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The archangel rises from the depths of a strange dimension known as the Interim to retake his failed quest. He wears a strange spirit-form which has him trapped in an insubstantial state—and in another dimension.

The memory of being defeated and cast into the abyss by the newly reincarnated Legionaer haunts him. He was close to defeating evil reincarnate! But alas, he was weak as a newly formed semi-god. He should have been smarter, he should have lived to fight another day. But he was flung into battle unprepared.

Not all is lost. The archangel has escaped Tempus Frontus and is now back in the world once known as home. However, in this spirit-form state, he is unable to interact with reality.

He must find answers—and quickly. Evil has been allowed to thrive unrestrained. But even before the archangel embarks on his mission, he must first conquer the great enigma of his state of existence. Coming out of Tempus Frontus was just the first step. He must now confront his own self to achieve integration.
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Chapter I – Hell
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Gusts of icy wind edged their way through the old mountain wall which made up the Devonic Range of Simrar. There the winds carried thoughts and voices to bear their message to whoever wanted to hear them, whether human, elves, or Wild Men.

There are always souls wounded by bitter memories who fail to flow with those mysterious currents. It was night, and one soul sighed on top of a hill, leaning against the Great Pine. In the distance, everything was the same: the blue and purple mountains, and the rising sun that was beginning to awake nature, but that horizon had lost the meaning that same sun had given it. In its absence, sunrises and sunsets were not special.

“Oh, Mancheguito,” Luchy sighed, yearning for the kisses they had never given each other and without the comfort of the tears she had already exhausted. Two fingers of light peeked over the crest of the range. Watching the dawn caused her pain, but she could not hold herself back. She reminded herself that she had survived a bloody and devastating war, that many had been left behind, and others would never recover. Like Lulita. The old woman bore the burden of having witnessed the deaths of her husband and then her grandson, both brought on by the same evil.

A powerful light, like a silent explosion, burst out on the horizon. The fire made its way through the lazy clouds and bathed the fields. Luchy received the blessing of the sun with her eyes closed, letting the light penetrate all her pores. She had to forget him and leave the past behind, but how? She sank her head between her shoulders and let one tear escape. There she was, as she was every day, letting herself be carried along by the inertia of the days with no will of her own. How much she detested this indolence. Had she let herself be imprisoned in a destructive routine?

“Breakfast’s readyyyyyy!” Lulita shouted. 

Luchy smiled; this woman was all she had in this world.

Lulita’s eyes lingered on the girl as she walked back. She had turned into a very beautiful young woman despite that far-away air. She walked with her hands together, as though begging that things could be different. Lulita wished for the same thing. She leaned against the door of the ranch she had built herself. Feeling those walls, knowing her home had risen again, was one of the few things which made her go on despite everything.

The girl reached the house at last. She still had those same large eyes, green as emeralds, with a gaze both curious and deeply intelligent. Her long, silky chestnut-brown hair came down to her waist. At sixteen winters, the girl had developed a shapely figure: Her hips had rounded into seductive curves. Her legs were long, and her breasts stood erect under her clothes with the insolence of youth. Her face had hardened, with clear-cut features, full lips, haughty nose. Luchy promised to be the most dazzling beauty of the whole region. She was of proper childbearing age, and many men had already tried their luck with her to no avail.

But that was not her main virtue. She also showed a delicate sensitivity and fine intelligence.

“Oh, my precious,” Lulita said when she saw her. “I can’t believe how little King Aheron III has done to help us after the destruction of the village.”

After three years of siege, the king had sent hardly any reinforcements, and nobody understood why. The survivors had organized themselves as best they could, and trade continued, but crime had become rampant. Poverty and misfortune reigned and made visits to the village a dangerous adventure. But there are lessons to be learned from everything, so Lulita had managed to gather together supplies and plan an escape route if war should return. 

The two women went to the round table to have breakfast, each immersed in her thoughts: Lulita meditating for the umpteenth time on the possibility of moving to another village, Luchy guessing what the older woman was thinking and knowing she would never be able to leave the ranch behind with all its precious memories.

Luchy did not want to leave either. She had not given up hope of seeing Manchego again. 

“Come back home, my darling,” the girl would say, looking into the distance and hoping that a smiling face would appear before her.

“Oh, little one, the things that happened... the village is a graveyard,” the grandmother said. Topics were scarce, and they talked about the same thing more often than not. Luchy contributed a piece of gossip she had picked up at the Décamon. 

“Lulita, have you heard?  A new sacristan’s due to arrive, and they say he’s the best of the best. I hope it’s true. This village needs comfort and a guide in this Village of Hell.”

This was how the inhabitants of the area referred to the times they found themselves in after the Massacre of San San-Tera. 

“Father Crisondo needs help. Three years without a sacristan is too long,” the girl went on.

Lulita’s gaze was distant as she drank from her mug. “The Cursed Pit is still there. The general and his officers were supposed to have come to solve the mystery, but it looks to me as though the leader’s more concerned with his family life than anything else,” she said in an apathetic voice. She sipped her coffee and leaned back in her chair.

“Don’t you think Leandro and the mage might be able to help us? There seems to be a philosopher with them as well—”

“Never!” Lulita cried with a start. “That gang won’t be able to do anything for us! Nobody can. Leandro and his retinue will be away from here soon with the same conclusion all the rest of us have reached: there’s no saying what happened here!” 

Luchy nodded. Grandmother was right. Everything was lost. Everything.

“Leandro Deathslayer’s a great man and a first-rate general, but he’s wasting his time. And the philosopher with him, fat as a lump of bread-dough, hasn’t any theories at all. Besides, the mage is older than this ranch. Mark my words: they can’t help us. It’s best if they leave us in peace, to die in peace, and to suffer our woes in peace. All that’s left for us is to weep for our dead. And that’s that.”

Luchy did not agree with Lulita on this point, but she was not going to contradict her, nor did she feel like going on with the subject.

“Even Rufus doesn’t come to visit us,” the grandmother said. “Ever since Manchego died, he hasn’t so much as set foot in the ranch. I guess now he belongs to the general’s children, and it’s better that way.”

Sometimes, when Luchy watched those children playing with the dog she had come to love so much, she felt jealous. She noticed that the dog would look at her helplessly; maybe he too suffered from his memories.

“We’re lost, Luchy, don’t you forget that. This village will die of sorrow and then rot before anybody can save it. Suicide’s one way—”

“Don’t ever say that!” Luchy cried, infuriated by her words. It was not the first time something like this had come up, and to some extent she understood; every once in a while a family would take their own lives.

“Lately, I’ve been feeling a strange force,” the old woman said, changing the subject. “It’s his presence, you know? I’m sure it’s him, Manchego.”

“I think it’s time to—we ought to let him go.” 

Lulita turned to her in fury and slammed her hands on the table with a crash, visibly upset, and rose. “If you don’t mind,” was all she said as she turned, carrying on her bent back all the woes that weighed so heavily on her. She sat down in the rocking chair and started to knit.

Luchy pondered on her own words, wondering whether they had been necessary. Three years of deep sadness had gone by, a sadness that enveloped everything. But she could not go on like this. A spark lit in her soul and grew. Soon, the flame became an intense fire that escaped through a gaze of passionate conviction.

***
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LUCHY RODE THE MARE at a gentle trot along the Avenue of the Ranchers. She was enjoying the sun, the shadows of the trees and their branches, and the wind which glided over the plains. In the distance, she saw a cart pulled by a fine orange horse. The rider was not so bad to look at either. Luchy readied herself for the encounter. 

“Good morning,” Lombardo said, gazing brightly at Luchy and going on his way.

“Good morning,” Luchy replied, feeling her cheeks redden. Luckily, Lombardo was already behind her, and he could not be aware of the impression he was making on her.

“Someday, will you take up my invitation for a walk in the country?” Lombardo shouted.

Luchy turned around. There was that big young man with his broad smile. He was attractive. His square face was framed by short straight hair, and his hazel eyes were striking. He was well-seated on his horse, his strong broad chest straight and his height noticeable. At his back, he carried a long sword, and his body was protected with leather armor. He was a born warrior. Besides which, every pore of his skin exuded the virtues of a good rancher.

“Maybe. Though, I’m not best-placed for going walking with anybody.” 

Luchy went on her way with her heart trembling. She was in love with Manchego, and she was not going to forget him. She had made the mistake of accepting this fact too late, and now she was not going to fail him by putting him aside in some corner of her soul. 

Somewhat later, her path crossed with another cart, pulled by two black mares: Jacinta and Naya.

“Good morning,” said Gramal Gard, an immigrant from Omen who had looked after her uncle’s properties after the destruction of the farms. The young man was a warrior who united magic and strength. Gramal was a high-ranking soldier under Hakama, leader of the Brutal Fark-Amon division in the military. With Leandro Deathslayer in the cursed village of San San-Tera, it was easy for Hakama to allow Gramal to tend to his family’s estate. “Go and lay eyes on that cursed land,” Hakama had said upon granting Gramal permission. “Be sure the general is safe.”

“Good morning,” Luchy said amiably. 

“You look beautiful this morning. What brings you here?” Gramal asked eagerly. 

Luchy was uneasy but tried to hide the fact. “Not much; I’m just out for a stroll. I’ve been in the house for months, and I’m getting a bit bored.”

“It’s true we can’t go out much nowadays; the village isn’t the most appropriate place for it. I might come with you. Would you let me? I’d love to.”

The girl felt flattered, but her convictions were strong. She was not ready for courtship either with Lombardo or this man, who was also good-looking with blond shoulder-length hair, a square face, blue eyes, and a long nose. A cotton tunic covered his tall, lean body. 

“No, thank you,” she said without hesitation. “I appreciate it, Gramal. I wish you a very good day. So long.”

She left without waiting for a reply. The soldier followed her with a gaze full of intrigue and hurt pride.

She continued at a gentle trot under a warm sun and left through the red and crumbling sentry posts of the Avenue of the Ranchers. She passed the outbound sentry post, which was now open with neither guards nor gates. After the destruction, not even deserters wanted to go near it. Besides, the rumor had spread that the village was cursed and that even the soil had been contaminated. Nobody did anything to solve the situation or even to find out what had happened. Everything was lamentation, like hers and Lulita’s. Those who could not bear it any longer killed themselves.

For men like Gramal, it was worse. The girls in the village were as cursed as the land itself. A young and attractive man like him could have sought entertainment with the daughter of the smith or the baker. Luchy did not know any maidens other than herself in the surroundings of the village. 

Guess I’m one of the lucky girls who’s not cursed, she thought. Or maybe I am cursed by being the only pretty one left so that all any man wants with me is to make up to me. I won’t have it! All my life I’ve been seen as “that pretty girl who’s too pretty for her own good.” I need to toughen up.

There were no zones in the village anymore, either rich or poor; there were only survivors. The streets were dirty; nobody had removed the rubble left by the war.

Determined to change the course of things, Luchy headed to the center where General Leandro Deathslayer and his officers had settled themselves. As she passed, a door would open, someone would peek out, probably surprised by the noise in that mute and forgotten place, and to do something other than passing the hours doing nothing. Others, those who were homeless and lying in the streets, followed her with their gaze; they were destitute beyond even the hope of begging. Luchy shivered. Those people deprived of hope had once been lively traders and cheerful stallholders but were now inert, devoid of feeling, expression, and vitality. She, too, had experienced the same catatonic state, but not anymore. She would change that today.

***
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THE GENERAL AND HIS group of analysts had taken up residence near what had been the Central Market. The area had been cleared and was guarded by several soldiers with long halberds and heavy metal armor. Nowhere else in the village was properly looked after.

In the distance, Luchy heard the barking of an old friend running toward her. She jumped off Sureña, knelt, and welcomed Rufus with open arms. She received every one of his licks with delight, and with the tickling and the dog’s weight, the girl fell backward. When the animal had finished showing his affection, Luchy became aware of his disappointment: he was looking for Manchego.

A few steps away, two little boys were laughing, full of health, and with no trace of worry. They ran to Luchy, and after them came a lady with a massive bust and heavy hips. The children threw themselves on Rufus. Luchy watched them with pleasure and a smile she was unable to restrain. The dog was delighted, rolling on the ground between the boys.

“Gabriel and Nickolathius!” the lady exclaimed in the unmistakable accent of the northern lands of Háztatlon. “Oh my, you’ll be the death of me one of these days, you really will. And your poor dog’s going to die with all this abuse. Forgive them, young lady.” The woman blinked when she came close to Luchy. “But, you look like a princess!”

Luchy lowered her head and blushed.

“My name is Nana Bromelia, although these little ones call me Nanita. You, my little princess, can call me whatever you like best. Oh my, what beautiful eyes. If these boys were bigger, I’d be recommending them to you already,” she said with a wink. “Little lady, you’re so pretty you don’t need to have princes introduced to you.” Coming close enough to whisper in her ear, she added roguishly, “Although it’s not just titles and class you have to take into account, there are bedroom skills too.”

The girl could not hold back a sudden feeling of disgust. “A pleasure, Nanita. My name is Luciella, but everybody calls me Luchy.”

“Pleased to meet you, sweetie. And what brings you here?”

“I’m looking for General Deathslayer, his philosopher, and his mage. I’d like to speak to them. It’s urgent.”

Nana made the faintest of gestures, but it was enough to prompt Luchy to explain herself. 

“This village is rotting. I want to know what happened here three years ago, and whether I can do anything for my people.”

Nana Bromelia nodded. “With pleasure, young lady. I’ll tell the general myself that you’re looking for him.”

They walked together for a moment until they came upon a man wearing a straw hat and muddy shirt; he was barefoot, and his pants were rolled up around his ankles. He seemed to be tending his garden. The powerfully built man straightened when he saw them. He was about forty and of average height, with dark hair and eyes.

“What is it?”

He put his hand to his face to wipe away the sweat and smeared mud on himself. In his other hand, he was holding a pick and a small shovel. The garden of tomatoes and radishes did not look impressive. He greeted Luchy with a swift wave of his hands.

“A lot of people say this soil is contaminated,” he said, indicating the plot he was working on. “It wouldn’t surprise me at all.”

This was no ordinary farmer. He was educated, with a northern accent, and spoke with the confidence of one used to giving orders. Luchy felt as though she had been slapped; she wanted to reply but swallowed her words. Nana Bromelia, too, was silent. The farmer dropped his tools, and at a silent order, two soldiers came running with a cloth and a jug of water. He moistened the cloth and wiped his face. 

“I apologize for my appearance. Can I help you with anything?”

“Sir,” Nana Bromelia began. “This young lady wants to speak to you and your experts about—”

“How d’you do. My name is Leandro, General of the Imperial Army of King Aheron III. What’s your name?”

For the first time that day, Luchy felt comfortable in the presence of a man. The general had not referred to her beauty at all. But it was the general in person, and that impressed her. The leader noticed this.

“I like the life of a rancher. I’ve always been curious to know what it would feel like to work the land with my own hands. Ever since I was a little boy, I’ve been educated in matters of war and military life. Now that I’m a father and the king has destined me to this place, I can allow myself to do something different. There’s not much else to do here.”

Luchy relaxed, and Leandro smiled.

“What’s your name? I’d shake your hand, but I fear I’d get you muddy.”

Luchy, suddenly nervous, took a few hesitant steps. “Forgive this intrusion. My name’s Luchy. I’ve come from the QuepeK’Baj or what’s left of it.”

She had recovered her composure by now. She had not come to socialize, and it bothered her to see the general so relaxed, so easy in the face of the people’s despair as if the problem were no concern of his. He might have been on vacation.

“I need to speak to you urgently.”

The general came out of the garden and went toward his house. “Do come inside, Luchy. Nana, make this young lady comfortable and tell Karolina we have a visitor. I’m going to go get cleaned up.”

***
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THE GENERAL’S HOUSE had the well-tended look of a palace with several servants. There were two floors. Presumably, the family’s bedrooms were on the second floor. The first floor contained a sumptuous dining room with a long table for at least ten people. There was also a living room with several wooden chairs and a central table for purely decorative purposes. An exquisite aroma drifted into the room, and Luchy understood why most of the village hated Leandro and did not want to come near him. The general lived in another world, ignoring the misfortune which surrounded him. 

How could anyone ignore sorrow like that? the girl wondered. How could the king have sent the general of the Imperial Army to do nothing? To live like a rancher? Sounds stupid, thought Luchy. Who’d ever think about living like a rancher when disaster’s swallowed up my village completely? The question left the young woman feeling uncomfortable.

From the floor above, she could hear the voices of Nana Bromelia and the children who were fighting over something. Their screams and complaints mingled with the scraping of metal and the sound of the fire in the kitchen. Luchy noticed that at every door of the house were two soldiers in armor bearing shields and swords. They looked like statues with those stony, impenetrable faces which would only react in the face of danger. The young woman told herself that not even tickling them with a feather would make them flinch.

Light footsteps drew her attention to the stairs. It was a woman, slim and tall. Luchy’s eyes widened in admiration. Before her was a beauty with light golden skin and chestnut hair and eyes. Her features were fine and well-defined, with thin lips and a small delicate nose. She was dressed informally. 

“So pleased to meet you. I’m Karolina, Leandro’s wife, and the mother of Gabriel and Nikos. His full name is Nickolathius, but of course, we shorten it so it doesn’t sound so overwhelming.”

Luchy advanced toward her. “My name is Luciella Buvarzo-Portacasa,” she said, holding out her hand. She felt strange saying her full name; it had been a long time since she had. “But everybody calls me Luchy.”

The women greeted each other affably, and Karolina invited her to sit down. Two servants arrived with silver trays laden with water and snacks. 

“Leandro and Nana say you’ve come for an audience, is that right?” The lady’s tone of voice reminded Luchy of transactions in the market in better times. She was left with no doubt that Karolina preferred to get down to business, although she did not lessen the sweetness of her gaze. 

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Karolina will be enough.”

Luchy gave a nervous smile. “All right. Thank you.”

With a gesture, Karolina invited her to explain.

“I need to know what your husband and his team have found out. We’ve gone through hell here, and we have a right to know. I want to—to do something for my people, you know?”

Something changed in Karolina. It was almost imperceptible, but the woman had just found out something different in this girl whom she had taken to be just another pretty young woman with no particular aspirations.

“That sounds wonderful, Luchy. So far, people have only come asking for food or medicines. We try to help, but we’re not here out of charity. We’ve come on a mission from the king. It’s been three years now that we have shared this land with you, but nobody’s ever asked us about our duties. Quite the opposite. On many occasions, we’ve tried to communicate with you all, but it seems impossible. Are you the leader of some group?”

“I’m not the leader of anything, Karolina. I’m just a woman searching for answers and who wants to add her grain of sand to the pile.”

“Why has it taken you so long to come?”

Luchy shrugged. “I’ve lost everything, Karolina. And I’m not the only one. Here, we’ve all been brutally separated from our loved ones, our memories, and the land. You don’t know what it means to lose everything.”

Karolina was looking at the girl with definite interest. “I’m glad you’ve come to us.”

“There’s no one else I could go to.” There were Crisondo and Savarb too, or whatever other men of faith there might be. Luchy had not considered them, but now she began to think it might not be a bad idea to go and see Crisondo.

“I’ll be right back,” Karolina said, springing to her feet. She ran upstairs.

Luchy heard heavy steps coming down those same stairs. It was the general, though he was now groomed and dressed in the imperial military uniform: black breeches, patent-leather shoes, and a purple shirt with several layers. In the center was a badge that identified him as a general.

“Welcome,” Leandro said before he sat down. He offered his hand to Luchy, who shook it. At the same time, Karolina joined them. The girl realized that the couple was behaving as though they were studying her, as though asking themselves whether the time they were about to spend with her was worth their while.

After decades of war, the general had learned to trust his hunches, and he now felt that Luchy was honest and clear. What was more, he could see in her the strength that was necessary to motivate others. Maybe the girl might rescue the village from its apathy. After three years, he was certainly not their leader himself.

“We thought you’d come for money or food.”

“No. I’m looking for information.”

“To be honest, I must admit that we haven’t made much progress in our investigations. We’ve come up with several theories, but your fellow countrymen refuse to answer our questions. They all keep away from us and avoid the subject. Would you help us by telling us what happened? What did you see? What it was like?”

The general leaned toward her, as did Karolina. The soldier noticed the girl’s pain.

“We need the testimony of a witness; we have none. You’re looking for the same answers as we are. You must try. Think about it.”

Three voices sounded from outside: a cavernous one which seemed to be holding forth, an older voice, and a younger one. The front door of the house opened with a crash. The guards did not attempt to hide their distaste. A large, fat man with a long white beard appeared, dressed in a gray cloak. In one hand, he carried a simple wooden stick and, in the other, a thick book. He looked about sixty winters, but his eyes shone with youthfulness and intelligence. After him came a gaunt gentleman with weathered skin, a white beard, and deep blue eyes, who was dressed in a blue toga and a pointed hat. The third was a young man of about twenty or so with a shy smile and intelligent eyes; he was wearing a brown robe. From the smile on his face, the visit appeared to interest him. 

The fat man in gray advanced toward the little group. “My dear general, to what do we owe this young lady’s visit?”

Luchy regarded the elders closely. They each had a powerful gaze like Lulita’s, that of a person who has lived a long life and has earned the token of wisdom.

“Ah, Gáramond, I believe we’ve come at the right moment,” said the old man in the blue toga. He turned to the younger man. “Elgahar, go and prepare today’s lesson in the Conjuring Arts. There’s still a lot to do, and we haven’t much time.”

“Right away, Master Strangelus.”

Gáramond waited until the young man had left, then whispered to Strangelus, “The pupil shows promise. He’s skillful and quick-thinking. You have a gift for choosing your pupils; mine always fail me.” He tut-tutted. “I guess philosophy isn’t for everybody.” He laughed without emotion.

“It’s true, Elgahar’s a prodigy at the Conjuring Arts,” Strangelus said, smoothing his bushy beard parsimoniously. “Let’s hope he doesn’t go astray.”

A beard as long as that left Luchy feeling disgusted. She imagined it must get soiled easily, particularly when eating. How long must he spend on keeping it so clean and white? The girl found it amusing to see these two eccentric old gentlemen. The funniest thing was the man in blue’s useless and ridiculous pointed hat. She had seen old men in strange clothes once or twice, but that had been many years ago in other and better times. The general stood up, and Luchy followed his example, unsure of how she ought to behave. She had never been trained in proper social etiquette. 

Leandro introduced her. “This is Luchy. She’s come to the village to ask after our investigations.”

The fat man looked at her with considerable curiosity. His smile was unusually wide and tender.

“Welcome, Luchy,” he said, coming forward with a gentle smile. “My name is Gáramond Sophis. I’m the general’s counselor and the philosopher who pesters him daily with questions. You’ll see that I’m also rather over-familiar. I apologize in advance if I give offense, but I assure you there’s no malice involved. It’s just the curiosity of an impolite old man. I speak my mind, which is one of the benefits of being old, you see. When you are young, you worry about this and that, what people will think of you, and if you’re being proper or not. Old age suits me very well, young lady. Old people can say whatever they want whenever they want. So let me start by saying this, I apologize now and forever in advance for my imprudence.”

“That’s not how it works,” intervened the skinny old man. He kept his beard neat. “You need to watch that tongue of yours lest it should be the whip that chastises you. You see, young girl, the tongue is indeed the best of all whips.”

Gáramond stroked his wiry white beard as he studied the girl. “So you have questions for us, eh?” He spoke in a cavernous voice that filled the hall. “That’s how the great thinker begins, with questions. Although the important thing isn’t asking a lot of questions but asking the right one. Do you have the right question, Luchy? Or are you one of those pretty girls who expect others to ask the right questions for them? You are beautiful, Luchy, which makes me wonder whether your looks used all of your brains. No one is fortunate enough to have been born with both brain and brawn. Look at me, ugly as a cow crossed with a donkey, but smart as none other.”

“You imprudent swine,” corrected Strangelus with a smirk.

The philosopher brought his face close to Luchy’s and the girl gave a start.

“Hm, I think so. I think there’s a good chance I may have found the first intelligent beauty!”

Karolina cleared her throat and said, “Gáramond, must I shut you up with a smart retort?”

“Oh, pardon me. You, too, are very smart, milady,” said Gáramond with a smirk. 

Karolina exhaled impatiently but said no more. 

The old man in the blue toga was growing impatient. It looked as though Gáramond was speaking out of place. “I am Strangelus Üdessa. I am the highest-ranking mage in Omen and a master of the Conjuring Arts. I protect the Empire from occult forces. I think we might be able to—”

Gáramond interrupted him. “There’s nothing thought is incapable of defeating. We don’t need bad-tempered mages.”

Strangelus was obviously irritated by this. “Don’t start again, Gáramond. I’m tired of your verbosity, and I’ve had three years of it. I don’t know whether I’ll be able to stand another one.”

“Stop it!” cried Leandro. There was immediate silence. Karolina shivered for a second. It almost seemed as though Leandro were far taller.

“My apologies, Luchy. Gáramond and Strangelus have a habit of getting into these absurd arguments. But they’re essential if we’re to be clear about the facts. Each of them has his own theory about what happened, but we can’t compare them without direct testimony—like yours, for instance. Come back tomorrow if you agree to help us. Your contribution will be very valuable, and remember, there’s no time to lose. Three years without answers is too long.”

Gáramond was about to speak, but Leandro cut him off with a gesture of irritation. Luchy felt warm hands on her shoulders. She turned. It was Karolina, comforting her with her sweet gaze. 

“Come on, I’ll go with you to the door. Thank you for coming, Luchy, you’re a fine person.” Karolina had abandoned that cold, distant tone of voice and now spoke to her like a mother, a friend, a sister.

“Thank you for your time, Karolina. There’s someone I’d like to say hello to before I leave.”

Karolina did not understand.

“The dog—what do you call him?”

“Oh! I don’t know. Little doggy, sweetie... whatever. He never wanted to answer to any of the names we tried giving him. Why do you ask?” Karolina noticed that Luchy was deeply moved and that she immediately became sad. 

“His name is Rufus,” she replied, her eyes bright and her voice on the point of breaking. “He was my best friend’s dog, but he—my friend—died. How did Rufus come to you?”

“It was Felix, the sheriff of this village, and the one who told us about the massacre. He brought the dog in his arms, and we adopted it.”

Luchy wiped away a stray tear. “Rufus is a wonderful dog. Before I came in, I noticed that he takes good care of your sons. I think they remind him of Manchego, my friend. He died in the Massacre of San San-Tera. Oh, Gods, how hard it is to talk about those days. The estate, the sunrises... Rufus was always by Manchego’s side.” Luchy shook her head to rid herself of the memories. “I’d like to be with him alone for a moment. May I?”

“If the dog is yours, take him with you.”

“No, no. If Rufus had wanted to go back to the ranch, he’d have done it already. I think he misses Manchego and that it’s painful for him to be there without him.”

Karolina followed the girl’s gaze as she watched the dog and the children playing outside with Nana keeping an eye on them.

“Rufus,” Luchy called as she came out of the general’s house. She crouched down and beckoned the animal to her. The faithful friend came, whining with enthusiasm and sadness. For a long time, they exchanged caresses and shows of affection.

“I miss him too, Rufus, you know? I’m so glad you’re alive. They’ve taken Manchego away, but that doesn’t mean you can’t come and see us every once in a while. Or would you like to come back with me?”

The dog moved away from Luchy, his head down and his tail motionless. He stopped in front of Leandro’s door, and there he lay down, his head between his front paws as if he were waiting—as if he were waiting for Manchego.

***
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BEFORE SHE LEFT THE village, Luchy went over to where the town hall had stood. In the old central park, there was only rubble, putrefied remains, and a cursed pit filled with thousands of skulls. Empty-eyed skulls, void of memories, that waited in silence, like survivors, to say farewell.

A gust of wind brought Luchy out of her reverie. She separated the strands of chestnut-colored hair that blew like scarves in the air and arranged her hair, but the loathing she felt standing beside that pit was not as easy to remove as the hair she teased aside from her face. The time had come to take the reins. It was time to stand up once again.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter II – The Cursed Pit
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With her eyes on the pit of corpses, Luchy wondered how it could be possible for everybody in the village to have let so much time go by without doing anything. They were letting the days pass and allowing a sheen of normality to cover the horrible tragedy.

At her feet was that enormous hole that was filled with so much destruction that she could not see the bottom. She remembered the demon which had risen above the ground and the fight with Manchego; his wings, his golden armor. A trickle of fear ran up her spine and settled in her soul.

“Sun, little sun,” she heard behind her.

With a start, she turned, eyes staring wide. It was Mowriz standing too close. How long had he been beside her? His gaze was distant. He was sitting on a pile of rubble, as still as one of the broken pieces themselves. He looked like a puppet. Since the end of the massacre, the boy had been wandering around the pit, not making contact with anyone. He had lost his reason. Some said that a spear had hit him on the head and that this had disabled him; others said that he had been reduced to stupidity by a beating. Whatever the case, the boy was not in his right mind, and no concoction could bring him back to his senses. He had been wandering for three years, gazing at nothing and repeating the same words over and over: Sun, little sun. Sun, little sun? What did that mean?

More than that, his appearance was disturbing. His skin was the color of the dead, and his left arm was missing.

“Oh, Mowriz. May the Gods take pity on you. You’re paying for all the evil you did to Manchego. You tried to kill him; I’m not going to forget that. We pay for everything in this life. Everything.”

But the boy was not aware of Luchy’s words. 

The girl turned away and left.

***
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LUCHY RODE IN THE DIRECTION of the Décamon, spurred by the need to visit the religious sanctuary. In it, she would find relief for her thoughts. Besides, she wanted to hear the theories of Father Crisondo and Savarb on the destruction of the village.

Savarb, who had assumed the role of captain of the resistance in the days of the massacre, was now solely devoted to religion. He had lost his hearing in one ear. Lucky for him that he had only lost one. 

To the girl’s surprise, the Décamon was full. She could see the oratory from outside and the benches in front of it where hundreds of faithful sat waiting with their hands folded in prayer and eyes lost in the heights. She dismounted from Sureña and tied the reins to a post.

When she entered the Décamon, a stench reached her and made her retch. It came from the benches. The faithful were dressed in rags, and in their hands and faces, a prolonged lack of hygiene was noticeable. She noticed one person who did not move and realized he was dead. That poor soul had died while waiting. But the stench did not only come from these people. On the floor were leftovers of food, excrement, and the remains of daily life, which the rats, cockroaches, and other opportunistic vermin were taking advantage of. Then Luchy understood that these people were not waiting for service: They lived there, praying. What is this? she wondered.

The girl began to move forward. Her steps echoed against the stone in that crushing silence, but the noise failed to disturb anybody. All of them seemed like statues, petrified by their everlasting wait. A metal decoration fell to the floor with a loud clang. The worshipers turned with their beseeching gaze. Luchy felt terror at the sight of those faces with their sunken eyes, dry mouths, and calloused skin. The desperate souls, seeing that she was no more than a girl from the village, turned back to that almost immaterial state. The girl relaxed.

To defeat a man or a woman, you don’t need to cut off their limbs; all you need to do is to cripple their spirit, Luchy told herself. She headed toward the Décagon in search of the priest.

“Daughter of the Gods, welcome to the dwelling-place of the helpless, the weak, and the faithful. What is the matter, my child? Have you come to join the prayers of the unfortunate?”

“Father! What’s wrong with these people?”

“Calm down, calm down. Don’t be hasty in your judgments. They’re men and women who have transferred their sorrows to the Gods. They don’t know what to do, and they’ve sought peace in faith. Here, at least, they find hope. Outside, there’s nothing but madness.”

The girl’s eyes opened wide. Despite the gloom the sanctuary was sunk in, the priest noticed her reaction.

“No, no! This isn’t right. Father, what happened three years ago? What’s happened to us?”

The man of faith stared down at the floor, and his eyes filled with tears. “We’re doomed forever, my child. The Gods whom we venerate so much have abandoned us, and now all that’s left to us is sadness and desolation.”

Without thinking, Luchy slapped the priest’s face. Several people behind her saw it and did not even flinch. He rubbed his cheek, half-ashamed and half-cowering, like a child who knows he has misbehaved.

“What’s the good of this sanctuary if all it inspires is hopelessness and defeat? It’s time to get moving, with arms and hands, with soul and mind. We can’t let the people give themselves over to nothing but prayer. We’ll only encourage worship of apathy, and that’s the direct road to complete destruction.”

***
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TOWARD SIX IN THE EVENING, according to the sundial, a carriage moved toward the sentry posts. They were still a long way away when the driver pulled on the reins and came to a halt. 

“We’re here!” he cried.

Puzzled, the passenger got down. Judging by how far they had come, he calculated it would take him at least half an hour to walk to the post. This was not the only surprise. From a distance, he could see that the entrance to San San-Tera was a pile of rubble and ruins. He could even smell the stench; he understood why the driver had stopped the carriage. For a long time he had wanted this destination, but now he was not sure about going on. San San-Tera was a graveyard of ghosts.

“Isn’t your duty supposed to be to take me where I asked you to?”

“Are you insane? Nobody gets close to that accursed place. There isn’t a more rotten village in the whole region.” The driver snorted. “They say a powerful demon came out of the ground and devoured half the village.” He took a breath and continued. “In other times, this was a land of great ranchers, but they’re all dead. This village is finished. I don’t understand why they’ve sent you from Démanon. Is it a punishment?”

The young man bit his lip at these words. Perhaps it was true. Perhaps Damasio and Orolio wanted to get rid of him, and sending him to San San-Tera was a way to do it unobtrusively. 

“Unload your luggage, sir. I want to get away as soon as possible, even better if it’s before sunset. And I’d advise you to do the same. Make haste to get to your destination before the sun sets. And prepare yourself for the horrors you’re about to witness.” 

The suitcase fell to the ground and bounced amid a cloud of dust from Meetings Road that was deserted at present since nobody came to San San-Tera except to commit suicide. The carriage lost no time in turning and driving away as fast as it could amid a wake of dust.

The passenger had no choice but to make his way to the post at a brisk pace, as the driver had advised him. He went through the ruined entrance as the sun was beginning to fall and the shadows were lengthening. Luckily, his luggage was light and did not encumber him when he had to dodge what was left of the ruins. He went along what seemed like the main road of the village that had houses on both sides of the street. From doors and windows, a few faces peered out. In their eyes was suffering but also a certain curiosity towards him; something between terror and admiration. The visitor felt like he was surrounded by madness.

“It’s another demon!” someone shouted from a house. The young man ducked as he saw a stone the size of his fist flying toward his head.

“This bastard has come to fuck us over even more!” they shouted from another house. More faces leaned out, attracted by the commotion.

“The Gods are sending us a messenger!” cried a boy of thirteen or so. He had no legs and walked on his hands, nimbly and vigorously. People began to come closer. Some began to touch the young man’s back, his head. They muttered the words angel and salvation. When the visitor noticed the nails scratching at his skin, he took fright. He began to be infected by their hysteria, and with panic clutching at him, he ran like a madman.

The rabble, like some predatory organism, ran after its prey. They stumbled into each other, stepped on each other, and some died under the feet of the crowd. The traveler ran for his life without letting go of his suitcase, his strength almost gone and feeling like a chicken fleeing from a horde of hungry dogs. He renewed his efforts when he glimpsed the statues of the Slegna Flamon, eroded by time and war, and the Décamon. 

Presently, two men appeared at the entrance, probably alerted by the shouting. They carried swords and torches. The visitor ran toward them, relieved to find someone on his side.

“Get back, you rabble! Back! He’s one of ours! Get back!” Crisondo shouted. The other threw a thick liquid on the ground, drawing a long line like a border in front of the horde. He put his torch to it, and soon the fire took hold with the flames gaining height. The priest and his assistant pushed the young man behind their backs and wielded their swords to threaten the crowd, which stopped as soon as it came up against the wall of fire.

“Get back! He’s one of ours!” Crisondo repeated. “He’s a man of faith. Don’t you see the brown toga?”

“We want his flesh! He’s a demon!”

“We want his blood, he’s an angel, come to save us from the rubble!”

“We want them to pay for what they did to us!”

Crisondo and his assistant looked at each other, uncertain and worried. With a gesture, they turned to go back into the Décamon and close its heavy doors. 

The young sacristan collapsed on to the floor. His skin was reddened by the scratches. 

“They’ll go away soon,” said the man with white hair and thick eyebrows that framed a pair of sad but lively eyes. He wore a black toga. This must be the priest of the Décamon.

“Our neighbors are confused. If they believe they’re confronted by the cause of their misfortune, they hurl themselves like an avalanche without thinking. My son, at last our wish is fulfilled. Démanon has taken pity on us and sent us help.” Crisondo offered his hand to the young man and helped him to his feet.

“Your name?”

“Argbralius,” the young man said, still stunned.

“Argbralius, this is Savarb. During the massacre, he rendered magnificent service to the village.”

The sacristan noticed that the man’s face was furrowed with deep scars, although his gaze already revealed more than enough about the profound sorrow he would never recover from.

“My apologies, Father,” the young man said and burst into tears. He missed his home, Ágamgor, when he had lived with Vurgomm, and then the life he had shared with his friends during their training as sacristans. Now he found himself in a violent village, a victim of misfortune, far from the warmth of his loved ones, with no family and, apparently, no salvation.

“Everything’s all right, my son. I’m sorry your arrival in the village has been so frightening, but it might have been even worse. We’ve seen several people dismembered by the rabble.”

Savarb was studying the young man of faith. With his short black hair, thin eyebrows, nondescript nose, thin lips, white skin, deep, dark eyes, and gaunt, languid build, the sacristan did not appear intimidating. But there was something in those eyes that revealed a hidden strength. Savarb was sure of it, but he could not tell to what end the young man would use that power. He took it upon himself to watch every step Argbralius took from that moment on.

“Come with me, I’ll show you to your room,” the priest said. 

The young man followed him along a corridor with benches on both sides that were crammed with people sleeping, others simply sitting, but all still as if they were petrified. The stench they gave off was indescribable. The boy could think of nothing but the cleanliness of Démanon, which discouraged him still further.

“Father, what are they doing here? The Décamon is for—”

“Since the disaster, the rules are different now, Argbralius. Our neighbors have been coming and occupying the oratory benches. They’re only seeking the protection of the Gods.”

The young man noticed that the priest felt uncomfortable speaking of this and did not want to insist. He felt a gaze pierce his skull; it was Savarb, who had not taken his eyes off him since he had entered the temple. Facing the oratory was a door which the priest opened. It fed into another corridor with a door on each side. He opened the door on the right and went in.

“This will be your room for several years, Argbralius. You’ll sleep here and rest from the day’s labors.”

Savarb went in too and loaded some bundles which had been lying ready in one corner on to his shoulders. He walked away swiftly.

“Savarb used to sleep here,” Father Crisondo explained. “Now we have to find him another place to sleep,” he added, with a wide smile that shook his gray beard. “Son of the Gods, the night is coming on, and my poor bones claim their rest. Make yourself at home. Savarb will show you where the washroom is and the limited kitchen we have. You can eat and drink anything you want. Well then, it’s getting late, and there’s a lot to do tomorrow. Now you’re here, we’ll take the opportunity to have a full mass.”

“It’s a pleasure to be in my new home,” the young man said with sadness in his eyes. “I’ve been wanting to spread the good message around our empire for many years. Tomorrow will be a wonderful experience.”

The priest went away to his room on the other side of the corridor. Argbralius was left alone in silence. From the oratory, he could hear the wailing of the desperate people who were crowded inside the temple. He looked around. The walls were of stone, cold and empty. The only decoration was a simple straw bed.
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Chapter III – Seraph Found
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Flying was a pleasure, one of the greatest, and he felt it in every fiber of his being now that he was endowed with substance. After a long search, he had found the meaning of his existence, had abandoned his existence as a ghost, and returned to the tangible world.

The wind wounded his face with its icy caress. The thickness of the clouds slipped through his hands and left a trace of dampness on his fingers. The temperature up here was very low but experiencing the immensity of the heavens and the earth was well worth enduring a little cold. Watching the sunrise, he had thought there was no more sublime beauty; he had been wrong, but how could he have imagined this? One or two tears escaped. He wept freely with a smile on his face. It had been a long time since he had enjoyed nature and her warm embraces. His chest hurt. Feeling his emotions thrumming, he put force into his flight until he reached a furious speed. It was the depths of night.

The God of Light went on flying over the mountains, accompanied by nothing but silence and the uncertainty of darkness. In the dark, he found comfort. He let his mind wander, like a sailboat on the ocean. He flew over a great lake he had never known existed. On the surface, he glimpsed the faint reflection of the moon and became aware of a new beauty on that silver face. Without realizing it, he had arrived at the ranch. There was his home, there were his memories, and there were Luchy and Lulita.

It was like an emotional blow that left him stunned for a moment. He could see them, and now that he was material once more, they could see him too. They could sit down together and talk. Did he really want that? Teitú, meanwhile, went on flying close to his master. The small being awoke the wonder of the young boy who was still there within the God of Light. Some day, he might be able to learn more about his origin. Now, on the other hand, he had to focus on what was under his feet: his home, his loved ones. They were about to find out that he, Manchego, was not dead. The God of Light gathered his courage and began to descend.

***
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LUCHY TOSSED AND TURNED between the sheets, unable to sleep. What on earth’s the matter with me? Am I going crazy? I should’ve kept to myself instead of asking myself questions and going out to investigate. What a hellish business, all these concerns! she thought, dazed. She told herself she was still awake because she was going over the general’s proposal in her mind, even though her heart was beating in a way that was not normal. She sat up in bed. With eyes wide, she tried to penetrate the darkness as if something in the room were the cause of her wakefulness.

She got dressed, took a dagger, and clasped it to her belt. She was going out. It was not the first time she had done so at this hour of the night. More than once, she had gone to the observatory to witness the spectacle of night unfolding, and then the early hours and dawn. But today, things were different.

Something had changed; she had changed. Despite the darkness, she reached the front door without hesitation; she knew the place by heart. She turned the handle and opened the door. A gust of cold wind struck her face and brought her to her waking senses completely. A half-moon shone in the sky like a silver brooch. The grass was slightly wet with dew. She went down the hill to the plantations. The breeze was light, and clouds obscured the moon now and then. She glimpsed a hump of land that grew as she approached. How many times had she come this way with Manchego? She smiled and almost at once writhed in pain. How stupid you can be as a child. No, not stupid. Naïve, she corrected herself. I never guessed how much I loved Manchego. 

The wind strengthened. A cold gust came down from the Devonic Range of Simrar, but she went on. She climbed the hill and reached the Great Pine. The old tree had withstood the destruction. Other trees and plants, in contrast, had been devastated. She sat down and leaned her back against the trunk where Manchego used to. She closed her eyes and let herself drift with the flow of nature.

***
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HOW COULD HE LET HIS family know that he was alive? And not only that he was alive, but also that he was the God of Light, and so he had always been? His whole body, every fiber of his being, tensed. For a moment, he wanted to flee, but he knew that would not solve anything. 

He landed on the roof. He looked down at himself and saw nothing but rags. He still wore his grandfather’s llama-wool vest, with a torn white shirt under it. His pants reached his knees, and his black boots were worn out. It was certainly not the ideal outfit to present himself in after so many years, but no kind of clothing could soften the impression his appearance was going to cause. He could knock on the door at noon, at lunchtime. He would say “hello” and act like any young boy. How would he hide his wings? They would notice at once that something had changed. I’m Manchego. I died and I’ve come back to life. I’m alive and now I’m a demigod.

No! There was no way he could say that!

He spread his wings and, with a leap, flew toward the observatory. He missed the Great Pine, the peace he used to find leaning against its trunk. He needed to calm down and think carefully about how he was going to manage things.

***
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LUCHY OPENED HER EYES all of a sudden. The wind had dropped. She closed her eyes again without knowing that above her head an angel was watching her with his heart racing.

***
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IT’S LUCHY! Teitú said.

Alac could not believe it. There was the love of his life. Just before he landed on the hill, he’d seen her under the tree. He managed to change his course at the last moment and alight on the branches. The forced break in his flight caused a noise which woke the girl, but luckily she did not notice what had happened and closed her eyes again. The God of Light breathed out heavily with relief. He had been on the point of ruining his return, a moment he wanted to be perfect. What was Luchy doing here, at this hour? She was sad. By the Gods, she was beautiful! Even in her sadness! Manchego felt the urge to put his arms around her.

He made himself comfortable on a thick branch. He had never been like this, in the crown of the tree he loved so much. He enjoyed the new sensation, feeling this calm flowing under his skin. He folded his wings so that it looked as though he were carrying a sack on his back. Teitú fluttered around his master, like a tiny cupid.
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Chapter IV – A Volatile Soul
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The return of the God of Light to the Meridian caused a greater impact than the god himself imagined. He might have been torn between uncertainty, doubts, memories, and the cosmos, but sorcerers, the men of faith, and those other beings capable of detecting the presence of a god vibrated with a seismic magnitude.

In each of the Décamons of the Empire, in each town and village, there was a reaction. At the Décagon—the sanctuary with the ten stained glass windows of the religion—the stained glass representation and the statue of the God of Light, which had been blurred for over fifteen years, began to take on substance. In a single day, the transformation became visible.

***
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IN A DISTANT PART OF Devnóngaron, another being felt the effects of the god’s presence. His name was Tzargorg, although later, through the vicissitudes of life, he had become Innominatus. In a village that was now devastated, he had met a rancher who had given him a chance and another name: Balthazar.

After many misadventures, he was now in Devnóngaron, making his peace with Mother. He would never be able to go back to the Wild Lands, but in exchange for his pardon, he had become a hostage, a messenger who would help restore order. What name would he be given? One of Mother’s first commands had been to convince Mérdmerén to set out on the dangerous journey of fighting for his passions. What would the second mission be? At the top of the Devil’s Mouth, the Wild Man wandered, admiring the world he loved so much. He recalled his childhood, his youth, his victory in the Sacred Battle, and his defeat years later. He remembered the moment he had betrayed himself. Of Manchego and Eromes, he would always keep the fondest memories. Manchego...

During the night, the fertile lands of Devnóngaron shone with iridescent green, as if life itself were radiating energy. The Lands of Malush, where the Great Mesh lay, was the perfect example of that life which pulses with energy. To find oneself in the Great Mesh was to feel life, was like being under Mother’s fountainhead.

Balthazar sat down and crossed his legs to meditate. He searched for messages hidden among the currents of air. He listened carefully, trying to discern the music of the universe. He became aware of an alteration in the wind, in the energy. What was happening? The name of Manchego came to his mind like a sharp dagger, and that memory set loose a sequence of others he had kept: Manchego running in the fields, Manchego at the observatory, Manchego playing with Rufus. His heart quivered. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and allowed the subtleties of the universe to penetrate his soul.

He felt himself to be a part of everything, of the one, of nothing. He swayed with the cosmos. He opened his eyes. He absorbed the beauty of the horizon, still dark under a sky that announced the arrival of the sun. In the distance, the darkness was turning purple, then dark blue. A gust of wind struck him full in the face and wrapped around his body and soul. He spread his arms, ready to gather Her messages and let them melt into his heart. He closed his eyes anew and felt himself in harmony with nature, with the mysteries of the universe. Mother filled him with her existential plenitude and communicated her message to him: a young man flying through the sky with his wings fully open, in serene and elegant flight. That smiling face was accompanied by a luminous being.

They looked like an archangel and a tiny star. The image dissolved, and there appeared red stripes, the color of blood. Hosts of soldiers were preparing to march on their objective. They were legions of men both dead and alive, human beings and others of strange nature. Some rode black wyverns, others conjured up the Dark Arts. A shiver ran down Balthazar’s spine. He knew Mother was suffering. He knew Mother had been invaded and would not be safe unless someone stopped it. The wind ceased to blow, and Mother vanished into nature. Balthazar was left alone, naked without the divine presence. A deep ache shook his heart at the realization of what he must do. With a leap, he plunged into the lushness of the forest.

***
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IN ONE OF THE DARK chambers of the fortress of Árath in Némaldon, Elkam was studying the anatomical variant of a chimera he had been creating. He grabbed a bite off a kidney, savoring the taste of the flesh. 

He had always been amazed by what could be done with loyal and obedient servants. The soldiers were following an iron order, the cauldrons of Árath were working at full power to forge as many swords and armor as possible, and the wyverns had been tamed and trained. Soon, they would march at the sound of war, three years after the Master had come back to life. They had been waiting for long centuries, but their waiting was now at an end. At last, they would march against their enemies. Rivers of blood would furrow the earth. Chaos would rule all. One drawback of resurrecting the Master was that he had had to step down from the throne of Árath. He had never imagined that he might have to step down and that becoming an obedient subordinate would make him feel vengeful. 

The Grim Shepherd heard a roar from the depths of the underground castle, followed by a scream of pain and the sound of some viscous liquid falling on stone. Elkam ran to Legionaer’s quarters in the throne hall and found the Master with his face twisted into a mask of pure hatred. A sáffurtan lay on the floor with his head smashed and shapeless. The black toga of the evil sorcerer was splashed with blood.

“Milord,” Elkam said, his face paling at the sight of his troubled master.

“I could have sworn I’d finished him off. I used my claws to take the life of that wretched creature. I should have impaled him.”

“What are you talking about, milord?”

“The sáffurtan brought me grave news, Elkam. The God of Light is back. Those cursed beings of the Celestial Divinity have managed it again.”

Elkam lowered his gaze, feeling his legs and hands shaking and sweat running down his forehead. Could it be true?

“What are we going to do now? We can’t go on without—”
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