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Prologue

Shadow from the Past
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Danelle could already feel the flutter of the entity, though worlds still separated them.

She sat at the edge of a circle chalked into the floor of the uppermost chamber of Zerron’s Tower, cross-legged, hands up with the palms facing inward. The presence of that other, infernal plane of existence tickled hotly across her skin, as though she held them too close to a fire. But hold them she did; her life and, aye, her soul depended upon it.

“Shazzash,” she called into the quivering air.

The chalk boundary at which she sat was the outermost of three, each inscribed with sigils of power gotten from her Master’s tomes or memorized from his hard lessons. Candles perched along the borders, precisely-spaced. The innermost of those burst into cyan flame and their wax ran down along the symbols and borders. Circled by their glowing outline, the center circle hissed and crackled, taking on a cherry glow that crumbled into a magma-like pool.

“Shazzash,” Danelle repeated, the word almost forcing itself from her mouth.

The name, that of an entity from beyond the energetic sea of the Cosmos that lay beneath all things material. A minor being of the Demonic Vortex. But a strangely familiar one. She’d called it once before, under the supervision of her Master, and that meeting had gone rather poorly. It tormented her still. That name.

Pressure intensified upon her palms, like something leaned against a door and she barring the way. Sweat tickled down the side of her face as the air went heavy, hot, stank of brimstone and scorched blood. She grimaced and pressed back with mind and soul. She’d gone beyond the words of a spell, now.

This was a contest of the will.

The candles of the second circle flamed, ran into the prepared patterns, then melted the boundary between worlds a little more. The pool of magma-light spread outwards, stopped at the next border. The summoning worked quickly now, almost running on its own, running ahead of Danelle’s control. But she knew this spell and knew the thing on the other side of it. She kept her control focused on that name and on the outer circle, the barrier.

The last ring of candles lit and the glow chewed through the second circle, rolled with a hungry crackle out towards the last. The chamber hazed around her with its heat and the vile miasma of two existences meeting, warring with one another. Tendrils of otherworldly fume rose from the lava-like glare, twined into patterns that could be symbols, or desperately grasping claws.

And from the depths of that fiery syrup, a form rose. An ape-like head emerged, framed by quivering, pointed ears, followed by a set of wings, folded up around a scrawny tangle of arms, legs, and twitching tail. A barb gleamed at the end of the last and claws flashed from crooked fingers. Eyes split open with a glow to match the pool birthing it. Fangs glimmered as lips peeled back.

The hellish light dimmed. Only the flutter of the last circle of candles remained. The demon—the imp—stood upon the stone floor of the chamber, stood in Danelle’s world. It gave its drooping wings a shake and spread them as it stood before her.

“Shazzash,” she repeated its name, one last time.

The creature took a step towards her, then recoiled slightly as it beheld the outer circle, the still-guttering candles. Eyes flared petulantly. “You are not the child from before.”

Danelle knew the words would sound like rusty blades skirling across a whetstone to the uninitiated. But she heard them clearly, in a sneaky, taunting voice. “I haven’t been a child in a long time.”

“That is so.”

And it was. Only a few months before—horrid, terrible, terrifying months—Danelle had seen cities burn, had seen wars and atrocities and the dead dredged from their graves. She had seen—and wielded—magic of the most appalling sort. She had watched Gods walk the world.

She’d watched Their hate turned loose.

There’d been light, too, desperate, struggling light, comradery, family. Love. She’d stood with her Master, Jayce Zerron, and with the warm circle of his friends.  And she had changed, no longer the wizard’s apprentice—a wizard herself.

But none of them were here now. They’d gone their separate ways. And she was alone.

“My powers have grown,” she insisted.

“They have,” the imp agreed, lingering close to the candle-starred boundary and reaching out. It retracted its claws with a hiss. “So, you have little need of these barriers.”

Danelle chuckled. “I think we’ll be fine, for now.”

“We don’t have much time,” the imp, Shazzash, snapped. “Let me through. Let me help you. Now.”

Another laugh, but this one tinged with unease. Danelle could see the entity’s agitation. More than just anger at being ensnared in her sorcery, the scrawny-legged creature paced the edge of her summoning circle as luminescent spittle dripped from its teeth to hiss on the stone floor.

But lies were a demon’s every breath.

“I haven’t brought you here to play games, Shazzash,” Danelle said. “I have need of knowledge.”

The imp snarled and spat, but it calmed itself after a moment. “What is it you need to know” it paused sneeringly “child?”

“There is a name,” Danelle said, and couldn’t help the flutter in her chest. “Missiva. I cannot find any significance to it in my research, other than as a favorite of the common folk in the late Vullian Era.” She glared at the squirming, distracted-seeming entity, made it meet her gaze with its infernal one. “Do you know it?”

“Of course, I do,” Shazzash replied, fangs bared into a hideous grin. “It is yours.”

Danelle wobbled as though struck by a great wind. She blinked, eyes stinging as sweat tickled the corners. He palms fell to her thighs and a sigh of shock whistled from her chest. She had known she would hear this. She had known that name, spoken to her in her dreams, across what seemed a great distance.

Spoken by him, that vision, that shadow—also in her dreams, but increasingly lurking at the edges of her waking hours. A caped, cowled figure of grand, terrible bearing. So familiar. Like the name. Missiva. Her name, or so said this thing.

“You know it, too,” Shazzash cackled. “Has he been here?”

Danelle gave herself a shake. “Has who been here?”

“You know who,” the imp replied. It scratched at the edge of the wax-slathered chalk circle. “Let me out of here. You need my help.”

“Enough of these games, creature!” she boomed and Shazzash actually quailed away from the boundary, shrank to the floor. “What do you mean, it’s my name?”

Slowly, the imp straightened up from its reflexive cringe, wings folding back and hands away from its face. “Don’t you remember it? Don’t you remember you?”

“I said enough—”

“Don’t you remember me?”

Danelle held back the retort she had ready. Because it was true. She did.

Shazzash nodded, seeing her recognition. “There’s a reason my name found its way into your Master’s tomes. That meddling Zerraxian know-it-all doesn’t know everything! There’s a reason you picked me, of all the blasphemous names in the Catalogue of the Damned to experiment upon. You sensed me. You knew you’d need me. And you do. You need me, Missiva.”

Danelle found herself caught by the glowing slits of the imp’s stare and shook herself. “Don’t call me that! Games...more demon games. This was a mistake.”

“No!” Shazzash shrieked and fell to its knees, hands folded together in a mockery of prayer. “No, please. Don’t send me away! The hour is late!” It crawled close to the edge of the circle, hissed when a claw touched a dribble of wax. “You’ve heard the name in your sleep, yes?”

Grudgingly, “I have.”

“It’s him,” the imp insisted. “He must be close. He’s calling you. Don’t listen to him!”

“And I suppose I should listen to you?”

A clamor of bells cut off any response the demon might have offered her. It was the tower door chimes, shaken by a lanyard running down to the structure’s first level—tugged almost frantically by the racket of them.

Danelle frowned. It was near midnight and the only visitors she could possibly have would have come from Edon Village, sitting just down the hill from the tower. And the few villagers that had returned to rebuild after its destruction during the uprisings of the spring had kept largely to themselves, avoiding the wizard’s apprentice and even the hint of the magic that had brought such upheaval to their lives.

“Stay there,” she told the imp, then paused with a smirk. “Unless you prefer to return to the Vortex.”

“It’s him!” the imp repeated with a shriek. “Don’t go!”

Danelle rolled her eyes. “Seeing as you’ve been so forthcoming about the who and the what, I think I’ll trust my own senses on this matter.” She turned and headed for the chamber exit, the imp pleading at her back. But those pleas did bring her to a pause at the doorway.

She glanced towards the work bench, over by the book shelves. A hint of unease worming its way into her psyche, she reached out a hand, spoke a quick word of spell-casting. A surge of warm tingle ran up her arm as flesh and bone conducted the power of the Cosmos, and one of the wands leapt from the desktop to fly into her hand. Reassured as she fingered the item, she continued.

Stairs wound down a narrow shaft at the heart of the tower, branching off at doors leading to the various laboratories and living chambers. Most remained empty now, even with her return. They’d always seemed cold, lonely places, but with Jayce gone and no one else rattling about the largely-neglected rooms, the Tower of Zerron was as bleak as a tomb.

Cheery thought, Danelle chortled to herself as long-legged strides carried her down the steps to the cramped foyer on the first level. But the tone of her thoughts didn’t improve as she came to a halt there, staring at the door at the end of the short vestibule, lit only by a single, guttering candle lamp.

The wand warmed to her grasp, seemed a living thing, tensing for action. The floor beneath her sandaled feet emanated an unnatural cool. Even the air had taken on a crackle, like instant before a lightning strike—or before magic is used. Danelle could still hear the faint echo of the imp’s shrieked demands, warnings, all the way from the top level.

The bells clanged anew, hard.

Danelle shook it all off and stepped to the steel-banded, ensorcelled door. Releasing both the physical lock and the non-physical, magical ones, she drew it inward and looked out. But instincts she didn’t fully understand compelled her to hold the wand behind her right hip, just out of sight.

Four men stood in the damp hazy dark, draped in cloaks that had to be uncomfortable as the Remordan Valley’s typical summer heat blanketing them. The air smelled of grass and cooking smoke and the Talos River, from which the fishing folk of Edon Village took their sustenance—and something else, something old, dry, barely at the edge of Danelle’s senses.

She ignored the latter as she regarded the men, and recognized the first. “Speaker Fletcher! What brings you to me at so unusual an hour?”

The man drew his cowl back from flaxen hair and a narrow-boned faced. Sweat beaded waxy flesh and his eyes glittered with something akin to fever. Lips quivered into a smile, but his fingers had trembled. The chief magistrate of the tiny village, he was a ratty, scheming little man of provincial superstitions and prejudices, had never gotten along warmly with the magic-users that squatted atop the hill overlooking his domain.

But he’d never been afraid of them—as he appeared now.

“Mistress Danelle,” he said quaveringly, “might we come in? There’s been...an event.”

She glanced at the others, men of the village she recognized. But the weird, vacant glimmer of their stares was anything but familiar. Her blood cooled, curdled with the sense of something very wrong. “What’s happened?”

“A...” Fletcher shot a half-glance over his shoulder “...birth gone wrong. I could describe it to you, if you let me in.”

“A birth?” She frowned at him. Faintly, she could hear Shazzash’s pleas from upstairs, still screeching. “Certainly, that’s more something for a midwife...?”

“Please,” Fletcher’s voice was suddenly earnest. He took a step closer, but remained a respectful several strides away. “He...that is, the child is not right.”

Danelle’s nerves settled slightly and she released a slow breath. Fletcher had stood with her and Jayce when the Skinner barbarians had rampaged across the Valley in the spring, had fought at their sides. He’d come back to the razed ruins to rebuild, even when so many had given up on the sad, little place. Edon Village and its few remaining denizens were his life.

“Very well,” she said. “Come in and tell me.”

Fletcher’s taut frame relaxed at the words and he started towards her. The others followed at his flanks, almost in a rush. Danelle backed into the foyer to admit them entrance. But a twitch of pain ran up her wrist from the wand and she hissed, looked down at the item. It was one of Jayce’s many experiments, a Wand of Sundrops, crafted in the art of an Acolyte of the Sun—which he’d once been—and possessing multiple spell properties.

One of those was detecting danger.

Swallowing, she looked up reflexively. Fletcher loomed in the doorway, backgrounded by a hazy shaft of moonlight that had broken through the night’s overcast. That illumination caught in his eyes, gave them a wild, hungry flutter. That same feral brilliance caught in the gazes of his companions, crowding close behind him. One of them smiled, teeth glittering—fangs glittering.

Fletcher extended his foot over the threshold. A line carved into the stone there flared cyan as he did, as though he’d broken some unseen barrier with his presence.

Just that, in fact.

A crash of tightly-contained energy tore through the space. The thunderclap of it flung Danelle backward into the foyer, shattered her senses with brilliance so terrible she felt it shine through her bones. She hit the floor, skidded, stopped. For a moment, all was echoing din and stench of ozone.

Then she was clawing at herself frantically, seeking any hurt the blast had done her as ears rang and pulse throbbed. Other than the sting of skinned elbows and backside, she found nothing. Fumbling for the wand, she grasped where it’d fallen and scooped it up, scrambled back to her feet.

Smoke purled off the now-blackened line tracing the inside of the doorway, sparks popping from glassy, fused stonework. Beyond, in the night, piles of cloaks and limbs squirmed like stomped spiders on the grass, the thunderstruck villagers struggling to rise once more. One stood unsteadily with his forearm bent at a nauseating angle. Snarling, eyes shining with savagery more than pain, the man straightened it with a crackle of bone, unbothered by what should have been a crippling injury.

Danelle staggered to the doorway’s edge, holding the Sundrop Wand before her. “I don’t know what’s happened to you,” she snarled out into the night, “but that Ward Against Evil was just one of this Tower’s defenses.” She pointed the wand. “And I have many more.”

“Oh, I’m sure you do,” a deep, terrifyingly familiar voice spoke.

It was only with a force of utmost will that Danelle kept the wand aimed. But her guts collapsed within her. She knew that voice.

The one from her visions.

The speaker stood in the night before her. Fallen villagers scrambled to get out of the way as the dark shape stepped through them. Meager moonlight seemed to avoid it, a figure of regal bearing, sheathed in darkest cowled cloaks that fluttered like living things. The light didn’t reach the face, either, glinted off shining hair, streaked with gray, but never touching the features, catching only the flash of a cold, cold eye.

“Missiva,” the shadow spoke. “You have remembered something of your old self.”

Danelle shivered and faltered a step backwards into the door. “Who...what are you?”

A chuckle like ice water burbling over rock answered. “Stop with this. You know the answers to these questions, just as you know why I’m here. And why you’ll inevitably choose to come with me.”

“I don’t.” Danelle quaked and retreated another step. “I won’t.”

The villagers rose up around the calves of the shadow like dogs summoned to the hunt. Nothing human remained about them—Fletcher and the men she’d known, now empty-eyed and fanged. Almost...vampiric, a still-coherent, wizardly part of her recognized. But that clarity crumbled into a pile of terror within her. Night air was rustling. Fresh dark forms were shambling up the hill from behind the shadowy master, dozens of them, the entirety of the meagre village, it seemed. 

“You will,” the familiar voice said. “Make this easy on yourself, on us.” The figure held out a hand of white flesh fingers. Moonlight winked blood-red off a ruby ring. “Stop fighting what you really are.”

A vision—a memory—gripped Danelle, as though those outstretched fingers had reached across the space to seize her. A castle perched above a cliff, above a snow-studded haze. A narrow valley clenched between knife-edged peaks below. Cold, haughty beauty. A hand—hers, she realized—coming to rest upon a wind-worn battlement.

“Yes,” the voice purred. “You remember.”

A smell hit her, then. She grimaced at the reek of a fresh grave, blinked, looked up. Fletcher and the others had crept close in the feeble light of moon and lamp. Lips peeled back from hideously sharp teeth and crimson gums. Eyes widened, inhumanly so, and flared with hunger. Waxy flesh stretched, gleamed.

One of the villagers launched at her.

The outer Ward Against Evil had expended its charge. But the Wand of Sundrops quivered almost eagerly in her hand. Danelle’s arm shot up and the word to trigger it burst from her lips. The syllable had barely left her when the tip of what looked like blackened branch flared yellow-white.

Beads of sun fire streaked forth into the charging villager, slamming in a one-two-three pattern up across his chest. Impact flung him backwards off his feet. He struck the ground on his shoulder blades and stared dumbly at the smoldering holes seared through his torso. A grunt of shock became a screech of agony as flames spat forth from the wounds, spread across his white flesh. He writhed and tumbled in a frantic effort to smother a blaze that only spread.

Shocked only momentarily by the conflagration, the others were rushing the tower entrance.

With a word of command, Danelle caused the door to slam shut in their faces. Impact shuddered against it an instant later as she retreated back up the vestibule towards the stairwell. Hammering blows shook it further. Boards splintered. Iron bands buckled before the ferocity of the assault. She somehow knew the magically-reinforced door—which had resisted sorcery before—wouldn’t hold for long.

The clamor against it halted.

Danelle spun and rushed for the stairs.

A white flash outlined the doorframe—then flung it inward with a crash like the world ending. Sparks and fragments skirled into the chamber, filled it with smoke and the ping of metal flying off stone. Shockwave staggered Danelle as she reached the first steps, flung her onto the them, dashing a shin with a jolt of pain. Her cheek stung where flying debris had bitten it. She tasted blood.

The pounding of fists on the door resumed, joined by the groan of sagging hinges and the splintering wood. A hand punched through, grabbed loose planks and tore them free. Fanged faces glared through the gap, slavering mouths hissing. An iron band gave way with a clang and crazed figures writhed through the collapsing barrier, tumbled into the tower.

Danelle scrambled up the stairs, calling out another word of command as she went. Behind her heels, a faint nimbus of purplish light fluttered momentarily, then went transparent. She kept going, hurting from her multiple falls, clumsy with terror. Faintly, she could hear the imp still shrieking for her from the top level.

The first of her pursuers reach the level of the spell she’d activated. Purple light cohered again, flared like lashing blade. The creature that had been a man froze as that brilliance sliced through his torso just above the hips. He looked down dumbly as the smoking halves of his body peeled apart and tumbled separately off the stairs and down the center of the tower.

Danelle kept going. Another villager streaked up after her, oblivious of the fate of his predecessor. This one dropped away, foot planting on a stair that was suddenly not there, at all, had vanished into the wall and left the man plummeting.

The Tower of Zerron had been built with more than stone, and had been trained to fight for its occupants.

The chilling hiss of the villagers rose after Danelle as she sprinting higher. She heard a flutter like wings beating against a rooftop and looked down and behind. Another shape was rushing up after her, but instead of taking the stairs, this one came scrambling spider-like, straight up the walls of the tower interior.

Spinning, Danelle brought the wand about to bear upon what she now knew had to be some kind of vampire-form. Another charge from the item blasted forth, beads of conjured sunlight walking down the curve of the wall in crashes of slagged stone till they caught the creature. An outstretched hand exploded at the wrist. A yellowy streak punched through the torso, jolting out an unearthly wail as the villager spun off the wall and plunged down the shaft.

The bloom of sun-fire at the bottom and the resulting howl of the rest confirmed Danelle’s suspicions of their undead nature.

“Let me help you!” Shazzash’s voice yowled from the still-open door at the top of the stairs.

Danelle sprinted for it with nowhere else to go. Reaching the chamber breathless, she slammed the door behind her. Panting, she intoned spells to activate further wards upon it, caused sigils of protection to pulse eldritch purple across the boards.

“That won’t be enough,” Shazzash declared from within the circle of summoning. The imp paced, shivered, spat. “They will break those. He will.”

“Oh, and that’s very helpful!” Danelle shrieked at the demon.

The door strobed and shivered like a pool of light-dappled water. Fists began punishing it. The walls, the very stones of the floor shook with what felt like a dozen blows, a hundred rushing footfalls. They were coming.

He was coming.

“I can help,” the imp insisted. He halted his prowl within the circle, fixed her with that infernal gaze. “But you have to trust me.”

“Trust a demon?” she half-sobbed, half-cackled.

“You did before.”

The upper half of the door crackled with failing sorcery and boards smoldered, buckled inwards. A fist crashed through, fumbled to find a lock, even as spell-fire scorched unliving flesh. The mass bowed into the chamber. Frenzied faces hissed through splintering holes.

Fingering the Wand of Sundrops, Danelle asked, “What would you have me do?”

Shazzash grinned from ear to batwing ear. “Come into the circle.”

Danelle released a hopeless, incredulous laugh. But the door was collapsing and the men and women she’d known, who’d tried to raise Edon Village back from its ruins, were coming through. Drained of life. Drained of humanity.

“Missiva,” the voice of before boomed up from below. “Missiva, they won’t hurt you if you surrender. I won’t hurt you.”

Shazzash shivered within the circle, drooled uncontrollably. “Please...Mistress.” He held out a hand, as close to the periphery as possible. “As you once trusted me, trust again. Come”

“Missiva!” the voice thundered. “Don’t flee! I want only to talk!”

The door collapsed. The drained, dead villagers spilled into the chamber.

Danelle stepped across the boundary of the summoning, violating every lesson she’d ever learned, and took the imp’s hand.

And was gone.
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Chapter One

Separate Paths
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The help had dragged tables out into the packed dirt mall of Eredynn to accommodate the crowd at the Loving Imp Tavern near sundown. It wasn’t exactly legal, claiming what was really city property as patio space. But the townsfolk didn’t care, clamoring for food, for drink, for release after a day of rebuilding the District Capital. And there were few places better known for a release at day’s end than the Loving Imp.

Vohl Rhenn mounted one of the tabletops to cheers and looked out across a hundred faces—more. The citizens of Eredynn, and of the Remordan Valley, were a hard-bitten bunch, men and women—and gnomes, dwarves, a menagerie of races—in ragged clothes stained by work and toil. But eyes shined with life and intelligence. Only the toughest made their way to the Valley to carve out a living in its harsh climate. Only the cleverest survived. But they did so because it put them at the furthest edge of the Thyrrian Empire.

With honest work and—aye, sometimes more often than any wished—an honest sword, the Valley was freedom.

Vohl hefted a foaming mug of Valley ale to the crowd as though he would a weapon and grinned fiercely at them. “I guess you could say this eve is something of a Grand Re-opening, even though we’ve been open for a while now.”

Cheers and applause greeted his words and his grin widened. He glanced towards the front of the tavern, taking in more of the throng. He couldn’t help but notice the scorch marks across its front façade, nor the new door and roof, replaced with the help of many watching him speechify now. His gaze lingered on another scarred feature of the Imp; Muddle, the huge, red-brown-fleshed mass of half-hobgoblin muscle who served as bouncer and his longtime partner. Piggish yellowy eyes glimmered with amusement as the beastly being chewed the stem of his pipe and watched him.

“And that’s thanks to a lot of you,” Vohl went on, pivoting to look across the crowd. “Not just for the work of patching this place back together again, but for supporting us with your business, with cisterces I know a lot of you can’t easily part with.”

What he left unsaid was that there’d been a lot of drinks that’d gone unpaid for, by farmers whose fields had been left ravaged by the uprisings of spring, by laborers whose pay from the Imperial Procurator was weeks in arrears. But Vohl had kept the ale and wine coming upriver at his own cost, on his own boat, because the people needed it. Because his business needed the people.

But it was a damned good thing the people would be paying tonight.

“We stood with many of you when goblinoid scum came looking for a fight,” he said to growls of appreciation, “and helped save as many as we could when they breached these very walls” he held the mug high, even as the crowd’s tone darkened a little with remembered loss “and stood with you all, again, as we raised those walls once more.”

A fresh round of applause erupted. Beyond the throng, in the rapidly fading light of a late summer eve, lanterns and torches were glittering to life along the rambling, still-half-rebuilt streets of the city. The last flare of the day painted the uneven crags of its walls and taller buildings ruddy red, revealing the damage of past fires still livid, the webs of trellises for work crews still webbed amongst them. Up along the hilltop, the clank of crews still laboring, even into the dark, echoed as work continued on the District Palace.

It would be years before Eredynn again resembled the town it’d been before the holocaust of the Spring War. In the meantime, though, reconstruction was thirsty work. And the Loving Imp would be there for all.

“So, raise your drinks, my friends,” Vohl proclaimed. “The dark days are past. The kegs are tapped. And there’s plenty for all! To the Loving Imp Tavern!”

“The Loving Imp!” the crowd roared back.

Vohl tilted his head back and poured the mug’s contents down his throat, foam spilling across lips and down his neck as he guzzled recklessly. Cheers filled his ears as his throat worked to gulp the by-now lukewarm ale. But he forced it, not quite sputtering as the cheering built to a cacophony, then an eruption as he finished and upended the mug to show it empty.

Leaping down from the table, his legs nearly gave out under him, either from a spinning head or the slaps of congratulations upon his back. An uproarious belch almost released more than air and seemed to scatter well-wishers with its force. Forcing a grin, he staggered through the crowd towards the front door.

“Nice speech.”

Vohl looked up at the voice and found his way blocked by a slim figure in a work-stained apron. An equally abused-looking shift of faded green worn beneath it was still tight enough to be inviting. And emerald eyes twinkled with equal invitation, accentuated by a red mane pulled back into a ponytail and a world-wise half-smile.

“Thanks, Teelee!” Vohl replied. “One of my better ones, if I do say so myself.”

“You’re usually not this sober,” she noted with a mischievous arching of the eyebrows. “You didn’t slur a bit.”

“Ouch,” he chortled, but hurried to scrub the foam still damp in his short-cut whiskers.

“You’ll live,” she snorted. A look around at the crowd had her face creasing in thought. “Good numbers tonight.”

He stood next to her, joined her in counting heads, watching trays of food come out on platters, trenchers of ale following. Dice rattled across a table and there were cheers and groans. Vohl expected to get a cut from winners and losers. He’d told everyone, warned the more nefarious away. “Might be enough to start setting things to right,” he murmured.

Teelee leaned closer. “We’re agreed, then? We charge full price tonight?”

He glanced around before grabbing her arm pulling her closer still. “Not so loud.”

“You asked me to run the ledger,” she whispered back with an edge, “and I’m telling you, tonight, we need a windfall.”

That Teelee, alone of the original girls who’d worked the Imp in its old days, had returned after the Imperial Legion had resecured Eredynn had been a surprise. Youngest and prettiest, Vohl had expected her to take more lucrative work in a southern Thyrrian town. That Teelee had her letters and a little math had been a bigger surprise still.

Both were more pleasant to Vohl than he’d expected.

“Full price, yes,” he rumbled back. A grimace crossed his features as he noticed the grip he’d had on her and he released. “And sorry. Did I hurt you?”

The half-smile returned and the eyebrows arched once again. “Not as much as I’d like.”

“Well,” he chuckled, “this is a bit public for something rougher.”

“Is that a promise for later?”

Vohl kept his smile in place, but currents of desire cooled before swirls of uncertainty. “I mean...we’ll see.” He waggled his empty mug. “Long night ahead of us. Lot of work.”

Her smiled dimmed to something more forced and the playful lilt of her voice vanished. “And a lot of drinking and a lot of muttering with your old cohorts after that.” She shook her head. “Is that really more interesting than what we’ve shared?”

Vohl cleared his throat and looked down into the mug. “Not, at all. It’s just business, you know?”

The green light of her eyes chilled. “It’s always business with you.”

“Well, there’s a lot to be done.”

“And ‘little’ Teele knows nothing of that?”

“Hey.” Vohl put his hand back on her arm, more gently this time. “There’s no need to get all wound up—”

“Wound up!” she snapped and yanked away from him. “You know, Vohl Rhenn. You’re an idiot. I could do things for you” she glowered up into his face, teeth bared “I have done things for you that any other man would thank Hyrus and the Slain Saints for!”

“Hey,” Vohl bit back, “I told you I was a mess, already. I didn’t promise you anything!”

She grimaced and real hurt broke through the anger, gave her stare a shimmer. She backed away. “No, you didn’t,” she said so softly, he almost didn’t hear her over the rumble of the throng. “You never do. But I just thought...” She trailed off, swallowed once hard. “Well, just business then, I guess.”

“Teelee, I don’t know why you—”

“Long night ahead,” she interrupted and nodded at the mug in his fist. “You know, I actually think I like your speeches better when you’re not sober.” With that, she spun and vanished through the tavern’s front door.

He started to pursue, but found his way blocked again. Spiceweed smoke gave his nostrils a twitch and he looked up at Muddle, staring down at him from a half a foot higher than his own six feet and pluming fumes from the corner of his mouth. “You say something stupid again?”

“You’re stupid,” Vohl growled through Muddle’s smoke cloud. “Get out of the way.”

The half-hobgoblin didn’t budge, smiled unpleasantly around his pipe stem. “You know, she’s right about one thing. She’d make you happy. Be a nice change.”

“I’m plenty happy.”

“You’re plenty busy. That’s not happy. That’s hiding.”

Vohl rolled his eyes and held out his mug. “Go fill this up, if you’re going to make me listen to your hobgoblin wisdom.”

“Not wisdom,” Muddle grunted. “Common sense. You’re still thinking about that one-way street, where you’re the one doing all the walking.”

Vohl glowered at his partner, face warming with a flush of rage. But he was right. Vohl suddenly saw a different, jade stare in the back of his mind, along with auburn hair, long, athletic limbs, and angular features that were only half-human. The clarity of that memory bit like the edge of the saber that memory wielded. Bit because he couldn’t have her. Bit because another could—did.

“I’m not thinking about her,” he grumbled and looked off into the crowd.

“Suuure,” Muddle drawled.

“I’m bothered,” Vohl insisted. “I thought Dodso was going to be here tonight?”

Muddle gnawed at his pipe stem before extracting it and blowing out another heady, nasal-biting plume. “Heard he’s up at the District Palace. Meeting got called by Strategos Frae.”

It was Vohl’s turn to roll his eyes. “He’s really calling himself that?”

Muddle shrugged. “Seems to be.” He pitched his voice low and said at Vohl’s ear, “But the real news is the long-awaited Inquisitor’s apparently arrived from Thyrr.”

Vohl’s blood slowed in the veins. “We know that for sure?”

Muddle nodded slowly. “Work crews from the Palace say the man and his party snuck into town late, last night.” He straightened his back, as though stretching before a brawl. “Going to guess Dodo and the rest of the Assembly have been called to an audience.”

“An Inquisitor,” Vohl whispered to himself. “Here...the gods help us.”

The Inquisition of Thyrr was the quasi-militant arm of the Empire’s polytheistic church, charged with rooting out deviltry, renegade wizardry, and investigating any artifacts unearthed from past ages once steeped in such things. After the demon-inspired uprisings of the spring and the hellish phenomena accompanying them, all had expected them. And feared their arrival. The Inquisition was not noted for its subtlety, or mercy.

“Actually, kind of makes me glad Jayce” Muddle hesitated “and Illah aren’t here anymore. Be even more awkward.”

Vohl didn’t quite wince at the mention of her name. “That’s for certain.”

“They’ve left Kobolon, by now, don’t you think?”

“They lingered much of the summer in the Red Hills,” Vohl replied, “meeting with the Norothar Dwarves, investigating any loose ends about our recent” he instinctively glanced about—what with all this Inquisition talk “unpleasantness. But, yeah, I’d guess they’ve left for the Whispering Pass by now, seeking the easiest route back to Mauvynn.”

“Elf home,” Muddle mused. “Illah’s home. Hope their way is easy.”

Vohl nodded, thinking on his friend, the wizard, Jayce Zerron, and hating that his thoughts wrenched ever towards the half-elf warrior maiden—who had made her choice and made her way back now to Mauvynn, with him.

“Me, too.”

***
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EVEN WITH THE WIND howling in her ears, Illah could hear the shrill cry of their pursuers. But she dared not straighten up or turn around to look, for that same wind would assuredly tear her loose from her mount. And the fall from it would be like nothing in her experience—and very final.

“They’re on us!” Jayce hollered from in front of her.

She clenched herself closer to him to hear better and, even then, she more felt the vibration of his words through his back. “What?”

“They’re catching us,” he repeated. “We’re too heavy for our friend to outrun them and carry us, both.”

Illah took a deep breath and craned her head to look over her shoulder. And the wild panorama around her brought on a tearing wave of dizziness.

The sky sprawled all around her, reddening to the west, over the toothy horizon of the Labyrinthine Mountains, far behind. Darkness deepened ahead, swallowing the color in night and speckling it with the first stars. But that darkness didn’t hide the ice-speckled crags of the Wizen Mountains ahead, and below her. All around her.

As they flew over and amongst their peaks.

An outraged screech cut across the sky behind her, followed by a winged silhouette, limned in fiery light by the sunset. Brilliance licked across talons and open, cruelly-notched beak. A pair of fierce, hateful eyes blazed from a feathered, gray-plumed face. Another cry blasted forth, slicing through the wind, and three more silhouettes joined the first, swarming across their tail—their mount’s tail.

A dragon’s tail.

Fear overcame Illah for a moment and she squeezed herself close to Jayce’s back once more. She’d faced goblinoids by the hundreds, barbarian marauders, demons, her own kind—but heights? Especially, these kinds of heights...? Her soul quavered and yowled in panic.

Jayce had said it would take a fraction of the time, rather than hiking weeks for Whispering Pass. The wizard said he’d done it before, summoning a dragon, riding one. She’d seen it, when he tried to break the siege of Eredynn in the spring. He’d made it sound easy. But he hadn’t said anything about a sky-high chase by hungry predators large enough to make a dragon flee in terror.

“Rocs,” Jayce called over his shoulder. “I’d always heard a few still dwelt in the highest peaks!”

“That’s more than a few, Jayce!”

He chanced a look back at her, the gale having torn his hood back from his ebon, shaven features to reveal weird, silvery eyes and a weary smile. “I’ve got to maintain focus. Our friend is already hard enough to control in his fearful state.” The smile went grim. “You’ve got to do something about them.”

She scowled at him, but knew he was right.

“I told you!” he insisted. “My spells will hold you fast to the dragon. But now we need some of those Yntuil skills!”

Yntuil, she thought bitterly. The warrior-priest Order of the Mauvynn elves, charged with roving the wilds, vigilant for signs of evil resurgent from the world’s past, chaotic ages. The Order that had failed in that mission, and failed her, too. But I’m not that, anymore.

A shriek of fury cut into her ears as one of the rocs swept close for the dragon’s tail, talons flashing out, missing. But the dragon—a late juvenile, judging by still brightly orange scales—gave a tremendous beat of its wings and stretched just out of the snapping grasp. Illah could feel its every muscle rippling, straining beneath her thighs. She could feel its desperation.

“Illah,” Jayce said.

She could hear his desperation, too. She’d seen the Zerraxian wizard do many wonderous things. But she knew those had limits.

Forcing herself past her own, Illah reached for the saddle bags she’d improvised into a harness along the dragon’s scaled back, found her quiver. Drawing out the ugly, recurved bow she’d appropriated from a fallen hobgoblin in the spring, she let go with her other hand, let the winds pull her back a little, into an upright position. She checked the string before reaching for an arrow.

The wind tugged at her, hard, as the dragon banked past a cliff face. The enormity of it, of simply blurring past a mountain crag with the rock-strewn, ice-speckled vastness of its slopes below her, seized her in iron fingers of terror. Another gust flung her arm back and the arrow she’d grasped flew away into the deepening dark.

She lurched against Jayce, once more, grasping, quailing, desiring just the man’s comforting warmth for a moment. But she couldn’t let herself stay there, had to do something. She could feel the winged shadows eclipsing the sunset across her back.

Darting her free hand once more to the quiver, she drew out another arrow and knocked it to the bow. Dipping low behind Jayce’s back so her long, steeling breath wouldn’t be stolen by the lash of the currents, Illah gave herself a last instant to find that other self, the Yntuil skills, as Jayce had said. The warrior’s focus.

She pivoted left at the hips and drew the bowstring taut.

One of the rocs was right there, wings spread into a terrible, killing beauty as it arched its legs forth and outstretched its talons for the dragon’s quivering tail. Eyes of inhuman, inscrutable intelligence fluttered. The great, notched razors of its beak gnashed.

Illah waited an instant longer for the beat of the dragon’s great wings to carry them out of her line of sight. Then released. She felt more than heard the bowstring’s twang, the hot slap against her wrist. But the squeal of surprise and pain from the roc left no doubt as to the arrow’s aim. Feathers dusted loose as the terrible, winged shape fluttered and spiraled back from the dragon, twirled in amongst its kin and scattered them. Screams of outrage echoed across the mountain peaks.

For a glorious, red-sky moment, the half-elf, the wizard, and their dragon mount were alone in the dusk.

“Coming back!” Jayce snapped, breaking the moment.

Three of their pursuers remained, wheeling around the dragon, now from alternate angles. One trailed. The others swept in from the flanks. And Illah felt the dragon’s fatigue now, heard it in its laboring breaths, saw it in the shiver of muscles and wings. The beast, who’d Jayce had charmed against its own spiteful nature, couldn’t take much more.

“We’ve got to put down!” Jayce declared the obvious. “I see a spot!”

“Where?”

The wizard nodded to their left and down. Still lit in the dusk’s last fiery shards of light, a crag of mountain flattened to a small plateau. What looked like ruins, but might just have easily been shards of broken rock littered the flat space, gnarled with overgrowth. But those shards would provide cover behind which to fight from foot.

“We’ve got to,” Jayce said with the hoarseness of exhaustion and the fear that comes at the end of it. “See if you can scatter them enough for us to land.”

“I’ve got it.”

Illah fished into the quiver for another arrow. Waiting as the dragon banked again, clenching her every sinew against nausea as it suddenly gave up altitude and swooped down for the plateau, she watched for the rocs to draw near. Jayce was whispering something against the dragon’s neck that might have been orders or a spell or both. Her guts lurched up inside her again as the beast wound into its descent.

And one of the terrible bird-beasts dived for them.

Illah snapped the bow up and took aim. With its wings splayed out to control its speed, she couldn’t miss the monster. She let loose. The roc jerked backwards, squalled, spun out of its tearing plunge, beating its wings frantically. Its careening path carried it past the dragon’s flank and into the arch of its trailing kin. They avoiding collision only by a great hammering of wings and loosing of arm-length feathers across the sky. Screeches of fear became outrage and they dissolved into a momentary quarrel.

By then the plateau was rushing up to meet the dragon. Illah wrapped her free arm around Jayce reflexively as the monster spread out its wings with a crackle of sinews and bone. Leathery flesh bulged out, catching the air, slowing their descent. The points and edges of dragon scales bit up through Illah’s leggings with the deceleration. Then slammed through her as the dragon planted its hind legs upon the rocky lip.

Then she and Jayce were tumbling.

Rock slammed her, sent her rolling, the bow dropped and gear clattering down around her. Jayce huffed as he landed beside her. A slab of rock halted their momentum with a crash that dazzled sparks across her vision. For a moment, her bones rang with pain.

The dragon roared, sent more pain lancing into her eardrums as it gave itself a shake and flung off the tags that remained of the harness they’d improvised over its spine. It wheeled about on all fours, flapped the great wings, sent one lashing by so close overhead Illah only saved herself decapitation by sliding flat onto her back. Another shriek settled the monster as it came to face the pair that had ridden it.

Late juvenile, though it might be—Jayce had muttered something about it be hard to control older ones, and harder still to find them—the dragon looked to have fully shaken off the charm that had bound it. Reptilian eyes narrowed. A deep growl shivered up its pale orange throat. Scales hissed as it tensed and glowered and sizzling spittle drooled through bared fangs. A glow to match the sun setting at its back grew from behind those sword-like teeth, flooded up into its glare.

“Uh...Jayce...?” Illah nudged the wizard.

He responded only with a groan and a feeble shift, seemed to be trying to get up, seemed drained beyond it and barely conscious.

“Oh damn.”

A great wheeze filled the air as the dragon sucked in its breath. The ember glow about fangs and jowls brightened like coals blown upon. Spines stood up along its back and flanks as its chest expanded.

Illah grabbed Jayce by the shoulders and began to drag him towards what looked like a flap of rock that could almost have been a caved-in rooftop. But with a frantic backwards glance, she knew they’d never make it. Not leaving him, though, she thought with a savage tug, not after all we’ve been through together!

The squall of rocs sliced in over the whoof of drawn dragon’s breath. Talons flashed out of the sky and wings thundered. The dragon spun, halfway into a scream of challenge that came out vomiting fire. The roc diving in upon it bent forward, suddenly slamming its wings in reverse at the unexpected inferno. Feathers caught, ignited. But the wash of fire breath bloomed back from it, back into the dragon’s face.

Back towards Illah and Jayce.

She reached the ruin just as the conflagration boiled over its creator and back across the rock shelf. With a scream of effort, she pulled Jayce after her into cover. Yellow-orange filled her vision. Heat stole the air from her lungs. She gasped, wheezed, and collapsed behind the lip of stone. Sparks spattered down over her and she beat away flames that lit instantly across her leggings and leathers. Her frantic fumbling continued as little blazes sputtering across Jayce’s robes. Coughing, gagging, she hunched low over him, tried to keep them both below the choking tide of smoke that followed the blowtorch wind.

Screeching to a pitch that sent knives into Illah’s skull, the dragon wheezed out the last of its breath and leapt, pounding its wings to the rock surface, then catching air. Forelegs lashed out against roc claws. Feather and scale tangled. Dragon nails sliced through feathers, drew a whorl of blood across the air, and the roc ricocheted from the reptilian grasp. With a full-throated roar that shivered to the bone marrows, the dragon launched after its would-be assailant, took to the air. A fresh gout of flame bellowed forth, magma-bright against the rapidly-dying red of dusk.

And suddenly, as though a great hand had settled across the small plateau, silence fell upon Illah and Jayce.

Coughing and spitting out brimstone taste, Illah shoved the wizard. “Are you alright? Jayce?”

Sputtering, he tried to force himself up onto his elbows, but merely succeeded in rolling himself over onto one side, facing her. Sweat sheen made his dark features shine like obsidian and, though a smile creased his lips, his eyes remained pinched shut. “So much,” he wheezed, “for that idea.”

Illah chuckled and crawled over him, put a hand on his shoulder, then on his face. “I guess we’ll have to hike the rest of the way.”

The silvery eyes opened again. “Sorry.”

She grinned into them, let her fingers linger on his cheek. “It’s fine. Maybe...maybe some things just take time.”

He smiled, said softly, “The best things.”

Illah felt herself frozen in space, at the edge of something else. That the wizard felt something for her was not in doubt, not after a season of wandering together. Long talks in the dark by the campfire hadn’t given way to more. But they’d both felt it. Both of us, she thought with shock. And she suddenly, fiercely wanted to pull him up, into her arms, into more.

But a wince crossed his face. “I...I think something’s wrenched. My wrist maybe.”

And with that, Jayce Zerron’s most potent spell—over Illah—broke once again. She sighed and released him, stood slowly to look out through smoke and still-guttering flames. “I, don’t see our things.” She looked down at him. “Might be burnt up.”

“Hope not. We’ll need them,” he replied and more than pain filled his face. She wondered if there might have been the faintest hint of regret.

“It’s a long trail ahead.”

***
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ORKATA WEND, INQUISITORIAL Master of the Polytheistic Faiths of the Thyrrian Empire, was a fraud. So was the entirety of the Inquisition, if he was being honest, but neither fact bothered him. He had a job to do.

“That’s as much as we’ve gathered,” Hamman Frae, acting Strategos of the Remordan Valley District said to him in a shaky voice. “I’ve had the scribes take thorough notes, from interviews of the survivors.”

Wend nodded at the scroll tubes stacked neatly on the table before him. “And I thank you, Strategos, for your efforts.” He turned to face the other man. “These records of the uprising in the spring—I should say, the demonic disturbance—are certain to be of high value.”

Frae was a wiry, skittish man of thinning black hair, darting black eyes, and a face faintly pocked by some past malady. The plush, gilded chair upon which he sat made him look small, which he was, in fact. A tiny, little man in a vast world already careening by him. Its previous occupant, Satu Vennitius hadn’t been a great leader, but had at least been an experienced one. This backwoods clown from one of the lakeside towns had his seat only because he was the most senior surviving member of their provincial government.

Which was perfect for Wend.

“You’re welcome.” Frae’s throat bobbed. “Do you, ah, have some word from Thyrr as to our reinforcement? We make do with what remains of the Valley Legion for defense. And many of those are seconded to reconstruction efforts.”

Wend didn’t immediately reply, glanced again at the pile of scrolls and gestured at it to the pair of hooded men lingering near the exit of the Strategos’ audience chamber. Clad as he in plain robes of rust red, adorned only with belts fastened by buckles of bronze fashioned to look like the Clenched Fist of the Inquisition, they scampered to gather up the records. The Valley simpletons’ frantic scribblings would probably prove useless, but any clue could be revealing.

“Things move slowly in the Great City, I’m afraid,” Wend said, turning back to Frae. “Naming your successor has proven a thorny debate amongst the Emperor’s ministers and relatives. It seems even a posting as remote as this one still carries prestige.”

Frae gulped and nodded, but his relief was obvious. He may have proven an uninspired substitute, but the role, it appeared, had come to be to his liking.

“The Valley has always managed to govern itself well,” another voice spoke up, “with or without the Empire.”

Wend turned to the room’s other occupants, a few seated at its couches, a few others standing, all of them tense and their eyes upon him. In the background, grooms were still lighting torches along columned walls. The illumination of these showed sooty stains on marble and stone, scars of the fires that had reached even this Palace. Disgrace, Wend thought, that mere goblins had been able to breach so far. Governed well, indeed...

“And you are?” the Inquisitor asked, at last.

The speaker stepped forward from the others with an annoying tinkle from the bells at the toes of his slippers. Fat, whiskered, and garishly-clad, he was typical of his gnomish kind, and tall for one, too, at what looked like three-and-a-half feet. A forced-friendly smile appeared from the depths of his beard as he offered a theatrical bow.

“Dodso, Speaker of Kobolon.” The gnome straightened up and his smile took on an edge. “And you didn’t answer all of our esteemed leader’s questions.”

Wend’s eyebrows arched at the impetuosity. He faced the little brute fully, casting a quick look at the rest of his audience, Speakers of the remaining towns of the Valley, representing the district’s citizen Assembly. All cringed away from his glower. All save the gnome, who Wend had already heard things of, even in the south.

“You’re right, Speaker,” Wend replied smoothly. “I didn’t because I don’t know when the Legions will move. I don’t think I need to tell you, or any of the rest of you, that the Empire has many enemies. And they’ve been restless in places other than your Valley, I’m afraid.”

“But you’re here,” Dodso pointed out.

“Indeed, we are,” Wend said with a nod. “The appearance of a Vullian Tyrant—a demigoddess from before the Seven Cataclysms—certainly merits a visit from the Inquisition, wouldn’t you say?”

The others blanched at the very naming of the threat that had stalked the Valley, the very mention of the ancient evil that had once held the world under its mailed boot. But Dodso did not, his smile still half in place and challenging, even, as he said, “We sent that witch back to the Nine Hells. There’s nothing left to discuss.”

“You were there?”

Dodso puffed out his chest. “I was. Fought to the last ditch, right up to the moment she ran out of juice and burned out of this world!”

Wend examined the gnome closer. In his days as an Initiate, he’d been commended for the unnerving intensity of his stare, his talent for compelling nervous chatter from others with his long, glaring silences. But as the quiet stretched between him and the annoying little creature, he knew such a forceful personality could not be intimidated so easily.

“How was She defeated?” Wend asked. “How did you all banish Satayebeb, Dark Whore of Final Filth?”

Another flinch went through the others—again, all but Dodso. “With steel,” he proclaimed, “and our own magic!”

Wend put his hands together before him, began fidgeting with the ring on his left middle finger, as though in thought. But the motions were rhythmic, a set pattern of turns one way, and then the other. A pulse of heat went through the time-pocked pewter and its single ruby, carved into the Inquisitorial Fist. Its sorcery was active.
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