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      Death was never a concern to Veranesh. Those of yalari who had the wits and will to advance above others, to become kanyalari—the most powerful of their own kind—understood that death was a part of the endless cycle. Those who feared death never reached beyond the limits of their own bodies. Veranesh couldn’t blame them for being hesitant. After all, no matter how beneficial it could become, death was always a risk, and many preferred to keep their domains intact rather than pursue more power. Back in Yalarethe, he had not died for centuries, as death would bring him no benefit. Already on top, he had nowhere higher to climb.

      As his wings carried him across the desert, his shadow skimming through the dunes like a hunting predator, he couldn’t help thinking how back then he was convinced there were no more worthy goals to pursue, no scheme big enough to interest him, and no rival powerful enough to threaten him. And then humans started seeking the way to bridge the gap between the worlds, rekindling his ambition. To be the first one to cross meant to seize the opportunities as they appeared, or to learn secrets and ways no yalari had seen before. Others hesitated, sought arguments for and against such crossing, and he was the one to boldly step forward, even though he knew that going to Qinyalarethe, to the human world, ultimately meant death, as humans knew of no way to send a yalari home.

      He smiled. Back then, he’d considered himself cunning and knowledgeable, but the events that followed proved him wrong. The mere thought of centuries spent trapped in a crystal brought a grimace to his face, but he didn’t let the emotion linger. He was free now. He’d learned his lessons well enough, and the world of humans had indeed presented unexpected opportunities. Kamira. A pactee with such promise was a rarity even back when humans practiced arcane arts freely and widely, and many kanyalari would have vied for a pact with her. Instead, she first became his means to an end, and an accomplice later. Now, she could become much more.

      Before he could see to his long-term plans, he had to make sure she survived, and along with her, the city for which she cared so much. That meant disposing of those threats she could not face on her own yet.

      He looked at the desert below, but so far no place looked suitable for his needs. Not too far to the west, a trace of familiar energies pulled at him. The plateau that saw Uganel’s destruction could serve well as another battleground, but Veranesh would have to choose to not destroy his opponent. Otherwise, the power released could reach far beyond the edges of the desert, endangering Kamira’s city and other human settlements, possibly stirring the Four in their domain as well. No, the battle had to take place further out into the desert.

      Veranesh beat his wings, lifting higher in the air. Flight in the human world, devoid of any energies that flowed through his home world, came with more strain than back in Yalarethe, so there was little pleasure to it, but it allowed for a better search. Far in the south, a rocky formation jutting out of the sands caught his eye. It was hardly an appropriate place for a battle yalari and humans would talk about for years to come, and at the same time, it was all he needed.

      The thought of the upcoming confrontation filled his veins with excitement, countering the cool wind brushing against his body. He used to be one of the most powerful kanyalari, and no one dared to challenge him openly. Even Arujhan, with all his might, resorted to the underhanded means, forging an unlikely covenant with other yalari.

      This time the coward would come in person, because in his eyes, Veranesh was without his domain and weakened by centuries of imprisonment, thus an easy prey. If Arujhan backed away or took other yalari along, his own image would suffer, and others would be quick to test his power.

      Veranesh couldn’t deny that Arujhan had all the reasons to believe in his own superiority, and in the past, the odds of his victory would be clear. Now, with all that transpired—not so much anymore, and Veranesh had learned enough from his pactee about perseverance and facing the impossible to know that he had a chance against his opponent, especially with the tricks he’d learned in the human world.

      Yet things could still go wrong, and this battle could be his defeat. Death was never a concern to him, and he would not run when it finally came… But no matter the ultimate outcome, Arujhan would fall before Veranesh did.
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        * * *

      

      Veelk stood at a distance while Kamira talked to Archmage Irtan. At first glance, she was the same grumpy arcanist he knew, but the subtle differences in her posture, tone of voice, and magic surrounding her signified a deeper change. When he barged in on her confrontation with a Tivarashan priestess, everything seemed familiar enough: the trouble she’d gotten herself into, magic, fighting… But with the battle dust settling came the time for reflections and observations, and Veelk could only hope that there was enough of his true friend left within the first archmage she’d become.

      The old archmage gave Kamira a nod and walked away, heading straight for Veelk. “It seems I owe you an apology,” he said with a jovial smile that suggested no remorse. “Had the archmage told me she was expecting your arrival, I might have made a different call.”

      Veelk made a noncommittal grunt of an acknowledgment. Irtan looked and spoke like an old fox, and it left little doubt that his words were but a courtesy. With nothing else left to say between them, Veelk looked over the man’s shoulder. Kamira stood alone in the middle of the chamber, her expression hopeful.

      “I believe the archmage is waiting for me,” Veelk said, not bothering with courtesies.

      If Irtan took offense, he didn’t show. With what could have been a shrug, he departed.

      “My quarters?” Kamira asked as he approached. “I’m sure Koshmarnyk would like to hear the news.”

      “How is he?”

      Kamira shifted as if there was something she’d rather not discuss. “He’s fine.” She glanced up at the shattered dome’s edge where Fyertash perched. The demon’s eyes focused on them, but Veelk couldn’t tell whether he could hear their conversation. “Come, questions can wait.”

      She led him through the Towers with no less confidence than Atissa did not so long ago. Whenever they came across another person, he or she stepped to the side with a respectful bow and the word “archmage” muttered. Kamira responded to them with polite nods, sometimes addressing them by their names, and their attention didn’t seem to affect her at all. At the same time, not once did she put on a smug expression or indulge in the power she seemed to have over others.

      They finally stopped in front of a door, plain and unassuming, and as Veelk walked inside, a familiar sight greeted him: a simple room with no superficial furnishing or decorations, much like the room they used to share in the Jagged Swordsman. Two tables were filled with books and blueprints, a bookshelf stood to the side, and only a bed was lacking, but one of the two other doors likely led to a bedroom, and he wouldn’t be surprised if it was as sparsely furnished as the main room.

      Koshmarnyk was sitting by one of the tables, and Kamira rushed over to him with a huff of displeasure Veelk knew all too well. Archmage or not, her friends—and lovers—still got the caring treatment.

      “You should be resting,” she said.

      “I’m healing just fine without being confined to bed.”

      He lifted his arm as if to demonstrate. Without delay, Kamira undid one of the bandages, leaning low as if to see his wounds up close. Veelk said nothing, waiting for the end of inspection, but Koshmarnyk sent him a glance over Kamira’s bent back. His face bore dark marks of bruises, and the bandages sticking out from underneath his clothes suggested extensive wounds, but he sat up straight and without strain. Perhaps Atissa, unfamiliar with the sight of blood and torn flesh, had exaggerated the adept’s injuries in her story.

      Kamira was still inspecting Koshmarnyk’s arm, and Veelk took a step forward. Surely, such a thorough examination was not necessary…

      She straightened up. “They do seem to be regrowing,” she said with a mix of surprise and approval.

      Veelk paused mid-step. “Regrowing?”

      “The stones,” was all Koshmarnyk managed to squeeze in before Kamira looked at Veelk.

      “Your turn. Shirt off!” There was an unyielding demand in her voice, so befitting an archmage, but at the same time, it matched Kamira’s familiar stubbornness. “And don’t pretend you don’t know why. Fyertash told me you were on a brink of death.”

      With a sigh, Veelk removed his shirt. It seemed that his questions would have to wait until Kamira sated her own curiosity, and he should have known that, just as he noticed changes in her, she’d spot something was different about him. As soon as he sat on one of the chairs, Kamira was by his side, performing an equally thorough inspection. Her fingers skimmed along his forearm and arm, pressing here and there, and once or twice a bite of her nail or spark of magic marked her experimentations.

      “It looks like skin. It feels like skin,” she muttered. “But it really isn’t, is it?”

      Koshmarnyk arched his eyebrow, but contrary to Veelk’s expectations, he didn’t rush in to join the inspection.

      “I’ve been told the burns were extensive,” Veelk replied. “The magic from my scars was keeping me alive, but it couldn’t help me heal, not that much.”

      She was so close to him that he could feel her sudden tension. No matter how much he’d rather not tell her that he indeed had been on a brink of death, they never had secrets, and he wasn’t about to keep one from her now. Besides, dying was in the past, and it was unlikely they’d dwell on it long.

      “The elders decided to apply the blending paste directly to the wounds and let magic work,” Veelk added. “You might think of it as one big scar.”

      “One that’s almost the size of you?” she asked with a grimace. Then her expression changed. “You could have died, and I wasn’t there to help,” she added quietly.

      With guilt so clear on her face, it became apparent she’d rather have set out to find him than be an archmage and the ruler of Kaighal. All Veelk’s concerns, already fading throughout their conversation, vanished in an instant. This was still the very Kamira he always knew. Now all he had to do was ensure that the “dwelling on the past” part didn’t linger.

      He huffed. “I could say the same.” He reached out and touched her cheek. “You’re alive, but you’re different as well. What happened?”

      “The time in the crystal changed me,” she replied.

      “Is that why that priestess wanted you dead?”

      Koshmarnyk rose from his seat, concern clear on his face. “What priestess?!”

      Kamira hesitated, looking between them. “It seems that there’s a lot of stories to be told.” She walked over to the door. “We have some time, so let me get someone to bring us food and drink, and we can all fill each other in. Then we will deal with everything else, including figuring out how to make sure the Four and their priests don’t interfere again.”

      The tone of her voice suggested she was already thinking on how to handle the demons from the north. Likely a plan Veelk would oppose, but at least he could hope she still followed their rule of survival first and heroics later—if at all. On the other hand, as the archmage, she had the whole city as her responsibility, so things could get complicated.

      Koshmarnyk nodded, and Veelk did likewise. “Stories first,” he said. “Problems later.”

      He relaxed. If every other solution for those problems came to naught, his keshal had never failed to get rid of any and all obstacles.
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      Kamira pulled up the hood of her cloak long before she left the Towers. She kept her hands hidden in the sleeves and made her way through the winding stairways and corridors at a quick pace. It was so late in the evening that most students and teachers had already retired, and she could hope that no one would recognize the first archmage in her. Where she was going, no one should know.

      Out of the Towers and onto the winding road leading down to the city, Kamira refrained from looking over her shoulder. Even if a spy lurked nearby, ready to follow her, the time to lose any unwanted eyes would be down in Kaighal, among many narrow alleys she knew so well. Regret stained her thoughts. She was the first archmage now, and no matter what the future brought, she would never be free to walk the streets of Kaighal unrecognized and carefree, with Veelk by her side and with their only concern being the destination of their next journey.

      She smiled, letting emotions pass. The past was in the past, and she had the present to worry about before she could think of the future, and that required making sure no new trouble stirred. When she’d told Veelk and Koshmarnyk what she had in mind, they both offered to accompany her—and any other time, she’d welcome their presence by her side. But if she wanted to ensure secrecy of her little outing, she had to go alone. Veelk’s towering presence would draw too much attention, and even if Koshmarnyk looked less conspicuous than the muscular tribal, Gildya spies might have been keeping an eye on his whereabouts.

      When she finally made it down the hill, the city’s main streets looked quiet, as they always did. As if people of Kaighal didn’t care that the demon army lurked only few days of trek to the south, and the winged higher demons could descend upon them any time. Kamira couldn’t decide if it was trust in their archmage’s promise to protect the city or a quiet surrender to the unavoidable plight. Every now and then, a group of guards rushed by, paying little attention to their usual marks—pickpockets and thugs—and piles of crates and barrels, conveniently stocked where the streets crossed, suggesting that, despite centuries of peace, the city was preparing a defense, and its citizens were ready to fight for each corner should the demons get through the walls.

      That brought an unexpected relief. Even if most of the weight to fend off the demons still rested on the arms of a handful of arcanists and reluctant Gildya adepts, the people of Kaighal were willing to lend a hand as much as possible.

      Her destination lay at the edge of the southwestern district of Kaighal, filled with residences of merchants and the city’s other wealthy or influential people. Kamira kept to the main street, unwilling to delve into the area where her presence would be easily noticed. In the evening crowd, not as dense as during daytime but still filling streets with pleasure-seekers, retiring traders, and workmen returning home or heading to cheaper taverns by the docks, a cloaked figure raised far fewer questions.

      Several times she stopped by inns and still-open stalls, inspecting her surroundings while pretending to decide whether to enter or make a purchase, but it seemed no one was following her.

      In the end, though, she had to turn south, into the serene streets surrounded by lavish houses. Few windows shone with lights at that time of night, and the streets themselves were lit with low-glow imbued stones placed mid-height of the stone walls running along it. They provided enough light for the passersby to make their way through but left the rest of the area to the darkness. After all, the wealthy didn’t want their slumber interrupted by the outside light.

      The gate she stopped at looked like all in the neighborhood, made with thick metal formed into decorative bars, but contrary to others, this one was wide open. The Temple welcomed all their current and future followers anytime they wished to direct their prayers to the Four. An empty sentiment, as far as Kamira considered it, since Kaighal cared little for Tivarashan religion. The city council allowed the Temple to stay only because the priests would pay taxes like everyone else, and having a place of worship encouraged Tivarashan merchants to arrive more often and stay longer.

      Kamira took a deep breath and stepped through the gates.

      The gardens surrounding what looked like an ordinary, three-story residence were lush and silent. With the night concealing the city and most of its noises, Kamira could almost believe that she stepped into Tivarashan forests, and she had no doubt that priests and Temple workers did their best to maintain such an impression. After all, nothing reinforced faith like reminding followers that their so-called gods reached beyond their homeland and watched over them even in the faithless city and brought comfort to those who missed home.

      The building’s doorway was wider than an ordinary house’s would have been, and as Kamira stepped through, it became obvious that the Tivarashan had made a lot of changes to the building’s interior.

      What must have been an entrance hall was now the Temple’s main room, with proper columns, wooden pews, and gilded candelabra along the walls that held multicolored imbued stones emanating pleasant, soft light. Everything around spoke of wealth and splendor, but the decorations lacked that blatant gaudiness many rich residences displayed.

      At the center, at the end of the hall, was a stone dais with four statues. The likenesses of the Four were carved in Tivarashan blue marble, as famous as it was expensive, and unlike many other statues of demonic deities, they didn’t conceal the true nature of the beings they depicted. No one in Tivarashan had a grain of doubt to whom they directed their prayers. Although Kamira loathed the notion of worshiping beings that might be more powerful than humans but sometimes equally petty and even more deceitful than them, she always gave the nod to the honesty of the Four. They’ve made a deal with her nation, simple and clear, and they didn’t try to pass it as anything else.

      “How may I help you, Child of the Four?” A priest stepped out from the side. Likely a low-ranking one, since he was awake, keeping guard in the main temple building.

      Kamira removed the hood concealing her face. “Wake up whomever you must, but let the Four know that First Archmage Kamira asks to receive their audience,” she spoke carefully chosen words. She hoped that asking for an audience rather than demanding to speak with the Four would make them amicable and curious enough to agree. And as much as she cared little about her family back home, Kaighal’s struggles weren’t theirs, so she omitted her surname. It held no weight in Kaighal anyway, and it seemed best not to remind the Four and their servants that they could take out their anger on her relatives.

      The priest nodded and rushed away.

      Kamira strolled down the rows of pews. Even from the distance, the magic surrounding the statues teased her senses. This was their link to the human world and a place where they appeared before their worshipers. Back when she was young and she visited Tivarashan temples, the sight of ghastly figures appearing from thin air to not only speak to their flock but also to listen to them always left her in awe. Years later, with her arcanist training to aid her, she saw it as nothing but a trick of magic.

      With her instincts screaming against such carelessness, she made it all the way to the dais and knelt in front of the statues, her head bent deep. In that position, one strike would end her life, unless she somehow sensed it coming, so her best bet was the hope that the Four would be curious enough to speak to her first. Or, seeing as she was of Tivarashan blood, they would suspect a trap and hesitate to act before knowing more.

      Kamira waited, but no footsteps announced the arrival of another priest or priestess. She hoped it was the Four’s test of her patience and perseverance rather than the negligence of the man she’d spoken to. Causing fuss and demanding to see someone in charge of the Temple could draw too much attention.

      “Is that a sign of your surrender?” a deep feminine voice asked.

      Kamira almost snickered, because the demoness must know that after the trouble Kamira had stirred, she’d not be the one to come crying and begging for forgiveness.

      She lifted her head and looked the demoness in the eye. “A gesture of good faith,” she replied. “We both were pulled into a fight we didn’t intend to start.”

      Of course, the Four might be considering the expansion of their domain, but she doubted it. Not many people made pacts nowadays, but there were still enough around for demons to have their pick. However, if the Four decided to claim some more humans for their worship, thus taking away the meager choice their brethren had, they risked that their own kin would come after them. From what Fyertash had told Kamira, covenants among his kin were possible if the perceived threat outweighed personal risk of all involved.

      The demoness’s lips curled, caught somewhere between a smile and a grimace, as if she couldn’t decide whether to be displeased at the reply or acknowledge the courage it took give it.

      Kamira took her time to inspect the demoness’s features, refreshing her rusty knowledge of the Four. The one speaking must be Zyreshi. She was beautiful, despite the elongated nose, which, truth to be told, wasn’t as nearly as long and crooked as those of other demons. Gentle locks flowed around her face, stopping short of the chin and revealing a slender neck. Her hands were almost human, with her claws resembling overgrown nails rather than the weapons of a deadly predator, but it was the wings where the real threat hid. For an inattentive watcher, they were nothing special, and their span left much to be desired.

      Kamira knew better. The wings’ edges were as sharps as blades, and all the tales of Zyreshi’s deeds made it clear that she knew how to use them in a fight. Her deceitfully filigree frame and those tiny claws must have misled many of her opponents who didn’t take into account that, so small and light, she could move with great dexterity and speed.

      “Why would the Four refuse to support actions of their faithful follower?” Zyreshi asked. “What can you give us to turn our heads away?”

      Still on her knees, Kamira swallowed. “You know what I can do. You felt it.” Even though there was no priest or worshiper in sight, she preferred not to mention the destruction spell. Undoubtedly, someone was listening in hopes of gleaning the archmage’s secrets, even if Zyreshi forbade it. “I have a yalari obeying my command, mage killers by my side, and I could train others to do what I can do. If Tivarashan forces want to go south, we could go north to meet them.”

      Zyreshi regarded her with narrow eyes. “You aren’t making a threat. I can appreciate that. But the hot-blooded child of the queen wishes for a war, and the Four cannot be seen as cowardly.”

      “She could have her war away from Kaighal,” Kamira offered. “The Western Kingdom is about to make its move as well. Their scouts are already nearby, and their armies are likely to follow.”

      Gentle laughter filled the Temple as Zyreshi arched her head back in amusement. “Clever. Instead of dealing with two armies, you will have to deal with none.”

      “The yalari who crossed into our world are still coming for the city,” Kamira said dryly.

      The demoness looked at her sharply. “Indeed they are. It would be interesting to watch what you make of it, but now that I know your secret, I’d wager you’ll find a way to win. Though I’d love to know why Veranesh and that scoundrel Fyertash are aiding you. If they left, they could give them a battle on their own terms or return to Yalarethe.”

      “Yalari’s reasons are their own.” Kamira shrugged.

      Zyreshi leaned forward with a sly grin. “Clever,” she said once more. “Trying to make me believe you’re nothing but a pawn. Nevertheless, I won’t waste time pulling secrets out of you. Instead, let’s get back to our trade. Given what you can do and how it managed… to stir our boredom, I’ll treat you as an equal this once. Speak of what you want.”

      “I desire for things to be as they were,” Kamira replied. “For the city to be an independent port that welcomes people from all over the continent and also those who come from beyond it. I care not whether Tivarashan will conquer the Western Kingdom or any other land they wish to see as theirs. But the city of Kaighal will remain free.”

      The demoness gave a slow nod. “Anything else?”

      “The priestess who fought me killed the child of the queen’s blood,” Kamira said. “As long as no finger points toward Kaighal, I’ll let the Temple and the Four handle this matter however they see fit and confirm any story they wish to tell the queen.”

      “And what of our servant?” Zyreshi asked. “Have you taken her alive?”

      Kamira shook her head, and the demoness grinned with satisfaction. Likely it was one less problem to deal with, and Bayena would not get to make accusations, spin lies, or reveal her accomplices. Undoubtedly, the Four would instruct their priests to handle the matter in a way that would yield the best outcome for the Temple.

      “I like you, pactee,” the demoness said with a hint of joviality. “You’re courageous, but you also know that sometimes bending your head might get you what you want while threats or demonstrations of power won’t.”

      Kamira stared back with an inscrutable face, knowing better than to react to the praise that was also a reminder of what her place was, no matter how much threat—if any—she could really pose to the Four.

      “If you choose to accept, the Four will offer you a pact,” Zyreshi continued. “We would all benefit from it, even if you stay in this city instead of joining the ranks of our servants.”

      Kamira’s eyes widened. Zyreshi’s offer wasn’t some pact she wanted to make on the side that everyone would overlook. She spoke on behalf of the Four. Kamira must have impressed them enough if they wanted to make a pact without trying to convince her to join the priests, and she bent her head low. Such immense power and freedom from the Temple’s rank would likely make her the most influential arcanist in her homeland, and perhaps even in the whole of Tyorane. And with no conditions given, she could hardly find a reason anyone would refuse.

      Except for one.

      “I’m honored to be worthy of the pact with the Four,” Kamira said, “but I belong to Veranesh.” In more ways than Zyreshi could even imagine. Not only did the stone scars bind her forever to his magic, but her time in the crystal had altered her. “Even if I was foolish enough to betray him, the Four are far too wise to draw his attention during the time when he’s deciding who his enemies are.”

      She lifted her head, looking straight at the demoness. As much as the Four had little to fear from Veranesh, or any other demon, for that matter, in their cunning they must understand that a demon who had nothing to lose but had all the reasons to stir trouble and deal destruction could affect their demon and human domains more than they’d like, even if ultimately he’d lose against them. As far as she knew, the four demons who united their power and influence in more than some shaky covenant disliked anything that stirred their comfortable existence, and Kamira had no doubt that Veranesh could bring a lot of disturbance to it if he chose so.

      Zyreshi regarded her in thought. “You’re wiser than I thought you would be,” she said calmly, as if refusal meant little to her pride. Her offer might have been genuine, but it seemed that it was also a test. “Therefore, I’ll give you what you want, and even more. The Four will make a deal with you that will last past your lifetime. But yes, you will do something for us in return, and so will that scoundrel Fyertash.” She lifted her finger before Kamira could protest. “If we can convince all of our human children to leave the city alone, I’m sure you can convince one yalari to do your bidding. Word is that this prideless hoyve already obeys your every command.”

      Kamira swallowed. Some things she wouldn’t do, not even for Kaighal, but Zyreshi had already tested her, so the condition would be something that the Four wanted rather than an attempt to make Kamira miserable. There would be a price to pay, but perhaps it would be much less than she anticipated.

      “Name the price,” she said calmly, even though an invisible hand was still crushing her throat in anticipation.

      Zyreshi’s expression changed, and her smile was part sly and part amused. “Very well. We shall see if you truly love this city so much.”
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        * * *

      

      Koshmarnyk climbed the steps leading to the initiation rite chamber without rush. His wounds had healed enough for him to make the journey on his own, but he’d rather not risk straining his body too much. He’d already failed to help Kamira in her battle with the Tivarashan priestess, and he would not be confined to bed while she and Veelk faced demons.

      Besides, all he’d been told was that an adept was requesting his presence, and the student who passed the message didn’t convey any sense of urgency, so the matter could be trivial. If there was anything Gildya’s bureaucrats excelled at, it was wasting other people’s time. On the other hand—Koshmarnyk narrowed his eyes—this could have something to do with Mayetti. If that double-faced adept shared her ambush plan with anyone or had accomplices among her colleagues…

      No. He shook his head. They wouldn’t try anything openly in the Towers.

      But they could accuse him of being involved in Mayetti’s disappearance, and even if Koshmarnyk told the truth of the events, Gildya would disbelieve him on principle.

      He shifted his focus elsewhere, since worrying was pointless. He’d deal with problems as they came.

      The Towers had been emptier ever since Kamira brought down the former archmages, and even though enough students and teachers stayed to fill some of the corridors, dormitories, and classrooms, today was different. With the sighting of the demon army landing to the south, everyone who could abandon their duties headed for the city’s walls. Undoubtedly, they also wanted to see what the first archmage would do, since early in the morning Kamira set out for the walls herself. If the onlookers expected a show of powerful magic, they were in for a disappointment, because she wasn’t about to start a battle when the last piece of the city’s defense still had to be put in place.

      He walked into the initiation rite chamber, confident and at the same time slow enough to react to any threat, but the four people in the middle of the floor paid no attention to him. They were busy mounting pieces of a device on its metal supports.

      Adept Davshil stood to the side, overlooking them, and, to Koshmarnyk’s surprise, he offered an amiable wave.

      “Koshmarnyk,” he said.

      Koshmarnyk had to arch an eyebrow at the adept using his preferred name. Such a courtesy came unexpected from a Gildya man. “Do you need my assistance?”

      “We’re almost done. The assembly was straightforward, thanks to your blueprints, but I thought you’d like to inspect everything personally.”

      Another surprise… Koshmarnyk couldn’t help a suspicion that Davshil had hidden reasons for such amiable behavior, but he kept his face straight. “I appreciate it.”

      He stood by Davshil as his workers finished their work, fastening the last screws that held the device in place.

      “I have to admit, this might be your brightest invention yet.” Genuine respect rang in Davshil’s voice. “A device emitting a solid magical barrier… I never thought it would be possible.”

      Koshmarnyk refrained from mentioning that Devanshari had an artifact that did exactly that… and so much more, if tales were to be believed. Sharing such knowledge could lead to inconvenient questions and make Gildya aware of involuntary ties between him and Queen Cahala. From what he knew, Devanshari had already crowned the queen’s son as their king, but no one spoke openly about her death.

      As the workers gave Davshil a nod, and he waved for them to leave, Koshmarnyk walked over to the device and inspected it. From what he could tell without tearing every piece apart, Gildya had stuck to his original design, offering no improvements or alterations.

      “The adepts are mounting other devices along the battlements,” Davshil said. “They will give instructions to the guards and switch them on at the signal.”

      “Gildya did well,” Koshmarnyk offered. “To be honest, this wasn’t something I expected with all the fussing from the council…”

      Davshil let out a short laugh. “Oh, don’t worry, everything else is as it was. I’m here because the council is still busy discussing what happened to Mayetti, and who’s going to replace her in dealing with you.”

      Koshmarnyk made sure his face expressed nothing but a polite interest, concealing his own surprise. “And what happened?” He had to know how Gildya knew about it, or what, exactly, they did know. “If this isn’t some inner politics you’d rather not discuss, of course.”

      Davshil shrugged. “Nobody really knows, and this is what has the council so riled up. She disappeared for a few days and came back badly wounded. From what I’ve heard, nobody could make sense of her ramblings.”

      Koshmarnyk froze on the spot. Mayetti had come back… It was impossible that she’d escaped the demon. He’d heard her scream echoing through the forest. That could mean only one thing: Myrkan had let her go. And a demon like him, finding delight in torture, wouldn’t have had done so if he didn’t have a reason.

      “I can’t say I’m surprised something like that happened,” Koshmarnyk replied. “Mayetti always had a lot of underhanded dealings, and in the end, one had to go wrong. Though I’m sure that once she gets better, she’ll entertain the council with a tale that won’t reveal anything she doesn’t wish to be known.”

      A shadow passed over Davshil’s face. “Mayetti didn’t make it.” His voice was quieter than moments ago. “She succumbed to her wounds. Though some say poison was involved… You can understand why the council worries.”

      “They don’t suspect me, do they?” Koshmarnyk asked.

      “I think they know you’d rather come openly.” Davshil looked around as if checking if the workers had truly left. “I doubt they suspect the archmage, if that’s what you’re worried about. But it means that the council is even more concerned about an enemy they know nothing about.”

      “Or it might have been Mayetti’s private dealings. She was from the Western Kingdom, and I wouldn’t be surprised if someone out there was vexed enough to send killers after her,” Koshmarnyk said. As much as he’d rather offer the truth, neither Davshil nor anyone else at Gildya was his friend, and giving his enemies openings for accusations or suspicions would only make the uneasy relationship between adepts and arcanists worse.

      “Adept Ervan seems to think there’s some bigger plot at play.”

      Koshmarnyk didn’t hide his grimace. “Ervan.”

      “I know you hate him, but he has good reasons to suspect foul play,” Davshil said, rushing to his fellow adept’s defense. “A couple of weeks ago, thieves hit one of our storehouses… They almost made it away with a lot of our explosive devices.” Davshil twitched and shut his mouth all of a sudden, as if he’d said too much.

      Koshmarnyk wouldn’t use the word “hate” to describe his feelings toward Ervan, but instead of wasting time on pointless explanations, he focused on the second part. “Explosive devices? That’s not something common thieves would know about.”

      “They might have not known what they were stealing.” Davshil fidgeted, his discomfort clear.

      “Or someone on the council was in on it,” Koshmarnyk finished for him.

      “Ervan suspected Mayetti might have had something to do with it and tried to get some answers, but she wasn’t coherent enough to tell him anything before she died.”

      Koshmarnyk narrowed his eyes. “Sounds like the council indeed has reasons to worry.”

      Davshil sighed. “You didn’t hear anything from me.”

      That much Koshmarnyk could promise him, so he nodded. “I appreciate you telling me.”

      The other man let out another sigh. “Consider it a peace offering. I still think you’re wrong about putting those stones in your body, but the way the council treated you… Perhaps there was more politics to it than looking out for the good of Gildya and its future.” He straightened invisible creases in his robe. “Now, back to what’s important. Have you inspected the device? Is it to your satisfaction?”

      “It is,” Koshmarnyk replied. “Pass my regards to all the adepts involved, and I’ll be sure to inform the archmage of Gildya’s excellent work.”

      “I’ll be on my way, then.” Davshil offered a courteous nod. “Be well… Koshmarnyk.”

      “You too,” Koshmarnyk replied. “And be careful. It seems that there’s danger lurking within Gildya’s walls, and even if you do not share my sentiment toward Ervan, watch out for him.”

      Davshil sent him a tired glance and a nod. As the man made his way toward the door, Koshmarnyk rubbed his chin. Ervan always acted like his work was his most important endeavor, and his many interesting devices and solutions for imbued stones had secured him a seat on the council, but Koshmarnyk couldn’t shake the feeling the cunning adept had other, more secretive goals. Ervan had deceived Koshmarnyk in the past, spinning lies about Gildya’s willingness to talk about the forbidden research while he prepared a trap for Koshmarnyk. Perhaps Mayetti was indeed incoherent, driven by pain and fear, but there was a chance that Ervan actually spoke with her and, by using poison, made sure no one learned about their conversation.

      It was a reasonable suspicion, but proving it would be difficult. The council knew of the history between Koshmarnyk and Ervan, so they would discard any ungrounded accusation. He needed something to convince them.

      A whoosh of wind made him look up. Fyertash was descending through the shattered dome.

      “You look troubled.” The demon inspected him with curiosity.

      “Demons are coming. ‘Troubled’ seems appropriate,” Koshmarnyk replied. “Is Kamira on her way back?”

      Fyertash shook his head. “Still on the walls. But she’s safe, you needn’t worry. She’s making sure that my brethren will be wary of getting too close to the city. They will send the asayalari, though, to test the defenses, and ultimately will work up the courage to take the risk themselves.” He glanced at the device. “I hope these things will work as well as the archmage’s plan.”

      Koshmarnyk offered the demon his half-smile. Even Gildya, as hateful as it was toward him, didn’t question the quality of his designs.

      He fished a small imbued stone out of his pocket. “The barrier should be high enough to allow your flying in and out of this chamber, but you’ll need this if you plan on venturing beyond the city.”

      Fyertash inspected the stone with narrowed eyes. “Such an item can be dangerous in the wrong hands.”

      “That’s why I only made one, and no one but you, me, and Kamira knows about it.” The demon had better understand the trust that he’d been granted.

      Fyertash hid the stone in a nook of his leather outfit, which had a simple cut of a culture that valued efficiency over beauty. As demons used the power of their claws in a battle, it had no sheaths for weapons or other tools, and it bore no decorative markings or symbols of status.

      “Very well. Anything else?” Fyertash asked.

      “You can signal Kamira that the device is ready. We should raise the barrier before your brethren decide they don’t fear you as much as they thought.”

      Fyertash flashed a grin, as if the suggestion amused him. His wings shot open, and, without any more words, he took off.

      Koshmarnyk looked at the device. At least it was ready. If everything went well, it would provide Kaighal with protection that could rival that of the Devanshari kingdom. And with that out of the way, Koshmarnyk could focus on other dangers that threatened the city… on finding a proof of Ervan’s underhanded dealings with Mayetti.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was rising over the sea as Kamira climbed Kaighal’s battlements. After a trying battle, a late evening spent on sharing stories, and a night visit to the Temple of the Four, she welcomed the crisp air and a slight breeze, hoping they’d keep her sharp and awake.

      Her new clothes, the formal outfit of an arcanist, irritated her skin and limited her movement. She’d rather wear her travel clothes, or at least something more comfortable that she usually put on when staying in the city, but this was the first time people in Kaighal were to see the first archmage, and she had to look the part at least this once.

      The onlookers climbed the walls, and as more and more arrived, the city guards had a hard time keeping them away from the spots where Gildya’s adepts worked on setting up their devices. At least the part of the battlements she was ascending remained empty. No one dared to disrespect the archmage’s wish to be undisturbed.

      To the south, beyond the thick stone protecting Kaighal, stretched a land covered with grass and rare shrubs—a familiar sight from her many travels. Over the centuries, desert had kept encroaching on it, its yellow sands glistening in the rising sun like piles of treasures.

      Back in the past, Kamira had wondered why the archmages didn’t try to reclaim some of that land with their magic. Even if the farming fields and meadows spread to the west and north of the city, providing enough space, there could always be fisheries set up, grazing lands to be chosen, and smaller settlements to be established. Kaighal could spread, and even if it would never match the grandeur of the Kingdom of Zemarion, it had a chance of creating its own great history.

      But now she knew the archmages had reasons to keep the desert as it was. At least with the last of them gone, Kaighal could work on claiming those lands as its own.

      If the city survives the invasion, she reminded herself as her eyes stopped on the dark silhouettes at the edge of the desert. From afar, the demonling army was less threatening than she’d expected, but as they got closer to the city, that illusion would fade. And if she read the magic disruptions around them right, the arcanists allied with demons were summoning more already. Still, the biggest threat lay in the three figures towering over the demonling masses. She had a hard time catching all the details, but the higher demons’ shapes matched what Fyertash had told her about their adversaries.

      As if responding to her thoughts, Fyertash descended from the air, landing softly beside her. “No more than three,” he said. “That’s good news. Perhaps the turmoil among the pactees prevented them from bringing anyone else.”

      “You’ll have to tell me what exactly happened over there.” Kamira squinted as if it could help her notice anything about the demons.

      “When you have time to worry about it, archmage.”

      Kamira gave him a glare, but in the end, he was right. She was already pushing her previous night’s conversation with Zyreshi aside, so that future problems didn’t cloud her focus, and if no more demons showed up to aid their enemies, no matter what turmoil on Juamha had caused such an outcome, it was a concern for another time.

      “Why did they bother taking all those demonlings?” she asked instead. “If they only took their arcanists, they could have crossed the sea faster.”

      “They wanted to ensure that the pactees were safe. We do not know how to summon asayalari, and without their protection, Arujhan’s human servants are vulnerable.” Fyertash looked toward the desert. “We learned that early on during our approach through the overseas kingdom. The humans opposing us set out ambushes, and even though many of them died in those skirmishes, they took our pactees along. Arujhan is not fool enough to repeat his past mistakes.”

      The answer suggested the demons were prepared for difficulties and would approach with caution rather than mounting a full-blown attack immediately. “How close do they have to be to bind you?” she asked.

      Fyertash’s face stretched in a wide, amused smile. “They won’t try to bind me. Hardly any yalari bothers with it when they already have an advantage. It’s faster to just go for the kill… or to maim the opponent if there’s need for information or torture. Arujhan can overpower me easily, and I’m sure he’s convinced he could best Veranesh as well.”

      Not exactly what Kamira would have liked to hear, but she appreciated the honesty. “But you would still try to bind them in such a confrontation?”

      The demon shrugged. “Any yalari in these circumstances would try to run first, but yes, with no other choice, binding is their only chance.” He grimaced. “A slim one, since the binding takes too long. If you have a yalari trying to rip you with his or her claws, there isn’t enough time for it.”

      “Perfect.” Kamira had come to the battlements with a plan in mind, and Fyertash’s words had confirmed it could work. “I hope it’s not beyond you to flee,” she added with a cunning smile.

      The demon narrowed his eyes, scratching his claw against his chin. At least he didn’t seem offended by the idea of running. “If they think I’m fleeing, they’ll go after me with little hesitation. That’s the opposite of trying to keep them away from the city.”

      Kamira nodded. “But a good scare could force them to back away for good. Like when they go after you and learn that you can bind them from a greater distance than they can reach you.”

      His expression changed as he put things together, and Kamira smiled. No matter how unnerving Fyertash’s games were and how untrustworthy he seemed, his exceptional cunning allowed him to grasp ideas quickly.

      Without delay, he lifted in the air, and… flew over the walls. Kamira half opened her mouth, because getting closer to their enemies was contrary to what she’d asked for, but she had to trust Fyertash knew his brethren better, so she said nothing. Besides, with so many onlookers, she’d rather not shake the people’s confidence in her ability to fend off the invasion by showing she couldn’t even control her supposed allies.

      Within a few heartbeats, a single silhouette tore off from the demon horde, heading straight for Fyertash. He was the biggest of the three, so he had to be Arujhan.

      The demon was closing the distance too fast for Kamira’s liking, and Fyertash was hovering away from the walls. She glanced at the adepts setting up the devices, but even if they finished on time, the barrier wouldn’t reach far enough to protect her demonic ally.

      She took a deep breath, preparing for a possible battle. Defeating a higher demon with magic seemed like an impossible feat, but she couldn’t stand idly if it came to the worst.

      Down below, guards called out for someone to stay away, and Kamira turned her head at the sound of familiar voice. “Let them through,” she ordered them.

      As soon as the guards parted, Veelk started climbing the battlements, with Zelna and her companion following. Veelk’s sister looked exactly like Kamira remembered, and her muscular body towered over the small man who accompanied her. According to what Veelk had told her the previous evening, his name was Mawi, and he was the tribe’s chronicler, well versed in history and demons. That alone made Kamira eager to engage in conversation, but the time for introduction and sharing knowledge would come later.

      “Did I miss anything?” Veelk asked as soon as he stood beside her. “How’s your plan going?”

      Zelna gave Kamira a short nod of recognition and then led the other tribesman to the side, keeping at a distance as if allowing her space for whatever she needed to do.

      “About how one would expect from Fyertash,” Kamira grumbled, focusing back on the demon.

      Arujhan had to be within the range of a binding spell already, but the demon was still waiting.

      “I’m not helping him if he takes on the bigger demon.” The confidence in Veelk’s voice made it clear he wasn’t afraid of the challenge. He was simply disapproving of Fyertash not sticking to the plan.

      As if Fyertash heard Veelk’s words, he turned and dashed for the walls. A strong wind hit Kamira as he passed above them. “Now!” he said in passing, and headed for the Towers. At full speed, he seemed to be moving faster than Arujhan.

      Without delay, Kamira started the incantation. Since the binding spell seemed a lot like high mages’ art, she kept her voice quiet, enunciating words only enough to ensure the spell would work. The last thing she needed was people questioning why the new archmage trained in arcane arts was using high magic, especially as she had to keep the origin of the spell secret.

      Arujhan stopped mid-flight as the tendrils of magic reached him. Then he resumed his flight, and Kamira could swear there was urgency in his movement.

      She kept chanting. Her plan relied on the panic that any demon would feel when they realized that their opponent could bind them from further away than he thought, so she had to go through the binding as quickly as possible, giving Arujhan no time to consider other possibilities or trace magic to the one channeling it.

      The demon outside the walls stopped again. He was close enough for Kamira to be able to discern his features. His broad shoulders and even broader wingspan spoke of an imposing presence, but his rough, chiseled face lacked the deep thoughtfulness that always marked Veranesh’s expression. Arujhan might have been smart enough to secure a position of power for himself, but something told Kamira that, given a chance, he’d still choose brute force over subtle manipulations. On the other hand, according to Fyertash, Arujhan was the one to create the plot aimed at Veranesh centuries ago, though the small demon claimed that this came from Arujhan’s cowardice and avoidance of risky confrontations rather than from supreme cunning.

      Arujhan hovered in place, looking around, and then he withdrew, as if lending truth to Fyertash’s claims. Kamira didn’t stop reciting the spell until Arujhan was out of its reach.

      She exhaled. If she managed to convince Arujhan that Fyertash had abilities no other demon knew of, the higher demons should keep away from the city, at least for a while. Then, if Arujhan fell for Veranesh’s trap, they’d only have Derazin and Myrkan to worry about. If Veranesh won his battle.

      In the distance, murmurs rose. People were pointing at the retreating demon, their excitement mixed with the uncertainty as they glanced at Kamira. To them, it must have looked like she didn’t do anything.

      “An archmage whose very presence turns demons away,” Veelk said in jest, though he was considerate enough to keep his voice down. “You’ll go down in history.”

      “Or only ‘go down’ if the demons figure out our little deception,” she couldn’t help saying.

      He offered her a wide grin. “As optimistic as always. I sure missed your cheerful demeanor.”

      Zelna and Mawi approached, both in their tribal outfits: loose shirts and pants gathered at the hem, so that the cloth would not tangle in battle, decorated with subtle embroidery that mimicked the patterns of their scars. They must have left their belongings at the inn from where Veelk picked them up, because they had no travel packs with them, only their weapons. Zelna carried a keshal strapped across her back, like her brother, and her companion had a short sword by his side.

      “This was it? I expected at least some fighting,” Zelna said.

      Playfulness faded from Veelk’s face. “There’s going to be plenty of fighting.”

      Mawi approached Kamira. “Pleased to make your acquaintance. Veelk told us a lot about you, archmage, and we’re grateful you took such a good care of him during his travels.”

      Both siblings arched an eyebrow, and Zelna even snorted. Mawi ignored them both, his genuine smile still directed at Kamira and his hand stretched. Kamira shook it.

      “The pleasure is mine. Once time permits, I’d love to learn from you everything you’re willing to share,” she replied. Neither of them had any doubts that no secrets would be exchanged.

      A shadow crossed over them, and Fyertash descended with slow beats of his wings. “This was a good plan, archmage. I doubt any of the kanyalari will risk getting close to the city again,” he said. “I also spoke to the adept in the Towers, and he says the device is ready.”

      A sudden burden weighed on Kamira’s shoulders. No matter how well her plan had worked so far, all would be in vain if the way to protect the city failed. Instinctively, she wanted to find an excuse for a delay, but the sooner they tested the barrier, the better.

      “Very well,” she said.

      She walked over to the edge of the battlements, facing the city. With all Veranesh’s power at her disposal, channeling enough energy was child’s play, but to keep it condensed was another matter, and she put her focus into it. A ball of fire grew in front of her. The flames swirled, confined to the spherical shape she forced them into, and once she was done, she sent it up into the air. Then, with the flick of her fingers, she broke it apart. Fire spread across the sky, visible from everywhere across Kaighal, but she put it high enough that the flames and sparks died out before they reached the city.

      People gathered on the battlements and by the walls pointed at it, their murmurs filled with excitement and curiosity, but as the last of the sparks vanished in the air, something else drew their attention.

      One by one, Gildya’s devices came to life. Barriers flickered in the air, but instead of taking up the dome shapes like all arcane protection, each formed only a slanted shield facing away from the city. Close enough to each other, the shields overlapped, and then, at the end, a domed cap appeared over the city, connecting with all other barriers. Koshmarnyk must have activated the last device, the one meant for the Towers.

      Kamira breathed out with relief. With the city having an irregular shape, she hadn’t been sure it would work, but creating overlapping barriers instead of trying to shield Kaighal with one protective circle turned out to be a perfect solution. Even if their enemies breached a part of it, it should be easy enough to defend as long as the higher demons kept away. And as reluctant as Gildya might be in their cooperation, the council had reassured her that they had enough replacements ready.

      A spark lightened her heart with hope. Many things could still go wrong, but at least Kaighal stood a chance against the invaders.

      All around her, cheers rose, and people chanted, “Kaighal!” together. She smiled. As long as they didn’t require her to deliver speeches, she would do her job as the first archmage and drive the demons away.
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