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Dedication




To Bug, for making all this worthwhile.













  
  
Prologue




1829


It had been so long since Phaedra had slept in a bed she didn’t want to get out of it in the morning. The trek across what felt like all of Laralas with the other kids had been brutal. But Phaedra hadn’t realized how much it affected her until they arrived at Sanctuary and Temple took them in. A good hot meal, a bath, and a warm bed later made her tear up as she tried to sleep that night. It made her think of home and momentarily forget her parents were dead. Any minute there would be a call for breakfast: eggs, sausage, and rice if it was the weekend. Phaedra didn’t know. The raid on her home, and the flight to get away, was a distant memory. A bad dream that she was certain she could wake up from at any moment. Twelve was too young to leave everything behind. It was something that happened to other people, not her.  

But it was just a flight of fancy. The notion that she would open her eyes to her room, to her parents alive instead of dead, was made out of desperation. They had fallen while getting Phaedra and her sister out of the city. Phaedra recalled the nightmare they fled, and her heart pounded in her chest. It drowned everything else out, louder than the knocking on the door and the call of her name. She burrowed under the blankets and tried to shut the sound out. 

The door flung open; someone yanked the blankets back, and Phaedra blinked up at a stern woman looking down at her, who softened as Phaedra stared up at her. “I know it’s better than you had for a while. But you have to come with me.” 

Something about the woman reminded Phaedra of her mom, and she teared up as she stood, sniffling and shuffling her feet. The woman handed her a pile of clothes and stepped out while Phaedra got dressed. She had seen people wearing robes like these at Temple growing up but had never worn them herself. They were soft and comfortable, and just different enough to break the spell of the dreams. 

Phaedra finished dressing and walked outside with the growing group of kids who were passing baskets of rolls around. Demeter was talking to a priest, but Phaedra sought out Eldren, sulking in the back of the group by himself. “You look comfortable,” she said, noticing he was wearing the same robes she was. 

“They said they’d get us proper clothes later.” He looked down at the floor and paused. His bright red hair was combed back, free of the tangles they had all shown up with, and his skin scrubbed clean from the dirt of traveling. “You know, you don’t have to stick by me.” 

“You helped us survive out there. It’s the least I can do.” 

He offered her a thin, tired smile. “Thanks. What do you think they’re going to do with us?” 

“They’ll find a place for us. They always find places for the people they take in.” Phaedra hoped the adage was true. It was how her parents got in as gardeners, after all. “I grew up with Temple but never thought they’d take me in. But my parents always told me to look for Temple if something happened.” 

The group started moving, Demeter gesturing at Phaedra to join her. Phaedra shook her head and stayed by Eldren. Demeter could take this one. The group had ostracized Eldren from the beginning, and Phaedra didn’t want to leave him alone. 

Excitement grew in Phaedra as she realized they were heading toward the classrooms, where Temple would test newcomers to see where they fit. She had always wanted to work for Temple, but in one of the more glamorous roles, and getting a chance sent a thrill through her. One by one, they shuffled in and found seats at the desks. Phaedra made sure she sat next to Eldren, away from the other kids. 

“We’re going to see where your strengths lie, to see where Temple can best use all of you,” the woman at the front said as priests passed out stacks of paper and pencils. 

“What if we can’t read?” Someone toward the front asked. 

The priestess signaled, and a priest came to collect him. “He’ll help you,” she said as a few of the kids stood and followed the priest out of the room. 

“They’re not going to go back on what they said, right?” Eldren whispered. 

“No. They’ll find a use for you, no matter what,” Phaedra whispered back, though she had her doubts too. Still, the quiet voice seemed happy enough, and she was trying to trust it. 

“First reading and writing, then math, and there will be some magic tests to see if any of you are a good fit for the arcane division.” 

A murmur went up as the priestess announced that. Temple’s arcane division was legendary, turning out some of the best magi the world had seen. Phaedra hoped they would take her in as she started looking over the papers the priest had given her. 

“I can’t promise that all of you will make it there,” the priestess continued. “But we’ll find somewhere for you.” 

Phaedra breezed through the reading portion, marking her test randomly, as she didn’t care if it was right or not. She did the same with math, having always slacked off in math. When the arcane testing came around, that was harder. She knew nothing about magic, her parents having worked in the gardens and not as magi. That she attempted her best guesses at. She caught Demeter glaring at her a couple of times but brushed it off. Demeter was a spoilsport, always wanting her to follow the rules. She figured it was the way of older sisters to want everyone to play by the rules. But Phaedra didn’t care about that nonsense. She only followed them if they served a purpose, and the rules here were boring. 

When they were all done, someone collected the tests. The kids waited impatiently while the priestess looked everything over. Phaedra waited for her results as they dealt with the other kids first. She watched them leave in groups with other priests. Demeter left by herself, led by a young priest, and soon it was only Eldren and Phaedra. The priests talked among themselves, looking at her as they conversed. Phaedra wondered if she had messed up, but it was too late for regrets. 

Eldren looked at her. “What did you do?” 

“No idea.”  

Eldren looked at her as if he didn’t quite believe her, but he let it go. 

The woman’s eyes slid to Eldren, who waited next to Phaedra. “Eldren Maghana, you’re getting assigned to engineering.” 

“Hey, I hear that’s hard to get into. Congratulations,” Phaedra said, lightly punching Eldren in the shoulder. 

“Phaedra Ores?” The woman who had led them to the room said, looking right at her. “We’re not sure where to put you just yet, so for now we’ll stick you with your sister. She’s going to be a priestess here. Your sister’s tests indicate you two might be Seers, which we can help you with,” the woman continued. “Your tests, however. . .” she trailed off, looking at the pages as Eldren looked at Phaedra. “I guess we’ll see. Tomorrow, we’ll start all of your training.” She looked at her watch. “You missed breakfast, but lunch is coming up, and you can get a snack from the kitchen if you’re hungry.” 

“Did you even try?” Eldren asked as they made their way to the kitchen to grab some rolls filled with sweetened cheese, leftover from breakfast. 

“No,” Phaedra admitted. “Seemed pointless.” 

“Don’t you want to find your place in things?” 

“My place is where I find myself. Whether it’s here, I guess I’ll find out.” Phaedra took a bite of the roll and chewed as they walked around. Truth be told, she did want to work at Temple. She just wanted something exciting and meaningful. The words her parents said about all work being meaningful was a lifetime ago. Phaedra knew she had to hold out for what was best for her. Still, the thought Temple might turn her away lurked in the back of her mind, a burr stuck to the hope that they’d find a place for her. 

“I wish I was so confident. My parents came here to help before I was born, for all the good that did me.” Eldren stared at the roll in his hand. 

“You weren’t born in Tal’Arrashnar?” 

“No. We were only stopping over in Haven because my parents said we were needed.” 

Phaedra reached out and grabbed his shoulder, squeezing. “Hey. We got away at least, right? And we can fix this.” 

“How? We’re kids.” 

“I just know. I don’t know what role we’ll serve in the grand scheme of things, but those are just details.” Phaedra stuffed the rest of the roll in her mouth and grabbed his hand, pulling him along as she headed deeper into Temple. 

“Where are we going?” Eldren asked after a few moments. 

“You’ve never seen all of Temple, have you?” She asked. 

“I haven’t.” 

“My parents worked for Temple, though we lived off-grounds.” They entered the main chamber, and Phaedra paused, pointing up. “It’s the story of Temple. How the people rose up to combat Aurelius. It’s how I know we’ll be the ones to defeat him.” 

“Why?” 

“Because the mural isn’t finished.” She pointed to a blank spot in the center, surrounded by airships, magi casting spells, and crystals laid out in a circular pattern on the ceiling. “That’s saved for the battle where we finally beat him. And I know I’m going to be there. I bet you will be too.” She looked at him and smiled. “Temple’s story isn’t over yet, and neither is yours. Or mine.” 

“You think we can do it?”  

“I know it.” At least I hope so. 

“How?” 

Phaedra paused. “It’s a quiet whisper, when everything is still and only I’m awake. It tells me I’ll pull through. That it’s not over yet, and humanity will rally again, like they did when Temple came into being.” 

“You seem awfully sure about that.” 

“How do you think I got us through everything?” Phaedra lightly punched him. “Come on. I want to check out the library.” 


      ***Phaedra couldn’t make herself care about the magic the priests were trying to show her. Divine gifts were rare, and the magic that most divine users learned felt watered down as a result. She had heard there were arcane magic users that didn’t need an Indeus either, to filter the power that was worked into the spells. It was fun to dream about that, which she did instead of paying attention. She wanted something exciting. She didn’t want to pray to anything, especially not with the gods dead. Who was going to answer if they weren’t around, anyway? 

It was a moot point. The only joy Phaedra got out of the classes was the distraction it offered from the state of the world. Nothing stopped the whispers about Aurelius and his undead horrors, but the classes were a pleasant change of pace. 

At night, it was different. Every night Phaedra woke up in a cold sweat, biting her tongue to keep from screaming as she recalled the ghouls who had claimed her parents as she ran. That night was no different. The stink of the city as they fled the destruction was thick in her nose, choking her. She buried her face in the blankets whenever the memories surged to remind her she was safe inside Temple. 

The classes passed by in a blur. At the end of the week, the woman who had evaluated Phaedra pulled her aside. “I don’t think this is a good fit for you,” she admitted. 

“It’s boring. I want something exciting.” 

“You want to try engineering? You seem to get along well with the elf you arrived with.” 

Gears were boring too, but at least it wasn’t priesthood lessons that kept putting Phaedra to sleep. “I’ll try it.” 

The next day Eldren frowned at her as she came in for the lessons. “You get kicked out already?” 

“I asked for something exciting. This is their idea of it.” She nudged him into silence as the priest leading the class came in, and they set to work. 

Phaedra didn’t realize how hard math was, and she lacked the fine motor skills to put things together. Engineering was based on math she couldn’t even begin to do, having shirked off learning more than the basics. Even those she wasn’t the best at. Assembling the small items, windup mice for carnival games, was a nightmare too. Kids had multiple put together when she had half of one by the end of the day. 

She faced the woman who had been following her around, shoulders heavy. The woman just smiled at her. “It’s okay. We can find a better place for you. How about arcane? Do you like magic?” 

“I don’t know any.” 

“Well, that’s okay. We can teach you. I’ll take you over tomorrow.” 

Phaedra nodded and walked to the dining hall, where she found Eldren had saved her a seat. She looked around for her sister, but she was with the other priesthood acolytes, dressed like they were in white robes. Temple had come through for her and Eldren, and both of them had been happy to trade the robes for pants and button-down shirts. Demeter seemed happy enough in the robes that she still wore them, however. 

She put her food down across from Eldren and huffed as she sank down in her chair. She pushed the food around on her plate. It smelled delicious, but she wasn’t in the mood to eat. 

“Not good, huh?” 

“I didn’t know it would be so hard. Or so math-based.” 

“I’ve always been quick with numbers, but they’re hard if you don’t know how they work. You going to keep trying?” 

“No. They’re putting me in arcane next.” 

“That sounds like fun. You ever do any magic?” 

“No. What about you? Engineering has its own form of magic, doesn’t it?” 

“It does. My parents used a little here and there, and they taught me how to find my Indeus and how to use it. It’s why I know numbers like I do as well. They wanted me to follow in their footsteps.” He pushed his food around on the plate and sighed. “Never thought I’d end up here.” 

“I’m glad they found a place for you,” Phaedra said. “They’ll find one for me too. Maybe arcane will be the fit for me.” Phaedra held her breath as she prayed that was the case. She was quickly running out of options; the thought of getting sent out to do farm labor stuff, or any of the other menial service jobs Temple provided other communities, was terrifying. She didn’t want to leave Demeter or Eldren behind just as they were getting settled into Sanctuary. 

The next day, the kind woman found Phaedra and took her to the arcane classrooms. The priest in charge was a warm man who smiled at Phaedra. “You have any experience?” When Phaedra shook her head no, he smiled again. “That’s okay. We’ll help you find your Indeus before we get started. Sit down at a desk, and I’ll guide you through the meditation.” 

Phaedra sat as instructed and closed her eyes. She followed his instructions, looking for the being that would help filter the Celestial Fane to her so it wouldn’t overwhelm her and possibly kill her. Instead, though, she wound up in a place she had never seen before. It looked like the night sky, but pulsed with energy, energy she could touch and hold in her hands. 

“I can’t find it,” she said, opening her eyes to the priest’s look of shock. Taken aback, she asked, “What did I do?”  

“Something extraordinary,” the man said. “I know where you’ll go.” He gestured to the woman who had been helping Phaedra find her place. They exchanged quick whispers, and the woman rushed out of the room. “Hold still, your teacher will be here soon.” 

Within minutes, a man in his thirties appeared. He had shaggy black hair, a narrow face set with dark eyes, and wore a long black buttoned coat over his clothes. “Phaedra Ores? I’m Abraham. It’s a pleasure to meet you. You came a long way to find us.” 

“My mom said that if anything happened to head west and look for sanctuary. I just didn’t realize it would be an actual city.” She sighed. “So let me guess, you’ll be taking over my lessons?” 

Abraham smiled. He seemed genuinely happy to be there. “I thought I’d introduce myself first, but yes. This will be ‘more exciting.’ Most people can’t do what you can.” 

“I mean, it wasn’t hard.” 

“Not many can tap into the Celestial Fane at all, but you did.” 

“So, what does that mean?” 

“It means you get to learn a special brand of magic. And I’ll be your teacher.” 

Phaedra looked at him. Is this what I’ve been waiting for? “I can try it.” 

“Good. Because we can use someone like you. You’ll be required to take some of the priesthood classes, but you don’t have to go into that if you don’t want to.” 

“What will I do after training?” 

“That depends. If you go into the priesthood, there are a lot of applications for the kind of magic you can do. The council can always use someone like you, too. There’s also Orso, who oversees problem-solving issues outside city walls. He was the one who brought you in, you know.” 

Getting to go outside the city and solve things, while still getting to come back, seemed the most interesting. “I’d like to work under Orso.” 

Abraham laughed. “Well, we’ll see. Let’s go get your first lesson underway.” 


      ***Phaedra knew right away that she found her place as soon as she was done with Abraham. It was unlike anything she had ever experienced or even dared dream about. She rushed to the dining hall and grabbed her food to sit with Eldren. 

“You seem excited.” 

“It was fantastic,” she gushed. “I didn’t know there was anything like this out there.” 

Eldren smiled and took a bite of his food, pork adobo with a side of steamed rice and limp greens. Phaedra especially loved Temple’s adobo because it was the perfect balance of vinegar and soy sauce, and took her own bite as Eldren chewed. “I’m glad you found where you belong.” 

“You seem to be taking well to engineering.” 

Eldren’s eyes lit up. “It’s so much fun. I love getting to build things with my own hands.” 

Phaedra noticed her sister come in and waved her over, but Demeter ignored her, sitting with other people. It surprised Phaedra to see Demeter eating with a few older kids, maybe young adults, and wondered if they were mentoring her. She deserved it, as far as Phaedra was concerned. Maybe Demeter had found her place as well. 

“So, what are you learning?” Eldren asked. 

“Oh. Apparently, I don’t need an Indeus. This man, Abraham, picked up my lessons. I guess he’s on sub-council here, just recently elected, and is the only one in this Temple to use the same type of magic.” 

“How different is it?”  

“Completely different, I guess. I don’t really understand the difference, though.” 

Eldren took a bite of his roll and chewed. “I doubted you when we first got here, when you said we’d change things. But maybe you’re right. It won’t be just us, though. That much is for certain.” 

“Oh, no, it won’t be just us. But we’ll have our place in the last battle. I just know it.” 


      ***The next day, Abraham met with Phaedra. “you two are Seers. You and your sister, I mean.” 

“I guess so. Why? What’s so special about that?” 

“Have you ever predicted the future?” He seemed nonchalant, though Phaedra caught a spark of interest in his eyes that he couldn’t quite hide. 

“Kind of. I just sort of know when things will play out in my favor.” 

“How?” 

“It’s a whisper. When all is quiet and it’s just me and the vastness of the universe.” 

“We can’t actually give you two formal training, but the priests teaching Demeter think they can help her learn to use her skills still.” 

“Oh. That’s neat.” Also sounds boring. Who wants to predict the future? 

“They said they wanted to assess you as well, though that will be later.” 

“That’s fine. I’m not really interested in all that.” 

“The prophecy machine might have chosen your sister to save Terra.” 

Phaedra laughed. “I’m not surprised.” 

“You really don’t mind the machine picked her instead?” 

“No. I know my sister will do her best and fill the role well.” 

Abraham looked impressed. “You’re wise for someone your age.” 

Phaedra shrugged, not sure what else to say. “Thanks, I guess.” 

Abraham produced a crystal and set it on the table between them. “Today, you’ll learn how to light the crystal up by filtering energy from the Celestial Fane to it. You only want a little. Use the word Lux.” 

Phaedra tried. The magic roared through her, though, and the crystal cracked. 

“It happened to me too, my first time.” Abraham swapped out the broken crystal for a new one. “Here. Try again.” 

Over and over Phaedra tried, taking smaller and smaller pieces of energy from the Celestial Fane. She went through more than a dozen crystals until the last one lit up with a dim green glow. “Well done,” he said. “I have other duties to worry about, so go eat lunch and I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

Phaedra stood up to go, and he called out her name. “Yeah?” 

“Don’t forget your priesthood lessons with the afternoon class.” 

Phaedra groaned but nodded. “I’ll be there.” 

“Good.” Abraham packed up the broken pieces of crystal as Phaedra left to go get lunch.








  
  
Chapter 1: Phaedra




April 15th, 1850


It was a beautiful spring day, one of the last cool ones before the summer heat set in. Phaedra should have been admiring the orange roses, cultivated by Temple as a symbol of hope. Instead, her thoughts were elsewhere. The voice that had led her to Sanctuary had fallen silent, and nothing she could do had brought it back. It left her restless and unsatisfied, like she had been cut adrift from the single thing that had guided to where she needed to be. It seemed that, at thirty-three, she would have accomplished more with her life. Sure, she was well known and well loved, but that was because of her sister. Not that she minded. It was just strange how the voice that guided her had fallen silent. It left her feeling unsatisfied, that she had gone so off track that the quiet whisper must have abandoned her.  

She was walking down the hall when she heard footsteps behind her. Turning, she saw an acolyte running up to her. 

“Miss Phaedra!” he said, coming to a stop before her. “You got a summons to the Council Room.”  

“Did they say why?” she asked, noting his drawn features and pale complexion.  

“They said Aurelius is on the way.”  

Shit. “What does he want?”  

White showed all around his eyes as he stammered for a few moments. “He wants you and Demeter.”  

Phaedra’s jaw dropped as she stared at the acolyte. “The Council Room you said?”  

“I’m here to take you—” he said as Phaedra brushed past him, breaking out into a jog.  

Phaedra all but ran down the hall, nearly bowling over a few people in her hurry to get there. She wasn’t supposed to be summoned with Demeter for Aurelius to do with as he wished. Phaedra shuddered as she thought of his legions of undead; from rotting corpses to vampires to the people he’d killed and resurrected to act as his lieutenants and generals, he had an army of horrors at his beck and call. No one knew where he came from or what he was doing, just that entire countries had fallen to his rule, and most of the citizens killed or enslaved for his own desires. Sanctuary City, the seat of Temple, prided itself on protecting its people, and was one of the last holdouts against him. He hadn’t dared breach the walls of this Temple, but it looked like that safety was gone.  

Phaedra saw the Council Room door ahead and broke into a sprint, the acolyte behind her trying to keep up. She reached the door and flung it open, eyes darting around the room. She first saw Demeter, her long blond hair falling behind her in a waterfall of soft, loose curls. Her blue eyes, set in a face much fairer than Phaedra’s own tanned skin, looked at Phaedra and smiled, putting Phaedra at ease.  

“Please don’t run around and go charging into places. You could hurt someone,” Abraham scolded her. The War Councilman frowned, his dark graying hair falling into his eyes as he returned his focus to the maps in front of them. 

“It’s a reason to hurry,” Phaedra said, taking her place at Demeter’s right-hand side. “What’s the plan?”  

Abraham sighed. “They asked for you two, and we aren’t in a position to say no,” he said, glowering at the table in front of him. It was strewn with various maps, detailing the ins and outs of the Temple, the city itself, and the underground passages meant to move people away as fast as possible. It was a strategy adopted quickly when Aurelius came into power and was one of the few effective ways to ensure the safety of the people.  

“Why?” Phaedra asked. 

“We have no idea.” Abraham scrubbed his face with his hands. “But we can’t say no.” 

“We should get Demeter out,” Phaedra said. “I can go by myself. I can say she died. Or is missing. Or. . . something.”  

“If we don’t send Demeter and you, he will raze the city and this Temple and everything in it. At least if we send both of you, we can buy time.”  

“Then how do we get out?” Phaedra demanded, clenching her jaw.  

“That’s where we’re stuck,” Orso said, coming through the door at the back of the room. His light brown hair, streaked with gray, matched the robes he wore. His expression, however, was serious. “But I have a few ideas.”  

Phaedra sighed. “Then let’s hear them, Old Man. It’s my life on the line.” Phaedra glanced at Demeter. “And Demeter’s.”  

Orso cleared his throat. “Aurelius knows about the prophecy machine. He heard it predicted Demeter would bring him down.”  

Silence, thick and choking, filled the room. “How?” Phaedra asked when words returned to her.  

Orso scratched at his graying beard. “I don’t know how. But with this recent turn of events, we have to get the machine out. And in order to do that, we have to send you and Demeter out as requested.”  

Phaedra grumbled. “I get it. I don’t like it, but I get it. When is he getting here?”  

A man Phaedra didn’t recognize cleared his throat. “Reports just came in. His flying fortress is about a couple of hours away.”  

Demeter exhaled sharply. “I don’t know how we’re going to pull this off.”   

Phaedra ground her teeth, but didn’t address the palpable worry. “What are we doing?”  

Abraham shuffled the maps around. “We’re using the underground tunnels to get away. However, having the prophecy machine revealed has thrown into question whether they’re safe.” Silence again, that no one wanted to break. “We have some airships docked now and more on the way; we’ll get as many people on those as we can.”  

Phaedra grumbled. “Aurelius will just shoot them down. His ’ships have always outclassed ours.”  

Abraham made a face. “Maybe once upon a time, but we’ve been working on that. The technology is new, but we might have figured out a way to outrun him. If you want an explanation. . .” Abraham offered.  

Phaedra shook her head. “No. I’m no engineer; we don’t have the time.”  

Abraham nodded. “We’re loading up the prophecy machine on one of them, as well as however many other people we can fit. The ones volunteering to defend Temple and Sanctuary City will evacuate by tunnel when things go south.”  

Phaedra’s heart hammered painfully as the knowledge that the city, and this branch of Temple, would fall. There was no way around it, and everyone knew it. “Where do we rendezvous?” Phaedra asked, trying to ignore her sweaty palms.  

“Harbor City.”  

Phaedra was confused. “I thought they didn’t let refugees in.”  

“They don’t, just like we usually don’t. They’re our sister city, so we’ve both been trying to make sure there is room for people both here and there, just in case.”  

Phaedra didn’t know what to say. It was all so much. 

“We know it’s a lot to ask,” Orso said gently. “We wouldn’t ask if we had any other choice.”  

Phaedra steeled herself. “It’s why you took a chance on us,” she said.  

“I figured you’d say that,” Orso said. “Try to buy as much time as possible. We’ll do our best to get you out.” Orso glanced at Demeter, a strange look crossing his face. “Be careful, both of you.” Clearing his throat, Orso scratched his beard again. “I have to go for now. Abraham knows enough that he can take over.”  

“I think that’s about it, actually.” Abraham looked down at the things on the table and shook his head. “You all know what to do.” Everyone headed off in their own directions. Phaedra looked around for her sister and saw her disappearing with one of the High Council, a stout man with steel gray hair that she was always with. She stepped in Demeter’s direction when a hand grasped her arm. She turned to see Eldren standing there. The elf was dressed as he normally was, in a red button-down shirt and black pants and vest, and Phaedra’s chest ached as she thought about never seeing him again.  

“We need to get ready.”  

Phaedra glanced over her shoulder. “We do.”   

Eldren shook her arm. “No funny business. Come on.”  

Phaedra slipped out of his grasp. “Why don’t you go ahead, and I’ll meet up with you?”  

He made an exasperated sound. “We don’t have time for whatever it is you’re planning on doing.”  

“I know. Can’t be helped. I’ll meet you at the gates outside.”  

Eldren set his jaw in stubborn lines, though he deflated after a few moments. “Be careful Phae.”  

“I will.” She patted his hand before turning to walk away. “Eldren?” She said, turning back to face him.  

“Yeah?”  

Her throat tightened. “Whatever happens, I’ll find you again. I promise.”








  
  
Chapter 2: Eldren




Eldren didn’t have time to waste, so he rushed down the hall. It was more crowded than normal, with people fleeing toward the ’dock, and a part of him wished he could grab Phae and escape with the others. But Phae was in an unwinnable situation. A request from Aurelius was bad news. Temple was the only force that stood a chance against the necromancer, but even Temple could only do so much against him. The cities that had a Temple were usually spared, but the Temple fleets that protected the non-Temple areas had more limited choices. Rumors on why Aurelius was trying to kill every living person had borne no fruit. In the two centuries since he had come into power, nation after nation had crumbled under his onslaught.  

He careened around a hall corner and almost collided with a teenage mother holding a screaming baby. Her eyes were wide and glossy with fear, and she said nothing as she ran past. Eldren’s heart raced, thinking of the destruction he had escaped with Phaedra and Demeter when he wasn’t much younger than her. Haven had fallen all those years ago; Sanctuary didn’t stand a chance.  

He was almost to the armory when he got intercepted. “We need you to fix the radio,” the man said. Eldren couldn’t put a name to the face, but the lapel pin he wore, an orange rose with a red rose underneath, said he was a council member. 

“I’m sorry, I’m in a hurry.”  

The councilman’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “We need the radio working. Just change out the crystal. It got damaged.”  

How had the crystal gotten damaged? Wasn’t there another engineer on staff to fix it? But they needed the radio, too. Looking around, Eldren’s shoulders sagged. “I’ll do it.”  

The councilman guided him down to the Communications room. The radio at the back was a monster if Eldren ever saw one. Most took up part of a table at the most, but this one was an entire bank of blinking lights and gears, all worked in brass. He could see that a quarter of it was dead; the lights on it didn’t even glow red. He groaned. This was going to take time he didn’t have. “I really need you to get someone else to help. I’m not the only engineer here,” Eldren snapped, even as he started moving things around to take off the front panel.  

“It won’t take long,” the councilman said, matching Eldren’s irritated tone. “We want to get out too, you know. But we need this radio to call in other nearby ’ships.”  

Eldren shook his head and started the laborious process of changing the crystal. It wasn’t a simple task and depending on what went wrong, it could cost too much time. But what choice did he have?  

“What happened to it?” Eldren asked as he got the cover off and started disabling the protections to get to the crystal.  

“Does it matter?” The councilman was snappy, foot tapping an uneven rhythm on the floor.  

Eldren bit his tongue against something more colorful. “It might. If it’s a problem with the machine itself, and not just an issue with the crystal, I don’t have time to fix it. You’ll have to use the backup.”  

“Whatever. Just do it.”  

Lavorna. He was councilman Lavorna. Eldren glanced at the man as he worked. He was short, with unremarkable features and hair that had gone steel colored early in life. He looked out the door to the room as if he was waiting for someone, before turning back to Eldren. “Well?”  

Eldren peeked at the crystal, noting the spiderweb cracks on it. “It broke all right.” He frowned as he worked it out, careful not to cut himself on the sharp edges. What happened? There’s no reason it should have broken. “You got the other one?”  

“Here.” He pulled a new one out of his robes and passed it over. Eldren inspected it to make sure it wouldn’t crack, heart sinking when he realized it wouldn’t matter. Working as fast as he dared, he reseated the crystal, hooked up the wires, and checked the tubes. Eldren then hit the reset and flicked a switch, holding his breath as it hummed to life. 

“Finally,” Lavorna said as the bank lit up, all bright green and ready to radio out to wherever Lavorna needed. 

“Just let me put the panel back on.”  

“No need.” Lavorna all but pushed Eldren out of the room. “Best be on your way,” he said and shut the door.  

Eldren shook his head and jogged off towards the armory. Phae would have come and gone by now, he was sure. He swore again as he fought the crowd, who were going in the opposite direction he was heading.  

Finally, he reached the door he was looking for. Opening it, someone thrust equipment into his hands. “Here,” a gruff woman said, pressing a cutlass, bandolier, and a shield bracelet at him. “You’re late.”  

“Sorry,” he said, strapping everything on. Taking the spell cannon, a handheld version of the bigger ones on both air and sea-faring vessels, he popped a cartridge in and slipped it into the spot it lived. The spell cannons had dark wooden handles and brass fixtures, an alternative to the black powder guns that fired shots. Based on shotguns, it would swing open to load one of the precious spell cartridges into, much faster than the black powder pistols many others carried. The cartridge held alchemical components that would explode on contact. A heavy weight settled in his chest as his hand lingered on the grip. He knew the cartridges would be useless against Aurelius and his nightmarish lieutenants, the Resurrected. He had seen their power firsthand as a kid. They would work fine against any other undead, but the undead were less of a problem than the overpowered Resurrected; they were the ones who controlled the undead on behalf of Aurelius.  

“Just buy enough time to get Phaedra and Demeter out through the tunnels,” she said. “Don’t save the day.”  

“I don’t have a death wish.” Making sure he fastened everything correctly, he spun around and raced to the front gates, hoping Phae and Demeter had waited.  

***


As Eldren exited Temple’s walls and headed toward the main Sanctuary gates, he saw the massive flying fortress hovering just outside. It was jet black, powered by the same magic that let the airships fly. The fortress was big enough to house an entire city from looking at it this close, and haphazardly built. It belonged to Aurelius and was a strange glossy collection of spires, walls, and walkways that caused his stomach to drop. Aurelius would usually send one or two men at a time on one of his own ’ships, not bring his entire battlement. Ignoring the implications, Eldren broke into a run and raced out the gates.  

Eldren ignored his sweaty palms as he saw Phae facing off against one of Aurelius’s lieutenants. Dressed in all black, Eldren screamed as the Resurrected raised his hands and called lightning down on Phae. Relief flooded through him when he saw Phae bring up her own shield, bubbling against the strike that would have killed anyone unlucky enough to be hit by it. His relief was gone in moments when he didn’t see Demeter anywhere, though. It was just Phae, standing off against a man dressed in black armor.  

Eldren drew his cutlass as he came to a stop on Phae’s right-hand side. She barely glanced at him. “We have to go,” he said as more lightning arced toward them, dissipating on the shields.  

“He has Demeter!”  

Eldren tightened his grip on his sword as a ’ship landed just behind the Resurrected Phae was standing off against. “We have to go, now!” Shots fired from the cannons on the ’ships, the roar deafening him. The cannonballs slammed into the wall surrounding Temple, causing the ground to shake. As hoped, the walls held, supported by heavy-duty magic designed to withstand assault. It wouldn’t last, however.  

A second ’ship landed as Phae fiddled with her hand cannon. Eldren stepped up behind her and readied his shield as The Magus, the lieutenant that they were facing, arced more lightning toward them. She dropped her own bubble and held a hand up. “Impede!” She barked, the word making the Magus stumble. He shook it off as Eldren shielded them both.  

“Phae, we can’t win this.” He sheathed his weapon and took her arm, feeling the tension running through her body. He didn’t have to see her face to know she was crying. 

“Let me shoot this bastard and we can make a break for it.”  

“On three.” He gritted his teeth and braced himself.  

“Three.”  

Eldren dropped the shield and Phae fired, to no effect. The Magus didn’t even raise a shield so much as absorb the hit like it was nothing. Eldren stepped away and shielded himself. Phae did the same before turning around to dash through the gates.  

The guards that were supposed to be there were gone. They must have been killed when Demeter was. He went to one gate while Phae took the other, and they got them both closed. “It’s not going to hold.”  

“I know,” Phae said, swiping a hand across her eyes. A volley from the cannons hit the walls, making them shudder.  

“We have to go.” His voice was gentle but firm. 

An explosion sounded, causing part of the wall to crack and bow. Phaedra jumped as Eldren did, both of them booking it just inside Temple doors.  

There were stragglers here, people that should have evacuated already. Eldren got separated from Phae as they scrambled to find cover, a sea of people between them as they surged towards the safety of Temple, deep inside Sanctuary. His palms were slick with sweat as he looked around. Over to one side, he could see her huddled with some priests and civilians, who were praying just inside the arches inside Temple itself. Why were so many people here still?   

“Help us,” begged an old man with what looked like his grandkids as bombs thundered against Sanctuary walls.  

“Why didn’t you take a tunnel?” Eldren asked, trying to block out the sounds from just behind him. 

“I tried; they were turning people away.”  

A lump formed in Eldren’s throat. Glancing over at Phaedra again, he saw her huddled against the wall at her back, face pale as another bomb went off. Looking back at the man, he decided. “Come with me. I know where one is that you can escape through.”  

The man gathered up the surrounding people. Eldren took off, leading them through hallways that should have been emptier than they were. People huddled against the walls, praying to the dead gods for mercy that wasn’t coming. Eldren tried to convince a few to follow him, but fear paralyzed them, white showing all around their eyes.  

Looking back to make sure he still had the group of people following him, he pushed through the crowd. As they approached the doorway hidden here, there were fewer people, but no one was moving towards the exits.  

A shoulder broke the lock on the door he was looking for. They used the room for storage, but at the back was a secret that only a few at Temple knew about. “This way,” he said, unlocking the hidden door. “Follow the marks on the walls,” he said. “There is gear stashed near the door; take what you need.”  

The man ushered everyone through before him. “Aren’t you coming?”  

Throat tight, Eldren shook his head. “I have to get more people out,” he said. 

The man nodded and stepped through, so Eldren closed the door.  

Eldren made a mad dash back to the entrance as a loud boom sounded, followed by what sounded like the wall giving away. He drew up short as he saw the undead pouring through the holes in the now breached inner wall of Temple. Where were the rest of the defenses? Looking around, he didn’t see Phae anywhere, so he took off for the armory. He knew at the back was where the defense mechanisms were. He couldn’t save the people here, but maybe he could save a few that were deeper inside Temple.  

This time Eldren was moving with the crowd. He stopped to help up a woman who had gotten knocked down in the crush of people but didn’t stick around long enough to make sure she was okay.  

Taking a different hallway than most of the crowd, Eldren ran into the armory, where Phae wasn’t. No one was here. A few of the weapon crates were opened already, but there weren’t many things taken as there should have been. Where were the guards? The militia? Eldren glanced at the doorway and ran out. He needed to get to the defense room.








  
  
Chapter 3: Phaedra




It was supposed to be Demeter. She wasn’t supposed to die. Demeter was supposed to save the world. The prophecy machine chose her. Instead, they killed her, dragged her corpse off, and left Phaedra to defend a place that was going to fall no matter what anyone did.   

The building shuddered as another volley hit it, causing plaster dust to rain down around them. Phaedra winced as she heard the shatter of glass elsewhere. She wondered where Eldren was as booms sounded; the magical bombs Aurelius used were a frightening force all on their own. Phaedra gasped, memories of running away from those sounds in the forefront of her mind. Recollections of fleeing with Demeter to escape the fighting that killed their parents flooded her mind. Phaedra looked around. She wasn’t running away again.  

She grabbed the arm of the person next to her; his name was Raul, and had made the trip across Laralas with her, Demeter, and Eldren all those years ago. “I need your help!” she yelled over the sounds of fighting.  

“Anything! Tell me what to do!” Phaedra smiled; it wasn’t a pleasant expression.  

“This way,” she said, levering him to his feet. She dragged him through the shaking temple to a door. Phaedra broke the simple lock and beckoned Raul to follow her.  

“We need more men,” he whispered as she led him down hallways and through doors until they got to the armory.  

“I know, but I can’t take the time. We have to trust the other senior priests.” Phaedra went over to a crate and ripped the top off, revealing spell cartridges. “Explosive fire,” she said, already reaching for another crate. “Acid,” she murmured, looking at the cartridges inside the second crate as she considered the contents. Acid wasn’t used much anymore, so they were pointless to grab. Just another relic of a bygone era. Looking at them, Phaedra couldn’t fathom a use that wasn’t covered by the fire cartridges. “Ah. Magical shields,” she said as she opened a third. “Give me a hand,” she said, unpacking it. “There are personal ones in here. Grab one,” she said. “We need to get the bigger one set up.” She pulled out three clay disks with strange symbols painted on them. “There should be a bag of jewels in here,” she continued, handing Raul the clay disks. Temple had withstood Aurelius because of their defense systems. The shields wouldn’t stop the undead that were already inside, but that wasn’t the only trick Temple had up its sleeve. 

Sounds of footsteps came towards them. Phaedra stepped in front of the priest she had grabbed, activating her own shield bracelet. A bright, crystalline bubble snapped up as the footsteps burst into the room. Phaedra exhaled, her chest relaxing, as she saw it was more Temple priests and priestesses.  

“I found the crate with the protective wards,” Phaedra said, dismissing the shield. “Raul here said he’d help me place the wards.”  

The priest in charge, a grizzled old man with a white beard, nodded. “Hurry.”  

Phaedra hefted the disks. Turning towards Raul, she beckoned him to follow and led him deeper into the Temple.  

Footsteps sounded behind them. Phaedra shoved Raul to one side and held up the arm with the shield bracelet, bubbling them in a white glow. She tensed, wishing she had a free hand, and then relaxed as she saw it was Eldren. The elf she had come to Temple with as a kid jogged up to her.

“Hey, I hoped I’d find you here.”  

“Help me place the wards,” she said, pushing a disk into his hand. “Raul, take the other one,” she said, also passing one to him. “All you have to do is place it in the slot and activate it. It’ll do the rest.”  

Raul took the control disk and went over to the station where it fit. He glanced at Phaedra. “On three,” she said, preparing to activate the mechanism with everyone else. “One. . . two. . .” explosions sounded as the doors were hit. “Three!” she yelled, slapping the disk in and touching the panel. The disk whirred to life, the mechanism holding it spinning around as the symbols painted on it lit up. Phaedra stepped back as the doors exploded inwards, swearing because she hadn’t set the jewels yet.  

Turning, she drew her spell cannon and took a shot. She hit the man in front, causing him to catch fire. More explosions sounded, and she raised her personal bubble and activated it in time to avoid a hit. The energy dispersed over her shield, getting drawn into it to store the energy for later use. Ducking behind something, all Phaedra could hear were explosions as they all fired spell cannons. She hoped everyone was safe as she peered around the corner of the box she was behind to fire another shot and dropping someone else.  

Silence. She waited for a full twenty seconds before glancing around her half-destroyed box. Eldren crept out from behind a pillar. Phaedra bit back a cry, eyes tearing when she saw Raul’s lifeless body. He had taken a shot from a spell cannon that cooked him to a crisp. He was dead before he hit the ground. Phaedra then turned her attention to the people they’d killed. They weren’t Resurrected; whoever they had been fighting died too easily. They also weren’t zombies or ghouls, as they were too intelligent. 

She looked around, alarmed at the distant sound of fighting. “Something’s wrong,” she said. “Eldren, you need to get out of here.”  

Eldren looked at Phaedra, horror written all over his face. “Phae, I can’t just leave you.”  

“I can handle myself. You, however, need to leave. I’ll meet you at Harbor City. Just go.”  

Eldren hesitated. “Phae I—”  

“Go out the back, quick!” she said as she prepared to block the entryway. “I’ll catch up with you!” Eldren just stared at her. Phaedra could feel how torn he was; the look on his expressive face said it all. “I can protect myself. I got us here as kids, didn’t I?” she challenged him. “If you trust me, let me take care of this.” Phaedra loaded another cartridge into the spell cannon. “The faster you run, the more time I have to watch your back,” she said, staring at him unflinchingly.  

“Be safe, Phae,” he said, taking off for the door in the back that would lead to the catacombs underneath the city. She heard the bolt slide into place and knew that no one was getting through that door fast enough to catch him. There were secrets underneath the city that she couldn’t find, but he would.  

The footsteps grew closer, and as Phaedra readied herself for the second wave, she froze as howls went up. The footsteps came into the room; it was a red-haired man in a black turtleneck and pants, with a black cuirass over everything, with some decaying dogs sniffing the ground and growling. Phaedra held the cannon up and fired. The roar deafened her as the spell slammed into the man on the right, igniting him. Phaedra dashed around as she readied a second shot, taking aim with one hand while readying her shield bracelet with the other.  

The cannon roared in her hand and hit the second man as the first of the hounds lunged at her. Phaedra screamed in rage and shielded herself as the first dog collided with it. It lit up, throwing off sparkles as the dog jumped back. A second one came up, snarling and drooling as it crept up on her. Shit. She needed two hands to load the cannon again and was short the hand holding up the shield.  

“Just give up,” a smooth voice said from the doorway. Phaedra looked up, glowering, as the hounds’ controller smirked at her.  

“I’m not going down without a fight, Houndmaster,” she said, holstering her gun and freeing her cutlass. The two dogs circled Phaedra, waiting for her to drop her shield.  

The Houndmaster laughed. “You can’t fight bubbled like that, and once you drop it, my dogs will catch you. It’s hopeless.”  

Phaedra edged around the room, looking around her for something. One dog lunged at her when she turned her head too far away, slamming into her shield. “They can wear it down to nothing by flinging themselves at it if you wish. No spells here to recharge it after all.”  

He had Phaedra trapped. She gripped her sword as tight as she could, swinging at the dog on the right as she dropped the shield. Loud, mocking laughter sounded as the sword bit into the dog right as the one on her left lunged. Phaedra screamed in pain as she shoved her shield arm in the dog’s mouth to keep it off her throat. Slashing it, she nearly vomited at the thick, cloying smell of decaying meat as the blade bit into its abdomen. The other one didn’t smell this bad when I struck it. The dog let go and Phaedra tried to kick it, but it had some fight left in it even as it died for a second time. Too late, Phaedra saw a third dog lunge for her. She tried to swat it away, but it landed, rebounded, and lunged at her to knock her back. She felt claws bite into her thigh and abdomen as it latched onto her throat. Phaedra gasped in surprise; a thick bubbling sound was all that came out as she lost consciousness.









