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Synopsis:
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Mórgomiel has crushed his enemies and dissolved the once heroic Alliance of Gods. The God of Light has been skillfully defeated, wrongfully betrayed by his own brethren. The God of Chaos is close to taking over the universe. Malicious soldiers from different species rush to enlist in the ranks of Chaos. They relish in the prospect of galaxy-wide bloodletting and plunder.

The natives of Meridian have learned just how important this tactically vital planet is to the God of Chaos. Meridian is known as the world of portals, which the God of Chaos used eons ago in his first attempt to bring the universe under his rule. 

The many empires native to this planet will unite under one powerful banner. But how can mere mortals fight against a God and his legions? This is no easy task, and there is no simple strategy. One thing is certain—failure will result in the death or enslavement of thousands. With the God of Light dead, the possibility of success becomes negligible. Nevertheless, the defenders must fight or die trying. Better certain death in a glorious battle than a tortured existence under the terror of Chaos itself.

© 2021 Pablo Andrés Wunderlich Padilla . All rights reserved.

It is absolutely forbidden to reproduce this text without the explicit permission of the author. 

All the characters in this work are products of the imagination.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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Mórgomiel sailed the River of Time on Górgometh’s back. The defeat of the Gods of the Five Essences had been simple, rapacious, and evil—a masterplan that he had been preparing for thousands of years, ever since he had been defeated during the Times of Chaos.

Nobody had anticipated his resurrection and then his coordinated attack. The key element had been that the Gods of the Great Alliance had betrayed their siblings and their dragons, tilting the scales from the start in favor of darkness. The Goddess of Night was estranged from her dragon, and ArD’Buror was eager to destroy his own dragon Folfiri. 

The God of Chaos marveled at the two-dimensional river that stretched like a boardwalk towards infinity. Above its surface, he could see the brightness of the billions of distant galaxies, little worlds, spheres of gas and rock which he would one day have mastery of. The conquest he had always longed for was at hand.

And now he had his entire suit of armor; he had regained all his powers. His shrunken soul was whole. But there was more than his soul to add power. Wrath the Godslayer held within it three additional souls of great power, added to the thousands of souls the accursed sword already held within.

I am unsurpassable, he told himself. The powers that well up in me are greater than those of any being. There is no one capable of opposing me. 

The defeat of the God of Light and his dragon Róganok had given him the key to the gates of the universe.

The strategy for defeating the God of Light was admirable, his dragon told him in thought. That huge head undulated as his body snaked through eternity, his spindle-like form leaving a wake of shadows behind it.

It was a magnificent conquest, the God of Chaos replied. Luckily, Górgometh did not notice that it had not been Mórgomiel who had said this.

Mórgomiel’s eyes looked from side to side, unable to tell where the voice had come from.

Here I am. 

Mórgomiel unsheathed Wrath.

Is anything wrong, milord? the Dragon of Chaos asked.

No. Just that—no, nothing. Let us go on, Mórgomiel said to his beast.

Who are you? he asked the presence within him.

Don’t you know? replied the voice from the depths of his soul. It hurts me to see that you’ve forgotten me because I never forgot you. 

It is impossible. You were suppressed when I took over your body—

But you never fully eliminated my soul, the voice replied.

What do you want? Mórgomiel asked. Before he could get an answer, the voice had fled and was lost in the turbulent seas of his soul.

Inside such a web of hatred and the appetite for destruction, it would be impossible to find the tiny mote that was the soul of the human he had conquered. Nevertheless, no matter how infinitesimal, it made him anxious. It was like having an erratic, fleeting thought he could not control. Yet, that strange presence seemed to have a will of its own, even though it had no body.

They left the River of Time and the magical stream that connected the dimensions expelled them back into the universe.

Górgometh sensed that the God of Chaos was anxious, which was very unusual. You are distracted, milord, he said in thought. Eorta is near, the little red world you left in the care of Évulath the Brave. 

Mórgomiel smiled to himself. We shall see whether the servant has fulfilled his mission of multiplying and training the army. We must prepare for the conquest of the universe, and for that, we will need to use the Portals of the Meridian, the world I created to connect great distances through portals. Kanumorsus.

Memories of times long gone came to Mórgomiel’s mind. Before the Times of Chaos, he had conquered the planet that was now called the Meridian and had built Kanumorsus as part of his masterplan to conquer the universe.
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Chapter I – Allündel
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“Gordbaklala, God of Earth.”

“Dead. Absorbed by Wrath the Godslayer.”

“Kágalath, the dragon of the God of Earth.”

“Dead. Also, sadly, absorbed by Wrath.”

“ArD’Buror, God of Fire, and his dragon Folfiri.”

“Dead. ArD’Buror at the hands of Róganok. Folfiri was absorbed by Wrath.”

“Traitor!” cried Lohrén. Several others echoed him.

“Silence,” Azuri called. “We will continue as protocol dictates. Mythlium, Goddess of Water and her dragon Fluenthal.”

“Dead. Obliterated by Róganok and Alac over Mortis Depthos.”

“Traitor! Her death was well-deserved!” Lohrén shouted again. Other elves once more echoed him. The strength of emotion lasted a little longer this time.

Azuri did not even trouble to silence the others since she was boiling with rage as well. When the Council of Allündel was silent again, she continued. 

“D’Santhes Nathor, Goddess of Night, and her dragon Mégalath.”

“Separated. Disinterested. But alive.”

“Cowards!” howled Lohrén.

“Alac Arc Ángelo, God of Light, and his dragon Róganok.”

This time there was silence.

It was Hiz the Spellcaster who replied. He was sitting with his legs crossed, holding a magical orb in both hands over his knees. Hiz was studying the orb carefully, having specialized in the reading of its messages during the thousands of years he had been alive. His gaze probed the profound depths of the magical artifact. Extracting and translating the conclusions he was piecing together with the aid of the orb. 

He said, “Alac, missing. Róganok was annihilated by Górgometh over Mortis Depthos.”

Sighs filled Uyca, the religious dome. The noise echoed. At the top of the cupola, a round window concentrated the star rays of Oris. The beam of light came through at an angle, its light separating into separate colors as it entered the dome and illuminated the religious site with divine blue light. The walls of Uyca were clean with no decoration.

The others present at the Council were sitting beside one another in a semicircle with their legs crossed. The seated elves were paying attention to the one elf who was on foot: Azuri the Praise, religious leader of Allündel.

The sorcerer was still lost in the depths of the orb. He scrutinized the images thoroughly. 

“The whereabouts of the God of Light is uncertain and inconclusive. The orb is unable to show me his fate. Should we do this every day?” he wondered. 

The sorcerer’s hair was jet black, his eyes turquoise. His hair, as with the majority of elves, was long, reaching half-way down his back. He wore it loose, like a cascade of black diamonds. It was the women who braided theirs with flowers and other ornaments, always simple ones. Lohrén was the only one who gathered his hair, which was silver, into a bun on the top of his head.

“It must be so,” Azuri replied with her eternal wisdom. The religious leader wore a red cloak bordered with purple. On her golden hair, straight and loose, she wore a hat of the same color. Her blue eyes looked keenly at the audience, her gaze lost in the infinite, while she assessed the information Hiz had given them. “The whereabouts of Alac must be established as soon as possible,” she argued. “The fact that the orb is unable to locate it is a good omen, it means he has not died. There is still hope.”

“Several Sands have been devoted to finding him,” another counselor said. “And the entire time, we failed to realize that Mórgomiel had tempted and seduced Fluenthal, ArD’Buror, and Mythlium. If we had seen it in time, we would have alerted Alac and perhaps prevented this catastrophe. The fall of the essences and the ending of the Summons is an augury that we will be taken in again by the Times of Chaos. We are lost.” 

“It was impossible to foretell the treachery of the Gods,” Hiz explained. “Do you suppose Mórgomiel did not calculate everything in cold blood? With his magic, he prevented the sphere and my skillful spells from unraveling his evil plans. But we are no longer blind. We know that Mórgomiel moves fast and desires nothing less than to take the whole universe hostage. We must do something to stop him.” 

“Unless—” Lohrén began and then stopped. Azuri interrupted him. 

“Say what you are thinking. We are at a Council so that everybody can share their ideas and suggestions. If you have something to say, then say it,” 

Lohrén looked around, uneasy about what he was about to say. “I say that we didn’t know about Mórgomiel and his plans because it may be that someone within our prestigious Council betrayed us and deliberately sabotaged the sphere so that it could not be read.”

Several elves sighed. Nobody had considered treachery as a possibility. But of course, it was.

Hiz sounded irritated when he spoke. “I am the only one who has the sphere. To insinuate that something like this might have happened is to consider me a traitor. I will not tolerate your insolence.”

“There is no need to feel offended, Hiz,” Uín said. “Lohrén is right. Perhaps it was not anybody in Allündel who betrayed us, however. Someone outside this world might have had strength enough to corrupt the orb’s visions.”

“Who has strength enough to be able to do a thing like that?” Azuri asked.

“We know that Alac spoke to the Black Queen of the Morelia Abyss not just once,” Uín said.

“The idea that the Oracle might have betrayed us freezes my blood,” Hiz concluded. “But it is true. Few beings in the universe could have succeeded, and she is one of those few. This means that the reach of Mórgomiel’s powers is vast. If he has managed to convince someone as powerful as the Oracle, then we really are in trouble.” 

“I am surprised that the Gods and Water and Fire would succumb so easily. What did it?” Uín asked.

“Nobody knows,” Hiz answered. “It is possible that Górgometh himself may have played a role with his evil spells, pulling the wool over their eyes with his mind games. The fact is that Mórgomiel has regained all his powers, and he now has his full armor. We need the God of Light. Without him, Mórgomiel is unbeatable.”

The elves in the Council nodded with fear in their eyes.

“What pains me,” the voice of the sorcerer echoed, “is knowing that ArD’Buror sacrificed Folfiri in exchange for power. Dragons are like elves: they do not often multiply. Once extinct, they will never come back.”

“There are other dragons,” Lohrén said.

“So there are. But they lie in an eternal slumber. Who will be able to wake them from their rest?”

Nobody replied.

“What other options do we have?” Azuri pointed out. “Who else could find out Alac’s whereabouts? We are blind. We need to abandon our comforts and go out to search for him.” 

This suggestion caused discomfort among the elves. It was thousands of years since they had left their patch of land after their planet, Érvein, had been destroyed. And none of them were ready to sally forth beyond the limits of Allündel.

A voice said from behind the columns that held the dome, “I think I have a solution.”

A crouching figure came out to face the Council.

“Karsa? What are you doing here? Spying on the Council? This deserves a reprimand!”

Azuri was examining the young elf girl carefully, admiring her courage. “Speak, daughter of Elfaram. The Council of Allündel is neither private nor secret. It is well known that the wisest attend because of the well-known lack of interest among the younger ones.” 

“When Alac was here and I took him to the Lookout, he mentioned something that I found interesting, but I paid no special attention. until I visited the place not long ago and recalled what he had said. I think it is important. I heard about his tragic loss and I understand that we don’t know where he is but there is someone who might know.”

“Who?” Hiz asked, his turquoise eyes avid.

“It is a Naevas Aedán, your Honor,” Karsa replied.

“A Naevas Aedán? Seraphs... Do they exist outside Allündel?”

“They were decimated during the War of One Lament,” Lohrén said. “Thórlimás, their god, died during that war, as did Eolidálidá.”

“Yes, nearly all of them were exterminated,” Karsa said. “But several survived the attack, and we sheltered them here. But there was one seraph who somehow became Alac’s ally. He told me that he missed his presence.”

Hiz was maneuvering the orb, delving into its depths. “It is true. I have seen it.”

“The Naevas Aedán are useless by themselves,” Lohrén said insolently.

“It might be so,” Karsa argued. “But this one is different. He was Alac’s guide!”

“His guide?” Hiz repeated. “You are saying he inhabited his mind, heart, and spirit?” 

“That is what Alac told me. His faithful guide Teitú abandoned him when he visited Tutonticám because he had decided to stay with the fallen to give them comfort.”

“Interesting...”

“That is the solution!” Azuri cried with a start. “Can he be brought back? If we manage to bring him out of his sorrow, perhaps he will help us locate Alac.”

“Perhaps,” Hiz said. “But to depend on a being who is eternally emotional like a Naevas Aedán? They are susceptible to the currents of love, terror, rage; but also highly efficient at communicating with their master. As translators between species, they are wonderful. Perhaps...”

“That is the solution,” Azuri repeated.

“And who is going to be brave enough to go and fetch him?” Lohrén asked. “Which of us will go to the ruins of Tutonticám? That land is accursed, full of opprobrium and demons. Since the War of One Lament and the destruction of Flamonia, nobody has set foot on that part of the Meridian.”

The elves were troubled and breathing fast; some even felt palpitations. Speaking of other worlds and the mention of demons sounded ominous. The elves had been isolated for thousands of years since the Times of Chaos when they had fled the known universe to hide in a remote corner of the stars to avoid being exterminated. Many of those who had survived the exodus from Érvein were still alive and memories of the terror caused by Mórgomiel persisted in their hearts.

“It will have to be someone who can help us,” Uín explained. “The universe is in danger, and the darkness has tilted the scales. But there are still beings of great heart who can take on the fight. The Naevas Aedán, when they give way to sadness, are subject to such intense depression that only loved ones or ones they know can comfort them.” 

“And I know who,” Hiz said. The orb between his knees showed the image of a girl.

“Human? Again?” Lohrén sneered. “When are we going to stop depending on those pathetic beings?” 

“Never,” Azuri said with a smile.

“Karsa, you’re brilliant! I believe you have found the answer to the riddle we have been trying to solve for several Sands. You should attend the Council more often. I see your mind is a perceptive one. Hiz.”

“Yes, your Honor?”

“Send an emissary for the girl. Communicate with Balthazar, who is our only contact with that world. I want her here. I want to look into her eyes and entrust this grand mission to her personally.”

“Human? Here?” Lohrén cried, his face pale.

“So it shall be done, your honor,” Hiz said. “But who will dare leave Allündel?” 

“It must be one of the young ones, whose soul is still adventurous,” Azuri said with a smile. “Young minds have the benefit of not having memories of the Times of Chaos.”

“I have a suggestion,” Karsa said.

They all turned to look at her again. Azuri smiled.
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Chapter II – A Flower In The Silence

[image: ]




Luchy could not take her eyes off the jewel. It shimmered with an eternal rhythm which at times was intolerable; not because the rhythm caused her pain or anxiety, but because it was something monotonous and silent that gave her no sense of hope. She wished the jewel could bring her peace, some information about where Manchego was and whether he was safe.

“Make a sound, any sound. Tell me something, a word, anything...” Luchy said to the space occupied by the freezing wind of the winter that was now beginning. It had never snowed in the south of the Empire before. Those deluges happened in the higher northern lands, but never in the South.

Something had changed drastically. It could only be Alac’s absence—Manchego’s absence. Dead? He could not be. It simply could not be true. Balthazar, enigmatic as ever, had reassured her that the boy was missing, and besides, he had made that proposal to her.

She was still thinking about what answer she would give him. All the same, her soul was convinced that she would say yes. She would do it.

“Say something! Stop shimmering! I’m fed up with you!”

Luchy tore the ring off her finger for the umpteenth time and buried it under her pillow once again. She crossed her arms and began to weep. Rufus came to lick her tears, the old dog as upset as she was herself. He moaned, sharing the pain they all felt at Manchego’s absence.

It was impossible to see his nose in the shadows so late in the night. The moon was on the wane and the snow kept falling stealthily. Only the children enjoyed the snow. For the younger ones, the frozen precipitation was a wonder. But for the majority, it was one more problem in their lives that were hard enough already.

The village went on prospering. But as it was somewhere used to sunny summers and rainy winters, the snow had brought too many problems. Several people had already died because of the low temperatures and their freezing limbs.

Thanks to the Gods—the dead Gods?—Lulita had kept several garments of sheep’s wool in a drawer, and because of this, they could be warm. But it was difficult to stay warm in a house of wood. They had had to buy a wood-burning stove that had been modified by the village blacksmith with a chimney coming out of the roof.

This stove was placed in the center of the house and it burned chips of seasoned wood. This invention had been suggested by Don Dargos of Vásufeld who, having lived in the North, had recommended this device. The artifact had a series of arrangements for preventing the estate from catching fire.

“No more!” Luchy cried under her breath, so as not to wake Lulita. Unable to contain herself, she put her hands under the pillow and brought out the engagement ring.

She was gasping as though she had run dozens of leagues. She held the ring before her face, this perfect jewel shimmering periodically with brightness enough to be noticed during the day, but not strong enough to illuminate anything. Not even the gold of the ring itself lit up with its glimmer.

“No... I can’t leave it. It’s the only thing I have of his! Balthazar said it would be the only way of finding him if he’s still alive. He must be alive. Manchego’s always been a fighter.”

She put the ring back on, feeling the reward of relief at the touch of the cold metal around her finger. She was addicted to the ornament and every time she was away from it she felt inconsolable anxiety.

She could have gone out to the observatory, but walking without a light was not a good idea. The snow not only got into everything and made you cold, then made everything damp when it melted, but also created traps by covering up holes you could stumble into by accident. Once she had fallen on her face when she had tripped on a hidden rock; another time she had put her foot in a deep, half-frozen puddle of mud.

Barely a month had gone by since Ajedrea’s wedding and at the same time, unfortunately, bitter troubles had arrived. Despite this, most people did not seem to understand the difficulty of the times.

Are we without the Gods? Does this mean we’re without hope? asked the young woman.

The Gods were dead, or so the Pontiff of Háztatlon had said. The people carried on with their daily routine without contemplating the consequences of what was to come. Oddly, people went to the Décamon more often these days even though, for the first time in history, all the stained-glass windows—except that of the Goddess of Night—were faded and unreadable. It was a sign of the absence of the Gods.

Luchy lay back down on her bed, unable to sleep. It was hours before she fell into a doze. When she managed to do so, the neighbor’s wretched rooster woke her up at six in the morning. The crops they had planted had not survived the assault of the cold weather, and now they needed to find some new kind of business before the suffering truly began.

***

Dawn broke with the ear-splitting shriek of the neighbor’s rooster. Luchy jumped out of bed and went into the kitchen in her woolen slippers.

Lulita was already preparing breakfast, boiling tamales in a giant pot. The smell was delicious.

“The poor workers are out in that intense cold. We’ve never seen anything like this before. Snow... I never thought I’d see anything so pretty and yet so destructive.”

Luchy looked out through one of the few windows that were ajar. Most of them were shut against the cold which filtered in from outside. The green grass had been replaced by a white blanket. An endless carpet decorated the horizon.

Rufus, on the other hand, did not seem to be suffering from the cold. With a generous coat of long hair, the dog was enjoying himself outside, helping the shepherd who had been hired to drive the sheep. He was an everyday shepherd, not at all like Manchego and still less like Eromes.

“Taters. That’s what they say grows in winter; carrots and cabbage too. We’d better do what we can, child. We had to pull up the wheat, and thank the Gods the corn was harvested in time. I hope the cold winter doesn’t destroy our manure. The times we’re living in!”

The grandmother was assailed by a paroxysm of sadness, her hard shell worn away by an endless sequence of emotional blows that had left her vulnerable.

“You’ve got to do it, Luchy. You’ve got to accept Balthazar’s proposal. I know I said it would be cruel for me to recommend a path like that with all its hardships, but only you can save him. I know he’s alive! I can feel it in my heart! And my ancient body can’t manage a dangerous journey like that. You’re the one, child. You’re the answer.”

Luchy knew it. She could feel it in her soul. She had to do it, no matter what, and the longer she delayed, the less hope there was left.

Balthazar’s proposal sounded ridiculous for a young girl like her, barely seventeen springs old. Kings and queens had to deal with their troubles as the conquest of Árath was only just around the corner. The great heroes and the generals of war would concentrate all their energies on neutralizing the demons of Némaldon. There was no-one else who could help her.

Luchy exchanged looks with Lulita, then she stared out into the distance. With a deep sigh, she went back to her room and began to prepare for her departure. She would accept Balthazar’s proposal, no matter how dangerous it might sound.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter III — The Conquest of Árath
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The great host marched south. Its mission was to besiege and conquer Árath.

They had begun the march from Omen, where the army had been preparing since word had spread that they were to conquer Árath.

The armies of the neighboring lands that sailed the Early Sea had marched from Merromer to Omen, where they assembled and readied for the advance.

They had been on the march for three weeks and at last, they arrived at the destroyed and ruined city formerly called Ágamgor. It had been beautiful and huge, a city that for centuries had guarded the border with Némaldon. During Legionaer’s campaign toward Háztatlon, Ágamgor had been laid waste.

Nobody had visited it after its fall until today when someone would set eyes on what had once been that great border city.

One month had been enough to amass the armies of Mandrake, a horde of more than a hundred thousand armored bodies with their sharp missiles, swords, and a limited supply of riders and their horses.

A division of the army of the Divine Providence had accompanied them with a total of two thousand soldiers in golden attire carrying curved swords at their belts and wooden shields on their backs.

A division of the Moragald’Burg army had joined the gathering, providing a thousand men in full iron armor, steel swords, and shields of the same metal.

Doolm-Ondor had sent a thousand heavily-bearded dwarves armed with war hammers or twin-bladed axes and wearing armor made of volcanic rock.

Among so many humans there were also ten thousand Dakatak. The insects carried two spears, one in each upper limb, to leave four of their six legs free to run and climb.

If all this had not been enough to conquer Árath, the Council of Mages had decided to send Elgahar who had taken with him two of his best pupils from Maggrath. 

At a catapult’s range, the ruins of Ágamgor were spread out before the host that was to attack the Némaldine dwelling.

The noonday sun was shining, but the powerful winds from the north brought snow with them so that small puddles froze.

The armies were ill-prepared for the cold. They had to build large fires daily to prevent the soldiers from dying because of the low temperatures.

The food was not at all scarce in these now-cleared areas of the Empire, where after just over a year, the land once occupied by the military city of Ágamgor and the borders of Aegrimonia (now eliminated) had allowed the flora and fauna to regain their foothold. Hunting deer or wyvern was easy amid such numbers.

“Khad’Un, Merkas, Elgahar, Chirllrp, Amon Ras,” called General Leandro Deathslayer to each of his leaders.

The Mandrakian army was the most numerous so the banners of that nation prevailed.

“We’ve reached the border. Némaldon is just a few leagues away. As soon as we cross these accursed lands of Aegrimonia, we’ll find the rocky and volcanic horizon of the demon-land. A cliff opens out into a plain and in its face lie the gates that give access into the underground castle of Árath.

“The enemy is weak and vulnerable. After the Battle of Háztatlon and the defeat of Kathanas, their numbers were reduced to just a few thousand. Without a leader, they’re defenseless. But there’s danger among its dark and evil corridors, as not all the dethis were eliminated and there’s a large number of sáffurtan who remain intact.

“As for the rest, we’ve already discussed how many there are depends on the orcs and their hybrids—the voj and duj—which were created by Legionaer before his fall.”

The leaders of each army never took their eyes off Leandro. It was in that imperturbable gaze where they found reassurance, for in this soul hardened by a life of bloody battles, lay the leader of this legendary operation.

None of the leaders of the other nations had had to confront demons as often as he had; nations like Doolm-Ondor and the Divine Providence were grateful to the Mandrake Empire for keeping Némaldon subjugated since the Times of Köel.

The six-legged insects, Meromérila had promised, would be the decisive element in this operation. They would attack like lightning and sack Árath once and for all. They would then occupy Némaldon and complete the cleansing of evil.

A month had not been enough for them to get used to the great insects of Gardak. The men of the Meridian were still wary and did not trust those beasts that, as far as they were concerned, were akin to demons. It was also hard for the leaders of each nation to accept that they were allies. Perhaps the factor that prevented them from trusting the giant insects was the fact that they could not be read as one would read a human by his gaze.

There were scuffles where blood was shed as a result of the distrust. Several insects were trapped and tortured for no reason. On two occasions, the insects responded violently.

It took Balthazar, Leandro, and Elgahar together to calm the hysteria and anxiety among the soldiers. Their distrust of the insects gradually faded, particularly when they were seen to follow orders to the letter.

“So the plan is clear,” said Merkas, general of the forces of Moragald’Burg. He had been appointed by Othus the Benevolent himself to lead this advance.

“No man born in the lands of Doolm-Ondor will allow the plan to be carried out as currently planned. It’s a cowardly plan, gentlemen. To let the insects go in first and assume they’ll do all the dirty work is the act of a man without balls. Every man of the lands of Doolm-Ondor knows there is no honor in a battle that sheds the blood of a comrade. Glory is found, my lords—as is said by Yuyaya, our Goddess of War, Love, Money, and Jewels—in a hard-fought battle.”

Dwarves might be inferior in size with shorter arms and legs than a normal average man, but they could wield heavier weapons. Because of this, their twin-bladed axes and heavier shields were to be feared. Their weapons weighed so much that they crushed shields and skulls with ease.

“Careful with that hairy mouth of yours, Khad’Un,” warned Merkas of Moragald’Burg, who was at least three heads taller than the dwarf.

“Or else what? You know very well that a threat in Doolm-Ondor is paid for with the tongue, little man from the land of rock and iron. What you have is a head full of salt and seaweed. You can’t do anything right.”

“I’ll nail you into the ground, you bloody dwarf!” Merkas shouted.

Khad’Un raised his ax to defend himself, but Merkas’s blow never came. Chirllrp’s voice filled the atmosphere with guttural noises. Leandro and Amon Ras were ready to intervene in case there was bloodshed.

The man from the strange lands of Gardak jabbed with his finger. “Same side! Same side! Enemy over there—” He was one of the soldiers dressed in resinous armor. This soldier was one of the captains who were helping the squads of insects.

The exchange of languages between Mandrake and Gardak was going fast, its progress hastened by Gáramond’s devoted studies. The philosopher was working day and night alongside Katalio and Jochopepa to educate the immigrants from Degoflórefor in the common language. Mandrakians were also learning the language of Gardak, although interest in doing this was much less.

Khad’Un and Merkas spit hatred with their eyes. The presence of Balthazar, as well as the powerful mage Elgahar, kept them apart.

Amon Ras, the leader of the division of the Divine Providence, said, “Although the general of Doolm-Ondor may be right, we need to understand that Árath is an underground castle whose corridors are completely unlit. To go into the darkness with the inferior eyes of a human is the closest thing to suicide. The insects of Gardak are wonderful beings with excellent night vision. I could even bet my master’s jewels that their vision is better than that of orcs.

“For the mission to be effective and for the blast to fall with the swiftness it needs, the insects must go in first. Defeating Árath is imperative. And we must do it at a single stroke so that they cannot escape.”

Merkas turned to the dwarf and licked his lips. Khad’Un cleared his throat and spit a gobbet on the snow-covered field.

“We agree,” Leandro said. “The goal and the order of events are clear. We’ll set out as soon as the shadow of the nearest pine tree is two strides longer. That is, before sunset. Árath will never suspect that we’ll start at night. Eat, drink, and rest. This will be a swift war, but not short of proofs of skill.”

The leaders took their leave and each one went back to his army, where he discussed with his captains the unfolding of the battle to come.
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Chapter IV — Heading North
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The ground was covered with snow. The horizon spread out into the distance with an endless cloak of what looked like cotton. The trees stood out in that milky sea.

The crowns of the trees and their leaves were either frozen with tiny dart-points of water or completely covered by a blanket of snow. The birds had left the landscape without music. They had presumably sought refuge somewhere else in the world where there was still warmth.

Luchy was rubbing her hands. She kept them within the sleeves of her cloak, a woolen garment Lulita had prepared for this mission.

The steam of her breath poured from between her fingers. Her head was covered by the hood of her cloak. Her rosy cheeks and the pale skin of her face revealed rosy lips and eyes like emeralds.

Her footsteps alerted the guards near the western sentry post, where a carriage stood waiting for its passenger. The metal-clad soldiers appeared extremely uncomfortable in their armor when, to brave the cold, they should have been wearing thick cloaks under the metal. The soldiers distributed throughout the village looked like statues, firm and impassive. Only the vapor of their breath and the pallor of their hands betrayed the fact that they were freezing to death.

Several passers-by were walking in haste, even though it was the middle of the day. The sun was very bright but didn’t give any warmth.

The streets had to be cleared with shovels every day. Otherwise, the snow would harden into a cake of frozen water which would make people slip and cause accidents.

Several stoves had been installed along the streets to melt the snow. Despite that, nothing seemed to be enough. And the problems had only just started. Carriages were not designed to run on snow. The horse pulling each wagon was the only part of the carriage that was at ease in the cold.

“Thank the Gods Don Dargos of Vásufeld has a place in this village,” said a soldier at the post. “That stone castle of his gets the worst of the miserable cold. What I will say is that the Northerner knows how to arrange things to survive. If it weren’t for him, the village would’ve turned to ice by now.” 

“You don’t say. The Goddess of Water has no mercy on her worshippers. If I were God of one of the elements, I promise I’d look after my believers. But hey, listen, it’s as if the Gods were dead. D’you think what they’re saying is true? It’s rumored that the Five have been defeated. I don’t believe it. The Gods are infallible!”

“It’s just a fairy tale and people with nothing to do swallow it whole,” another soldier sneered. “The Gods can’t die! What nonsense!” 

Luchy walked past them without a glance. The guards greeted her courteously, but the girl simply went on her way. Nobody believes the Gods are dead, Luchy thought as she went through the western sentry post toward the carriage. But I know something terrible has happened and Balthazar has confirmed it...

One of the soldiers followed Luchy with his gaze. “People don’t say hello nowadays, do they?”

“A very pretty girl,” muttered the other one. “Perhaps you scared her off with that ratty mustache,” he added and they both laughed quietly, only to stand to attention again when a nobleman passed by them on his horse.

The carriage was black and very elegant. Lulita had promised to get her only the best transport. The driver jumped down, his boots covered in snow. He was a fat, fleshy man who wore a stylish hat that had collected a great deal of snow on its rim.

“Howdy, Miss Buvarzo of the Holy Comment Ranch. My name’s Gerardo Cofildo and I’ll be your driver to Háztatlon. Damn snow...” He took his hat off to shake it. “Any luggage?”

Luchy looked at him emptily. She did not feel like chatting. She allowed her silence to speak for her.

The driver’s eyes shifted uneasily. “A girl of few words. No luggage, huh? You’re sure to get all you need where you’re going. Well now, your granny gave me a few instructions and a lot of warnings. Until you reach the sovereign’s halls, you’ll need to be well looked after. I’m taking an escort your granny herself chose. Mojak!” 

From the carriage there emerged a golden-skinned giant. He wore armor made of wyvern hide that protected his entire body. His head was shaven, which was unusual for a Wild Man. A noticeable feature was the size of his belly, which bulged out as a hard mass under whose folds of fat there was a mass of muscle. He was Balthazar’s opposite. This massive Wild Man had a tattoo on his left arm, beginning at his elbow and reaching to his fingers. It reminded her of the tattoo Balthazar wore on his chest and, in fact, it was very similar. She did not know whether it was a decorative design or if it had some function.

This Mojak was taller than Balthazar and twice as broad in the shoulders. His back was bent forward and his gaze slack, his eyelids half-closed. He bore several scars on his face. His fists were clenched, and those fists looked like melons. His legs were bent and slightly shorter than his arms so he looked like a great ape. His jaw, huge and square, stretched his lips into a thin straight line. It was impossible to imagine a smile on that face.

“He’s a mute,” the driver explained. “Mojak was a slave in Árath. It’s all I know about him. For sure, someone had to rescue him. I guess that’s how he’s here.” He did not appear either bothered or intrigued by this hulk. 

He saw Luchy’s doubtful look. “Don’t you worry, miss. Mojak was chosen by a guy called Balthazar, another Wild Man with eyes like sapphires. Your grandmother, Doña Lulita, approved of him.”

Luchy allowed herself to take a close look at the giant, noticing that he carried a large mace hanging from his belt. The gaze from those black eyes seemed to hold no emotion. Apart from being mute, he looked dull as well. But if Lulita had chosen him, then she would accept his protection.

“Let’s go! Your grandmother said there was a need for haste.”

Mojak climbed up, and the carriage seemed to sink half a stride lower. Without thinking any further, Luchy climbed into the carriage from the other side. Two horses responded to a snap of the whip, and so it was that Luchy headed north.

***

They made their first stop at Vásufeld. The way to Háztatlon was long and dangerous, and they often had to load new supplies. When they reached the city, they handed their permits to the sentries and went straight to the castle.

Mojak remained outside, keeping an eye on the carriage. Luchy had noticed that he stayed sitting by the horses in complete silence. The driver, on the other hand, took no more than a couple of seconds to go to the city market to get food and drink.

Luchy was reluctant. She did not want to sit down with a bunch of two-faced noblemen. She did not wish, either, to speak or to have to answer a thousand questions they would surely ask her. But what she wanted was one thing and her duty to the nobility was another. Obliged by custom, the girl had no choice but to accept the duke’s invitation and attend the dinner.

She had never visited any of the big cities before except Háztatlon, which she had come to know because of the war. Afterward, she had been to the capital for Ajedrea’s wedding. But all the other cities were strange to her, and she was surprised by how different Vásufeld was from the imperial capital. The other cities were probably very different as well, each with its own personality.

Vásufeld was a large city located in a mountainous valley. Various houses lay on the hillsides and the mountains that surrounded the stone castle in the center. The great, heavily-protected castle was the dwelling of Tenos Domaryath, a man whose family had migrated from Moragald’Burg many centuries before. The fusion between cultures of iron and stone was obvious in the sober-looking castle. There was enough decoration, though most of it in the form of hunting trophies—the heads of wild beasts killed for sport.

As the surname testified, the duke’s family was Domaryath. In their times as immigrants, they had tamed many wyverns and sold their luxurious hides to maintain an income. The trophies, animal heads, and pelts were not limited to wyverns, however. From three kinds of deer to three giant iguanas, there were all kinds of spoils of the chase. Horned and hornless, the animals were of many kinds.

“Luciella Buvarzo, of the Holy Comment Ranch,” the duke said. “Granddaughter of the great Eromes the Perpetuator, niece of my good friend Leor Buvarzo, the Duke of Bónufor. I am pleased to make your acquaintance.” He was dressed in purple robes and wore a stylish hat. This man was blond and tall, like many men of Moragald’Burg.

“But what a lovely young lady,” the duchess said as she entered, followed by her retinue and one of her many daughters. She had chestnut-brown hair that she wore in a sculpture of spirals and her face was made-up using different powders. The daughter wore a turquoise dress and her blond hair fell freely around her shoulders. The retinue was made up of an army of young women in coffee-colored attire, all of them privately attending to the duchess’s various needs. The duchess’s needs were many so the ladies-in-waiting were always busy.

“What clothes are you wearing!? Oh no, my dear. We’re not going to allow you to go on with your journey to the North and the halls of Mérdmerén, Lion’s Fist, in rags like those.” The lady eyed her with a look of reproof very like the one the couple’s daughter was giving Luchy.

Luchy rolled her eyes and sighed. She hated to be the target of the nobles’ scrutiny when wealthy people did not understand the complexities of life, especially when they seemed to forget the reality of the dangers that were threatening them. They seemed disconnected from the world.

She stamped her foot on the stone floor and clenched her fists. Her lips became a straight line and her eyes a pair of lanterns. She said, “I haven’t come here to be criticized, but to enjoy the duke’s kindness. Don Dargos himself recommended me to stop here. I’ve had a very long and stormy journey. Either we sit down to eat as friends and I accept your hospitality, or I’m leaving right now so that I avoid this lack of respect. You decide.” She folded her arms.

The duchess’s eyes opened wide. She did not look at her again, even when she left the following morning.

The duchess’s daughter seemed rather pleased at Luchy’s rudeness to her parents, while Tenos began to talk non-stop about the fact that Luchy was a woman with plenty of character. He spent much time explaining how much he liked strong women, to which the duchess took offense.

***

Luchy left the castle as the shadow of the tree was spreading at dawn. The sun came out over the mountains and embraced her face. She smiled to herself, then found that Mojak was covered in snow and still sitting on the ground beside the horses, imperturbably.

The girl gazed at the great Wild Man’s face without giving him too much thought. She was still too immersed in her own emotions to be able to dissociate herself from them and look objectively.

“He gets along better with beasts than with humans,” Gerardo said. “Sometimes humans are more beastly than animals. I think I can understand the Wild Man, at least that far.” The driver cleared his throat, put on his hat, and climbed on to the carriage. “Be grateful that we came with Don Dargos’ blessings, otherwise we’d have been locked up in the dungeon.” He gave Luchy such a look that the reason was obvious.

While they were leaving Vásufeld in the early hours of the morning, the girl looked out to study the landscape.

The great Southern city showed a level of cleanliness and order that were coveted even by Háztatlon. She felt the urge to investigate, to run along its cobbled streets and get to know the different quarters, the vegetable-sellers, the florists, the farmers both large and small. But, in the absence of her best friend, she had no desire for adventure.

The snow seemed to be falling heavier the further north they went. Their journey took them near the sides of Marsemayo Volcano, where they noticed that the heat that radiated from the eternal forge did not allow too much snow to settle on the ground.

The lava giant seemed covered by a white blanket, its vent spewing eternal pulses of gas. Twice, Mojak climbed down from the carriage to clear a route through the snow with a shovel. Gerardo kept in the carriage and both times, Mojak did the job efficiently.

They stopped at a small town where they stayed the night in a well-reputed tavern. Several curious eyes took a good look at the strange trio, but nobody paid too much attention to them.

These were strange times in the Mandrake Empire. Malice seemed to have been dispersed and the malefactors had fled south. Deserters seemed to have redeemed themselves and no attacks had been reported. They took their leave of the little town the following morning and continued their journey north, interrupted only by the steady falling of the snow.

On this occasion, the little group was not in a hurry, nor was it pursued by strangers. Hence, they decided to go around the Irontangle Mountains and continue through the lower hills of the land that would soon reveal the Path of the Fallen. This bordered the Fields of Flora.

After the death of Duke Thoragón Roam and the city’s defeat, nobody was keeping watch on the Path of the Fallen any longer. They paid no tribute and the sentry posts were open or otherwise destroyed. Several peasants were working on the road, as well as other citizens rebuilding what had once been, but nobody gave them more than a glance of mere curiosity. Luchy could see that a large platform was being erected on the wide flat fields. On top of it was a strange arch within which a vortex spun. Several guards were keeping a watch on this artifact. She had no idea what it was and for the moment, she paid it no more attention.

Passing Kathanas, they stopped at a hotel where the present sovereign had first met the assassins of the Brotherhood of the Crows. The place had changed hands after the death of the previous tenants and the atmosphere there was now fairly relaxed.

The following day they continued their journey. Some peasants would comment on the Wild Man’s size, but all of them seemed to revere these men after the legends that had emerged about the Wild Men who had defeated the dethis during the Battle of Háztatlon.

Gerardo rubbed his arms. “The cold’s getting worse the nearer the North we get.” He took the bowlful of hot broth enthusiastically and drank from it until his hunger was satisfied. Until then, he had not managed to get much out of Luchy, still less from the mute Mojak. In any case, Mojak slept outside. Somehow, the giant managed to avoid freezing to death.

“It’s so cold,” the girl said. She was studying the jewel of her engagement ring listlessly; the shimmering of the stone was as steady as the sunrise.

Gerardo had noticed that the girl spent long periods studying the precious stone as if it had great depth or some cryptic meaning. Twice he had watched her throw the ring away, once in the water of a shallow river and then again in the snow. Both times, he had watched her almost freeze to death as she searched for the ring with irrational despair.

She seemed crazy. More than that, she seemed to be in a state of inner conflict. Did she want the ring or not? The driver was sure that the ring would fetch several crowns if he were to sell it. But he knew that the girl valued it more than any amount of money. Twice he asked where it had come from. The first time he thought the girl had not heard him; the second time he understood that she was ignoring him. He did not ask again. The little lady seemed inconsolable.

Many people had noticed the girl’s beauty. At the same time, the young woman gave off an energy that seemed to scare away rather than attract. Because of this, nobody dared approach her. She looked ill, pale, sad, inconsolable... Depressed?

The following day they set off again on their journey to Háztatlon.
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Chapter V — The Fall of Árath
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More than half the army of the unified nations had passed Aegrimonia and already set foot on the arid land of Némaldon, only a few leagues away from the accursed gates of the underground castle.

More than fifty souls had been lost because of the malign spells cast by the wraiths. Balthazar had managed to save a couple.

Death at the hand of a wraith was horrendous because of the sound it provoked in its victims. Hearing it caused pain in one’s very bones and terrible nightmares. The sight of those losses was not horrifying because the wraiths—which, to the naked eye, were tall shadows shaped like men—enfolded their victims in a spiral of shadows.

At Leandro’s order, the army stopped. They had to wait until the elite soldiers took care of the sentinels guarding Árath so that the attack could become essentially a surprise one.

“Elite! Carry on!” Deathslayer called from the head of the advance. At once, the soldiers that specialized in moving stealthily and cutting their victims’ throats without a sound spread out. They wore soft armor of black tanned leather. A knife was their only weapon. Their heads were covered by leather helmets which hid most of their faces with holes for their eyes and nose.

The job was accomplished quickly. The orcs in their guard posts were eliminated mercilessly. The elite soldiers went on, making sure that no watchman was left alive. After two hours, the soldiers went back to their line.

“Excellent work,” the general congratulated them. “Elite soldiers, back into your full armor—fast. We’ll move on as soon as possible.”

The march of the legion of thousands turned into a gentle trot as soon as Leandro gave the order. Hours before dawn, the army arrived at the predetermined location.

Némaldon was a wide plain of volcanic rock. It was obvious that thousands of years of volcanic activity had created a covering layer of dry, dangerous stone. In front of them, on the other hand, was a cliff that fell away in dramatic angles. The cliff became a clearing of flat ground that pointed like a ramp at the other wall of the cliff. On the opposite, vertical wall, two gates the width of five trees and the height of three protected the entrance to the underground castle.

“Árath,” said Deathslayer.

A cold front enveloped the army. Teeth chattered and it was not clear whether it was the result of the fear they felt when confronted by a structure like that or the cold. But there was no time to be lost. The watchmen might have died, but Árath had more than eyes to detect lurking danger. By now, the sáffurtans would certainly be alert to the presence of so much activity outside the gates.

Chirllrp needed no more than a simple sign. Leandro gave the order to begin the work of destruction. Ten thousand insects prepared themselves, obedient as puppets. The mages made their preparations.

Elgahar had acquired the title of Üdessa after his return by sea. With the support of his comrades, including that of the sovereign, the Council of Mages had allowed the young man to explain himself. Elgahar needed little to prove his prowess, manipulating the elements humbly. He had put his hands together and then placed them on the ground, and from that spot, a stone sword had emerged as if from nothing.

At first, whether due to jealousy or fear, the elders, including Ulfbar, had not wanted to accept anyone who could command that kind of power. They called him heretic and ingrate, but after some weeks and one demonstration after another, Elgahar was named a phenomenon in the field of Conjuring Arts and was presented with not only the blue toga and pointed hat but also a staff. He refused this, saying that he needed no more than his hands to let him cast spells. Thus, he earned the title of Üdessa. The scribes, under Mérdmerén’s command, would write a detailed account of what would eventually be his story. Elgahar would become the youngest Üdessa in history.

Elgahar had also learned another trick from Ulfbar himself, which was how to make his own potions. He had created a great number for himself and his pupils, mostly bright blue healing ones and mana-regenerating ones to restore his life force. He had been surprised to find that the making of potions was far easier than he had imagined. What it required was to know exactly when and how much of each ingredient to add to the cauldron to create specific potions. He did what his former master and Ulfbar had recommended, which was not to trust anybody else’s potions but his own. He also followed the advice to not rely solely on potions for the casting of spells. They were there simply to restore health or mana quickly. Thus, he kept five blue health-restoring potions in a satchel hidden under his toga and two purple ones for restoring mana. He did not need them yet but knew that soon, he would be taking sips out of the purple one.

Leandro glanced at his comrade. The mage met his gaze and the general nodded, giving the go-ahead for the first attack.

Elgahar savored the salt in the atmosphere. It was not the sea, but the sweat of thousands upon thousands standing behind him. The tension grew. The three mages appeared quietly with Elgahar at the center. He turned to look at his pupils, Ítalshin and Uroquiel. They wore grey togas, a sign that they were mages of the rank of Ödessa.

The young Üdessa stretched out his arms toward the gates of Árath. The assistant mages each placed a hand on his shoulder while with the other, they pointed in the same direction.

The three closed their eyes. Elgahar withdrew from reality and found his mind’s eye. His inner eye opened its senses and his soul perceived his surroundings.

He felt the interior of the underground castle. The forces of the Black Arts were gathering, generating a spell that would attempt to quench the energy Elgahar was about to launch at the gates. He studied the evil spell, unraveling it in his mind as if he were untying a knot. He understood its essence, modifying his spell as a result to avoid his attack being canceled with a counterspell. Battles that involved the casting of spells were like chess. You could cast any spell you wanted but to be especially lethal, you had to predict what the enemy was casting to prevent any reduction of power in your own spell and prevent a counterattack. He was very well prepared. 

Blue energy gathered together in his hands. The accumulation grew until it had created two large spheres of radiant energy in each hand. The spheres became hyperactive, as though unable to contain their momentum. When this energy was about to overflow, Elgahar directed it forward, creating two powerful streams of blinding energy. The beams traveled instantly toward the gates, crashing loudly against their substance.

The assistant mages set their spell in motion, using all their strength to generate one that would allow them to transfer their life force to Elgahar, who had now made himself into the instrument of destruction. The two pupils quickly drank a purple potion to restore their mana. 

The mage began to shimmer, a thread of electricity flickered around his body. His eyes shone with a brilliant blue and from his mouth shone the same energy.

“Aaah!” he shouted with a glare of fury. The two streams of energy shooting from his hands became an unstoppable flow. The gates, from one moment to the next, bent and broke in half. Elgahar collapsed and the shimmering faded. He went to his satchel and took a sip from his purple potion. 

When the gates split apart, the entrance to Árath was left unprotected. A cloud of dust emerged as if someone were exhaling after a long sigh.

When the cloud of dust dispersed, several bodies were left lying on the ground. It was clear that someone inside had given the order to protect the gates at all costs. Already, a host of orcs was marching over the fallen in defense of the castle.

Nobody moved. A black spiral of energy came out through the gates and with it, there emerged a dragon with three heads created from evil spirits in defense of Árath.

A hundred thousand sighs filled the icy atmosphere with steam. Urine flowed in gushes while others vomited from the smell of foul mud that rose from the depths of the underground castle.

Leandro shouted, “Now, Elgahar!”

The mage was still on his knees, drained.

“Ítalshin, help me,” he said to one of his assistant mages. They helped him to his feet and he drank the purple potion in a gulp. He entered his mind’s eye once again. He was exhausted, but he had to act quickly to avoid losing his control over the situation. If that beast escaped and attacked from the skies, it would be impossible to bring it down.

The titanic enemy emerged from its hiding place in front of a battalion of nervous orcs. The shadow dragon’s three heads snapped at the air, feinting and terrifying the attackers.

“Uroquiel, do it now,” Elgahar said. Uroquiel and Ítalshin turned to look nervously. They were nowhere near as exhausted as their master, but they knew they had to act swiftly. The dragon was already coming out of the entrance to Árath. The assistant mages placed their hands on Elgahar’s shoulders and renewed the spell of transmission of energy. This time, they would give it everything they had.

Elgahar felt the flow of energy. Within his mind’s eye, he studied the shadow dragon, unraveling the spell that had created it. When he understood, he put his hands to the ground and began to mumble words that nobody understood. The other mages’ faces were pale. The earth shook so violently that pebbles were dislodged from the cliff and rolled down like dust.

The dragon began to lose vitality. Its three heads fell to the ground all at once, killing several orcs under their weight. The shadows that formed the body of the beast faded away and soon, the spirits trapped in the spell that had created the dragon were freed.

Elgahar opened his eyes and smiled. He was still pale and in a cold sweat, but destroying the evil ones who had created the spell had been easier than he had expected. Ítalshin and Uroquiel were dizzy but smiling. Their master, the great Elgahar, had succeeded.

The orcs that were still lined up in formation in front of Árath were anxious but kept in their places by their captain, who was barking orders. Reinforcements arrived from the depths of the castle and the defense was strengthened.

The mage pointed towards Árath. The signal.

Leandro turned to Chirllrp, the captain in charge of the thousands of insects.

Chirllrp gave a call in the guttural language of Gardak. At once, a thousand insects began their descent down the cliff, moving like a menacing wave toward Árath. The orcs defending the entrance trembled. Their captain was the first to break ranks and flee but was caught, like his battalion, by a sharp spear that left him pinned to the ground.

The insects’ advance was unstoppable. Like an avalanche, they overwhelmed the orcs and like a river demolishing a forest within a valley, they entered Árath. The stream of insects moved in synchrony thanks to their antennae, which allowed them to communicate effectively without words.

In amazement, Khad’Un, Merkas, Amon Ras, and Balthazar watched the coffee-colored wave melting into the shadows. In half an hour or so, ten thousand insects had gone into the castle; cries of pain and suffering came from the depths.

Several soldiers of Árath fled out of the main entrance, only to be caught by the soldiers’ arrows or a well-aimed spear.

“What on earth did you do, Elgahar?” Leandro asked the mage once he had returned to the ranks.

The other two mages listened eagerly, hoping to learn as much as they could from their master.

“A spell is the result of a complex combination of thoughts,” the young man replied. “It sets out to manipulate the elements, and these—just as in a cookery recipe—must be combined correctly to generate a magical spell. If a spell is the result of thoughts, then if you manage to understand the sequence of thoughts—or the recipe—that created the spell, you can intercept it.

“It’s a basic principle that hasn’t been explored. Rummbold Fagraz was incredible and he described and figured out the process to manipulate the elements, but nobody paid attention to the sequence of thoughts that lead to the creation of a spell. That is where I’ve specialized, Leandro.

“When I understood the origin of the spell created by the sáffurtan and the dethis, I managed to intercept it. With an additional spell, I pulled down the foundations of Árath and much of its lower levels crumbled. Many died under the collapse. Trapped within their underground castle, it was easy to defeat them.”

Elgahar smiled to himself.

“An impressive victory,” said the historian of the mission, Valdur Hervix. He wore a brown toga, typical among the historians. All wars had to be documented and this one was no exception. Several of Valdur’s students had taken on the job of writing down in prose what he dictated. Hence, the story was a sequence of poetic tales and what these reflected was not necessarily the truth, but an interpretation of it. For this reason, it was always important to choose a historian who favored the crown. What people would learn in future generations was dependent on a single man’s version of a story, and truth and fiction would eventually blend into a confusing story called history.
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Chapter VI — Old Friendships
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“A delicious offering by a superlative cook,” Mérdmerén exclaimed. “I don’t know how you do it, Baron, but you never cease to surprise me. You should let me hire him every once in a while. I swear I’d pay him well.” He raised his wooden cup, filled with red wine from his cellar.

The room, as usual, was a small one. A bubble of amber light surrounded the round table in the center, and on it, a northern-style turkey in a sauce was begging to be eaten. In front of Mérdmerén sat the thief chosen to represent the Faceless Baron, who remained hidden. The thief was eating as if there was no tomorrow and was already drunk.

“The cook is paid the best salary of all: a better tomorrow,” the Baron said. “Money, Mérdmerén, is a medium of exchange. On its own, it’s worth nothing at all.”

The Lion’s Fist washed the food down with wine and swallowed. After a month of almost daily meetings with the Baron, the leader of the Dungeon of Thieves had shown that he could give good advice about the political intricacies which would soon envelop the world of the Meridian.

“The messenger birds have landed,” the sovereign said, changing the subject. “Árath has been sacked, its slaves freed, and its nooks and crannies cleaned out by the insects of Gardak. We can go on to the next stage.” 

“Excellent!” came the voice from the shadows. “With the defeat of Árath, the portal created by Elgahar and Balthazar can be used to begin the migration of the Gardakians to Mandrake. Queen Meromérila, a most beautiful woman, has assured us that the Dakatak could live very happily in Árath. It appears that these insects flourish in shade and an underground castle would suit them very well. She says they don’t eat meat but a fungus they harvest from the walls. This particular fungus grows on the walls because they daub them with their saliva and in that dampness, it produces this fungus they call gasha. This is all rather wonderful.” 

“You know quite a lot about the Dakatak culture and the Mílikin,” Mérdmerén said.

“As you know, cultures are my thing,” the Baron explained. “I’m good at learning their details. For example, Mílikin are very much like humans in every way. Look at Queen Meromérila. She’s like any other young woman of any city in the Empire, except for her purple eyes. The Dakatak, on the other hand, are giant insects that fascinate me. They’re much more complex than they seem. Because of their guttural language, they appear dim and shallow. But those insects have great wisdom within them. One day, they’ll learn our language and then we’ll realize how wise they are.”

Mérdmerén was recovering from a fit of depression after giving away his daughter to Lombardo. It had hurt a lot more than he could have imagined, particularly seeing her so happy. He recalled his better days when he had married Maria de los Santos. His wedding had not been as showy a ceremony as his daughter’s, but he was happy when he had married. 

May you not lose your way as I did, he wished his daughter with a thought. But he knew it would never happen. Not with someone like Lombardo, who seemed to be as stubborn as a rock.

“It’s surprising to see how quickly a man adapts to a new situation,” the Baron said philosophically. 

“You’ve been thoughtful these past few meetings,” Mérdmerén said without mockery. It was true. The feeling was infectious. Now he felt more philosophical than ever. He had even assured Gáramond that he would soon give the go-ahead for a school devoted to philosophy and thought.

“For the first time in history, several nations and foreign cultures are united in a prosperous relationship. It’s all thanks to being united to fight under the same flag to defend our world. I told you, Mérdmerén. With you as the king, things would be better. Soon, the cultures of other planets will visit us and, hopefully, contribute a fair number of soldiers.”

Mérdmerén downed the contents of his glass and helped himself to more wine. He said, “Other worlds, other species, other people, other cultures... Strange, isn’t it? If it weren’t for the emergency we’re living through, I don’t believe anybody would have accepted beings from other nations and worlds so easily. But as long as we’re afraid of what we’ve called Armageddon, we’re more inclined to tolerate the differences between cultures.” 

“The true challenge will be establishing long-lasting links with the empires of other planets. You need to be prepared to deal with all kinds of creatures. From the Dakatak to beings even weirder that I can’t even begin to imagine, like a talking pig or a bull walking on two legs and meditating on nature. We’re living through strange times, Mérdmerén. It’s been our fate to be the leaders of a conflict that would drive most people crazy. It’s not simply chance, my friend, that you and I are in the vanguard of the changes which are on their way.”

“What on earth are you talking about?”

“In the universe, according to Balthazar, everything’s possible. Beings as unlikely as dragons exist and if these magical beasts exist, what others might we find?”

“Might we find? You mean you’d come on expeditions to other worlds?”

“No. But one of my favorites will go in my place. Your esquire.”

“Turi the Esquire. Previously known as the Crafty. A very skillful lad with a cunning mind and the soul of a giant who could become so much more. He’s hungry to travel to other worlds and get to know other cultures. I saw the look in his eyes when we were in Moragald’Burg and Grizna.”

“Then it’s decided,” the Baron said. “The plan is clear, and we’re about to take the next step. So let’s get down to it.”

“Right.”

“This game of ours is a delicate one. We move the pieces on the board to checkmate the God of Chaos. Once he’s cornered, he’ll have no option but to defend the most important piece in the game.” 

“I hope he doesn’t turn the game around and checkmate us,” the king said.

“Don’t you worry about that, Mérdmerén.”

“Why not? The last thing I want to do is die.”

“What’s the worst kind of enemy?” the Baron asked from the shadows.

“The one who knows your game.”

“No, my good friend. It’s the one who has nothing to lose and because of that, there’s nothing that he won’t do, no matter how farfetched, to survive. The hour has come. You’re wanted in the palace.”

“Balthazar’s plan?” asked Mérdmerén.

“Exactly. It must be carried out to the letter. It’s a little unlikely, but I think it’ll end up adding extra value to our cause. The masterplan consists of getting hold of allies across all the worlds. The secondary plan is Balthazar’s. If it bears fruit, it might tilt the scales in our favor.”

As usual, the Faceless Baron and his presence simply vanished. A black hood covered the king’s head and the next thing he knew, he was smelling the scents of the palace.
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Chapter VII — A Fragile Candle
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The recognizable landscape of the Imperial City, magnificent Háztatlon, did not succeed in exciting Luchy. The girl’s eyes were lost in emptiness. Although there was much to see, her sight was turned towards what was to come.

Children ran barefoot on the cobbled streets, the soles of their feet peeling and raw. A group of minstrels was singing about the loss of eternal love, several voices joining to provide a chorus which the people were enjoying. On another street, a juggler played with five apples to his audience’s delight and then asked them for coins.

A young man was dragging himself along the cobbles with a leg amputated by a band of criminals; a greengrocer was offering eggplants for sale; a butcher was beheading a hen; a little boy was asking his mother for money; a legless girl was demanding attention from the wealthy in exchange for something to eat; a wealthy woman was buying furniture. There was everything to be seen. But nothing seemed to move the girl.

The driver was stopped in front of the wall which would give him access to the citadel—the Imperial Palace.

“Papers,” a voice demanded. The driver took his hat off to expose his half-bald head to the afternoon sun and wearily handed the papers to the guards.

Here, the snow was not a problem. It was certainly cold. But the Northerners knew how to look after themselves during the winter, which was something they were used to. Various public servants were scattering sea salt on to the streets to melt the snow and make it easier to sweep away.

The captain at the post was dressed in white gold armor with a long spear, identifying him as one of the Imperial Guards. 

“Only two passengers?” he asked.

“Only two, as you can see,” Gerardo said.

The soldier gave him a stony stare. “They can come out here. We’ll escort the young lady and her guardian.” 

“No, sir. I’m afraid that won’t be possible. Read the letter. It clearly says that the young lady must be transported and handed over by none other than myself, directly into the hands of the king’s esquire.” 

The soldier read the letter again, the afternoon sun shining on his armor. Luchy noticed that he was not at all concerned about the cold; he did not seem to be wearing anything to warm himself. Perhaps the armor itself included some material that kept the soldiers warm enough.

The guard muttered something to himself. “Notify the king’s esquire!” he said. “Special passenger on board!” Without another word, he gestured angrily for the gate to be opened.

The rusty wheels moaned as the immense gate slid to one side. The wall protecting the citadel was brand new, recently erected by a proud people after the resounding defeat of Némaldon during the Battle of Háztatlon.

Several soldiers at the sentry post gave Luchy a long stare. Those emerald eyes could not go unnoticed, but every man who set eyes on such beauty reached the same conclusion: the little princess was sad, her eyes fixed on an eternal love which perhaps would never again come to pass.

The carriage turned in a semicircle to bring the passengers close to the palace’s main entrance.

The rebuilt structure was beautiful, with large columns guarding the doors. They were the color of marble like the rest of the structure.

The butler opened the carriage door and allowed Luchy to descend. He was not expecting anyone as big as Mojak to come out after her, his tremendous size barely finding room inside. Macadamio, his straight grey hair swept backward and his long nose and gaze petulant, had to step back and raise his eyes to meet the great Wild Man’s gaze. He was about to say something but felt as though his tongue had been cut out.

“Don Macadamio?” came a voice behind the butler. A smiling face emerged from inside the palace door and greeted Luchy with a graceful movement. He had practiced bowing more than once.

“Greetings, Doña Luciella,” the lad said enthusiastically. “Welcome to the palace. King Mérdmerén de los Reyes has been waiting for you.” 

Luchy looked warmly at him. Seeing a friend brought out positive feelings in her. But her smile soon vanished, which impressed Turi. As far as the thief was concerned, Luchy had always been someone with a ready smile. But now her face was shadowed. He felt for her and wanted to help her be happy again.

She returned the courtesy. “Greetings, Turi the Crafty,” she said. 

He smiled proudly. “Now I’m Turi the Esquire.” 

“You changed your name?”

“I’m the king’s esquire now! That’s how I came by the new name. I think it suits me.” The lad looked ridiculous in his clothes. He wore tight pants of coffee-colored leather, well-polished boots, and a loose silk shirt that appeared to float over his thin, wiry body like a cloud.

“And this big guy?” the lad said, offering him his hand. “Hi there. Turi.” The thief had befriended men his size before, including Greyson his uncle, but this Wild Man was different.

“His name’s Mojak,” Luchy explained.

“Greetings, Mojak,” Turi said with his hand still outstretched.

Mojak did not flinch. His great face and square jaw remained unmoved. He seemed barely to be breathing. The huge mace at his belt was expressive, as were his Wild Man’s clothes of wyvern leather. Turi had never seen a bald Wild Man. The man’s scalp reflected the evening sun. How did it manage to avoid freezing in winter?

“They cut off his tongue in Árath where he was a slave. He’s mute,” Luchy said expressionlessly. Turi withdrew his hand and shrugged.

Turi’s eyes widened. “Anyway, a pleasure meeting you, Mojak. Welcome to the Imperial Palace. I guess it’s the big guy’s first visit. In we go.”

Turi opened the double door and invited the travelers to come inside. The Imperial Palace, as always, was busy with endless negotiators, politicians, and architects carrying out their various tasks inside the palace. The building was dotted everywhere with imperial guards, revealing that security was in a state of alarm after the recent war.

Turi led them down elegant corridors. Luchy knew the place well, having been there for the coronation of Lion’s Fist and Ajedrea’s wedding. When they entered the king’s hall and were led to the throne, the travelers allowed themselves to be carried away by the splendor. Only Luchy showed this by marveling at it all, open-mouthed. Mojak remained expressionless, although his eyes scanned everything around him.

The corridor led them to a great hall where a long, narrow carpet stretched for several strides up to a platform of white stone. On top of it stood a luxurious throne.

It was made of the same clean white marble, it's surface both straight and wavy with a variety of decorations carved on its surface. Some parts were broken, others deeply-furrowed, showing the wear and tear of four centuries of use. 

The ceiling was even more impressive than the throne. Given the polytheistic religion of the Empire, it took the form of a dome decorated with minutely-detailed paintings. The images in these depicted the ten essences of the Decamic religion. There were the Goddesses of Night, Water, Fire, Earth, and the God of Light. In another part was Aryan Vetala, the first evangelizer, and in another, Eryund des Guillioth, the first monarch. Around those figures were three cities. Each one was placed in a corner, forming a triangle of imaginary lines, thus representing the Stratta Trigonosphere, the three original cities of the Empire.

Turi walked as if in his own home, which indeed he was, and stopped beside the king. Luchy noticed that there were many soldiers at various strategic points of the sovereign’s chamber.

When the girl was close to the throne, she was able to appreciate the friendly expression on the face of the ruler of the kingdom. The sovereign’s gaze was paternal. It was obvious that Mérdmerén knew about the details of her mission; she realized this from the way he was looking closely at her and because he showed no surprise at seeing Mojak. Turi had noticed that several of the soldiers were nervous in the presence of a Wild Man.

Up until then, Luchy had begun to form some idea of Mojak’s personality and one of the most important aspects of it was the impression he created in those who looked at him. But sometimes even she forgot that the big man was beside her. His silence, she had noticed, was comfortable; apart from the fact that someone so big could walk so quietly. His footsteps made no sound.

She stopped when the carpet ended half a stride away from the marble platform with the throne on it.

Mérdmerén stood up, his esquire now behind him, to stir the king’s long purple mantle into movement. The king was wearing his usual black attire. A mystical dagger was sheathed in a scabbard of the same color. The scabbard was kept in place by a cinch that allowed the weapon to cross his chest diagonally, with the pommel pointing to his right shoulder and the point toward his left hip. On his head, he wore the simple golden crown, his long hair the color of a crow with some grey hairs in it. Mérdmerén was almost sixty years old.

The king did not say a word. He came down from the dais and the first thing he did was to embrace Luchy with a warmth that surprised the girl.

She resisted at first, more because of the unlikeliness of the gesture, but after a few seconds, she relaxed and allowed the king to embrace her.

It reminded her of her daddy’s hugs, so she returned the embrace with the same affection. It had been years since she had felt like a daughter and today, those feelings resurfaced with the bitter-sweetness of the memory. The girl allowed a couple of tears to trickle down her cheeks but no more than that, although a knot in her throat swallowed up the words she was about to say.

Mérdmerén moved away from her to study her face, then embraced her again affectionately and said, “Everything’s going to be all right. Everything’s going to be all right. Everything’s all right. There, girl, there... Everything’s going to be all right.”

Luchy was not his daughter, but she liked being treated like one by this man. She broke into a steady, sorrowful sobbing which lasted no more than five minutes after which this outpouring of her emotions ceased.

“Now then, follow me to the dining room. Dinner’s ready and I’d like you to be my graceful companion.”

***

To Luchy’s surprise, they did not dine in the Imperial Dining Hall, where meetings usually took place around a very long table. Instead, they gathered in the kitchen, round the table used by the cooks and the workers.

“This is how you know when someone really likes you,” Mérdmerén said as he sat down, greeting the cooks as he did so as if they were old friends who shared a lineage. The nobles and the dukes did not approve of this behavior. Macadamio had almost fainted when he found out that the king ate with the lower-caste workers. But, and there were no surprises here, the people loved the gesture and the rumor spread that the king was “one of us.”

The king always managed to create conversation and friendship with whomever he pleased. He enjoyed making friends with cooks, decent working men and women; it made him feel like he was one of the people.

“When you’re accepted in the kitchen it’s because you’re special.” He turned to one of the cooks. “Isn’t that so, Chana?” 

A very fat woman with red cheeks smiled at him and went on stirring aromatic soup in a huge cauldron.

“There’s nothing like being with the people, being able to live with them, smelling the odor of the crowd.” The king inhaled and exhaled slowly. “It’s a treat.”

They sat down at a round table of worm-eaten wood. There were six places on it; Turi took his place beside the king after hanging his purple cloak on a hook. The esquire ceased to act like a functionary and relaxed into his usual self. He took the bread from the center of the table, broke off a piece, and put it in his mouth.

Luchy was speechless. Mojak, to one side, seemed to be sniffing the bread curiously. Mérdmerén noticed and put a loaf as big as a man’s head in front of him. 

“All yours, my friend. I know you’re a Wild Man chosen by Balthazar to guard this princess while she carries out an important mission. A very, very important mission.”

Mérdmerén let his gaze wander down the table, then stared at Mojak as he devoured the bread in a couple of bites.

Luchy was impressed. “It’s the first time I’ve seen him react in any manner,” she said.

“Balthazar told me he’s an introverted kind of guy, but an excellent guardian. The sorcerer told me he’d personally trained him for this mission.”

“What mission?” Turi asked.

“The only mission that matters, apart from summoning other worlds to stop you-know-who,” Mérdmerén said. He picked up a bottle of cheap wine, opened it with a corkscrew, and drank straight from the bottle. He passed it to Turi and the young thief, in turn, drank from it.

“Is it the mission that—”

Mérdmerén interrupted him. “That very one.”

“When do we start?” the girl asked.

“Tomorrow at dawn. Your grandmother sent me a letter with Gerardo and asked me to look after you at least for one night. If it were up to you you’d be on your way to the mission already, but your grandmother wanted you to enjoy our hospitality before you set off on a great adventure.”

Great adventure, Luchy thought. Great torture, maybe. This isn’t any kind of adventure. She sighed and gave the trace of a smile, grateful for having a grandmother like Lulita and friends like Turi and Mérdmerén.

“The message birds have arrived. Némaldon has been sacked, its demons annihilated and the underground castle conquered. Némaldon is ours! Those arid lands will now be the territory of the Dakatak and there, they’ll found a new nation.”

The cooks cheered, although this had not been Mérdmerén’s intention. He laughed under his breath and went on eating bread.

“How are Ajedrea and Lombardo?” Luchy asked with the ghost of a smile on her pale face.

“They’ve sent letters saying that things are going very well. Their honeymoon was quite a spectacle.”

Luchy turned to Turi. “And you?”

“Me? Well...”

“What have you been doing, I mean?”

“Aaah.” Turi was caught by surprise by the question, more so because he was already feeling the winds of change stirring in the current of his life. He had often thought about finding a mate and settling down.

“Turi is being trained to become one of my most important emissaries,” Mérdmerén said. “His job will be nothing less than to travel to other worlds as my representative.”

Turi blushed. “What?”

“I’ve discussed it thoroughly with the Baron, Turi. You’re the chosen one.”

“But I’m just a simple thief, there’s no way I could be your representative. No, no, no, no, no! I’m your—your esquire!” Turi found difficulty at those moments when he did not know whether to treat Mérdmerén as his friend or his king. In fact, they had become friendly since coming back from the adventure that had taken them to the other side of the Early Sea.

“It’s an order, you little imp,” Mérdmerén said with a half-smile. He kept the game of respect and courtesy going on purpose, which confused Turi. Of course, they were friends, but when he gave him an order he wanted him to obey. 

Turi lowered his gaze and said, “Yes, my King.”

Luchy felt the tension change. The king knew how to play the cards of power.

“While you’re acting as an emissary, I need to stay in the Meridian, which will soon become the political center of a range of nations and cultures of other worlds.”

“And who else will come with me, my King?” Turi asked respectfully.

Luchy watched the exchange. Their expressions and gestures made her giggle. In a way, they were like father and son. The girl turned round to see that Mojak was sitting with his arms crossed, watching and listening to everything. For a moment, she had forgotten he was there.

“Elgahar Üdessa, Funia of the Dungeon of Thieves, Chirllrp the Mílikin, Khad’Un of Doolm-Ondor, Merkas of Moragald’Burg, Amon Ras of the Divine Providence, Ushka the Dakatak, and Unna of Devnóngaron will be the other emissaries. A representative of each species, nation, and power. And you’ll represent the Mandrake Empire. That’s quite a position! How come it doesn’t thrill you?”

Turi thought for some time. Mérdmerén, apparently unworried about his esquire, went on eating bread. Meanwhile, Chana began to serve the stew in wooden bowls from which the guests and government servants ate with relish. In Luchy’s opinion, it was the best stew she had eaten in years.

“Very well, my king. I’ll do it. I’m grateful that you’ve chosen me for a position like that. It’s an honor.”

Luchy looked up to see Turi rolling his eyes, muttering something else that nobody understood. His unease went unnoticed by Mérdmerén, who was too busy eating.

“That’s great, Turi. You’ll see that you’ll be wonderful at it. You’re very good at traveling to other worlds and getting to know other lands. I know you better than you think.”

And it was true. For Turi, traveling and coming to know other cultures was a real privilege.
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Chapter VIII — Darkness
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Mórgomiel felt a strange heaviness at the thought of Mortis Depthos, which had been destroyed by the God of Light and Róganok. The chaotic planet had always been his shelter, the place where he knew he could return peacefully, no matter what difficulties he might have to confront.

I was never safe at home. There was always violence wherever I set foot and now my world is destroyed, Mórgomiel thought—or was it Argbralius? You bloody God of Light, you bloody Róganok. At least you’re dead. Dead. Frozen. Consumed. I’m glad you’ve suffered and it gives me joy to think of your abysmal destruction. You should have seen your face when I killed your dragon! You should have seen your dragon’s eyes when I cut off his snout! You should have seen yourself defeated, frozen, dead.

The thoughts of the soul of the human he had conquered had been invading his conscience. The strange thing was that however tiny the human’s soul might be in comparison with the sea of malice in his chaotic one, the human seemed to be gaining power in his mind. He was doing it in sudden fits and starts, without permission or limits. The worst of it was that Mórgomiel could not stop it despite his great power. Why? The God of Chaos thought he had seen and resolved all the enigmas of this universe, but the fact that the human’s soul was invading his consciousness eluded his understanding. He did not know what to do about it.

Because of this invasion of Argbralius’s soul into his consciousness, Mórgomiel found himself obeying those thoughts and it was all because he was unable to distinguish between his own and those of Argbralius. He must learn to control this or else he would go crazy.

Maybe I should have been reincarnated in another kind of being, he thought. Not a human. An elf, perhaps? Bah! An orc? A wyvern? 

He knew how futile it was even to think about it. What was done was done, and there was no turning back.

Making his way along the River of Time, Mórgomiel recognized many of the hidden paths, having visited more than a hundred thousand worlds since he had eliminated Alac Arc Ángelo. By doing that, he had aroused the fury of his followers who had been preparing the armies for when he was ready to begin the conquest of the universe.

The calculations were simple. One hundred thousand worlds, each with at least a million soldiers and demons of all kinds. One hundred thousand million soldiers was a formidable army to conquer the universe with and for this, he would site his command base in the Meridian, the world he had conquered long ago and where he had built Kanumorsus.

At the moment, his camp was in Eorta. Évulath the Brave had ruled ever since he had torn the breastplate out of Évulath the Chimera and with the government under his command, the chieftain had enlarged the army of the Ámaranth enormously. His army numbered two million.

He emerged from the River of Time, expelled by a violet vortex. The solar system of Eorta appeared, the red world shimmering with the fires of universal military activity. The whole world was militarized and the same thing had happened in the other hundred thousand worlds he had visited. There were a thousand or so of those which he had had to reduce to dust, not without previously sacrificing every one of their living creatures so that his sword might be fed.

Why didn’t you feed the sword with the soul of the God of Light? asked his dragon. There was an emphasis in its voice. 

You question me, serpent?

It would have served us well. He is frozen. He is dead, yes. But allowing his body to float into the sun was a mistake. The sun cannot absorb his soul! Your sword could have.

He is dead. Shut your snout and do not question me, snapped the God of Chaos. In truth, he was not entirely sure why he allowed the God of Light to remain frozen so that a star could consume his body when he could have absorbed his soul with his sword. Had it been a mistake? Had it been Argbralius’s fault? There was no easy answer and this was not the time to meddle in those matters.

Wrath the Godslayer needed nourishment, to feed on souls, and although the souls of mere mortals did not provide it with much power, grain by grain it gained strength. Feeding on the souls of gods was the best source of power. Having wasted that of the God of Light surely would set him back.

When a world of rebels opposed to the supremacy of Chaos submitted to his control, Mórgomiel pardoned half of them and sacrificed the other.

Górgometh loved to devour beings whole and feel their skin melting in his chaotic jaws; sometimes he enjoyed spewing a cloud of pyroclastic smoke at his victims to watch them die slowly. Another of his great delights was the destruction of worlds. But his favorite pastime by far was to torture souls with his evil riddles and psychological tricks. Górgometh was excellent at creating mental traps and ensnaring his victims in the madness that ended up destroying them. Sometimes, he enjoyed offering his prey the hope of survival if they solved his riddles. He liked to invent enormously difficult enigmas and once, a sphinx had managed to solve his riddle. On that occasion, the fact of having come across such an intelligent being caused him such jealousy that he ended up devouring it anyway. The creatures he tortured with his tricks longed to die by Mórgomiel’s sword simply to stop being tortured. Górgometh relished this because it told him that his mental tricks were more terrifying than his master’s sword.

Mórgomiel passed through Eorta’s atmosphere, basking in the pleasant wind of the planet. Here, it was that he kept his most valued prisoner locked up in the Interim. He had hidden her in the dimension of spirits so that mortals could have no access to her, much less attempt to rescue her. Mórgomiel remembered having destroyed the Morelia Abyss thousands of years before during the Times of Chaos. He had killed all of her species, the temporalis. The oracle had always been destined to serve Mórgomiel but after his defeat during the Times of Chaos, the Mirror of the Black Queen of the Morelia Abyss had been lost. And now, he had found it. Thanks to it, he had been able to defeat Alac once again. He had forced her to betray the God of Light and what satisfaction that had given him! He had relished the pain in Alac’s face when he realized he had been betrayed.

When he landed in the Palace of the Kings of the Évulathan Empire, King Évulath the Brave came out to meet him and knelt before his master.

The king was an Ámaranth, tall beings with square heads, three vertical eyes, and black skin. They were two-armed bipeds, very strong, malleable, and obedient.

Mórgomiel dismounted from Górgometh’s back. “Give me the good news.”

Évulath trembled at the sound of Górgometh’s hiss, and then he became aware of the black dragon scrutinizing him with an evil smile. Everybody knew how ruthless the Dragon of Chaos was and that Mórgomiel rarely stopped him from doing what he wished. If the dragon wanted to torture him, whether by gutting him with his claws or with a riddle or a mental trick, Mórgomiel would not stop him. The dragon was unpredictable and his malice was sometimes greater than his master’s. He had witnessed soldiers fall at the sight of Górgometh’s cruelty. Torture gave him pleasure and entertainment. Worst of all, Górgometh lost interest.

When the dragon took off with a bound, Évulath was able to breathe again.

The news is good, milord, the king said telepathically, as was his way of communication. The sáffurtans have found the favorites and brought them as you ordered, my lord.

“Let them bring them here and we’ll sacrifice them,” the God of Chaos announced. “Wrath the Godslayer is hungry.” 

When he took his seat on the throne, that majestic chair of stone was immediately enveloped in spirals of smoke. Mórgomiel had no throne of his own or for his use alone; his throne was all the thrones. Every one of the empires in every one of the planets under his command was his to take whenever he desired.

The sáffurtan came in through the main door of the palace, followed by the Ámaranth troop who had come to guard the prisoners. The evil sorcerer was wrapped in his red cloak, his face invisible under its shadow. Within was a skull controlling the Black Arts at will.

“The prisoners, my Lord of Chaos, at your service,” the sáffurtan said with a hiss.

“Only a hundred?” Mórgomiel said without apparent interest. “I thought there would be more.” 

“There were. Several made trouble and had to be eliminated. Others were destroyed during the fall of Árath.”

The fury of the God of Chaos echoed through the palace foundations. 

“The fall of Árath!?” he croaked.

The sáffurtan fell to his knees, begging forgiveness and mercy even though he had had nothing to do with the fall of Árath.

“That’s right, milord. Humans proliferate in the Meridian and they celebrated Némaldon’s defeat. There were very powerful spells, milord, cast by powerful beings who made us think that the terrible Strangelus Üdessa may have come back from the ruins.”

“No problem, my dear creature from hell. Árath was one of the millions of dwellings I own around the universe. It poses no threat.” Mórgomiel studied the favorites in front of him. There were a hundred assassins of the Brotherhood of the Crows in chains, the ancient hit-men of the dethis. “Leave us,” he ordered the sáffurtan. The sorcerer left in a hurry, followed by the squad of Ámaranth.

The prisoners were humans who had once followed Elkam’s commands, but Elkam was dead. They had never followed anybody else, least of all a god. As mere humans, they had no idea of who Mórgomiel was or that he was the creator of the dethis, including Legionaer.

“My children, today you rise in the world. You served one of my sons, Elkam, as professional hit-men, using the Black Arts for your benefit. As far as is known, I am the Black Arts. You manipulate what originates in me. I am Mórgomiel, the God of Chaos, creator of shadows, conqueror of the universe. With this sword—” he summoned Wrath the Godslayer in his hand. “—I have mutilated dragons and gods. Wrath the Godslayer is her name and she has a hunger for destruction.”

Mórgomiel walked among the assassins, studying the cowed gaze of those who wear simple black tunics. The assassins looked nervous, not knowing what they were in the presence of.

“I need you more than ever now,” Mórgomiel said as he studied his subjects. “I need your services as hitmen. But as mere humans, you are nothing. You can’t do anything. Today, I will raise you to a higher rank, and from you, will create a hundred vorwraiths. You will be as powerful as the wraiths, shriveled-up souls with power, but you will be able to keep control over your bodies, just as you did when you were assassins of the Brotherhood of the Crows. As my vorwraiths, you will have the privilege of being my servants and dying in my name, and you will also gain the power to travel between worlds by using the portals I have created throughout the universe. That is to say, you will be able to enter and leave the dimension of the Interim at will.”

“We will do nothing that is not commanded by our master, Elkam!” one of the prisoners howled.

“Anyone who opposes me, I will consider an enemy. And my enemies suffer.” Mórgomiel went up to the one who had spoken and plunged Wrath into his chest. The sword gleamed brightly as it devoured the human’s soul. In a few seconds, his body had been turned into dust. Nobody moved, but the restlessness was obvious.

“With what aim, my lord?” asked one of the bravest, a man with black skin who was as strong as he was bold.

“A sensible question at last. Your mission will be that of eliminating insurgents. Conquering the universe is no easy task, least of all when I have more than a hundred thousand million beings under my command. There are always rebels in every world and there are always those who will do good and defend the God of Light, even though he has been eliminated, by no less than myself,” Mórgomiel declared proudly.

Pride? What is this mundane feeling? Mórgomiel thought. It must have been Argbralius who had felt such emotion, one unworthy of a god.

The same soldier knelt. “It will be an honor to serve you, my lord of shadows,” he said. The other assassins turned to look, gathering courage. They all knelt.

“So be it.”

This said, Mórgomiel began a powerful spell. In his left hand, there appeared a spiral of energy that began to spread throughout the hall. It began as a thread of smoke that soon took on a life of its own and then, as if it were a snake eager to give a lethal bite, the thread stabbed each soldier’s chest. The shadow grew, and suddenly a blanket of electricity ran through the bodies of those assassins. The spell only lasted for a few seconds, but its effects would take several days to be apparent. To create a vorwraith, the chosen soul had to be poisoned. It would take days to be transformed. Slowly, the tangible body would lose substance until at last, it had turned into a specter. 

Mórgomiel smiled to himself. “Go now, my creatures. Go and wreak havoc. Kill. Strengthen your poisoned souls with torture, madness, and sorrow.” With this, the assassins left the hall, their eyes shining red—a sign that their souls were beginning to change.

“Bring the sacrifices!” cried the God of Chaos.

At once, an Ámaranth squad brought fifty peasants of their species in chains.

Mórgomiel seated himself on his throne and said, “Pass me the first one.”

A soldier pushed the peasant until he was standing before the God of Chaos. The telepathic noise of pleading was deafening, but he paid no attention to it. Abruptly he plunged Wrath the Godslayer into the peasant’s chest and the sword began to swallow his soul.

When the first sacrifice had turned to dust he called, “Next.”
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Chapter IX — The Interworld Assembly

[image: ]




“It was absolutely necessary,” the Baron said from the shadows. The thief in front of him was sober and serious and had eaten and drunk next to nothing.

Mérdmerén, on the other side of the round table, did not know whether the thief had chosen not to get drunk to pay close attention or whether the Baron had instructed him to listen in on the exchange.

“And you needed to do it in one stroke,” the Baron continued. “The Council of Kings had to be disbanded. The dukes had to be sent back to their castles to increase the size of their armies. And yes, opposition by the nobles will continue. That’s why it’s important to watch them and make sure they do not cook up a revolution. That’s why my spies have infiltrated every one of the great cities.” 

Mérdmerén had not liked disbanding the Council of Kings. Several of those dukes had been his friends. When he dismissed them, they had looked at him as if they meant to kill him. Many had lost their privileges in a range of different businesses, others had simply lost their position and felt humiliated. But it needed to be done or so at least the Baron had told him. What he needed was to create a new council, a new body of leaders.

The Mandrake Empire was no longer a self-sufficient monarchy, concerned with its own benefit; now it had to get involved in the affairs of other nations. It needed to coordinate itself with other cultures and particularly with those of other worlds. For that, it had to make room for the representatives and leaders of the cultures it would come to share the world with.

“Our world will be the core of military development against Mórgomiel. The Interworld Assembly will deal with the different leaders while the immigrants from other planets arrive in our world. For the moment, we can count on Meromérila, the leader of Gardak. From other nations, we already have the sovereigns of Doolm-Ondor, Moragald’Burg, Grizna, and the Divine Providence.”

Mérdmerén swallowed the piece of bread he had been chewing. Most of the time, he did not even bother to follow the Faceless Baron’s instructions. But at times, today for example, he felt that he was the subject and the Baron the monarch. The control the Baron exercised upon the Empire was as subtle as the invisible strings a puppeteer uses to move the puppets’ limbs. But when his manipulation became obvious, Mérdmerén was stung.

“Gáramond’s preparing to open a language school where, with Jochopepa’s help, he’s developing a method of speeding up the learning of other languages. If the Empire’s going to be the central government of the Meridian, we need to think of a system that’ll allow the immigrants to learn Mandrakian, which will be the official language. There’s something that bothers me, however.” Mérdmerén swallowed another piece of bread. “Can you imagine what it’s going to cost to keep the peace among so many people? And who knows how many other species Balthazar will find in his quest to establish contact with other worlds? Hey, suppose it turns out that the talking pigs have the flying pigmies for breakfast? And if the two-legged horses like to eat the grass that the insects of some other planet make their houses out of? You realize this might end in disaster?”

“I completely understand what you’re saying, Mérdmerén. That’s why setting Mandrakian as the official language is necessary, to avoid any problems of communication. I can assure you, everybody will be so focused on getting ready for Mórgomiel’s arrival that our differences won’t be a problem. They will be one after the war when we win. So, I believe that although your worries are valid, they are unnecessary.”

Mérdmerén sighed wearily. He would be the one—not the Baron—who would have to deal directly with the leaders of other cultures and species. Everything sounds good in theory, but in practice, it is a different matter.

“The difficulties are only just beginning, my dear Lion’s Fist. There are so many pieces moving at the same time that even the tiniest mistake could cause a catastrophe.”

“It’s a complex layout on the board, I can see that,” Mérdmerén said. “But I think that—”

The Faceless Baron cut him off. “It bothers you to feel like a pawn on the board while I’m the one who moves the pieces.”

Mérdmerén took another bite of the bread with duck liver pâté. He did not even know why considering he was not hungry. “That’s exactly it. I don’t like to feel like a pawn that’s being manipulated.”

“We’re all pieces on the same board, fighting against the same enemy, Mérdmerén. You may feel that I’m moving them as I wish, but you must realize you’re wrong. The advantage I have is that I can see some events from afar. In other words, you can’t understand the battlefield properly if you’re immersed in it, but you can when you watch it from a distance.”

Mérdmerén leaned back in his seat and sighed. “Forgive me, my friend. Sometimes, all that’s about to happen troubles me. Sometimes I’d like to be a long away from all this. Although I know it’s impossible, because it’s the whole universe that’s at risk.”

“Believe me, Mérdmerén. We all feel like that. The challenges have barely begun. Armageddon is coming to life as the seconds go by. Mórgomiel is getting ready and there is no doubt that he’ll soon unleash his terror.”

The Baron paused, then added, “Mérdmerén, I want you to meet Isidro, one of my most prestigious thieves.” He presented the thief to Mérdmerén.

So I was right, he thought. This isn’t just any thief. 

The King of Mandrake looked closely at the man in front of him. He was thin but athletic, black-skinned, and had an inquisitive gaze. It was obvious that he was quick in both movements and mind.

“Isidro is one of the engineers who are beginning to understand how the Tower of Lis works.”

“The Tower of Lis!” Mérdmerén cried, remembering that mysterious construction in Grizna which allowed him quick communication with the empress.

“They’re towers that use a cryptic mechanism to communicate at high speed. Imagine that we could manage to communicate without needing to use messenger birds or papers; we could communicate through magical means and nearly instantaneously.”

“That would be fascinating,” the king said. “Did you ask Sokomonoko for the secret formula?”

“No. I don’t want to depend on her, anyway. They might be her creations, but she can’t stop us from investigating the mechanism so that we can replicate it. My idea is that each leader of the army we’re planning to create could have an artifact like the Tower of Lis. This would allow us to communicate and act more or less in unison during the battle.”

Mérdmerén had no arguments against logic like that. He supposed that of all the reasons that the Baron was so powerful, it was because he depended on no one. He managed on his own and always had the most important resource—apart from time—on hand: human talent.

“And how will you work the magic?” Mérdmerén asked wonderingly. He knew that Elgahar would not agree to this and nor would any of the old flat-asses of the Council of Mages.

“Elgahar has established Maggrath,” the Baron said. “This is the island where the School of Magic has started to operate.” 

“Are you going to tell me you have thieves infiltrated there, learning magic?” 

“That’s precisely it. They haven’t infiltrated. They’re real pupils and Elgahar knows they’re my thieves.”

“There’s another problem,” the king said. “The Tower of Lis is—well, a tower. Are you planning on giving each leader a portable building?”

“Don’t mock me, Mérdmerén. Though, your question is reasonable. Just as Isidro is seeking to decipher the way the Towers of Lis operate, he’s also searching for a way to reduce them in size.”

Mérdmerén was at a loss for words. The Baron was always a couple of steps ahead of everybody, including Mórgomiel. He did not know how the man did it, but he was sure that part of the secret was the network of ears that were listening to everything at every moment.

“We don’t know when Mórgomiel will find out about our plans, but by the time he does, we need to be ready for when the owner of the planet comes to take everything away from us. It’s when he comes to eliminate us that we’ll hit him with everything we’ve got.”

Mérdmerén nodded. “Balthazar has assured us that several worlds are considering joining us. Now it’s only a matter of Elgahar and the Interworld Committee crossing the Portal and establishing a more lasting relationship with them, and hopefully convincing them to bring a significant number of soldiers to the cause.”

“So be it, then. The first meeting with the Interworld Assembly awaits you, my friend. Our session is over for today.”

The Baron’s presence vanished, and at the same moment, Mérdmerén’s head was covered by a hood. The next thing he saw was the streets of Háztatlon.
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Chapter X — Maggrath
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In Omen, the Council of Mages met daily. Previously, before war had been declared on Árath, they had met only once every trimester. 

When Strangelus was alive, the meetings had not been necessary. They took place mainly for the pleasure of getting together and exchanging thoughts and spells. With the unexpected and tragic, but at the same time brave and heroic, death of Strangelus, the Council had been turned upside-down and left directionless.

Its currently most advanced pupil and the youngest mage ever to gain the title of Üdessa, the mysterious Elgahar, had emerged from the rubble as if possessed.

“Ulfbar Üdessa, leader of the Council.”

“Present.”

“Sendar Üdessa.”

“Here.”

“Blalock Üdessa.”

“Behold me here.” 

“Mirkhon Üdessa.”

“Behind you, lad.”

“Hemock Üdessa.”

“Present.”

“Demeclin Üdessa.”

“Returning from the latrine, but here I am.”

“Raigan Üdessa.”

“I am here.”

“Troikar Üdessa.”

“Right in front of your nose, lad.”

“Landos Üdessa.”

“Present.”

“Mathos Üdessa.”

“Here I am, Jairo.”

Jairo Ödessa, the student of magic who had been chosen to be the esquire of the mages during that week, rolled up the scroll with the names of the members of the Council of Mages. The young man wore a pale grey tunic, typical of the students who bore the title of Ödessa. The meetings were held in one of the great towers of the castle of Omen. The chamber, spacious and without much adornment, allowed the old men to deliberate and raise their voices at will. Sometimes these meetings became heated and the old men ended up shouting all kinds of obscenities.

“The rumors are true,” Ulfbar said. “Most of you had proof of them when you watched Elgahar casting spells.” 

“Casting spells? Or blaspheming?” Landos said. He was a tall, fat, old man who (like all the other high-ranking mages) wore a proudly tended white beard. The only beardless one who kept his face clean-shaven was Sendar and, not surprisingly, he was the only mage who kept a trim figure.

“I think you’re being prejudiced,” Sendar said sharply. “That kind of attitude doesn’t allow you to see even a thumb’s length beyond what’s in front of your noses.” 

The elders murmured among themselves in disagreement.

“You’re the only one who voted in favor of Elgahar and his rise to the level of Üdessa,” Ulfbar said. “You granted him the rank all by yourself. The rumors about his magic in Árath are legion. He managed to create spells of high energy and he even created what few have before: a symbiotic link. He’s a dangerous young man. We all know what poorly trained minds can do when they’re tempted by the dark side of magic. In times like these, we must fear great powers.” 

The other elders, except Sendar, nodded. Several blue hats swayed in unison.

“Jairo!” Mathos cried. “Refreshments, man!” He was one of the fattest, barely able to walk under his weight. His knees were bowed with the excess.

The lad left with his face twisted into a frown and fury in his eyes. The task of being esquire for the elders was always one of the simplest chores the youths training in magic could be given. It was said that it was the duty where you got to rest the most and do the least. But nobody had imagined that the elders would be meeting daily since the death of Strangelus.

The elders started to pass around a platter of cheeses and fruits, several taking handfuls which they held over their blue togas as if they were squirrels getting ready for winter.

“The look in Elgahar’s eyes horrifies me,” said Troikar, the smallest of them all. It was said that his family had come from Doolm-Ondor and with ample reason since he looked like the short men of that nation with a beard as thick and muscles as well-developed as theirs. Short arms and legs, perhaps, but covered in various layers of muscle like an onion.

“It’s the look of someone who’s seen too much,” Mirkhon said.

“It’s the look of a man who’s deciphered the code of magic,” said another voice.

“That’s it exactly. Eh?”

They all turned toward the entrance to the chamber where the elders met. A young man with dark hair, black eyes, and pale skin who wore a blue toga and a pointed hat of the same color introduced himself. Nobody had heard him enter.

“I have come, just as you requested,” Elgahar said.

“It was you who asked for this meeting, master,” Ulfbar said. He was trying to make a joke of it but it did not work and the only thing he managed to do was to sow a seed in the minds of his colleagues suggesting that they were indeed in the presence of a master of magic.

Elgahar took off his blue hat, freeing his head with its covering of thick hair. The elders immediately felt slighted at the sight of someone so young and with so much hair leading the meeting so skillfully. And there was not even any hair on his face!

“The problem lies in the educational system, masters,” the mage began. “I gained wisdom through breaking the scheme of education, all thanks to having been exposed to great adversities that made me search within myself for the answer to the manipulation of matter—which is exactly what a mage does, isn’t that right?”

The elders listened as if this were an after-dinner speech, eyes open and hands grasped together. Although most of them detested the young man, they all respected him since the power which emanated from within him was undeniable. Only Sendar smiled openly, encouraging the young mage to proceed with his wonderful discovery.

“The current method of education is through books as old as the one written by the first great scientist of our Empire, the great Rummbold Fagraz. All the same, his books and thoughts are old-fashioned and this is something he admitted. For reasons that I don’t understand, we’ve decided to devote and anchor ourselves to the past and accept those findings as maxims and blind wisdom.

“But if you pay attention, Rummbold himself declared that his writings weren’t perennial. He realized that other discoveries were needed in the area of the transmutation of matter and the summoning of Nature’s powers. Who, up to the times of my late master Strangelus Üdessa, has made new discoveries in any area?

“The problem, masters, is engraved in the being of every man and woman of this planet. The name of the problem is complacency. Isn’t it easier to follow in someone else’s footsteps? Of course, it is! You save the effort that would be entailed by innovation. Isn’t it pleasanter to think that everything’s been discovered and that the search for further answers is unnecessary? Of course, because that way, you save your effort.”

Elgahar walked around the elders, turning a calculating gaze on each of them.

“When you break the pattern of education, just as I did, you allow yourself to walk not one but many paths to reach the same goal. If a path isn’t appropriate for you, then you need to feel comfortable about choosing another. The end and purpose isn’t the path itself. It’s attaining your goal. If we focus on the path, we’ll never get anywhere.

“Every individual, every being in this world, has a different way of seeing and learning, and therefore, every student must choose his own path; not one chosen for him by others who believe they know more. Difficult? Of course, it is. But necessary all the same.

“To expand the limits of magic, our sciences, and our powers, we must open the hidden ways of the powers which are stored in the matter around and within us. A hidden way can only be found by searching.”

“What on earth is this devil talking about?” Demeclin cried. “Heretic!”

“They said the same of Rummbold when he described the principles of the Conjuring Arts for the first time. And then? He wrote the basic texts of the science that you practice. Madman? Heretic? Blasphemer? Perhaps. I am called all those things by those who understand little,” Elgahar concluded. “Simple minds shouldn’t occupy positions as important as yours, masters, because all that closed minds in a position of leadership can do is to prevent the progress of wisdom.” 

The reaction of the mages was intense, and several of them wanted to take a whip to the young man then and there. But they all calmed down when Sendar stood up and walked toward Elgahar.

“Masters,” he said. “Brothers in the art of spells, please forgive good Elgahar Üdessa, whose youthful mind follows the most daring paths. He’s a fitting replacement for his master and you know very well that Strangelus was the same: a man who spoke his thoughts at all times and because of this, the Council was balanced.”

“This bastard child of the slums wants to take our jobs away and insult our homes,” Ulfbar declared. “As well was spit on our honor! I say that deserves punishment.” The others echoed him and cheered the attitude behind the comment.

“Banish him!”

“Don’t let him return to the Council!”

Elgahar smiled, his eyes shining with a gleam nobody understood.

“I accept your punishment and I’ll banish myself.”

All the mages turned to look at him, mouths agape. Elgahar’s attitude was incomprehensible. Had he lost his wits? 

It was Sendar who said, “Are you mad? They haven’t even passed sentence and you’re punishing yourself?”

Elgahar smiled. “I wish to start my own school of magic.”

The silence was emphasized by the whistling of the wind hissing through the windows of the castle of Omen’s high towers. Even Jairo was flabbergasted.

“A school of magic?” Mirkhon repeated. “Is this a joke in poor taste, Elgahar? I thought you were cunning, not that you were half-witted.” The nine white beards around the table quivered as the heads they belonged to shook with disapproval.

“The Empire has been in existence for four hundred years,” Elgahar said. “Since then, thanks to the writings of Flamonia, a limited amount of knowledge about the manipulation of matter was inherited and with that, Rummbold Fagraz himself managed to expand what we now know as the Conjuring Arts. For centuries, the science behind magic hasn’t advanced at all. This demonstrates two things: complacency and the lack of need.”

Troikar pointed his staff at the young mage. “Complacency? Watch your tongue, lad.” Pointing a staff was a serious threat among mages. Elgahar, however, was untroubled. He continued to speak.

“Firstly, complacency. All those who practice the art are happy with the results of their magic and that’s why nobody has thought of expanding it.”

Elgahar placed his hands in front of his chest, fingers upward, as if praying. When his hands touched, a transparent bell rang and a spark of light emerged from them. From the floor came a staff made from the stone of the castle as though the floor had opened its mouth and spit it out. This spell was surrounded by blue energy that seemed to be vaporizing the stone itself as if it were able to mold it with a magical chisel.

The masters watched, their eyes wide. The same thing had happened when Elgahar had had to prove himself before the Council to earn his title of Üdessa.

Elgahar took the stone staff, which was undoubtedly heavy, and handed it to Sendar. The pleasant-featured old man spoke as he held the staff in both hands. 

“My friends, this is no miracle. This is science.”

“Heretic!”

“Black Arts!”

“A betrayal of our doctrine!”

“Secondly,” Elgahar went on without losing the force of his argument. “You never needed to grow in the art and science of magic.”

His words silenced the elders and sent them into a tunnel of thought. It was true. After the Battle of Háztatlon, when great powers were exchanged and the God of Light himself appeared, it had become clear that the Mandrake Empire did not have powers enough to fight the forces of evil.

“The lad is right in that,” Blalock said. He was a mage with brown skin and wide shoulders. “If evil were to attack again, we wouldn’t have the strength to bring it down.”

Sendar was still standing beside the younger mage, amazed to be holding the stone staff in his hands. The weight of it would soon tire his muscles. 

“That’s an irrefutable argument,” he said.

Ulfbar had turned red. “Sendar?”

“I support this young man’s ambitions,” the beardless mage said with a defiant glare.

“And where do you propose to open this school of magic?” Ulfbar asked. After such a convincing argument he was now more interested

“There are some cays near Doolm-Ondor called the Muënguen Isles. One of those is called Maggrath. That’s where I’m going to set up the school of magic, open to all kinds of talents.”

Ulfbar turned to look at the other mages. All of them had the same expression: hatred, charged with yet more hatred. Part of it was a loathing for the self-satisfied young mage who thought himself better than the others. The remaining hatred was the result of jealousy, given that his irrefutable argument was obliging them to accept his conditions. They all looked down after nodding their heads.

“So be it. Sendar, you are officially excluded from the Council of Mages. Elgahar is banished from Omen. Have a good journey and good luck to you.”

***

“Well,” Elgahar said as he came down from the tower with Sendar. “It was the expected reaction. The plan worked to perfection. Aren’t you amazed by how predictable the human mind can be?” 

“You taunted them. Do you manipulate minds as well?” Sendar asked. The beardless mage was still impressed and did not know how to act beside Elgahar. He had left the stone staff behind so that the mages of the Council could pass it around and study it. They would almost certainly destroy the artifact. Sendar did not know how he could help this youth who had gained such mastery of magic and in any case, he had no option now. He had been expelled from the prestigious group and required a job and what he wanted most was to work with Elgahar. How could he hint at what he wanted? Luckily, he did not have much family; his only daughter had married the smith’s son and now they were living in Vásufeld where his son-in-law specialized in creating stylish candelabras. If Elgahar were to ask him to leave the Empire, he would do so without a second thought.

“The mind works on a basis of words,” Elgahar said, his gaze now clear. “Words represent thoughts. A combination of words, which is to say a combination of thoughts, generates an argument. And where are those words and thoughts generated?”

Sendar considered this. “In the mind.”

“And the mind is made of what?”

“Brain?”

“The brain is made of what?”

“Matter...”

“Exactly.

“Exactly?”

After descending the steps they crossed a corridor, avoiding passers-by, and watching the great training areas where the soldiers were being instructed in the armed forces. Omen was training thousands of thousands of soldiers daily in their different camps and training stations.

“If we agree that thoughts are formed in a mind which is made of matter, that means that you control matter with your thoughts. Am I right? And if you can control the matter in which thoughts occur, you can therefore, control the thoughts of others by controlling the matter that makes up their minds. Is that right?”

This conclusion left Sendar speechless.

“I’ve managed to prove a hypothesis, Sendar.”

“Tell me.”

“I’ve managed to understand the nature of my enemies’ spells, then use that to intercept them and generate a powerful counterspell.”

“How?”

“In chess, for example, you win through predicting what your opponent will do, right? You don’t exactly know what he’ll do, but of course, you can read his eyes and gestures. Through the Conjuring Arts, I’ve managed to understand the code that my opponent uses to generate spells and intercept them that way.”

“Fascinating.”

Elgahar stopped in one of the corridors which were open to the elements. “Sendar, I’m going to need you to stay in Maggrath while the school is being built, so that you can help me to teach the students.”

The older man smiled at the offer of work. “What are you saying?”

“Maggrath has been under construction for several months. The king himself granted me the land.”

“Then why did you need the permission of the Council of Mages?”

“Part of the agreement with the king was that we don’t want to disturb or alienate the School of Mages and its Council. They can sit on their flatulent backsides if they want to, just as long as they don’t interrupt our progress or declare war on us.”

“Elgahar, you scare me.”

“Ha, ha! Take it easy, Sendar. The king and others are involved in the creation of Maggrath. We’re interested because of the horrors to come. I’ll explain everything in detail. But I need you to go there as soon as possible and welcome the recruits.”

“I’ll do it with the greatest pleasure. Thank you for including me. What are you going to do in the meantime?”

“I’ll be on other worlds, recruiting armies,” the younger man replied with a smile.

“All this business of other worlds has turned the Empire upside-down. Since the giant insects and their masters came with that queen with the purple eyes, all the reality I thought I knew has been called into question. Our religion and our beliefs never told us of other planets and worlds. And now, out of the blue, here are all the inhabitants of a nation from a planet called Degoflórefor, settling in our land. By the Gods! What times we’re living in! And now you tell me you’re going to travel to other worlds to bring back more soldiers from foreign lands!” Sendar nearly fainted. Elgahar had to hold him up. 

When the older man calmed down he said, “My apologies. Sometimes it’s all too much for me.”

“These are times of many changes. But those changes are necessary, Sendar. If we’d met the giant insects under other circumstances, I think we’d have reacted very differently. But as their nation needs to help us in the battle that’s coming, we’ve welcomed them with pleasure.”

“We’ll see whether it is with pleasure after all,” Sendar said.

“You mean the fact that the people disagree.” 

Several towns and cities had not agreed with the coming of foreign culture. This was, above all, because they had been treated so well and with so many provisions and so much attention. The neediest and poorest towns were the most annoyed, for obvious reasons.

“The people will get used to it,” Elgahar said. “And if they don’t do that soon, they’ll be even more surprised when armies of other species and even stranger races set foot on our world.” 

“Don’t even say it,” the older man said. “At least I’ll be in Maggrath, a long way from all these changes.”

Both mages, wearing their blue togas and pointed hats, continued walking along the corridors of Omen on their way to the carriage which would take Sendar to Merromer, from where a ship would carry him to Maggrath.
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Chapter XI — The Lands of El Malush
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Taking her leave of Háztatlon and the Imperial palace had been much easier for Luchy than she had expected. Before she left, though, the king had taken her aside and given her a copper coin. 

He said, “Give this coin to their leader and tell him that he’ll have to use it when their legion crosses the portal if it does.” Luchy had put the coin away in a pocket of her traveling pants.

With Ajedrea’s absence, she had no-one to talk to and exchange stories with. In any case, she did not want to talk to anybody. Imagining Ajedrea telling her about her jewels and all the things Lombardo had given her during their honeymoon, she felt a sense of rejection and was grateful she did not have to listen. Perhaps in other circumstances, she would have been delighted to listen to her friend. Was she jealous of her? Was it because Ajedrea had married a normal man, whereas she was betrothed to a god who had gotten lost in some distant corner of the universe and would probably never reappear?

Sorrowfully, she took another look at the jewel in her engagement ring. It was still flickering like a castaway star.
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