otherwise mundane stick, blossomed from the tip and washed forth into the vampire-infested tavern.

The reaction was as satisfying as it was immediate. Every vampire shrieked simultaneously and spun away from the brilliance. Exposed flesh smoked, blistered, blackened. Hair ignited. Limbs writhed and batted wildly at the spreading blazes, spreading pain. Those that had been looking right at him dropped, clutching the ruin of their eyes. Those furthest ran screeching from the chamber, crashing through the door to the back rooms, leaping out a window.

Vohl and Muddle took instant advantage, sword and axe mowing through the mob that had nearly overwhelmed them, cutting open a space on the gore-tacky floor. But their peril rapidly became not attackers, but the inferno booming into full fury around them. Wherever vampires had fallen and combusted blazes spread, flames creeping to the walls, the rafters, racing up for the vaulted ceiling.

Argden’s whole place was going to go up like a bomb in minutes.

The sunray blast fluttered like a candle before a breath and went out, the charge expended. Casting the smoldering stick aside, Jayce held up a hand towards the column of fire rushing up from the walls about the hearth, contorted his fingers, and spoke a word of command. An icy thrill ran along his nerves as power coursed through him, serving as conductor for the Cosmic energies, but also transformer, his mind and word giving them form and purpose.

A cone of white light flashed out from his hand, streaks of ice flinging out with it in a torrent like a miniature blizzard. This tightly-contained storm smote the base of the blaze and hissed as intense cold and moisture smothered the flame. Black smoke swirled, darkened the air further as Jayce panned the howling effect up across the wall, then back down again toward the hearth. Inferno shriveled wherever Jayce gestured.

“Watch out!”

Jayce barely registered Illah’s cry of warning before a fiery horror erupted from behind the bar. What looked like it had been one of Argden’s barmaids clambered up on top of the counter, smoke and embers cascaded off flesh that had been scorched down to gleaming bone. Tatters of air scattered in ember wisps from a charred, fanged skull face. With a scream of agony and rage, the creature flung itself at him.

And met Illah’s saber in midair. Yntuil steel whisked through the charred torso with little resistance, pinged as it parted spine and arched out into open air once more. The vampire struck the floor behind Jayce in halves. The legs tumbled and flailed like a smashed spider while the upper half slapped about with its arms, desperate for traction on something. Its struggles brought the vampire face about to meet Jayce’s horrified stare. Red eyes widened with fury and the beast lunged for his leg.

Illah’s blade sang once more as she pivoted on her right heel and came around in a backhanded slash that whipped past Jayce’s face so closely the tip of his nose tickled. But the stroke found its mark in vampire flesh, slicing through the creature’s windpipe and sending the head hurting from the rest, bouncing across the floor to come to rest in a corner.

A howl of frustration carried, high-pitched over the din of battle and blaze.

Jayce’s Cone of Winter fluttered out, due as much to distraction as exhaustion. He spun to the source of the cry, looked up over the bar to the walkway above. At the same time, he felt the prickle of building sorcery, like the instant before a lightning strike.

Vortices of smoke trailed off a singed figure above, a masked figure in the partially-charred rags of a cape. The vampire had an arm up, its hand clenched into a fist and a ring brandished before it. Jayce had an instant to think he recognized the item—almost looked like a clenched fist—as well as the feel of the magic infusing it, before that wizardry scoured forth.

A bolt of crimson light lashed down upon Jayce and Illah. Only reflexes born of far too many duels like this saved them as Jayce grunted out a word of command and flung up a spell of warding. The attacker’s magic splattered off the fluttering nimbus of Jayce’s magical shield, bits of pure energy landing upon floor and furniture and instantly burning through them. Jayce felt himself slammed backwards, feet squalling on the wood planking of the floor before finding a grip.

The attacker’s spell had the fury of a punch thrown in a barroom brawl, and fizzled just as quickly. Another shriek of rage issued from the masked vampire’s fanged maw. With the smoldering remnants of its cape whirling about it, the beast spun and vanished from sight, down a back hall leading to the rear of the top story.

“Illah!” Jayce cried.

“I know!”

And the Yntuil was dodging a half-hearted sipe of a blackened husk of vampire and lurching for the stairwell to the left of the bar. Taking the steps three at a time, she reached the top in moments and was gone from sight, vanishing into the smoke and dark after their magic-using assailant.

As if on cue, the rest of the fight abruptly collapsed, vampires crumpling into ash, succumbing to wounds magical and mundane. Vohl and Muddle waded into them, stomping, hacking, finishing them. A blood-splashed handful of what looked like survivors of the ambush rallied from the corner they’d been backed into and surged against their tormentors.

“That’s it!” Vohl exclaimed breathlessly, and took a look around. He gestured wearily at still crackling flames. “We need to get those out!”

Muddle had dropped his axe and was stomping out the embers at the edge of a rug. Faintly, Jayce could hear the clang of Shrine bells chiming the alarm. Shouts from out on the mall spoke of Eredynn folk roused and drawn to the disturbance.

“We need to check those other rooms!” Vohl was ordering. He started for the stairs, still clenching his sword till the knuckles blanched. He paused at Jayce’s side. “Illah?”

Jayce gave his head a shake to throw off the post-crisis haze that had settled into his skull. “Went after the last of them!”

“We hope it’s the last of them,” Vohl muttered as he started up the steps.

What he left unsaid was that they’d thought that the last time, when the undead ravaged the city weeks ago. But looking around at the wrecked alehouse, at smoking corpses and blood, Jayce knew that had been a vain hope.

It was as Danelle had feared.

They’d not yet banished Evil from Eredynn.

***
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ILLAH RACED UP THE short hallway leading to the rear of Argden’s place and skidding to a halt at the window where it ended. Crumpled shutters dangling from its frame left little doubt which way the vampire had gone. She leaned out into the night air, searching frantically.

A hunched shape scuttled along the peak of the roof across the alley, trailing smoke and muttering. It froze upon reaching the far peak and turned back the way it’d come, a pair of fiery eye-flecks glaring at her. With a hiss of fury, the vampire tensed and sprang from the rooftop, vanishing from sight.

Illah backed up several steps to give herself a running start and launched down the hall. Reaching the window, she leapt, putting a boot upon the lower sill, and then extended with every ounce of force she had. The violence of the motion sent her shooting out across the alley. She experienced a moment of dizzying terror as the narrow, trash-strewn space between buildings flashed beneath her, then a crash of crumbling shingles and a flail as feet failed to find a grip for a moment. Her free hand got a grip on the ridge, though, and she hoisted herself up, reflecting that the vulnerable moment would’ve been perfect for the vampire to strike back on her.

But the creature was nowhere to be found.

Panicked, Illah trotted along the ridge of the roof as quickly as she figured the structure would allow. She reached the following peak in seconds and looked out across the rambling rows of Lower Eredynn, wisping chimneys and rooftops cast in silvery moonlight and hard shadows. Crackling and a shriek of frustration, more than the light, gave away her prey. Two buildings over, the vampire squirmed to free its foot from where it’d plunged through a weak angle of thatch.

Illah didn’t hesitate this time, sprang to the next building without a start. The narrow crevasse of another alley zipped by beneath her and her extended right foot caught the lip of a flat-roofed warehouse of some sort. Feeling stone powder beneath the sole, she leaned into a tumble that carried her bouncing several yards before she unfolded into a run for the opposite side.

The vampire was wrenching free just as she made her third leap. She found no better grip in the soggy thatch of the single-story home, leading foot punching right through it. She heard muffled cries of alarm from below and at least one holler of fury. With dexterity learned of endless Yntuil conditioning, she yanked her leg free and was back up on the uncertain ridge of the roof, balanced and angling her saber before her as she faced the vampire.

But the beast whirled away again, leaping from sight.

“This is getting tiresome,” Illah growled as she lurched after it, once more.

Lamps and candles were flaring to life throughout the town as she scampered to the opposite peak. Shrines were pummeling their bells in alarm. Shouts echoed from the streets and more lantern light scuttled up the alleyways towards her. She caught sight of the livery of the City Watch. And the fluttering glow of the fire at Argden’s served to highlight her to them.

The vampire had landed upon another single-story home and Illah launched after it. The chase was carrying them up from the Mall District of the Lower Town towards the Merchant’s Quarter, more businesses but also middle- and upper-middle class homes. Looming behind these rose the hill upon which squatted the District Palace, gloomy and shadowed by the angle of the moon and festooned with the trellises of the work still going on to restore its walls.

Illah vaulted from one rooftop to the next and scampered along slippery thatch, cautious of weakness and grinding her teeth as she noted each transition cost her another interval behind her prey. The homes switched to two and sometimes three-story townhomes as the weird pursuit continued. Her next jump carried her past a smoking chimney to the façade right beside a window frame, crashing into stonework and barely finding a grip. Someone squalled in fright within and a light sputtered to life. But she was dragging herself up over the roof’s rake and onto its ridge before the window flew open with a bark of fury.

Again, she found her target, closer now, slowed by the higher, steeper roofs. A cry split the night sky as she pattered along the ridge to the next hearth and the next gap. A look up showed her a bat-winged shape fluttering against the half moon. Fear gripped her for a moment until replaced by recognition and then exasperation.

Danelle’s pet demon...of course.

The vampire spun with a fist raised as the imp dived towards it, squalling. A fan of eldritch-hued flame spewed across the night from its ring, lighting up the rooftops of Eredynn and highlighting the chase to any eye turned that way. But the spew of sorcery had little of the strength of what it’d flung at Jayce earlier, a reflexive casting that simply caused the imp to changed his descent, veer to one side, and plunge once again.

Illah sprang to the next roof, landed awkwardly, halfway from the peak and gripping at the chimney of what was a double-hearth, steeply-angled ridge. Exhaustion making her clumsy, she scurried and slid her way to the top and paused there, fighting for breath and crouched low against a reaction.

None was coming from the vampire, now fully distracted by the imp’s sorties. Another blade of magical flame clawed the sky, hosing left then right in vain pursuit of the imp’s course. The demon cackled at the attempts, dodging another, and backed air with his wings, hovering up and away from his target as he held both palms out before him. Red demon fire shafted down at the vampire.

With a snarl, the magic-using vampire held up a hand and the bolt ricocheted off a crackling plate of energy that materialized at its command. It followed the defense with another cone of fire, this one even more feeble than the previous, but catching the imp squarely. The little demon screeched and fell away, fluttering and trailing smoke. He landed upon a roof, powdering shingles upon impact and sliding halfway down before catching himself.

The vampire turned, half-perched with an arm around the chimney and the other aimed at Illah, fist out and a tag of smoke drifting from the pocked, faintly glowing ring.

“No further!” it rasped at her.

Illah slipped another step close, regardless, hunched low and snaking her right foot down along the slope of the roof, should she need to slide to avoid a sorcerous blast. But she brandished her sword before her. “End of the line for you, my friend.”

The vampire cackled. The mask over half his face and head was leather, cracked from the heat of the fires at Argden’s, but still recognizable as having been fashioned to look vaguely skull-like. “What?” it hissed. “Now we negotiate?”

“No,” Illah replied, creeping closer. “Now you finish dying.”

“Death means nothing to the deathless,” the beast snarled.

Illah smirked, locking gazes with those smoldering eyes. “I suppose that’s why you fled so hard?”

“You know nothing, elf,” it retorted. “And you will continue to know nothing!”

With that, the vampire grimaced and let out a groan of pain. Something tore. Something crackled wetly. The tunic along its shoulders twitched, bulged, burst open in twin splashes of gore. Barbed, leathery shapes wriggled forth, seemingly too large to have been contained within the unholy body that now writhed as they emerged. A flap spread what became obvious as wings, sent gore droplets misting hot and steaming across Illah.

Knowing what came next, she lunged for the beast, leading with her sword point extended. But it was too late. The Yntuil edge cleaved only air as the vampire flung itself away from the chimney, dropped for an instant, and then rolled over in midair, gave the newborn wings a snap and rose. Mortar sprayed and clattered as the airborne beast misjudged its ascent and glanced off a chimney. But it found the altitude and skimmed out and above the skyline of the town, eventually swallowed in the shadow of the District Palace.

Illah paused at the peak of the roof, twitching the saber in her fingers with frustration. Another leathery flutter gave her no alarm as the imp landed on the chimney hood above her, still smoking slightly and eyes nearly yellow-white with rage. She looked up at him.

“Can you follow that?”

The imp bore his fangs. “Can try.” Grudgingly, “Probably won’t catch.”

“Track, then,” Illah said.

After a testing twitch of his wings, Shazzash launched back into the air.

Illah watched the smaller winged silhouette against the moon’s glare. The vampiric profile was long gone and she didn’t harbor much optimism for the imp’s search.

Glancing back toward the red column of smoke still fluttering from Argden’s, she suddenly didn’t have a lot of optimism, at all.

***

[image: ]


DANELLE HAD TO SIDLE past City Watchmen, who’d arrived and started forming a bucket brigade in front of Argden’s. More folk were arriving from the surrounding neighborhood or rushing across the mall to help. Dodso was climbing the front porch to direct the efforts while balanced on a wooden rail. Smoke purled sluggishly from the windows of the alehouse, but the racket from within was quieting. The worst of the disturbance was already done.

“Watch it!” a Watchman growled as he came down the front steps, one of a pair bearing a stretcher improvised from broken furniture and a curtain. The litter’s occupant looked to be one of the Alehouse’s patrons, clutching a shoulder that looked hideously mauled, as though by a rabid dog.
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