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      What awaits an assassin who years for death?

      The urdhracos known as the Harvester is the deadliest assassin in the Heptarchy, sent to kill the enemies of the priestesses of the Seven Temples.

      Yet the Harvester is a slave and yearns for the release of death.

      So when he is sent to kill a mysterious wizard dwelling in the mountains of the Isle of Kordain, the Harvester hopes that his doom will find him at last.

      But the wizard may have something other than death in mind for the Harvester...
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      This story takes place several years before the events in SHIELD OF STORMS.

      A map of the realm of Andomhaim is available on the author’s website at this link. A detailed map of the Isle of Kordain is available on the author's website at this link.
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      The urdhracos called the Harvester gazed at the corpse of his latest kill.

      He stood in the deserts of the southeastern Heptarchy, the reddish landscape dotted with rolling hills and occasional scrubby bushes. Towering mesas rose in the distance. Lizards sometimes darted from beneath the bushes, drawn by the smell of blood and ruptured organs, and then scampered back to safety when they caught the Harvester’s scent. No doubt as soon as he left, the scavengers would strip the corpse down to bones within a day.

      The dead man was an orcish chieftain, green skin, white tusks, black hair turning to gray. He had worn chain mail over a ragged desert robe, though both clothing and armor had been damaged by a drop of several hundred feet. The chieftain had been a charismatic man and had gathered several of the desert tribes to him, whispering rebellion against the Seven Temples. Perhaps the City of the Seven was distant enough, the chieftain had said, that they could build a kingdom of their own here in the desert, beyond the reach of the priestesses and their bloody altars and their sacrifice lottery.

      The chieftain had thought wrongly.

      The Seven Temples had millennia of experience in both crushing rebellions and subverting them before they even began, and the Temple of the Crimson had decided that the charismatic chieftain posed a potential future threat that would be snuffed out before it became inconvenient, let alone dangerous.

      So the Harvester had been sent.

      He, too, was very good at what he did.

      The chieftain’s stronghold occupied the top of one of the mesas that dotted this part of the desert, and he had liked to walk alone along the ramparts before dawn. Since the Harvester could fly, it had been very easy to swoop down, seize the chieftain, carry the struggling orc for a few miles, and then drop him.

      A quick death.

      Relatively speaking.

      Depending on the orders of the priestesses of the Temple of the Crimson, the Harvester sometimes inflicted deaths that lasted for days. But for the unfortunate chieftain, the priestesses had wanted a quick, confusing death, one that would never really be solved. The festering mystery would keep the desert tribes from uniting, and they would grudgingly submit to the overlordship of the Seven Temples and the sacrifice lottery. Or, more likely, they would send slaves in their place for the lottery, slaves would be sacrificed on the enspelled altars to feed the endless hunger of the seven urdmordar who ruled the vast empire of the Heptarchy.

      Meaningless and futile.

      The Harvester gazed at the corpse of his victim and he felt…

      Envy.

      The dead man’s suffering was over.

      The Harvester’s would continue.

      On and on it would go, killing at the command of his masters in the Temple of the Crimson, killing those whose only crime was daring to even begin thinking about defying the Seven Temples.

      Futile, as all things were futile.

      Perhaps one day the Harvester would find someone who could kill him, who would at last free him of his bondage.

      This poor fool hadn’t been the one.

      The Harvester took to the air, his great leathery wings bearing his armored body aloft, and flew north. His task was fulfilled, and it was time to return to the High Temple of the Crimson in the City of the Seven. No doubt the high priestesses would have another target for him to kill.

      And another, and another, and another, until at last, one of his targets would kill him first and the Harvester would finally be free of his torment.
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        * * *

      

      But when he returned to the City of the Seven, he found the priestesses busy, toiling to fulfill a new command from their seven goddesses.

      Something new was happening, something that the Harvester had never before seen in his three hundred years of servitude.

      Agravhask of Mazulrast had returned from across the sea.

      The arachar orc had once been the most skilled captain and commander in the legions of the Heptarchy, but he had disappeared after Mazulrast had destroyed, and most thought him dead. But instead he had returned from across the ocean wielding a mighty weapon of dark elven magic, and he spoke of a powerful human kingdom called Andomhaim. This kingdom’s defenders wielded both high elven soulblades and the magic of one of the seven great Wells, making them a potential threat to the Heptarchy one day. But if they could be conquered and brought under the dominion of the Heptarchy, Andomhaim would be a powerful vassal state.

      And, of course, a fresh supply of life force for the sacrificial altars, life force upon which the goddesses could gorge themselves.

      Which, in the end, was the only thing that really mattered in the Heptarchy,

      The Harvester was suspicious. So profound was his apathy that he didn’t really care if Agravhask conquered Andomhaim or not. But the Harvester had been an assassin for a very long time, and he knew that Agravhask had every reason to hate the Heptarchy and the Seven Temples. For that matter, between the dark soulblade he carried, the fanatical loyalty of his soldiers, his aura of iron command, and the clarity of his intellect, Agravhask might be the rare man who could actually betray the Heptarchy and survive.

      Upon reflection, the Harvester found himself hoping the priestesses might send him to kill Agravhask. Because he wasn’t at all sure he could take Agravhask in a fight, and the Warlord might be the one to finally kill him.

      The high priestesses Mayascora and Taztaloria of the Temple of the Crimson shared the Harvester’s suspicions of Agravhask, but they wanted to take a more devious approach. Let Agravhask conquer Andomhaim for them, destroy the armies of the High King, and crush all resistance. Then they could arrange for Agravhask to have an unfortunate accident or die unexpectedly in his sleep, and they could rule Andomhaim in the name of the Seven Temples.

      The Harvester was dubious. Agravhask did not seem like the sort of man who would be easily used, and the Harvester suspected that Agravhask was in fact the one who was using the priestesses.

      But he didn’t care one way or another. The bonds of dark magic that enslaved him meant that he could not disobey the priestesses of the Temple of the Crimson, though he would not object to seeing them die.

      And perhaps the Harvester could find his own death in the distant land of Andomhaim.

      Perhaps he could finally rest.
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        * * *

      

      At first, the invasion went far more smoothly than the Harvester could have imagined.

      It began with the conquest of the Isle of Kordain, a good-sized island about three days’ sailing south of Andomhaim. The Isle was a nest of pirates ruled by a band of brigands who called themselves the Corsair lords. Apparently they possessed a measure of precognition absorbed from the dangerous dwarven ruins that dotted the Isle, precognition that allowed them to sail the ever-shifting ocean currents without need of the sea compasses devised by the Temple of the Visionary.

      Not that it mattered.

      Agravhask smashed their fleet in a day, sending thousands of mariners to their deaths in the depths of the ocean. The sea had churned red with blood, the screams of dying men filling the Harvester’s ears as hordes of sharks went into a feeding frenzy, the smell of burning sails and ships choking the air.

      The broken remnants of the Corsairs surrendered, and within a week, Agravhask’s iron fist grasped the entire Isle of Kordain. The vast bulk of his forces sailed to Andomhaim, and in a single day, he seized the realm’s largest city and slew the High King.

      But in the end, just as the Harvester had predicted, Agravhask betrayed the priestesses and killed them and was slain himself by Ridmark Arban, the right hand of the new High King. Agravhask’s great invasion was repulsed, with tens of thousands of soldiers and thousands of ships lost, to say nothing of the vast sums and effort the Heptarchy had poured into assembling the fleet and army.

      Yet the Heptarchy still held the Isle of Kordain, and Andomhaim lacked the fleet necessary to invade it. The highest-ranking surviving priestess of the Temple of the Crimson, Seziravorna, was named the Exarch of the Isle, and she founded the Spider Cult among the humans of Andomhaim, intending to subvert them from within. Even the Heptarchy did not have limitless resources, and it would take decades to replace the ships and armies lost with Agravhask. Perhaps in another fifty years, or maybe a hundred, the Heptarchy would return in force. Until then, the Exarch would hold the Isle and weaken Andomhaim from within.

      Though, of course, the Exarch was ambitious, and Seziravorna dreamed of conquering Andomhaim herself.

      But to do that, she would need to maintain her grip on the Isle of Kordain and its population.
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        * * *

      

      One year after Agravhask’s defeat, the Harvester stood in the great hall of the Palace of the Council in Teramis, the chief city of the Isle of Kordain. The various Corsair lords had all built their palaces on the highest tier of the city overlooking the harbor, but they had raised the Palace of the Council where they could meet and indulge their pretensions of being lords and not merely pirates with large followings.

      Still, the great hall was impressive. A high dome of gleaming stone stretched overhead, the oculus at its apex admitting sunlight. The walls were of snowy marble, and the floor was an impressive mosaic showing Corsair ships sailing the stormy seas. The Corsair lords of the Isle might have been pirates with pretensions, but they had been good at it. When the Heptarchy had arrived, there had been a ring of chairs all facing each other, giving the Corsair lords the illusion that they had all been equals or some such nonsense.

      Now the chamber had only a single black chair.

      The Exarch was the ruler of this place.

      Seziravorna sat upon the throne, gazing at her commanders. She looked much as all spiderlings did – pale, gaunt-featured, with red hair and uncanny green eyes, her ears rising in elven points. The Exarch was larger and more muscular than many spiderlings due to her preference for exercise in general and her more specific love of physical violence. Unlike most of the priestesses, she usually wore close-fitting black plate armor rather than black robes. Two Azrikai armorers stood near her throne, holding her spear and her shield until she needed them. The spear was a deadly weapon, a staff of dark metal topped with a razor-edged blade empowered with killing spells.

      The shield was more dangerous by far.

      It was a disk of black metal, its edge inscribed with symbols that glowed a dull, sullen red. It was called the Bloodshield, and according to legend, it had been forged by the greatest wizard of the dark elves in ancient days. A century ago, there had been an uprising in the Heptarchy, and Seziravorna had personally killed the rebel leader and taken the Bloodshield from his corpse. No one knew how he had gotten it, but Seziravorna had won the shield in battle, and she had carried it ever since.

      With the spear, she could kill everyone in the room.

      With the Bloodshield, she could kill everyone in the room much faster.

      The Harvester stood to the right of her throne. He supposed that he was like the spear and the Bloodshield, another of her weapons on display. Part of her insignia of power.

      “The latest executions have been finished,” said Tribune Vhaskwyn, one of the commanders of the battle mages. He was a kyralf, a hybrid of dark elves and orcs produced by the twisted science of the Visionary, with gray skin, pointed ears, and rough features. “Acts of overt disobedience have grown rarer. I believe our object lessons have proven effective in cowing the local population.”

      Given that Vhaskwyn enjoyed torture and employed it whenever possible, no doubt his demonstrations had indeed been effective. If Seziravorna was wise, she would rein him in once the local populace began to acquiesce to Heptarchy rule. Else he would wind up provoking more rebellions.

      “Very good,” said Seziravorna. “Mesozaxia, what news from your research?”

      Another priestess stepped forward, clad in a black robe adorned with the crimson spider sigil of the Heptarchy across the front. She was smaller and lighter than Seziravorna and habitually carried a small notebook in which she jotted down things. “We have gathered a map of all known dwarven devices and ruins upon the Isle. It is possible there are additional ones in the central forests and in the Ruin Marshes to the south that remain undiscovered since it seems the locals refuse to venture into the marshes for any reason. However, we have yet not made any progress on determining the nature of the engines, save that they require a great deal of magical power to activate.”

      “Then we will be unable to use them as weapons?” said Seziravorna.

      “Not for the foreseeable future,” said Mesozaxia. “The Azrikai are more confident they will obtain useful results from the crystals harvested from the dwarven ruins.” She paused. “If we could approach the larger ruins, that would be helpful in obtaining additional research materials.”

      “Yes,” said Seziravorna, tapping her fingers against the arm of her chair. “Which would mean dealing with the Mountain Wolves.”

      When they had first come here, the Harvester had assumed that the Isle was entirely populated with humans. This had turned out to be inaccurate. The majority of the Isle’s inhabitants were human, but there were significant populations of orcs and halflings as well. They likewise had been subjugated and brought under Heptarchy rule.

      Except for the Mountain Wolves.

      Three mountains rose from the Isle’s heart. The people of Teramis called them the Spires, and they were mountains of considerable size, with many valleys and canyons and a significant number of major dwarven ruins built on their slopes and beneath them. An orcish tribe called the Mountain Wolves dwelled in the Spires, and while the Exarch had not yet made a serious effort to conquer them, the orcs had destroyed every Heptarchy patrol that had ventured near the peaks.

      The Mountain Wolves themselves were mutated, just as the arachar orcs of the Heptarchy were. The arachar, tainted by the blood of the urdmordar, had greater strength and stamina than normal orcs, though a side effect of the mutations had turned their skins the color of human blood. The Mountain Wolves, by contrast, could change form into nightmarish bipedal wolf-creatures, and they regenerated so fast that the only sure way to kill one was to destroy the brain and heart.

      The Harvester had never encountered orcs like that before. The priestesses thought the mutations were a result of the ancient dwarven engines scattered around the Isle, the same source of the precognition the Corsair lords had once possessed.

      Though that precognition hadn’t been enough to save them from Agravhask.

      “I am not certain we have sufficient forces to subdue the Mountain Wolves,” said Tribune Ragachak, another kyralven battle mage. He had less of a taste for torture than Vhaskwyn, though he could be just as ruthless when he thought it necessary. “We would likely prevail, though losses would be high.”

      “High enough,” said Seziravorna grimly, “that Accolon Pendragon might decide it worth the risk and invade the Isle of Kordain. No. We must hold this Isle until the Seven Temples are ready to begin a new invasion of Andomhaim, whether that is in one year or a hundred. Yet we may have another way. The few Mountain Wolves we have captured proved less forthcoming than we might have wished.” The Harvester had watched a few of those interrogations. Torturing someone with accelerated healing was somewhat less than effective, and the Mountain Wolves themselves seemed to revel in pain. Their mutations had damaged their sanity.

      The Harvester quite understood.

      “Before they died, they boasted that their ‘Master’ would one day destroy us,” said the Exarch. “Based on what we have learned, the Master dwells in the dwarven ruin beneath Northspire that the men of the Isle call the Mountain House.” She turned her eerie green eyes to look at him. “Harvester.”

      The Harvester stepped forward and bowed before the throne. He felt the eyes of the priestesses, kyralves, and arachar orcs upon him. The Harvester made them uneasy, but that was how it should be.

      “Exarch,” said the Harvester. “Command me.”

      “You will proceed to the Mountain House, locate the Master of the Wolves, and kill him,” said Seziravorna. “Without a strong leader, the Mountain Wolves will turn on each other, and we can conquer them once they are weakened. At the very least, they will not pose a problem for a few years.”

      “It shall be as you command, Exarch,” said the Harvester.

      “Go at once,” said Seziravorna with a flick of her hand.

      The domination and binding spells upon the Harvester meant that he had to obey. He felt the eyes of the Exarch’s advisors and commanders on him as he left, but he ignored them. The Harvester walked through the corridors of the Palace of the Council, intending to proceed to the roof, take off, and fly south towards the Spires.

      He froze as he came to the grand central stairwell.

      The mirror. He always forgot about the damned mirror.

      Some Corsair lord or another had either stolen it or paid to have the mirror made, installing it on the landing of the first floor. The Harvester saw his reflection as he climbed the stairs – the black armor that hugged his body, the talon-tipped gauntlets, the void-filled eyes, and the great leathery wings that rose behind him. He could use magic, if he wished, to change his appearance – as a wizard, he was stronger than any of the battle mages and at least some of the priestesses – but this was who he truly was.

      What he truly was.

      A thing, a nightmare, a living weapon bound to the service of priestesses who fed stolen life force to their gluttonous goddesses.

      How he hated himself.

      A cheering thought came to the Harvester.

      Perhaps this mysterious Master was the one who would be strong enough to kill him at long, long last.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, the Harvester flew high above the northern foothills of Northspire.

      An urdhracos could fly to a considerable height before the air grew too thin, and the Harvester had made full use of that ability, circling over the foothills of Northspire and scouting the terrain. Only a few sharp-eyed Mountain Wolves would have spotted him flying overhead, and even if they had, there wasn’t a thing they could do about it.

      The Mountain Wolves were far more populous and dangerous than the Exarch had realized. They lived in villages scattered throughout the foothills and valleys of the Spires, but the Harvester had seen them coming and going through doorways carved into the sides of Northspire. It was very likely that the Wolves had colonized the long-abandoned ruins of the dwarves, and digging the mutant orcs out would be very costly.

      Not that the priestesses of the Heptarchy ever hesitated to shed blood. But they always preferred to get something in return for it, and if the Exarch assaulted the Mountain House, she might indeed leave herself vulnerable to an attack from Andomhaim.

      But that was not the Harvester’s problem.

      He suspected that the Master was likely a powerful orcish shaman or warlock and dwelled within the strongest portions of the Mountain House. The Harvester would have to use one of the entrances he had observed, wrap himself in spells of obscuring, and explore the ruins until he found the Master’s lair.

      The Harvester had just been calculating the most likely entrance to use when he heard the voice.

      “Come to me.”

      It was deep, commanding, and somehow beautiful, and it also took the Harvester entirely by surprise.

      He looked around, but he was two thousand feet off the ground and no one was nearby. His brain caught up to his surprise, and he gestured and cast the spell to sense magical forces.

      Of course. A spell of air magic. It had carried the words to his ears.

      Again the compelling voice spoke.

      “I am the Master of the Mountain House. I know you have been sent to kill me. Come to me, warrior. I await you on the terrace on the northern slope of the Northspire. I am alone, with none of my warriors or disciples to support to me.”

      The Harvester didn’t believe a word of that. This was very obviously a trap. Yet how had the Master known that he was coming? It was impossible that he would have spies inside the Heptarchy forces, and even if he had spies among the residents of Teramis, only the Exarch’s inner circle had been present when she had commanded him to kill the Master.

      The only logical explanation was that the Master had sensed his approach. The Harvester was an urdhracos, a creature of great dark magic. If the Master was strong enough to sense his presence from this far away…

      Dark, bitter hope sprang to life in the Harvester’s cold heart.

      Could he die at last? Could he have found the foe strong enough to kill him?

      Again the spell of elemental air carried the voice to the Harvester’s ears.

      “Come to me, child. You know that you must. Come.”

      Child? The Harvester was centuries old. No orcish warlock would have seen nearly as many years.

      Unless, of course, the warlock’s magic was strong enough to stave off death…which might make him a worthy opponent.

      Besides, the Exarch had commanded him to kill the Master, and she didn’t care how he did it. If the Harvester needed to withdraw, then he would do so and plan another approach to killing the Master.

      He began spiraling down towards the mountain’s northern face. The Harvester had noted one of the entrances to the Mountain House there, a broad terrace hewn from the rock just above the last of the foothills. A black obelisk radiating magical force stood in the center of the terrace, and the Harvester had not yet been able to discern its purpose. At the far side of the terrace, an entrance had been carved into the mountain, flanked with reliefs of armored dwarves.

      The Harvester landed next to the terrace and drew his sword with his right hand, his left coming up to cast a spell. He expected the Master to attack at once, to unleash his Mountain Wolves or perhaps lesser warlocks trained in his spells.

      Instead, a single figure stepped from the entrance and strode towards him.

      And for one of the very few times in his long life, the Harvester was astonished.

      He had expected to see an ancient orcish warlock, wizened and withered by age and dark magic. Or perhaps some hulking orcish champion, a master of both battle and spell.

      Instead, an elf walked towards him.

      He wasn’t a dark elf. Nor was he a high elf. He was simply an elf, with features both stern and handsome, his eyes like brilliant golden coins, his long white hair hanging on either side of his face. The elf wore golden plate armor inlaid with designs of silver. In his right hand, he carried a golden staff adorned with silver runes. A faint light seemed to shine around him, something only just visible, as if in his presence, all shadows had to flee.

      The Harvester just stared at him, astonished.

      He didn’t believe in rightful authority. The “goddesses” of the Heptarchy were simply urdmordar gorging themselves on the sacrifices upon the black altars. The priestesses ruled the Heptarchy in their name because the urdmordar were the strongest, and the urdmordar had created them to be obedient. The Harvester served the Exarch because he had no choice, because the spells of dark magic upon him compelled his obedience.

      Authority had no legitimacy, only force.

      But this elf…if the legends of just and righteous kings had any truth to them, any truth at all, they would look like this man.

      For a moment, they simply gazed at each other.

      “Welcome,” said the elf. “I believe you know me as the Master of the Mountain House. Who are you?”

      It took a moment for the Harvester to find his voice.

      “I am the Harvester,” he said.

      “Ah,” said the Master, a faint grimace going over his face. “Then those vile priestesses could not even bother to give you a name. You are here to kill me, I assume?”

      “Yes,” said the Harvester.

      “Why?”

      “Because I am commanded,” said the Harvester. “Because I am compelled.”

      “Because you are a slave,” said the Master gently. “Do you know what you truly are?”

      “The Harvester.”

      “An urdhracos,” said Master. “A hybrid of human and dark elf. The dark elven half of your soul has overshadowed you, making you into what you are now and leaving you open to magical domination. Though I am surprised that the Exarch employs you. I thought the Heptarchy destroyed all the dark elves in their domain, did they not?”

      How did this elf know about the Heptarchy?

      To the Harvester’s surprise, he spoke.

      “Blood of the dark elves is stored in the dark chambers beneath the High Temple of the Visionary in the City of the Seven,” said the Harvester. “Blood of humans and blood of dark elves are mingled in alchemical laboratories, and I was grown in a vat fueled by dark sorcery. When I was a child…eight, nine, I know not, the dark elven half of my soul awoke, and I became the Harvester.”

      “An abominable crime,” said the Master. “For the blood of an elf to be so abused and tormented. For we are distant cousins, you and I, even if you know it not.” He shook his head, sorrow on that kingly face. “I am sorry for all the suffering you have endured. None of it your fault, and none of it deserved.”

      “I…” The Harvester tried to speak through the unfamiliar emotions stirring in him. “I killed many, so many, who did not deserve it.”

      “By your own will or by the will of those who compelled you?” said the Master.

      Again the Harvester tried to speak and found that he could not.

      “And now you will try to kill me,” said the Master.

      “I will kill you,” said the Harvester, back on familiar ground. “Such is my command.”

      The golden eyes met his. “If you try to kill me, you will fail. You cannot overpower me.”

      Some part of the Harvester doubted that. He had killed a lot of powerful men and women who thought themselves strong. Yet some part of him, a large part of him, hoped that it was true.

      “Then you will do me a kindness,” said the Harvester, “and free me of the curse that is life.”

      “As you wish, then,” said the Master.

      Before the elf finished speaking, the Harvester attacked, his free hand coming up, a lance of dark magic bursting from his talons. It was a shaft of shadow wrapped in flickering blue fire, and the power behind the spell would be enough to kill a score of strong men.

      The Master did not move, did not even blink. The silver inlays upon his golden armor flashed brighter, and the Harvester’s spell unraveled into nothingness.

      “Well-struck,” said the Master with admiration. “Now it is my turn.”

      He lifted his staff, and lightning bolts screamed down from the cloudless sky. The Harvester reacted at once, casting a ward of dark magic around him, a haze of shadows that would effortlessly dissipate the spells of elemental magic.

      At least it should have.

      The lightning bolts struck his defenses, and the Harvester staggered, eyes going wide. The Master’s spells had struck much, much harder than he had expected. Dark magic was usually proof against spells of simple elemental magic, but the Master’s attacks had a shocking amount of power behind them.

      The Harvester realized that he was facing a wizard of great skill and strength, stronger than even the highest priestesses of the Seven Temples.

      And the Master didn’t even seem like he was putting much effort into his spells.

      If the Harvester was going to prevail here, it would take all his strength.

      He leaped into the air, wings unfurling, and rained spells upon the Master. The elven wizard didn’t even bother to move, but his armor glowed, deflecting the magical attacks, and he struck back. Fire and ice and lighting ripped across the terrace, and it took every shred of the Harvester’s magical strength to turn it aside.

      Soon he dared not to do anything but defend, every bit of his power and will going to keep the maelstrom of elemental destruction from touching in him.

      And before much longer, it proved too much, the elemental power ripping into him.

      The Harvester blacked out for a little while.

      When his mind swam back into focus, he sprawled upon the terrace, his left wing burned away, his right leg shattered, his sword melted away at the hilt. Agony filled him, and the Harvester felt a sharp pain digging into his side. A broken rib, he expected, sawing into a lung with every breath.

      Given enough time, he would heal, but there was no time left.

      Finally, there was no time left.

      The Master stood a few paces away, gazing at him.

      The Harvester felt himself start to laugh, tears streaming down his face. “Kill me. Kill me. At last, at last, kill me.”

      “Do you truly wish death so much, child?” said the Master.

      “Yes,” said the Harvester. “More than anything.”

      “Why?”

      “Because life is nothing but torment and misery,” said the Harvester, “and at last, I am free of it. Kill me.”

      “Then you regret what you have done?” said the Master, rolling something in the fingers of his free hand.

      “Yes. All of it.”

      “Then you repent of it?” said the Master.

      “Yes,” whispered the Harvester.

      “Say it,” said the Master, command filling his voice.

      “I…repent of what I have done, said Harvester. “All of it. Centuries of it. I repent.”

      And as he spoke, something strange began to happen.

      Wisps of ghostly blue fire danced around his fingers, seeming to glow through the veins beneath the armor grafted to his skin. The Harvester felt the powers inside him shifting and stirring, starting to change.

      “What?” said the Harvester. “I don’t…I don’t understand…”

      In one quick motion, the Master stooped, grasped the Harvester’s right hand, and slid a ring onto the forefinger. It was a heavy bronze band set with a peculiar black stone, and it gave off a strange magical aura. Before the Harvester could react, the Master took several long steps back.

      “I suggest you brace yourself,” said the Master. “This will feel…strange.”

      The blue fire ripped through him, growing in strength and power. Despite his ruined leg, the Harvester staggered to his feet, eyes wide, wisps of blue fire dancing around him. Pain accompanied the flame, awful pain, doubling and redoubling in power again and again.

      The Harvester threw back his head and screamed, and the blue fire exploded from him, ripping through his flesh and changing him.

      On and on it went, and the Harvester screamed. And yet, for all the pain, for all the fiery agony seeming to rip him apart, it felt…

      Right.

      Then all at once the blue fire ended, and the Harvester staggered forward.

      Too many different sensations competed in his mind at once.

      He was uninjured, his wounds healed. For that matter, he was naked, his armor burned away, his wings gone. The ring upon his right hand felt cold and heavy, and the Harvester looked down at himself, astonished.

      He wasn’t an urdhracos any longer.

      Even as the thought crossed his mind, an incomprehensible feeling of lightness came over his mind.

      The domination spells that had controlled him for centuries had vanished.

      They were…gone. Simply gone. Burned away in the fire of his transformation.

      “I…I…” started the Harvester.

      “Take a moment,” said the Master gravely. “I have helped several urdhracosi across the millennia, and the change is always…startling.”

      “What…what did you do?” said the Harvester. “What happened?”

      “I was forced to injure you to the point of death,” said the Master. “Only then was your mind willing to repent of what you have done, though you were almost at that point anyway. The ring was the final catalyst. Its spells transformed you from urdhracos to a hybrid of human and elf, free of dark magic and spells of domination. So long as you wear that ring, you will remain your new self.”

      “They’re…they’re gone,” said the Harvester, rubbing his hands over his face. “The spells. All my life. They’ve been there…and now they are not. What does it mean?”

      “That you are free,” said the Master.

      “Free?” said the Harvester. “What does that mean?”

      “The word is rather self-explanatory,” said the Master. “You may do as you like now. Go back to the Heptarchy, go to Andomhaim, live upon the Isle and make war upon your former masters. The choice is yours.”

      “Why would you do this for me?” said the Harvester.

      “Because I loathe the urdmordar and all their works,” said the Master. “And because I hoped you would help me. Other former urdhracosi have joined me over the centuries. I am preparing a great work that will remake the world, that will sweep aside all evil and cruelty. If you would be a part of it, then I would be glad of your help. Become my disciple, and I will show you wonders…and together we shall cure the world of evil.”

      “I will help,” said the Harvester. The Master had seemed kingly and wise, and the Harvester would eagerly serve him to atone for his crimes and make this better world. “You shall have the services of the Harvester himself.”

      “Not as the Harvester,” said the Master. “That is the name of a tool, a weapon, and my disciples are neither tools nor weapons but free men. You have the ancestry of both the dark elves and humans, and so it is only fitting that you have a name from one of those heritages. You shall be called…Nikomedes.”

      “Nikomedes?”

      “From the language of the ancient Greeks upon Old Earth, the homeworld of the humans,” said the Master. “It means either ‘seeking victory’ or ‘victorious counsel.’ For with your help, Nikomedes, we shall remake the world.”

      “Yes,” said Nikomedes.

      “Come, then,” said the Master. “The other disciples will be eager to meet you, and you can join in our labors.”

      Nikomedes nodded and followed the Master to the doorway carved into the face of the mountain, still marveling at the absence of the domination spells in his mind.

      For centuries he had killed at the whim of the priestesses.

      How much better it would be to help the Master drive all evil from the world at last.
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