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Prologue

A Flutter of Memory
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The slave-abbots of the Shrine of Vul Tarpaan rarely rang the pocked, black iron bell hung high in its decrepit cupola.

But someone was hammering it now.

Missiva stood unsteadily from the carpet unrolled on the floor of her chamber, had been attempting meditation in the manner the abbots had taught her. Repetition of the Tenets of Reality, they’d told her, would center her mind, purge it of the imagery that had driven her from her home and her love, driven her into a fog of madness.

It sounded like that madness outside.

Wobbling for a moment to work the feeling back into her legs, she stumbled for the window. She’d left it open, despite the chill of the early winter’s day, despite the abbots’ protests. But the cool had comforted in its weird way, conflicting with the throbbing warmth of her chamber’s hearth fire. That cool met her, snowflakes ice-dappling her face as she shoved the shutters fully wide to look out.

The Shrine spread below her, a narrow angle of walls and paired keeps joined by curtain walls encircling a courtyard. Perched atop a slender plateau of rock, its sides plunged down cliff faces to snow-dusted woods almost lost in mist below. In the highest floor of the largest of the two keeps, her vantage allowed her to take in the Ryoth Valley stretching north into the hazy distance, the Wizen Mountains clenching in on either side.

Barely visible, dark spires climbed from a mountain face into the gravestone bleak skies; the clawed outline of Castle Varonov.

Home.

Another crash of the bell from the cupola, capping the narrow tower atop the Shrine’s other keep, throbbed through the air. A screech split the frosty heavens, cutting over the ongoing cacophony. Missiva frowned as claws of recognition scrawled along her nerves. She looked to the sky, blinking as a snowflake caught in an eyelash.

A winged shape streaked out of the haze, diving for the Shrine. Scaley limbs and twin fire-fleck eyes danced against the grey. Those sparks brightened, seemed to affix upon her. The shape—the creature—changed course, veered towards her window. Imp, she knew, was experienced enough of a sorceress to identify the kind. Lesser demon, often summoned to serve as companion or familiar.

In fact, a part of her thought, seizing up, I have summoned one...

“Get away from the window, My Lady!”

Missiva spun to see a slender, gray-haired, gray-eyebrowed man in the black robes of the slave-abbots burst into her room. The Elder Father’s normally gentle, patient features wrenched in fear and fury as he lunged towards her. She fell back from the window as he took her place, facing out into the sky.

“I told you to keep it closed!” he snapped.

“I’m sorry,” she started to reply.

But he wasn’t listening, had a hand up as his lips moved with a spell. Magic prickled the air, tickling in Missiva’s blood. The slave-abbots of Tarpaan all had some knowledge of the eldritch arts. But most of them focused their energies on the intricacies of mind-magic. That was what the Vuls had founded them for; to help folk accept their places in the world and to purge it of impure thoughts.

The Elder Father, it seemed, had talents beyond that. The air outside the window to Missiva’s room shimmered as a barrier materialized before it. An anti-magic shield, she knew from her own skills. And competently done. She could have managed the same, and far more potent, were her mind not in so shattered a state.

The imp plunged for the window, yowling something. Missiva winced, backed further from the opening, cringed in upon herself. It was the same as it had been before; a trigger, and then a cascade of the unwanted thoughts. Raz had suggested they came from too much of her sorcerous experimentation. But they felt like memories.

“Stay back!” the Elder Father demanded with his hand still held high as the bat-winged shape hurtled for them.

Memories...they tormented Missiva. They haunted her sleep, so much that she had refused to go to bed, paced endless dark hours at night. But that only brought the collapse, and the images found her anyway.

The imp slammed into the Elder Father’s barrier and white magic-fire flung it back. Trailing smoke, the creature shrieked and fluttered to stay airborne. The fiery eyes glared and fangs flashed like a tangle of tiny blades. With a furious, leathery pounding it regained altitude and pivoted in midair, raised both hands towards the window.

A shaft of demon fire lanced forth and slammed into the barrier. The Elder Father grunted as though punched in the gut. His upraised arm shivered with effort. But the barrier held.

The brilliance of it bit Missiva’s eyes. She backpedaled and her heel caught the edge of the heavy rug upon which she’d sat. Balance upended and she fell, slammed to the floor, pain jolting up her spine from her tailbone. She flopped onto one side, cupped her hands to her ears, tried to crush her eyes shut.

But she still saw the images.

She saw a rough-hewn, brown-haired man seated at a scarred table on a patio in front of a tavern, surveying customers. One hand clenched an ale mug. The other never drifted too far from the battered Legion sword sheathed at his hip. Behind him, a monstrous figure of red-brown muscles and scars stood, grinning through a hideous jut of mismatched canines, hands folded together over the head of a massive, double-bladed axe. But neither looked ready to wield it. Mirth creased his hideous features.

Missiva saw a diminutive figure stomping up and down a table top on the patio while onlookers cheered to something he said. Those cheers rose to near-deafening as the tiny, heavily-bearded being—a gnome, she knew—held a frothing mug high and declared something that left his audience rolling in laughter.

From the edge of that crowd, a strange pair watched and grinned. One of these, a lithe, pale woman of almost inhuman beauty seemed to look towards her, jade eyes narrowing. The elf-like features tightened with some hint of impatience or anger. But there was worry there, too, and care. An auburn strand of air draped into her face and she brushed it back, looked at the man at her side.

This one was staring, straight into Missiva’s soul with silvery eyes affixed in a face darkened to near-ebon by the sun of some distance land. He pulled a cowl back from those features and his lips moved with a word.

A name.

“Danelle!” the imp screamed.

Her eyes popped back open and she struggled to sit up.

“That’s what they called you!” the little demon called over the crackle of his failing magical attack. The scouring, magma glare fluttered out and the imp circled away from the window, appeared to be searching for some other advantage. “Don’t you remember?”

“Hear not its lies, My Lady!” the Elder Father commanded, heaving from his efforts, his arm still held high before the window. “It speaks in the Infernal Tongue!”

But its words had sounded very real.

The Father’s voice rasped now, words of a very different sort babbling out from his sweaty lips. All of him shook as a fresh spell built up within him, felt to Missiva like the sizzle before a lightning bolt smacks the ground.

But the release came not from some blasting bolt of power; it came from the skies.

The air hissed and hammered. Clouds of dark billowed up from the hazy depths of the valley below the Shrine. They emerged from the crags of the surrounding mountains. As they spread towards the heights, encircled it, a vast, knife-across-a-whetstone skirl encompassed all. Clouds unraveled, became individual shapes. Shapes became beating wings and glinting eyes.

Bats. Hundreds of bats.

The imp screamed in fury as it circled once more, its blazing gaze casting one way and the other, seeing the host enclosing its every escape route. It held out a hand and let loose another bolt of its demon-power. The blade of hellfire cut through the nearest swarm and winged shapes blowtorched from existence, fragments tumbling from the slate skies in twists of spark and smoke. But the blast might as well have been a sword thrust into smoke. The rest swerved away from the writhing bolt and dived for their prey.

“Danelle!” the imp wailed one last time. “It’s you, My Lady!”

The Elder Father backed away from the window, tried to force Missiva with him. But she wouldn’t retreat another step, was held transfixed by the scene.

The imp thrashed across the sky as the closest of the bats reached it. Black wings pummeled. Claws and fangs flashed. Another demon-blast split the air and bat-flesh shattered, spun earthward in flaming bits.  The imp writhed loose and shot away from the Shrine. The leathery multitudes squirmed after it, the susurrus of their countless passages an ongoing flood that faded slowly.

The dark of them, and the imp, vanished into the mists and flurries. The continued clamor of the Shrine bell bade them farewell with its terrible discordance.

Danelle...

“My Lady!” the Elder Father squawked and grabbed Missiva by the shoulders. “Are you alright?”

He gave her a shake, so hard her teeth clacked together. Driven by the sudden pain, she twisted loose of his grip. Haughtiness and rage filled her. She was the Arch-Witch of Ryoth, Consort-Countess of Arov, not some silly girl this slave-abbot could just manhandle like that!

Wasn’t she?

A flinch of realization crossed the Father’s narrow, pale face. “I’m sorry, My Lady.”

“That thing...” she rasped, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I knew it. What was it?”

“Rebel trickery,” the Elder Father replied, almost too quickly, too certainly. “Their forces have been falling back near the outskirts of Arov after their defeat at Vul Skaatera.”

She tossed her head back and forth. The images she’d seen, the name that thing had called her. Those had sounded like reality, like truth. The Father’s explanations rang hollow, had the flimsiness of a lie.

“What was that thing it was saying to me?”

“Gibberish,” the slave-abbot insisted. “Some prattling in its vile language. The rebels have been spawning them to spread rumors and panic to the commoners.” He touched her arm, very cautiously. “You can’t let it frighten you.”

“I’m not frightened,” she snapped. But the vehemence weakened quickly. The images jumbled, lost their clarity, intermixed into a swirl of color and confusion. This was the way it always went. “I’m...”

“Confused,” the Elder Father finished for her. “I know. This disturbance has brought back the sickness, hasn’t it?”

“Sickness?” She felt him leading her, cajoling her to the room’s single, small bed. She didn’t want to go, but her head throbbed, felt as though it’d rupture from the images.

“Madness, my dear.” He shook his head and tsked as he guided her gently onto the cushions, then drew the covers over her. “You were doing so much better.” The bell had stopped its punishing clang. He held up a hand to the window, muttered a quick incantation, and the shutters slid closed. “Now, we will have to work harder.”

“Work?” Missiva started to sit up again. That word, that name tormented her. “What work?”

“Sssh.” He pressed her back into the sheets. “Not now, My Lady. There’ll be time for that later. There’ll be time before He arrives to see you again.”

“Who?”

The Elder Father’s near-white features looked momentarily fearful.

“You husband, of course. Lord Razmayann.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One

Unfinished Business
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Teelee was gone. Again.

Vohl Rhenn knew it before he was fully awake, jerking upright from the tangle of his blankets. Blinking sleep from his eyes, he took in the burnt-out storefront in the ruins of the Golden City of Mauvynn that they’d claimed as camp. A fire guttered fitfully in the middle of the floor, illuminating Muddle, Dodso, and Brynhilde unconscious in a half-circle around it.

But no Teelee.

A glance towards the ragged coverlet they’d thrown up as a curtain across what had been a window showed the fabric left slightly drawn askew, allowing a flutter of snow-dappled chill to puff through.

Vohl reached for his sword belt and shot to his feet. Buckling it on hastily, he gave Muddle a swift kick. The half-hobgoblin jolted and piggish, yellowy eyes fluttered open, gleaming to match the curve of the battle axe he hugged close to his chest. Any other man would have already been dead for disturbing the brute’s sleep.

“It’s Teelee,” Vohl hissed into the chill quiet.

The half-hobgoblin sat up, murder leaving his stare to be replaced by fear. “I thought you were watching her?”

“I was...damn...” Vohl gave himself a shake. “We were talking and the night got so long and I just...” Instinctively, he touched his neck and couldn’t help his relief when fingertips came away clean, not having found wounds. Relief quickly wrenched into panic, though. “We’ve got to go out!”

Muddle was already on his feet, nearly striking his head on a ceiling built to the more standard dimensions of elf-kind. He nodded towards the other two. “What about them?”

Dodso curled around an emptied wine bottle, snoring raucously, gnomishly. Brynhilde Stonesplitter hadn’t budged, either, resting so peacefully they could’ve mistaken her for a dwarven effigy atop a casket, on her back with the rise and fall of the axe in her hands the only indication of life.

Vohl shook his head. “Just you and me, this time.”

Thrusting the improvised curtain aside, Vohl lurched out into the night.

Snow pricked the flesh as they stood for a moment in the jagged, looming ruins of what had once been the greatest city of Elven kind in the world. War and the death of the magic that had sustained its eldritch existence had left the Golden City a shadow of itself—really, almost a corpse. Sorcery-fueled lights that would have once glittering along its nighttime boulevards were now inert globes, many shattered and left in crystalline splinters along cobblestone streets. Facades of fascinating craft were smeared in sooty fire blemishes, made even more vivid by the snow falling upon the city—biting cold that hadn’t scathed this place in two-and-a-half millennia having come again.

But Vohl—who’d seen the destruction of the city’s magic—didn’t concern himself with it. The only magic he cared about was that that he shared with a red-haired former-barmaid, and whatever foul necromancy had compelled her out into the snowy dark, once more.

“Tracks.” Muddle knelt to the street, to a patch of still-melting snow. He raised his axe and pointed across the city square along which they’d camped. “That way.”

Vohl found the tracks, appearing on snow spots, disappearing on damp pavement, and started after them.

Someone coughed brokenly into the night as the tense pair scuttled along the darkened street. A child let out a whimper. A dog barked, wailed. Even more distantly, more ominously, a wolf called from the mountains outside the city, a wilderness that seemed to encroach ever closer as the last vestiges of Mauvynn’s wizardry cooled.

Torchlight and firelight fluttered yellowy and forlorn from windows and rubble as Vohl and Muddle followed Teelee’s trail. Ragged shapes sometimes huddled about these blazes. Quick glances showed once-proud elvish features, staring battered and beaten into the glimmers. Vohl gave most a wide berth, ever vigilant for elves with weapons and torches, the watch Mauvynn’s remaining government had posted to keep order in the increasingly chaotic ruin.

Vohl kept watch, too, for signs of a bloodier sort—prayed they didn’t find them.

The trail led them to the White Way, one of the city’s main thoroughfares, which had once led up to its most holy place, the White Spires, now blackened jags, barely seen in the hazy darkness above. Snow lent truth to the street’s name, blanketed it in fresh fall and providing distinct tracks.

Vohl grimaced to look upon them; bare footprints. The chill already bit his ears, his fingers, set his booted toes to tingling. That Teelee could wander the ruins in the dark, in the cold spoke to an inner fire—a hunger—that terrified him.

For a moment, he almost didn’t want to find her.

Muddle’s hand clamped over his shoulder and dragged him off to the shadows between fire-light windows. Hooves clacked on cobbles down the Way from them and a pair of riders rounded a corner ahead. Vohl clenched in close to his half-breed partner and watched them pass, the elves in the blue-enameled lamellar of one of the great elvish houses, brilliant with their steel, yet somehow pitiful, riding patrol in the wreckage of their civilization. Proud, haughty beings who’d once ridden charges against goblinoid hordes now policed their own kind for looters, thieves, and the utterly desperate.

Their passage dredged up a faint stench, too, one that never quite seemed to fade. Death. Rot. Corruption, sickly, yellowy-sweet. And it wasn’t just the sad illness of the dying city or the suffering of its barely-surviving populace; it was the taint of the thing that had destroyed it.

The Undead.

The peoples of Mauvynn had labored intensely to clear out the detritus left after the Undead War of only months ago. With frantic energy, they’d hauled bodies gone mercifully still and inanimate again from the rubble, buried and consecrated them, once more. But the effluvium of those horrid legions, who’d shambled these streets, adding to their ranks with slaughter, lingered like filth under a fingernail, oiliness on the skin.

Vohl knew. He’d helped in that foul work. With a shudder, “We have to find Teelee.”

“It’s not for lack of trying,” Muddle growled and nudged him on as the elvish riders clacked out of sight around another corner.

The footprints meandered down to what had been a major intersection and turned left, southward towards the riverfront. Vohl remembered this stretch, where some of the most calamitous and desperate fighting of the War had played out. He and his friends had stood amongst the elves, tried and failed to hold back the unliving as they clambered across the River Caelaema, which bisected the city.

Now, tent-cities lined either bank of the waterway, a muddy profusion of rags and campfire glitters and tattered shadows, shifting as the snow whitened them. Smoke hung low over the shanties, along with the stench of illness and the unwashed. These were refugees from the countryside, where supplies had run out, as had order. They’d flowed into the relative safety of what remained of the Golden City. And they’d overwhelmed it.

And it overwhelmed Vohl to look upon it—all of it—now.

“Damn...”

Muddle gulped audibly. “The tracks go down there.” His eyes regarded the churned sludge of the mud between tents balefully.

Vohl groaned. “How in the Nine Hells are we going to find her in that?”

A broken scream answered him.

“Damn!”

The pair broke into a sprint, half-sliding, half-careening down through the chaotic shanty-maze. Elves flung out of their way, the pair of hulking, armed figures as terrifying as anything the forlorn figures had likely seen. Mutters and hisses followed in their wake. More disturbance rippled out from the scream ahead of them. Another squeal, high and trembling, gave the pair reason to alter course, lunging leftward, down closer to the river. The ground was slop along here, boots catching, sucking, slowing them.

Crowding ahead drew Vohl. Haste caused him to trip, go down in a splatter of bone-chilling muck. Muddle grabbed him by the nape of his cloak, dragged him aloft with one hand, while the other clenched his axe. The air charged with alarm and anger around them.

That anger sharpened as Muddle plunged through the crowd. The Mauvynn elves, even fallen upon hard times, were not a meek folk and some were reaching for weapons, especially at the sight of the monstrous—part-hobgoblin—mass shouldering in amongst them. Steel flashed openly as he and Vohl reached the source of the disturbance.

Elves circled a single, sputtering fire and a sad twist of canvas thrown up as a shelter. Most clenched blades or improvised weapons as they hovered close. An elvish maiden struggled, wailing, as a couple held her back. The object of her terror clenched before them all in the sad, dying light of the flames.

Vohl almost didn’t recognize the feral, tattered shape crouched like a half-starved wolf in the mud as Teelee. Firelight flashed in her eyes, lingered almost too long with its reddish glow. Her ginger mane bristled out, wild and filth-clotted. Her pale flesh seemed almost translucently pale. And foam collected at the corners of her cracked lips.

They peeled back from clenched teeth that gleamed almost sharply in the fire glow.

Oh, Hyrus and the Saints, no...

“Teelee!” Vohl bellowed in half-terror. “Teelee, stop! What are you doing?”

In her arms she clenched an elvish child, scooped up in its sleep, by the look. The girl hung limply in her grasp and Vohl’s heart stopped as he searched the little form for a sign of life—or a sign of blood. The elves sired few children, anymore, and to have even one slain would go beyond a bad omen; it would mean murderous rage turned upon all who’d had a part.

And murder stared back at Vohl now, as Teelee looked up from her prey at him. The fiery-hued eyes locked with his. His pulse hammered in the veins, twitching the length of his neck as though the arteries were being drawn further to the surface by her stare. He gripped his sword handle till the fingers numbed, but couldn’t draw the weapon, held in place by the malevolence of her snarling visage.

She was locked in another state, another existence—the plane of the Damned, the Undead, the creatures that had held her hostage and tormented and fed upon her. She was held still by that evil, though her captors and torturers had all been sent back to the Hells. She was consumed by the wickedness of their Master, the Warlock, the being that had brought horror to both the Valley of Mauvynn, but also their own home Valley of Remordan.

“Teelee...” Vohl pinched his eyes shut to regain control of his own mind. When he opened them again, he consciously avoided looking right into her gaze. “Teelee, please, love; let that child go.”

The sound of his voice sent a ripple across her face. Some of the glow left her stare and confusion creased her brow. She looked down dumbly and flinched at the unconscious elf-child in her clutches. Her shoulders rose and fell as rasping breaths entered her. Those rattled into sobs of horror and tears rushed forth, splashing down across her cheeks and speckling the child, who twitched suddenly. Silvey-blue eyes popped open and the kid grimaced in fright.

“Teelee...”

“Oh, Vohl,” she gasped and dropped the child.

The elf girl struck the muck and scrambled free of her with a bleat of terror. What was obvious as her mother now snapped her up and drew her from sight in a swirl of ragged cloaks. In her wake, livid-faced elves bared their teeth and scowled as they brandished weapons and started to move in upon Teelee.

“Wait!” Vohl sprang into the center of their circle, cutting off approach as he drew his notched Legion steel singing from its sheath. He held it before him as he shielded Teelee with his free arm. “Hold!”

“What was she doing to her?” one of the elf refugees demanded.

“She’s with us,” Vohl declared, refusing to yield a step as the frightened elves closed in. “She’s” he glanced over his shoulder at Teelee “lost her mind after all the tragedies.”

“She was going to steal the girl,” another elf snarled. “I saw it. Looked like she intended horrid things.”

“You don’t know that,” Muddle rumbled, joining Vohl and Teele in the trap of the circle, clenching his battle axe before him and grinning maniacally at the elves. “None of you knows anything!”

“We know how to deal with goblin-kind,” the first elf sneered.

Muddle’s grin acquired the toothy flash of mayhem. “And maybe some of you will.” He gestured with his axe at the speaker. “But not before you get a taste of this, friend.”

“Nobody’s getting a taste of anything!” Vohl cut him, glancing about frantically. They could handle a dozen or more by themselves, but not without killing someone. “Friends, please! We are guests of Lord Berevan! Allies of yours! Our friend is disturbed! She needs care!”

“Oh...oh, Vohl...” Teelee warbled, pawing at his back.

The elves remained frozen in place, a few casting glances at one another. A few, further to the rear, were retreating. The half-moon glint of Muddle’s massive axe, no doubt, had something to do with it. But the rest were regaining the shine of sanity to their faces, pulling away grudgingly. In the near-distance, someone was shouting. Further shouts echoed up across the refugee camp, passing from one tent cluster to another. Word was spreading.

They needed to get Teelee out of here.

“We’re taking her now,” Vohl declared and sheathed his sword, turned to pull Teele up into his arms. Certain she’d keep her feet, he looked about and added, “You won’t be bothered again.”

“We’d better not be,” someone snarled after them as the circle of nervous elves broke to let the trio leave.

“Just walk, Teelee,” Vohl whispered in the woman’s ear. “Don’t stop.” He glanced over his shoulder at Muddle, bringing up the rear with his axe still obvious for anyone who might like to try conclusions. “Anyone following?”

“No one,” the half-hobgoblin replied.

“Vohl...Vohl...” Teelee sobbed quietly against him. “It happened again.”

“Sssh,” he urged her. “Not here. Not now. It’s alright.”

“It’s not!” she hissed. “It’s Him, Vohl. I see him when I sleep. I see him when I wake. And I feel his hunger, all the time.” Her hands pawed at him, fingernails catching on seams in his leather vest, on his sleeve. “It’s my hunger, now.”

“Quiet, now, love. We just need to get you back to our fire.”

“I’m slipping away.”

“You’re not!” Vohl gave her a shake. “I’m not losing you now. We’ll get you help.” He glanced over his shoulder again at grim-faced Muddle. “I promise.”

***
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ILANAHL ALOICIL WATCHED as the remaining Elders of Mauvynn gathered around a scarred table dragged into the middle of what had been the Hall of Petition in the Golden City’s Mayoral Palace. Torches fluttered brightly but weren’t fully up to the task of lighting a chamber once-illuminated by magical globes that had floated overhead at all times. The walls still bore the abuse of the fighting that had spilled into the space. Everything looked diminished.

So too did the Elders, who still wore the finery of their stations, now tattered, faded, each of them looking very elder. 

But none looked more drained, more degraded than Tanaes, Mauvynn-Queen, who drifted like a specter to the head of the table and looked around at her ministers and commanders. “Tell me.”

Lord Luco Berevan, Illah’s sa’utana—her uncle and sponsor—unfurled a map across the tabletop and tapped a finger to it. “Our scouts have gotten as far south as Whispering Pass” he glanced over his shoulder toward Illah, who’d led that dangerous work “it is infested.”

“Goblins?” Tanaes asked with nostrils wrinkling in disgust.

“By the hundreds,” Berevan replied. “It appears they swept into the region in the wake of the undead, probably after the collapse of the magic that sustained them.”

Tanaes grimaced a little and Illah could guess at the content of her thoughts. That same magic, that had brought the living dead to their gates, had also been the sorcery that had lent Mauvynn its ages-old splendor. A polluted, doomed magic, it had turned out. The only way to save Elvendom from the rotten maws of the endless corpse legions had been to destroy the heart of its wizardry.

Berevan, who had already looked ancient before these calamities, tapped the map again. “The creatures have taken over the ruins of Vas Aelle and begin to move north.” He looked around at the others before letting his gaze settle upon his Queen. “There are several tribes and much in-fighting, but their numbers are too great to resist. They will have overrun the Lower Valley in a week.”

Muttering began, but the Queen held up a hand to still it. “You say ‘too great to resist’, my lord. Certainly, we have some strength left?” She turned and looked Illah’s direction, but not at Illah, herself.

The tall, white-blonde elf standing near the wall at Illah’s side, stepped forth towards the table. He’d patched and cleaned up his lamellar armor for the occasion, being the senior surviving member of the Yntuil, the elvish order of warrior-priests who doubled as hunters of demons, as well as defenders of the realm. Hadarai looked like an eagle, surveying the wreckage of its aerie after another bird had ravaged it.

“We can mobilize perhaps two thousand in total,” he reported. “Most of those will be militia, though experienced after the fighting. The Royal Guard and the City Watch have, maybe, three hundred between them.” His lips pressed to a bloodless line and Illah could tell he wanted to look at her. “Of the Yntuil Order, there remains no more than a dozen.”

And Illah would not count herself among them. Never again. Hadarai was a good elf, iron-willed, fair, and moral, and if anyone could rebuild the demolished Order, it was him. But she could not be a part of that. It was dead to her.

“What we have is hard-pressed to keep order in the city,” Hadarai went on. “Even against foes as foul and ill-disciplined as goblins, we will not have enough.”

The muttering resumed. Again, Tanaes silence it with a gesture. She turned her gaze upon Berevan. “So, we are back to the course you suggested a week ago?”

The old elf winced and nodded. “We are. We must abandon the Mauvynn Valley.”

Silence gripped the chamber. The pop of torches seemed loud and the breath of the gathered elders like distant thunder. Gazes dropped to the tabletop, the map. None would meet the Queen’s.

“It’s not merely a question of valor,” Berevan rasped. “Elvish steel will always win against goblinoid fecundity. But not when famine spreads and disease with it. The onset of winter—which few of us has had to face in thousands of years—as well as the destruction of many of our stores has left us unable to feed people.” He looked around, almost desperate. “My lords, my Queen, the bounty of Mauvynn is exhausted.”

The silence remained as answer.

“And you still press your previous suggestion?” Tanaes asked Berevan finally.

“I do,” he replied and turned from the table. “Master Dodso?”

With a jingle of the single bell still attached to one of his slippers, the gnome, who’d leaned against the wall at Illah’s other side, stepped forward. The elves watched with arched eyebrows as he joined them at the table and tried to stand up on tiptoes to see over its top. With a growl, the diminutive being gestured for them to stand back and leapt. Huffing, he got his arms and then upper torso over the top. Legs wiggling, rattling the single bell, he dragged himself up and came to stand on the tabletop.

Illah had to hide a grin as the gnome paced—his slipper ting-tinging—back and forth, appearing to regard the map with bushy brown eyebrows bunched. Had someone handed him a pint of ale, they would have completed the image. This was the natural arena of the gnomish politician from the Remordan Valley.

“The High Road Pass is still open?” he asked.

“It is,” Berevan answered. “Though goblins roam the Dry Bed Valley beyond.”

“In strength, though, a column could force its way,” Dodso said. He toed a part of the map. “They could reach Kobolon and my people.” He looked about at the glowering old elves. “They could reach the safety of the Remordan Valley before the worst of the snows grip the region. There, they’d have some of the protection of the Thyrrian Empire.”

“An exodus,” one of the Elders gasped and shook his head at the Queen. “The complete abandonment of our lands, our culture, our history.”

“You would prefer its erasure?” Tanaes replied coldly. “Its annihilation?”

The Elder started with a retort, but bit his lips and looked down. “Of course, not my Queen.”

She gauged the expressions of the other Elders, despite the wear of her station and the chain of disasters still sternly beautiful in white with sunrise-bright blonde hair. Some of her magic remained, both in powers and personality. “It’s not what I want, my lords. It’s not what any of us wants. But I have considered this course for some time.” She met Dodso’s eyes. “You are a Speaker of the Remordan Assembly, Master. Do you think Thyrr will take us in?”

Illah noted the gnome’s momentary squirm, something only someone who knew him well would notice. Their small party—the so-called “Heroes of the Valley”—had left the Valley in a rather less-than-heroic fashion. That Dodso gambled now on his reputation was the highest of bluffs. But thousands of elves migrating into the region were not likely to be turned away. Numbers, in this case, would work to their advantage.

“Mauvynn is Thyrr’s ally,” Dodso replied. “That has stood the test of time. I have no doubt you will be welcomed in your time of need.”

“Then it is settled,” the Queen declared. “My Lords, you will begin the preparations.”

“My Queen,” the Elder who had protested before spoke up. “This news will fall upon our people hard. If you would speak for the Elders, to them, it might soften the blow.”

“Of course, I will,” she replied. “And know that I thank you all in this hardest of times.”

The Elders broke up at that, moving away from the table into smaller groupings, the air aflutter with separate conversations, mutterings, schemes. Hadarai strode for an exit, moving with energy; what remained of the Yntuil would have much work. Berevan lingered by the Queen, whispering. Dodso jumped down from the table and strode towards Illah, grinning at her. This was the result they’d expected and hoped for. She detached herself from the wall and the pair started for an exit. The others would want to know.

“Ilanahl,” the Queen called.

She froze and turned slowly, catching Dodso’s quizzical look out of the corner of her eye. “My Lady?”

“Remain with Lord Berevan and I a moment, please.”

Dodso looked ready to protest, but Illah waved the gnome off. She started back towards the table, the ting-ting of his slipper ringing off into the distance at her back. The thump of a closed door cut it off, left her alone with her uncle and her Queen as she came to stand at the foot of the table, looking up over the map of doomed Mauvynn at them.

“I was hoping your Master Zerron would be with you today,” Tanaes said.

Illah didn’t quite manage to hide a wince. “He is...hard at work, Your Highness.”

“He is obsessing,” Berevan hissed. He shook his head at the Queen. “I put him up in one of my towers to continue his work in the hopes his research could suggest a way to replenish at least a little of the power from the remains of the Soul Tree.” A grimace deformed her uncle’s narrow face. “Instead, foulness is afoot. I can sense it, Sa’nayan.”

Illah kept her mouth clamped firmly shut until she could manage the emotions seething beneath the surface. “He is grieving, Sa’uvana.”

She let herself think of Danelle for the first time that day. Jayce Zerron’s young apprentice, who’d become a wizard in her own right, who’d turned out to be the reincarnation of a not-so-dead Warlock’s consort. Who’d perished, destroying that Warlock’s schemes for Mauvynn and the world.

“We are all grieving,” Berevan grumbled. “What your Master Zerron is doing goes beyond that.” He stepped around the table, came to her side. “He tinkers with powers he should not. All of my Vas Kaetera stinks of it now.” He set a hand upon her arm. “Necromancy...”

“Death magic,” Illah replied, “is what assailed these lands. It stains them still. Of course, he seeks some clue from that.”

Berevan scowled. “I fear he seeks to reverse that which cannot be.”

Illah looked away from him, tears stinging at the corners of her eyes with the truth of what he said, what she’d feared herself.

Jayce Zerron, Zerraxian, wizard, and the man she’d let herself come to love. She could see his ebony features and weird, silvery stare, imagine his enigmatic smile. But she’d encountered little of the latter since Danelle’s demise. The girl that had been as much daughter to him as apprentice had always been something of a wedge between them.

In death, she’d become a wall.

“It is of...not reversals,” Tanaes spoke up softly, “but of unfinished business I’d wished to speak of to Zerron.”

“And you know how I feel about this,” Berevan almost snarled at his Queen. Remembering himself, he governed his voice. “Your Highness.”

“I cannot complete this work,” the Queen replied shakily. “I am too close to it, as it is, and with each day, my powers weaken. I must conserve what I still have for our people.”

Hastily brushing away the moisture at her eyes, Illah turned back to them. “What is it that you speak of?”

Tanaes and Berevan exchanged a look before the Queen raised a hand and made a tiny gesture. The door to the chamber behind her clacked open at the command and a pair of elves in the white of the Queen’s personal, wizardly staff shuffled in. One of them, who Illah knew to be Umli, former Keeper of the Eldestone, carried a crudely-hewn box in his hands. He brought this to the table and set it upon the surface.

“No change?” the Queen asked Umli.

He shook his head with regret Illah could feel. Tending to the magical artifact that had been the heart of Mauvynn for thousands of years had been his life. To save that realm, they’d had to destroy the meaning of his existence. “It is as it’s been,” he replied. “There is little of the original light, only” he glanced uneasily at Illah “the corruption.”

The Queen winced, but nodded. “Show it to her.”

Umli bowed once and leaned in to cracked the lid of the box.

A sickly yellow glow spilled out. It had the hue of a dying sun, shining through a foul smoke, and its touch set Illah’s flesh to squirming. She frowned instinctively, nostrils flaring at a stink that wasn’t quite there. Blood slowed in the veins, chilled. Guts soured. She remembered tides of rotting corpses pursuing, attacking, unrelenting in their mindless hungering hatred of all living things. As her eyes adjusted to the light within the box, she knew why the memory throbbed to the fore.

A crystalline splinter, barely an inch long, lay upon a rag in the box. The wool had blackened where it touched it, crisped with some internal heat. The shard’s polluted illumination spoke of its infernal heat. It also told of its source.

“The Eldestone?” Illah gasped.

“We found it in the ruins of the White Spires,” Umli answered. He swallowed as though forcing down something bitter. “At first, we’d hoped...” He stopped himself, seemed to have to gather his strength to tell the rest. “But it is not alive with the powers of old. The hate that infested the Stone in the end is what sustains this remnant.”

“Razmayann?” The others flinched to hear Illah speak. But there was no sense denying it. The Warlock of Ryoth, who had brought his dark magic and rotting legions to these very halls, was not made more real by uttering his name. “I thought he was driven out when the Stone exploded?”

“His power in this place was defeated,” Tanaes replied. “But a fragment of him remains to haunt us, it seems.” She shuddered. “I had not wanted to do this, but this wizardry stymies us. I do not understand it, nor does Umli. More, I fear to risk another...” she swallowed “...temptation.”

Illah nodded in sympathy. That the Mauvynn-Queen had been ensnared by the Warlock through a centuries-long seduction was known to few. But she was one of them. The disgrace of that, the damage it had done, weighed visibly on the Queen’s face.

“I am diminished,” Tanaes moaned. “Mauvynn is dimished.” She looked up at Illah. “But your Master Zerron’s craft is not of our kind. He is Zerraxian, an Acolyte of the Sun. We thought, perhaps, his wisdom might avail us here.”

Illah stared into the glow of the shard of the Eldestone, thought for a moment of a blood splatter, left to clot on the floor after a murder. She suppressed a shudder. “I don’t know...perhaps.”

“At the least,” Tanaes said, “it might provide some clue as to the final moments of your friend.” She held up her chin. “At the most, maybe it will serve to help our people in some way.”

Illah shot Berevan a side look and caught the pained crinkle of his face before he hid it. Obviously, he shared none of his monarch’s hope for such an outcome.

“I can take it to him,” Illah said at last.

Her uncle had been right; Jayce was obsessed. More, he was maniacal. He’d shut himself away in the tower Berevan had provided. He’d shut himself away from her. He worked and researched and babbled like a lunatic. Her words consoled him not at all. Her presence, it seemed, repelled him.

But maybe, bringing this literal fragment of hope, she might cut through that madness.

She smiled crookedly to herself.

The Queen wasn’t the only one desperate, it seemed.

***
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JAYCE SOMETIMES CAME back to himself.

In one such moment, he found himself hovering over a slab in a dimly-lit laboratory, looking down upon a mutilated corpse, and recoiled in horror.

Sweat greasing his flesh, he backed away from the stinking pile of rot and bones. He glanced around at fluttering lanterns and grimy instruments piled on a table. His gaze went to the tool clenched in tacky, stained fingers, a scalpel crusty with foulness, and he gasped, released it. The metal clanged off the floor with an echo that reverberated in his skull.

What am I doing?

He held his hands up to his face, saw both blackened from fingertips to elbows with foulness. Stinks of decay warred with the near-caustic bite of the incense he left burning on a taper to overpower the former. A look over his shoulder showed him books heaped upon another table, taken from Lord Berevan’s library—some without telling his host first. One of these, a hateful tome of ancient Vullian burial incantations etched upon leathery pages of what Jayce suspected were skin, was smeared with bloody fingerprints. His, he knew. His work had gotten frantic.

He hissed and it almost became a sob.

What am I becoming?

He clenched his hands into fists and took a long breath.

Danelle came to him, again. He saw the brown-haired young woman, aged beyond her years—aged by the ageless soul that dwelt in her flesh. He saw her as a toddler, as a child, as a troubled and impossibly-gifted young woman. He saw her in those last moments when he’d made his choice to go and save Illah, when he left Danelle to the deadly work of subduing the Eldestone’s corrupted, out-of-control magic on her own.

When he had abandoned her...

Jayce’s fists shook till he couldn’t feel them, anymore. Finally, he let them fall, worked the fingers loose, sighed as the insanity clouding his skull cleared and his purpose returned.

She was not gone. He knew it. A bond existed between them that no cataclysm could sever. She was still behind his eyelids when he tried to sleep, calling across the emptiness. Meditating upon the energetic sea of the Cosmos, he could find no sign of her, no ripple of her upon its surface. But he knew a piece of her lingered somewhere.

So, he’d delved into knowledge beyond the light of the Cosmos.

He’d plunged into the Dark.

Stooping, he picked up the scalpel and stepped back to the slab where he carried out his horrid work. The laboratory Berevan had had set up for him looked to have once been a workshop of some sort. The slab’s surface—which showed evidence of a stoneworker’s craft—wasn’t quite large enough. Pieces of the corpse drooped or oozed over its sides.

The Tome of Izziklev says the markings must be precise...

The body had been one of the zombified minions that had assaulted Mauvynn in its late days. Damage done to it—either in its first or second death—made it unclear whether it had been human or elf. It hadn’t mattered. Jayce’s research said he needed a corpse, preferably once once-infused with necromantic power. And one with enough still-extent flesh to make the markings of command.

To create out of it a vessel—a voice.

Gingerly, he set one hand upon the body, grimaced at the cool, stiff wrongness of it. The other he rested carefully, fingers working the blade, adjusting grip, trying to steady. He caught another whiff of the corruption, tensed.

The Sun Children of his distant home of Zerrax revered the dead. They interred them with rites and preparations that ensured rest and the soul’s seamless passage into the Cosmos. More, they hardened the inert remnants that had held life against the very vileness he practiced now. The mummification, the careful removal and storage of organs—all of it served to purify and protect against the manipulation of powers that delighted in death. Even the lowest Zerrxian castes received the blessings of an Acolyte of the Sun in their passings.

And here he stood, a twisted and depraved shadow of himself, no better than the Masters of Thoth he’d once accused of tyranny and from whom he’d fled.

Stop. Focus. You must have focus at this point...

He touched the scalpel to the body’s chill flesh. Hours of miserable labor had left hatch-marked script carved across much of that purple-grayed skin, words of a hideous power, of the demonic Vuls, whose taint still marked the world. Those characters twisted anytime he looked at them too long. They wormed as though alive and made the meat beneath them seem to move with them, already animate, already un-alive.

The scalpel shivered in his fingers, wouldn’t steady.

A bell clanged hollowly, shook the air, the air, sent a jolt through Jayce to his soul. His hand spasmed and the scalpel spun from his fingers, pinged off the slab, rang off the floor again before settling.

“Damn it!”

Seething, spinning inside, Jayce left the tool on the floor and stomped from the laboratory. The door chime clanged again. He paused at the door leading from the lab to hastily scrub his hands with a rag left on a table there. The motions became frantic as he realized he couldn’t get all the gore from the cracks in his calloused palms, or out from under his fingernails. But the chime sounded once more and with a shriek he cast it aside, stalked from the chamber.

A flight of stairs brought him winding down three levels, past other work spaces fouled by his efforts, past the sitting room where he’d fallen sleep, scouring tomes for more knowledge till he passed out. He reached the lower antechamber and the punishing clamor of the chime, anger building with the disruption. He was practically snarling as he gripped the door knob and wrenched the entryway open.

Illah stood outside in a snow-speckled dusk.

Jayce rocked back a step, struck not only by surprise, but by her loveliness—even if only in the leathers and cloak of a Yntuil ranger. He hadn’t seen her in at least days, knew some of that was his doing. No, all of that was my doing. And all the anger, all the mania that had consumed him moments before shriveled before the brilliance of her presence.

“What are you doing here?”

A tiny flinch crossed her features and Jayce realized the poorness of his word choice. “You’ve been alone some time. A long time, Jayce. I thought I’d come see you.”

“I...” He gave his head a shake. Pull yourself together...this is Illah. “I’m sorry, that was rude. I’ve been hard at work.”

“For weeks, yes,” she replied softly, but with an edge he didn’t miss. “Everybody’s begun to wonder after you.” She stepped a little closer. “They’ve begun to worry.”

Looking past her, Jayce noted a pair of white-clad elves, recognized Umli. They watched them, whispering together. Beyond them, the courtyard of Vas Kaetera, keep of Lord Berevan, spread. The tower Jayce had been loaned stood just off the wide cobbled way. On its far side, ascending steps to the main hall, the Lord of the manor paused. Jayce could feel his stare all the way from the other side, could feel the disapproval.

“Everybody, is it?” Jayce couldn’t help the suspicious note that crept into his voice.

Illah glanced over her shoulder at the elvish wizards behind her, then took another step closer. For the first time, Jayce noted the wooden box clenched close to her chest. “We need to talk, Jayce. Alone.”

He retreated into the antechamber, let her follow before swinging the door shut. He had a quick glimpse of Umli and his companion stiffening in surprise, starting to protest. The thump of the door cut off whatever they may have said.

Illah set a hand upon his chest. Before, that contact might have sent an electric thrill through his nerves to his soul. But a crinkling of distaste marred her face and she withdrew it quickly. Her nostrils twitched, probably picking up the vileness in the air, on him. Lovely jade eyes narrowed as they fully took in his no-doubt grimy appearance.

“How goes your...work?”

He grimaced, thinking of the thing on the slab upstairs, and shrugged. “Slowly, I’m afraid. I was never a student of the Dark and the learning comes hard.”

“Perhaps that’s a good thing,” she replied.

“Normally, I’d agree with you.” He ran a hand across his bare scalp, felt the stubbles of growth where he hadn’t shaved. “But it’s the Dark that holds the answers we seek.”

“What answers, Jayce?”

He started to reply but stopped short, clenching his jaw as he recognized the bait. This was the argument they’d been having since the shock after the Undead War faded. “You know what.”

She winced. “Jayce, I’m not going to fight with you on this again. Just know that people are starting to question just what it is you’re doing up there.” Her gaze flicked over him once more. “Rumors are flying. It’s known you’ve had...” she squirmed “...the dead brought here. Vohl and Muddle were not careful in running your errands for you.”

Jayce snorted. His old friends were just the ones to call upon in a brawl but stealth and subtlety were not amongst their prime attributes. “I could ask them to do it without risking questions.”

“You could have asked me,” she hissed. “Jayce. I’m here for you, too. I have always been here. Have I done something to push you away?”

He started to answer more than once, but each time misery clenched in his chest. Looking at her too long, he only saw Danelle. Forcing that down, he cleared his throat and tried to smile. “Of course, not. The work is...I didn’t want to involve you. The foulness...”

“But it was fine to involve Vohl?”

He stiffened a little at the accusing tone. “Things foul and profane are a little more his and Muddle’s business. It was the original basis of our friendship, my pair of hired grave-robbers.”

“You know I’d do that for you,” she said, and her voice trembled a little with the hurt. “You know I’d do anything.”

For a moment, the intensity of her words and stare broke through the miasma of his pain, shined through the dark, not only of his recent labors, but the anguish that propelled them. He wanted her. It’d be a lie to say otherwise. And the feeling had long-since stopped simmering beneath the surface, and boiled out into the open. Theirs had been an odd pairing, the wizard and the half-elven warrior-priestess, brought together by events that never seemed to be in either’s control.

But he tightened up inside. Events still weren’t in their control, and he saw Danelle again when he looked at her.

“I know that,” he said at last. “But I didn’t want trouble for you. I know things are still unsettled with your people, with the Yntuil.”

She shook her head vehemently. “That’s over. I don’t know what Hadarai intends to do—maybe rebuild the Order. But it’s nothing I’m going to be a part of.” Her eyes smoldered. “I have made my choice.”

And what she left unsaid with that was that it was time for Jayce to make a choice, too. This was the argument, the fight between them. But he couldn’t make it. He couldn’t leave it. Things were not over. Not for him.

“What do you have there?” he asked, gesturing at the box in her other hand.

Her features creased with a touch of anger or regret before she nodded and held it up in both hands. Hastily-crafted, someone had carved eldritch characters of what looked like a Containment spell upon it. Jayce felt the absence of sensation when he regarded it, attempted to reach out with his mind. Someone—Umli, he presumed—had fashioned a null field out of it, to prevent scrying. Jayce’s curiosity spiked, as did his dread.

“This comes from the Queen,” Illah said and carried the box over to the small table beside the antechamber door, set it down there. “They don’t know what to do with it.” She opened the lid and broke the container’s simple but effective field.

And Jayce, who’d stepped in close to look, recoiled as wan, yellowy light bathed him. That illumination soaked into his flesh, caused it to writhe, to crawl. The source, the shard of crystal, felt as though it cut the eyes, cut the soul. A cool sweat bunched across his brow and he looked up at Illah, was shocked to see her unaffected.

“Don’t you feel that?”

“Yes,” she replied, brows bunching in concern. “But not as much as you, it seems.”

“It’s him,” Jayce gasped, touched a hand to his neck, as though someone had tried to grapple for his throat. “The Warlock. Razmayann.”

The shard shimmered brighter for an instant.

Illah noticed and paled. “I know”

“Where did they find this?”

“I don’t know that.” She scowled. “They’ve had it some time. Tanaes admitted that she’d hoped to harness it to recover some of Mauvynn’s power.”

“Fools!”

“They’re desperate, Jayce,” she scolded. “Everything is falling apart. You don’t know this, yet, because...” she obviously cut herself off from saying something “...because of your work, but they’re going to evacuate. All of it.”

Surprise blasted through the gleam of that poisoned shard and Jayce looked up at her. “The Eld Folk are abandoning Mauvynn,” he intoned, “after over two thousand years.”

“Unless you find some way to unlock that thing’s power.”

He looked down at it again. Impossible. The malevolence of it was as unavoidable as the creep of night after sundown. In its weird, sickly shimmers he imagined a fanged, ferocious visage, one he’d seen in showdown after showdown with the terrible, deathless being that had plagued them since discovering Danelle was not all she appeared to be.

But why did Razmayann linger? The Eldestone, which had held a fragment of his hateful soul, was shattered, freeing him. Why was the echo of him still imprinted upon this crystalline splinter?

Jayce stiffened with a wild hope. Why, indeed? He reached for the shard, fingers partially eclipsing its luminescence. In the light, the foulness still caked under his fingernails was impossible to miss. Illah didn’t, grimaced at the sight of it. But her expression deformed further as she watched his fingers crook over the crystal.

And he felt its pull. More, he saw it. His hand shook as, instinctively, he resisted the item’s weird tug, like the feeling of holding on to a lodestone to keep it from being attracted to another. His skin prickled. The light of the shard intensified. His fingertips, the nails itched. Horrified, he watched as the gore grit squirmed and started to smoke, drawn in tendrils from the nail beds towards the glimmering splinter.

“By Thoth!”

With a surge of strength, he lunged for the top of the box and slapped it shut, resealing the null field and hiding the shard’s aura from both physical sight and other forms of it.

Illah gawked at him. “What was that?”

“Necromancy,” he whispered, unable to fully find his voice as he massaged the hand that had almost touched it. “Of the rawest sort. It must have sensed the work I’ve been doing here.” He started in realization, eyes widening. “Perhaps it was attracted to me, guided the Queen without her conscious knowledge to bring it here.”

Illah set her hand upon the box. “Then this is a mistake!”

“No!” Jayce half-lunged at her before realizing the wildness of the impulse, the frantic, thoughtless desperation of it. He desired that shard. He needed it.

Illah could see. “Mistake,” she repeated.

Jayce cupped his hands together, almost prayerfully, pleadingly. “It’s not. The Queen was wise. Perhaps, I...I can find a way to tap into its power.”

“It’s death magic,” she said, eyeing him suspiciously. “It’s His. You just said so.”

“His corruption remains,” Jayce conceded, “but clearly, there’s still other magic here. The Eldestone’s sorcery was not completely destroyed.” He locked gazes with her. “If I can clean out that corruption, then perhaps some piece of Mauvynn can be saved.”
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