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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Logan’s blood ran hot as fire, the rage unlike anything he’d ever known. All he wanted was to kill as many of the orcs as he could, to carve a bloody swath through the horde. 
 
    But, as he stood in the camp of the orcish army, surrounded by thousands of his sworn enemy, he knew he had to flee. 
 
    Everything was at stake. Everything depended upon him delivering word of what he’d seen: a mighty horde, set to invade what remained of the kingdoms of man. But, as he was about to get moving, the front flap of the tent opened. An orc—a scout, going by his light, leather armor—entered and stood at attention before the orc chieftains. 
 
    “Report,” one of the chieftains said as they rose from where they leaned over their maps. 
 
    “The canyon is secured,” the scout said, his black eyes fixed forward. “The northern team reports the way is clear, and the southern reports that no one is in pursuit.” 
 
    “Very good,” one of the chieftains said. “We can commence movement in the morning when the soldiers have had a chance to rest.” 
 
    One of the other chieftains leaned in. “Perhaps we needn’t be so hasty. This location is secure on both sides, and provides ample protection—not to mention, cover.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the first said. “If we remain here, we could send word to more of the tribes, gather more into our horde.” 
 
    “Either way,” the second said, “it’s a decision we should make in the morning when the troops have rested.” 
 
    The third chieftain, the one with the most markings, the one who wore the runes of Archspirits, had been silent throughout this conversation. Finally, he cleared his throat and spoke. 
 
    “March, stay,” he said. “That can be decided tomorrow. But right now, we need to ensure that we have no surprises.” 
 
    “What sorts of surprises?” asked the first. 
 
    “There is forest on both sides of the canyon. It is not expansive, but the tree cover is thick enough to hide any movement. We must ensure that no humans are in these forests, or anyone else who could reveal our position. When the horde strikes, we want to take the entire continent by surprise.” 
 
    He stepped over to the scout. 
 
    “You and your team scout the western forests. The other will scout the eastern. Take the southern paths up to the canyon walls, and if you find anyone up there, kill them. Soldiers, villagers, anything… I want not a soul living in those woods.” 
 
    The orc scout grunted, then turned on his heels and left the tent. 
 
    “An excellent decision, my lord,” one of the other two chieftains said. “Once the area is secured, we can use it to build the power of our army.” 
 
    “And if any force of humans did encounter us,” the other said, “the narrow passage of the canyon would provide ample defense.” 
 
    The third chieftain, the one in charge, said nothing as he turned and made his way back to the map. Once there, he leaned over the table and silently looked over the map of the west. It was clear that conquest was on his mind. 
 
    Quietly, Logan stepped away from the tent. 
 
    They send those scouts into the woods and they’ll find our forces, he thought. And, if they manage to report back to the horde what they found, we won’t stand a chance. 
 
    He knew what needed to be done—the scout party had to be eliminated before they could find the rest. And, if they did find the rest, they would have to be killed before they could report what they’d seen. 
 
    But first, Logan had to make it out of the horde camp in one piece. 
 
    Off in the distance, an explosion sounded. Logan’s heart raced as he wondered if some kind of attack had commenced. He closed his eyes and activated the power of Arachne’s rune, the spider-shaped tattoo on the back of his neck growing hot as the power flooded his body. 
 
    Logan stepped forward, his footfall light and silent, followed by another that was equally quiet. Arachne’s rune would allow him to move with greater stealth, but wouldn’t render him invisible. He’d still need to exercise caution if he was to survive. 
 
    With silent steps, he hurried over to the corner of the tent. The boom of the explosion faded, but Logan could feel the deepness of the blast in his bones. Something was happening. 
 
    When he reached the corner of the tent, he heard commotion in the distance. Part of him knew he needed to leave as quickly as he could. But another part of him urged him to stay just a bit longer and find out if a possible attack on the orcish army had changed everything. 
 
    He slipped down the passageway between the command tent and the one next to it, stepping quickly and silently toward the noise. Logan heard the shouting of orcs, interspersed with the cackling of their goblin allies. And the closer he drew to the noise, the more he realized that it wasn’t a battle. 
 
    It was a party. 
 
    Logan moved in the shadows, drawing closer to the commotion. Finally, when he reached the end of the makeshift corridor between the rows of tents, Logan was able to lay eyes on the source of the noise. And he arrived just in time to witness another massive explosion. 
 
    A boom tore through the air, brilliant arcs of purple and red and orange shooting up through the night sky. Hundreds of orcs were gathered in the center of the camp, all drinking and carousing and watching as the goblin craftsmen shot their fireworks. Barrels and barrels of ale were scattered about, the orcs filling their tankards and downing them in single gulps.  
 
    Many other orcs battled with one another, drunkenly wrestling and likely injuring themselves in the process. The bones of whatever animals they’d picked clean as their meals littered the ground, leaving the canyon looking like a graveyard. 
 
    Logan understood from experience that orc hordes were always in one of three modes. They were either fighting, at rest, or in the midst of a wild party. No particular cause was needed for an orc celebration—only access to ale and, ideally, a town to burn as they drank. But, with no town to set on fire, goblin fireworks would have to make do. More shot into the sky, the colors crackling and popping. 
 
    Good thing for them they’re in a canyon, Logan thought. Otherwise, it’d only be a matter of time before this nonsense betrayed the location of the horde. I suppose the chieftain doesn’t have as strong of a hold on his troops as he might like. 
 
    But, as he considered the matter, he realized that it truly made no difference whether or not the orcish horde was discovered. There were tens of thousands of orcs in the canyon—no human army could hope to stand against them. 
 
    Better for me, Logan considered. If they’re in the middle of carousing, then that should make my escape easier. 
 
    He slipped away from the border of the party and made his way back to the nearest turn into the alley between the tents. Logan kept his hand near his axe, ready to use it in the event he made a turn and found himself face-to-face with a patrolling orc. He understood that, while the majority of the horde was partying, there were no doubt soldiers who had drawn the short straw and found themselves on watch duty. 
 
    Logan slipped through the shadows, laying his eyes on the canyon wall hundreds of paces ahead. The scouting party was foremost on his mind—he needed to get that knowledge back to his people faster than the scouts could move. 
 
    A grunt around the nearest corner stopped him where he stood. Logan froze, then stepped back into the shadows as the crunch of heavy orc boots on the rocks underfoot sounded out over the commotion of the party. 
 
    “This is shite,” an orc with a gruff voice said. “The last rage before we ship out and we’re stuck on marching duty.” 
 
    “I know. Believe me, I know!” another replied. “You’ve been saying the same damn thing every other minute for the last hour! Bitching and moaning isn’t going to make the patrol go any damn faster!” 
 
    “Just a taste of ale,” the first orc said. “That would be more than enough to get me through the patrol.” 
 
    “A taste? You’d be satisfied with a taste?” 
 
    “Alright, a single tankard. I’d throw it down in a moment and be ready for the rest of the guard duty.” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s more irritating, the way you’re complaining, or the way you think you’d have any restraint if someone were to offer you a tankard. You truly think you’d take one and that’d be enough?” 
 
    “Alright, alright. A single tankard to get the ball rolling, then one to sip on my patrol. I’d make it last, I would.” 
 
    “’Make it last.’ Ha! You’d drink them both down in a heartbeat and be begging for another. You want to know what I think? Suck it up and hope there’s still some left over when the patrol’s over.” 
 
    “There won’t be any left over. There’s never any left over.” 
 
    “Might be some you can drink from the dirt.” The orc followed this up with a raucous laugh. 
 
    Two orcs, Logan thought. Should be easy enough to avoid. Simply wait in the shadows and move when they’re gone. 
 
    The instant the thought popped into his head, however, another noise sounded through the night air. 
 
    A growl. 
 
    “Come on, fiend,” one of the orcs snarled. “If you’re going to sniff, sniff someplace that’s not your own arse.” 
 
    Logan watched the intersection between the next four tents. The orcs approached, and they weren’t alone. A massive orc hound, a beast that resembled the unholy combination of a dog and a boar, trundled behind them. The creature, its body solid muscle, tusks curving down over its lips, snorted as it moved ahead of the pair. The thing was massive, coming up to the stomachs of the orcs. 
 
    And it stopped at the intersection, sticking its snout into the air and sniffing over and over. 
 
    “What is it, girl?” the first orc asked. “Smell something?” 
 
    Logan stayed perfectly still, not wanting to attract the attention of the beast. The slightest movement could allow the animal to catch wind of his scent. 
 
    The beast lowered its hideously ugly head, moving on. 
 
    “He smelled your rank scent, no doubt,” said the second orc, followed by a throat chuckle. 
 
    “Shut up,” said the first. “Going to be a long patrol if you make that joke every time she sniffs the air.” 
 
    The trio moved on, and soon were gone. 
 
    This changes things, Logan thought. If the three of them are on a patrol pattern, that beast will surely smell me. And once an orcish hound catches your scent, they’ll stop at nothing until they’ve got your throat between their teeth. I have to kill them if I’m to get out of here. 
 
    Logan gripped the handle of his axe, his first instinct to sneak up behind the patrol and kill them before they noticed he was there. But he dismissed that idea outright—there was no chance he’d be able to take them all down with his axe without arousing suspicion. He considered using his spider rune to poison the blade, but there was still the matter of an axe not being the appropriate weapon for stealth kills. 
 
    It was at that moment that Logan caught sight of plumes of smoke coming from the top of one of the tents. He smelled the air, catching the scent of burning metal. 
 
    A forge. No doubt that the horde’s camp had several of them, all churning out weapons and armor made with the resources orcish laborers had strip mined. Logan decided to make his way there, to see if there was another weapon to find that would better suit his purposes. 
 
    He stayed where he was for several minutes, watching as the orcs patrolled the area, chatting to one another. The hound led ahead, sniffing. 
 
    As much as he wanted to simply sneak past without making a commotion, Logan understood there would be no making it through the camp without taking out the patrol. The odds of sneaking through without being noticed by the hound were low. 
 
    He waited until the patrol had gone, darting through the shadows and making his way toward the forge tent. The acrid scent of smoke and industry grew thicker in the air, and when he finally reached the tent, he could see the thick, black plumes of smoke being belched into the night air. 
 
    The sight was impressive, but Logan knew it was nothing compared to a full-size orcish weaponsmith. He snuck around the back, opening the back flap of the tent and looking inside. A small team of goblins zipped here and there among the blacksmithing equipment, the air thick with smoke as they breathed through some kind of face-covering apparatus. The goblins hammered out armor and swords, heating the metal and dunking the weapons into water, sharp hisses sounding out. 
 
    “Where is it?” asked one of them. “Where’s the damned dagger?” 
 
    Logan crawled through the tent, taking position behind a furnace and watching. 
 
    “The same place it’s been since we finished it!” 
 
    Logan watched as one of the goblins scurried over to a small chest and opened it, reaching in with his claw-like hands and taking something out. From where Logan watched, he could see that it was a small weapon sheathed in a leather scabbard of obvious quality. 
 
    The goblin pulled the weapon—a dagger—out of the sheath and looked it over. The other goblins nearby caught sight of the blade, gathering around. Their eyes went wide as they gazed at the weapon. 
 
    “Good engraving work,” he said. “Well balanced. This will make a fine gift to the War Chief.” 
 
    The War Chief, Logan thought. Could that be the leader of the horde from back in the command tent? 
 
    “And what of the magic?” the goblin holding the dagger asked. “Were the infusions successful?” 
 
    “Indeed they were,” the other goblin said. “The blade will channel the user’s magical abilities. A fine tool for anyone gifted with the magical arts.” 
 
    The goblin held the blade in his hands, his own eyes wide as he took in the sight. 
 
    “My finest work,” he said. “The War Chief will be most pleased.” 
 
    He jabbed the blade into the air in front of him, the watching goblins gasping with wonder. 
 
    “Too bad it’s a waste in your hands,” one of the goblins said. “You couldn’t cast a spell to save your life.” 
 
    The goblin with the blade pointed it toward the other. 
 
    “This weapon is made from the finest adamantium the Dragoneye Mountains have to offer. Magic or not, it’s sharp enough to carve out that endlessly chattering tongue of yours.” 
 
    The goblin laughed. “I’d like to see you try, coward.” 
 
    The goblin with the blade grumbled as he slipped the dagger back into its scabbard. 
 
    “He’ll be most pleased.” The goblin carefully placed the dagger back into the chest, locking it up tightly before adjusting something else on the chest. “Now, the hour grows late, and I have a craving for ale like nothing else. Close the furnaces and let us join the celebration.” 
 
    The goblins let out a cheer to this, not wasting a moment before scurrying away to their various corners of the foundry. Logan stayed still and quiet as the goblins shut the place down for the evening, the light in the tent growing darker and darker with each extinguished furnace. Soon they were gone, and Logan was ready to make his move. 
 
    He stepped out from behind the furnace, the thick smell of coal and smoke in the air. Without wasting a moment, he rushed over to the chest where the dagger had been placed. There was a heavy lock on the ornate chest, one that had been sealed with the sort of complex machinery that only a goblin’s mind could invent. 
 
    Logan gave the lock a close inspection, the device so baffling and complex that he knew it would take hours to even figure out how to try some way of opening it. 
 
    He didn’t have time for that. 
 
    Logan glanced up at the rack of weapons-in-progress, laying eyes on an orcish warhammer as tall as he was. He stepped over to it and hoisted it off the rack. The thing was heavy as they came, built for an orc warrior nearly twice his size. He dragged it over to the chest, his muscles burning from the exertion. 
 
    The hammer scraped along the floor as he dragged it. Hells, Logan thought, gritting his teeth. Just dragging it made more noise than he was comfortable with—breaking the lock would be much louder. He sighed as he stood in front of the chest. 
 
    As much noise as is necessary, Logan decided. Not a whisper more.  
 
    Logan focused on his Fenrir mark, letting the power of the wolf course through him. He’d found that he could have multiple marks active at once—Arachne’s spider mark and Fenrir’s wolf mark, in this case.   
 
    Fur sprouted from his arms, his strength growing and growing until he was able to hoist the hammer with ease. 
 
    Logan positioned the chest against a nearby blast furnace. Once it was where he wanted it, Logan closed his eyes, pulled back the warhammer, and swung it in a powerful arc down low toward the ground, as if swatting a ball at his feet. The hammer connected with a crash, smashing open the chest and breaking the lock into useless shards of metal. 
 
    He dropped the hammer and rushed to the chest. The dagger was there for the taking, and Logan eagerly picked it up. 
 
    Whatever quality he had been able to make out from a distance, it was nothing compared to what he could see with the weapon in his hands. The hilt was straight, the steel designed to look like the handle had been wrapped. The pommel resembled an eagle’s talon, curved and ending in a sharp point. The scabbard was buttery soft in his hand, and as he pulled the blade out, his eyes went wide with eagerness, noticing right away that the blade didn’t make a sound louder than a whisper as he withdrew it. 
 
    Orcish weapons had a reputation for their shoddy craftsmanship, relying on power and size to get the job done. The goblins that orcs employed—or in many cases, enslaved—could craft fine gear. But orcs preferred weapons and armor they could churn out, preferring massive, but disposable, swords and hammers made of pig iron to anything more time and resource consuming. 
 
    This weapon, however, was something special. The eyes of an expert smith weren’t necessary to see the care and skill that had gone into this blade. The steel was curved slightly, a point jutting out from the middle like a claw, the end so sharp that Logan was able to draw blood from his fingertip with the slightest touch. The shape gave it the impression of having been tailor-made to cut throats from behind. And, as Logan tucked it away, he grinned—that use was exactly what he had in mind. 
 
    He hooked the small leather scabbard onto the right side of his belt, pleased with his newest weapon. 
 
    And there’s the matter of how it can focus War Wizard powers, he considered. I suppose I’ll learn about this in time. 
 
    “You smell something, girl?” the gruff voice of one of the orcs sounded from outside the tent. 
 
    Hells, Logan thought. He’d hoped the sound of the orcish warhammer crashing into the lock would have been mistaken for an explosion from the bacchanal still raging close by. Perhaps it had been—but he couldn’t hide his smell. Damn orc hounds and their noses. 
 
    But Logan’s panic quickly shifted to excitement. He was eager to try out his blade, to give his new weapon its first taste of blood. And he found it fittingly ironic that the blood to first wet its edge would be that of an orc. 
 
    Still tuned into his Arachne mark, he hurried across the length of the foundry and took position behind another blast furnace. Warmth still emanated from the thing, the surface rough against his back as he leaned into it. 
 
    The orcs entered, their hound leading the way. As soon as they were over the threshold of the tent, the hound began sniffing and snarling with eagerness. 
 
    “What the hells is it, girl?” asked one of the orcs. “One of the goblins get into the ale and pass out in here?” 
 
    The other orc let out a laugh. “Good way to give him a fright by letting him wake up to her growling mouth in his face.” 
 
    The hound sniffed again. Logan peeked out to see it straining against the thick, chain leash the orcs had it on. 
 
    “Something’s in here alright,” said one of the orcs. “Let’s split. I’ll take the girl and go left—you go right.” 
 
    “Now why the hells can’t I take the girl?” 
 
    “Because I’ve been holding the bleeding chain for this entire patrol. Not going to give her up to you when we might actually need her.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” 
 
    “Go around the perimeter and keep an eye out. Be careful not to accidentally step on some passed-out goblin. Last thing you want is to be cleaning that off your boots.” 
 
    The other orc chuckled as the two began their patrol. 
 
    They’ve split up, Logan thought. Perfect. 
 
    He moved from behind the furnace to underneath the nearest workshop table. It wasn’t the best hiding place in the world, he knew. But it was his best chance to stay unseen as the orc approached. He kept his hand on the hilt of the dagger, listening carefully as the orc stepped closer and closer. 
 
    Logan glanced over his shoulder to see that the other orc and the hound were already on the far side of the tent. They would be a challenge, but the odds would be far, far better once the second orc was dead and gone. 
 
    “Stupid bleeding goblins,” snarled the orc to himself as the moved closer and closer to Logan. “Making my damn job harder.” 
 
    Logan waited until the orc was in front of him, his eyes level with the creature’s heavy boots. Then, when he stepped past, Logan made his move. 
 
    He rose quickly but silently. In one fluid motion, he drew the dagger and hooked it around the orc’s neck. The orc gasped as the blade touched his skin.  
 
    But that was the only noise he managed to get out.  
 
    The blade sank into the orc’s flesh like a spoon into pudding. Logan needed only the slightest pressure to carve deeply into the orc, slicing through his neck.  
 
    The orc slumped over. Logan shifted over to his Fenrir strength, catching the orc before he slammed into the ground. He let him down gently to avoid alerting his companion. 
 
    The orc’s blood gushed out in a few final pumps, red spreading around him on the canyon floor, an expression of surprise on his pig-ugly face. He was dead within moments.  
 
    Logan glanced at his blade with pleasure, realizing that he now had the perfect weapon for stealthy, silent kills.  
 
    And that was only the tip of its power. 
 
    “Nothing over here!” the other orc shouted.  “You see anything?” 
 
    Blade still in hand, Logan rushed across the width of the tent. He needed to close the distance and take out the other orc before he realized his companion had been slain. Logan positioned himself behind another furnace, dark blood dripping from his blade. 
 
    “What the hell’s wrong with you?” the orc said. “You see anything or not?” 
 
    Logan prepared to strike. But, before he could make his move, the hound stepped from behind the other side of the furnace and locked eyes with him. However disgusting the creature had appeared from a distance, up close, the animal was ten-fold more hideous. Its ragged mouth drooled, the sides curled into what seemed to be a sneer. The tusks hung over the shaking lips, twin rows of razor-sharp teeth behind them. Snot oozed down its nostrils, and its pig-like eyes burned with rage. 
 
    The hound was quick—but Logan was faster. He darted over, slipping his blade beneath the hound’s throat and tearing it open. Dark blood gushed from the wound. The creature whined and bayed, the animal using the last bit of strength it had to buck against the dagger—which only moved the blade in deeper. 
 
    “What the hells?” the orc exclaimed. 
 
    Logan turned his attention to the final orc. The creature stood dumbfounded, clearly trying to wrap his pea-brain around Logan’s speed. 
 
    Logan wasn’t about to waste the opportunity. He pushed the hound’s body aside, his hand drenched with blood. He pulled his arm back and launched the dagger, throwing it end-over-end at the orc’s face.  
 
    It connected just as he’d hoped, burying itself directly between the orc’s eyes. The orc died instantly, his shocked expression frozen. He dropped to his knees and fell into a heap. 
 
    It was done. Logan took a breath. But Logan knew he didn’t have a moment to waste. He rushed over to the slain foe and yanked the blade out, cleaning the blood off against the orc’s trousers before silently tucking it back into the scabbard. 
 
    I have a feeling I’m going to have some fun with this weapon, he thought with a smile. 
 
    But Logan knew he didn’t have time to tarry. The patrol was gone, which meant he had a small window of time to flee the camp and warn his allies of the impending orcish scouting team. 
 
    He hurried over to the entrance flap of the tent and peeked out. The way was clear, and he stepped out. The sky lit up with more goblin fireworks. The ground shook with booms and pops. The cheers of orcs filled the air.  
 
    This was the best chance he’d get to make it out of there. 
 
    Logan rushed down the alleys between the tents and made his way toward the canyon wall. Once there, he activated his Arachne rune and focused. Spider spines came out of his palms. He grasped onto the rocks, allowing his Fenrir strength to flow through him as he scaled the cliff face. It took time he didn’t have, but soon Logan was over the top, the forest stretching out before him. 
 
    He closed his eyes, shutting off his spider rune and activating his Fenrir abilities. 
 
    And as he did, he noticed something. As he turned off one rune, he felt his strength increase. Then as he activated another, his power declined once more. It was as if he had a well of magical ability inside of him, one that activating his runes tapped into. Logan could only have so many runes activated at once before his power declined. 
 
    He pushed that out of his mind as he shifted into his Fenrir form, the wolf-human hybrid shape allowing him to run at incredible speeds through the forest. He pushed himself as hard as he could, weaving around the moonlight-illuminated trees, silver shining down on all. 
 
    “Keep moving!” shouted the gruff voice of one of the orcs in the distance. “We need every bit of these woods covered!” 
 
    “We heard you the first bleeding time!” another shouted. “We scout the woods and get back to the camp before the ale runs dry!” 
 
    Logan ran in the direction of the voices, soon spotting the hunting party in the distance. There were twelve orcs and five hounds. The numbers were more than enough to cause trouble for Logan’s troops—and more than enough to decimate them if they were taken by surprise. 
 
    He began running back in the direction of his people, turning before the orcs and their hounds could catch the scent of him. Logan ran as quickly as he could, soon spotting a small fire in the distance where Runa, Raymond, Arachne, and the rest were gathered. 
 
    Logan approached the camp with such speed and intensity that every pair of eyes was on him in an instant. He shifted back into his human form and spoke. 
 
    “Put out that fire!” he shouted. “And prepare for battle!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” Arachne asked. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Do as he says,” Runa commanded. She rose to her feet, stepping away from the fire. “Put out the fire and dress for combat!” 
 
    “Hah.” Arachne shook her head. “You dare think you, a mere mortal, may command me, an Archspirit. These other mortals may call you their leader, but to me, you’re just”— Arachne’s eyes went dark, her fangs glimmering in the firelight—“food.” 
 
    “Arachne!” Logan stepped forward. “Now is not the time.” 
 
    “But she—” 
 
    Logan glared at her. “Put. Out. The. Fire.” 
 
    Arachne shrunk back. She turned to the fire and raised her arms. Jets of webbing shot from her hands, enough to smother the flames and cause darkness to descend over the camp. The rest of the warriors rushed toward the gear stash, donning their studded leather armor, spears, and swords. 
 
    “What did you find down there, Logan?” Raymond asked. “What did you see?” 
 
    “We can discuss that once we’ve taken care of the orcish scouting party that is moments away from finding us.” 
 
    “A scouting party?” Raymond asked. “Hells.” 
 
    “Twelve orcs and five hounds,” Logan said. “And we can’t let a single one escape. If the rest of the horde finds out that we’re here…” 
 
    He trailed off, not needing to explain the situation further to the rest of the soldiers. They knew what would happen if an entire orcish horde were to descend upon them. Death would be a fortunate outcome. 
 
    Logan and Raymond watched as the elf warriors formed up, their spears at the ready. But it didn’t sit well with Logan—they needed another tactic. 
 
    “If they encounter us like this, they’ll simply pick off whomever they can before returning to the horde.” Logan glanced aside, thinking the matter over. “No, we need a way to trap them, to make sure not a single one is left living.” 
 
    He flicked his eyes to Arachne, who stood with her hand on Silverfang’s mane as she whispered calming words into his ear. 
 
    “Arachne!” he said. “I want you to lead a cavalry charge!” 
 
    She turned from Silverfang and raised an eyebrow. “A cavalry charge of one?” 
 
    “One is all we have,” Logan said. “Take position on our left flank and be prepared to move in when I give the command.” 
 
    Arachne smiled, as if imagining visions of the slaughter to come. “Very well.”  
 
    She stepped over to Silverfang, the creature in its horse form. She placed her hand gently on his mane and closed her eyes.  
 
    Logan and the rest of the troops watched as Silverfang shifted into his monstrous spider form. Spine-covered legs sprouted from its back and horrible, curved fangs long as scimitars curled down from its mouth. His eyes glowed red. The beast was on their side, but the creature was still fearsome enough to make Logan’s hand instinctively move to his axe. But, when Logan pushed that instinct aside, all he could imagine was the power of leading a full charge of those monsters into war. 
 
    “I will await your command, Logan,” Arachne said, mounting Silverfang. “And I’ll be looking forward to it.” 
 
    Logan surveyed the rest of his troops. There were eight unmarked, eight marked with Arachne’s rune, and eight marked with Maar’s. He knew that spider-marked wouldn’t be useful at the front. But deployed strategically, they could come in handy. 
 
    “Jaleth,” Logan said, addressing the sub-commander of the Arachne-marked soldiers.  
 
    The slim elf stepped forward. “Yes, commander?”  
 
    Logan looked over the Arachno Assassin, noting that his appearance had changed. Formerly, the elf had been fair and blond, his eyes blue. But, as he’d grown in power with Arachne’s rune, he’d begun to more closely resemble his Archspirit. His skin had gone from fair to white, his hair silver and seeming more like strands of cobweb than hair. His blue eyes were tinged with red. 
 
    “I want you to take the rest of the assassins and wait in the trees. Wait for my command to strike. Arachno Summoners will wait behind the line of spearmen and serpent warriors.” 
 
    “Very well.” The elf nodded, gesturing to his troops. 
 
    Logan issued the rest of the commands. The unmarked took position in front, their spears at the ready. The Naga warriors were behind them, the Arachno Summoners and Naga priests in the back. Raymond and Runa moved to the front, Logan joining them. He was confident in their odds. But he kept in mind that this was not a standard battle. The orcs were on a scouting mission, which meant that, as soon as they spotted Logan and his forces, their mission would be to get back to the horde and report what they’d found. 
 
    And Logan’s mission was to make sure that not even one scout lived. 
 
    The troops in formation, Logan kept his eyes on the woods. When he was ready, he shifted into his Fenrir form and took off running, making his way ahead in the direction he’d come. Up above, he spotted the shapes of Jaleth and the rest of the Arachno Assassins in the trees, their willowy figures positioned among the branches. 
 
    He allowed himself a small smile at the sight of them. Should the plan work as he’d intended, the orcs would be stuck in a trap from which there was no chance of escape. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Logan to spot the orcish scouting party. The five hounds were in the lead, snorting and growling as they sniffed the ground. The dozen orcs were close behind, all dressed in leather armor. An orcish contingent of that size was best suited to scouting missions and raids—not stand-up fights. Orcs could be stupid indeed, but they’d be smart enough at least avoid a battle. 
 
    However, Logan wasn’t going to give them that option. 
 
    He rushed forward, headlong toward the scouting party. Soon he was close, close enough to see the quivering snouts and red eyes of the hounds. They’d smelled him, increasing their speed as they caught the smell of prey. 
 
    When Logan was ready, he emerged from cover and allowed himself to be seen. 
 
    There was silence at first as all the eyes of the scouting party, hounds and orcs alike, stared at him. It was as if none of them knew what to make of this man-beast who stood alone in the woods. Was he a monster? Was he a threat? 
 
    Logan knew the answer—he was bait. 
 
    He craned his neck back and let out a baying howl, one that broke the still of the woods. 
 
    And then he ran. 
 
    “After him!” shouted the largest, most heavily tattooed and armored of the group. 
 
    Logan allowed himself a wolfish grin as he rushed back toward the troops, the scouting party in close pursuit. The orcs had let the hounds off their chain leashes, the monsters rushing nearer to Logan. He could run quickly, but knew that, while orc hounds were lumbering and ugly as all hells, they would eventually close the distance. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Logan spotted the spider assassins in the trees once again. He held up his hand as he ran, signaling that it wasn’t yet the time to strike. The hounds were close; he could hear their snarling and the snapping of their jaws. 
 
    But, when he spotted his men, he knew he wouldn’t have to run for long. When Logan broke through the tree line and drew nearer to his soldiers, he leapt through the air, landing in a squat behind the lines of spider summoners and snake priests, his powerful legs absorbing the impact. 
 
    Logan took his axe from his waist as he turned around, watching as the hounds dumbly ran toward the line of troops, the orcs too far back in the distance to call them off. 
 
    Logan growled, holding up his hand and giving the signal for the spearmen to rise. They hoisted their weapons right at the moment the hounds began to finally stop and scramble to turn. But they weren’t fast enough. The spearmen advanced, stabbing their spears forward, jabbing the points into the thick hides of the orc hounds. 
 
    The hounds kicked dust into the air as they desperately tried to turn and flee. Their howls of pain sounded out as the spearmen thrusted, the points plunging into the necks and bellies of the hounds. Dark blood jutted out and soaked the ground at their paws. One by one, they collapsed.  
 
    When the last one was dead, the orcs finally caught up and approached Logan and his troops. They came to a stop as they took in the sight of what they’d encountered. 
 
    Logan howled twice, the signal for the assassins to make their moves. In the distance, he watched as the four men silently dropped from their hiding spots and crept toward the orcs with their daggers. Logan saw Jaleth’s red eyes flash as he leapt up, wrapping his arms around the shoulders of the scouting party leader before dragging his blade across the dark green skin of his neck. 
 
    Blood poured down like a fountain, coating the front of the orc’s armor. He opened his mouth to cry out or perhaps issue a command, but only a choking, coughing noise emerged before the leader was dead and down. The other three assassins made their moves, taking out one more orc apiece in the same manner. Once they’d done their work, the spider assassins slipped back into the cover of the woods before the rest of the orcs realized what had happened. 
 
    The numbers were even better, Logan realized—the five hounds were dead, four orcs along with them, including the leader. He wanted no losses, and the battle was well on its way to seeing that through. But even a single orc escaping back to the horde would render it all a failure. 
 
    Logan shifted back to his human form. 
 
    “Serpent priests unleash!” he commanded. “Spider summoners entrap them!” 
 
    The elves didn’t wait a second before casting their spells. White mist formed at the feet of the orcs, and when it faded, they looked down to see that they were stuck in a morass of sticky webbing. They struggled to get free, but as they did, the snake priests launched volleys of serpents toward the orcs, loosing through the air as straight and true as arrows. The creatures latched onto whatever orc they could, sinking their fangs into the soldiers and injecting their deadly poison. 
 
    The orcs struggled to pull the snakes off their bodies while simultaneously yanking their feet from the webbing. Logan watched as two of the orcs, either through loyalty to the mission or out of fear, turned tail and ran from the battle, disappearing into the woods. 
 
    Work for Arachne, Logan thought. 
 
    But the six orcs still remaining were out of the webbing and ready for battle, their axes and greatswords held in their hands and murder in their eyes. They were leaderless and weak with poison, but they were still a threat. 
 
    “Naga warriors!” Logan shouted. “Shift and attack!” 
 
    The four marked by Maar stepped forward and shifted, scales spreading across their skin and diamond-patterned hoods sprouting from their necks. They wielded fearsome blades as they closed the distance between them and the orcs. 
 
    “Spearmen, close the flanks!” 
 
    The spearmen obeyed the command, the eight warriors breaking into two squads of four and spreading from the main group, taking positions on both sides of the orc warriors and funneling them toward the serpent fighters. 
 
    Logan grinned as he watched the carnage unfold. The serpent warriors cleaved through with their blades, steel on steel clanging as the orcs attempted to strike back. But, between the surprise and the poison, they weren’t in any sort of fighting shape. Swords sliced into necks, pierced bellies, and cut through limbs. Howls of pain filled the air as the orcs dropped one by one under the onslaught of the Naga warriors. 
 
    Marseille, who was in position with Runa and Raymond, had told him that Maar’s warriors were some of the most powerful shock troops the two halves of the continent had to offer. Watching them move relentlessly forward, crushing the remaining orc resistance, was more than enough to convince him that this was indeed the case. 
 
    After several bloody minutes of slaughter, the orcs were all dead, laying in a heap of blood and broken bones and limbs that hung from tendons. 
 
    “Well,” Raymond said. “Not much work for the rest of us.” 
 
    “Better this way,” Logan said. “The soldiers can gain experience, and the commanders aren’t put at risk.” 
 
    Runa turned her attention to the woods. “Two more remain. Shall we leave them to the spider?” 
 
    Raymond snorted. “I wouldn’t trust her to finish the job. Archspirits are ruled by their own caprices.” 
 
    “I’ll find them,” Logan said. 
 
    Without another word, he closed his eyes and shifted into his Fenrir form, the mark on his forearm burning with warmth as he transformed. He took off into the woods, leaving the soldiers behind. Logan trusted Arachne—after all, her loyalty to Logan was the only way she’d be able to gain new followers. But the job wasn’t done, and he wanted to see it through. 
 
    He rushed among the trees, using his wolf senses to pick up the second of the orcish soldiers. Between his speed and Arachne’s mount, Logan sensed that they wouldn’t get far. And sure enough, he spotted the two lumbering forms running through the trees. 
 
    But he didn’t see both of them for long. Arachne, atop her spider mount, hurtled toward the orcs. Silverfang let out a horrible sound—half neigh, half insectoid shrieking—as he pounced onto the nearest orc and pinned him down with his spider legs, sinking his fangs into the orc’s body. Logan wondered if Silverfang was injecting some sort of heavy-duty poison, or if such a move was even necessary with two large fangs plunged into the orc’s body. 
 
    But there was one more to go. Logan set his sights on the orc and prepared his axe. When he was close enough, he leaped through the air with his axe held above him with both hands, his mouth snarling and the moon casting them all in silver light. The orc turned in time for him to watch as Logan brought the axe down onto his face, the blade crunching down between his eyes and slicing through to the brain. The orc fell backward, the axe still buried in his head. 
 
    Logan stared down at the orc, making sure the job was done. He reached down and yanked the axe from the orc’s head, a final geyser of blood spraying up as he did. But Logan didn’t have time to appreciate the victory. The sounds of chewing filled the silence. 
 
    He turned to see the grisly sight of Silverfang feasting on the body of the orc he’d slain. His teeth gnashed as he sunk his mouth into the belly of the orc, chewing hungrily on the slain beast’s entrails. 
 
    Arachne, still seated atop the creature, only smiled. 
 
    “My children need to eat,” she said. “They need to grow strong.” 
 
    When Silverfang lifted his head, his snout—if that’s what it could be called—was covered in dark blood, shreds of flesh and organs hanging from his fangs. 
 
    “Might not want to let the soldiers see that just before a meal,” Logan said, still catching his breath. 
 
    Arachne chuckled. But, after the laughter, her eyes tracked down to Logan’s arm, focusing on his tattoo. 
 
    “We will have to find Fenrir at some point,” she said, still staring at his tattoo, “bring him into your service.” 
 
    “You mentioned before that you don’t know where the wolf spirit is,” Logan said. “But even a hint in the right direction could help me find him.” 
 
    A crafty smile still on her face, Arachne turned eastward. Through the woods, off in the far distance, were the jutting peaks of the Dragoneye Mountains. They were still several days away—and that was assuming they could make it past the orcish horde. 
 
    “As I have said to you, there are many places of power he could have rested when the world was turned upside down. Even so, where exactly he resides is unknown to me. He was always… secretive about such matters. But I do know that, whenever he wished to speak with us face-to-face, he would always call a meeting at the peak of Blackfinger Mountain. That was where the Gods couldn’t hear us, where he could scheme.” 
 
    “Is that the sort of spirit he was?” Logan asked. “A schemer?” 
 
    Arachne shook her head, her long, silver hair swaying. “Not all that he was. Fenrir was strong, ambitious. But he had not only the power of a wolf, but the mind of one. And he wanted power, the power of the Prime Gods themselves.” 
 
    “You’re speaking of him in the past,” Logan said. “As if he’s no longer with us.” 
 
    “I hadn’t heard a word from him in centuries—not since the last War Wizard passed. I’d simply assumed that he’d gone the way of so many Archspirits before, that his essence had returned to the immaterial realm.” Her eyes went to Logan’s rune. “But if you still wear his mark and gain power from it… that means he’s still alive somewhere.” 
 
    Logan turned his attention to Blackfinger Mountain once more. The peak was tall, rising above the rest of the already-tall mountains. 
 
    “Then we’ll have to travel there, see if we can find him.” 
 
    “It would be a dangerous trip,” Arachne said. “But I have a feeling you already knew that. And moreover, there’s still the horde to deal with. One problem at a time, no?” 
 
    She was right. Logan wiped the blade from his axe off against the leg armor of the orc, the beast’s middle by then completely chewed away by Silverfang. 
 
    “Let’s return to the others,” Logan said. “We need to figure out how to evade a horde.” 
 
    Arachne mounted Silverfang, and Logan shifted into his Fenrir form. Together, the War Wizard and the Archspirit hurried through the woods. It didn’t take long before they were back among the rest of the soldiers. All had shifted back to their elf forms, the orcs still laying in a heap where they’d been slain, the hounds as still as stones, and blood trickling from their many wounds. 
 
    “What happened?” Runa asked as Logan and Arachne approached. 
 
    “The remaining scouts are dead,” Logan said, back in his human form. “But there’s still the matter of the horde.” 
 
    Raymond stepped forward. “Correct. Orcs aren’t known for their cunning minds, but even they would understand the implications of a scouting party failing to return.” 
 
    “This is no mere horde led by brainless chieftains,” Logan said, recalling what he’d seen at the camp. “There’s far more to it than that.” 
 
    “What?” Runa asked. “What did you see?” 
 
    Logan debated telling them what he’d found down in the canyon, that the horde was being led by another War Wizard, albeit one of the orc variety, what the orcs referred to as a Battle Shaman. But it wasn’t important at the moment. Every second that passed increased their chances of being discovered by more than a mere scouting party. 
 
    “We need to get across the canyon,” Logan said, turning his attention eastward. “And we need to do it without the horde knowing we’re here.” 
 
    Raymond snorted. “I do believe that’s the definition of ‘easier said than done.’ Orcs are fools, but they couldn’t have picked a better strategic location. Bloodrock Canyon carves through the landscape as far as the eye can see. And then there’s the matter of getting to the bottom. If we were to try to scale down, we’d be an easy target for orcish archers.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Runa said. “Unless we want to risk traveling for days north until we’re a decent distance away from the horde.” 
 
    “And even then,” Raymond said, “there’s a damn good chance the horde might move.” 
 
    “Across,” the word slipped from Logan’s mouth. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Raymond asked. “Did you just say across?” 
 
    “Across,” Logan said. “The distance between the two canyon sides… it narrows just south of where the orcs are camped.” 
 
    “And how the hells do you plan on getting us across? Not a rope we have would get us that far.” 
 
    Logan turned to Arachne. “Could you launch your webbing, say, five hundred paces?” 
 
    “I could,” she said. “But we’d need more than just my webbing to make something strong enough for us to get across—assuming that’s what you have in mind.” 
 
    Raymond shook his head. “That’s what you have in mind? You want to fire webbing across the canyon and ferry us over?” 
 
    “It could work,” Runa said. “This isn’t regular webbing. This is stronger. If Arachne and the Arachno Summoners could create something we could use to get across… it could work.” 
 
    “And more than that,” Logan said. “It’s our only chance. Any other option would leave us at risk to be discovered when the horde begins moving. They’re currently in the middle of their evening revelries, which means that we have until early tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Shorter than that,” Runa said. “Once they realize the scouts haven’t returned…” 
 
    Raymond sighed, as if accepting the truth of the situation. “They’ll send dozens into the woods to find us. And, if we managed to defeat them, they’d send dozens more.” 
 
    “It’s our best chance,” Logan said. “And we have to take it.” 
 
    Raymond turned his attention eastward. “Then we should move now, give ourselves a chance to survey what we’re working with.” 
 
    The group gathered their supplies and headed out, leaving the carnage of the battle behind and making their way through the forest. It wasn’t long before the booms of the goblins’ fireworks could be heard. And in time, they could see the colors sparkle and fade in the night sky. 
 
    “These orcs are arrogant,” Marseille said, standing beside Logan. “They don’t care in the slightest if anyone sees the commotion they’re making—that’s how certain they must be that the horde can’t be stopped.” 
 
    “In time, that’s exactly what we’ll do,” Logan said. “We’ll bring an army to bear that will be strong enough to smash the horde.” 
 
    Marseille nodded. “I don’t doubt that you intend to. But time is not on our side. If they manage to storm across the continent before we have a chance to stop them…” 
 
    She didn’t need to finish. The consequences were obvious if the orcish Battle Shaman and his army swept across the lands of man. Logan’s thoughts turned to the town and fortress he’d secured. It would be a bulwark against the horde. But numbers weren’t on their side. At best, they’d delay the horde from their conquest. 
 
    Logan pushed such thoughts from his head. Worrying about matters he had no immediate control over was useless. His mind needed to be on the present moment. 
 
    They soon reached the canyon edge, the endless tents of the orcish hordes stretching out into the northern distance. Logan and the rest stood at the edge, the dozens of soldiers gazing down at the horde of thousands. Fireworks exploded here and there over the camp, casting the tents in sickly, unnatural colors. The commotion of the orcs as they drank and fought drifted up to them. 
 
    “If we’re lucky, they’ll be too distracted to see us,” Marseille said. 
 
    “We can’t risk it,” Logan said. “If they see us crossing, catch the moonlight glinting off the spider strands…” 
 
    “It’d be bad,” Raymond said. “So, not only do we have to do this, we have to do it without the orcs seeing us. How the hells are we going to manage that?” 
 
    “We move as quickly as possible,” Logan said. “And pray for the best.” 
 
    Together, the group made their way down the southern edge of the canyon walls. The distance between the two sides shrank and shrank until it was a mere stone’s throw across. 
 
    “Now, Arachne,” Logan said. “Is this something you’re capable of?” 
 
    She smiled. “It’s something we’re capable of.” She stroked Sliverfang’s mane. “Come, my dear.” She turned her attention to the four Arachno Summoners. “The rest of my followers will be right behind us, casting their own webbing to support the travel across.” 
 
    The summoners obediently formed up, ready to do their work. 
 
    “Alright,” Raymond said. “The spider woman and her mount are first. Then the unmarked, then the marked, then we’ll bring up the rear. All of us will carry what supplies we can in order to keep the weight on the strands to a minimum. We move carefully, but as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “Very good,” Runa said. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Logan watched as Arachne fired off twin strands of webbing across the canyon, each shooting from her wrist and connecting to the other side. The strands were thick, and a closer inspection by Logan showed that they were nearly the thickness of a coin. 
 
    Once the strands were connected, Arachne guided Silverfang to tilt his head down. At her command, he began spraying webbing down at the parallel strands, filling in the distance between them with thinner webbing. Silverfang’s spider legs danced across the twin web strands, carrying the weight of both Arachne and him. 
 
    “Come,” Arachne said with a smile. “It’s strong enough for all of us.” 
 
    Logan and Runa and Raymond shared a look before turning their attention to the soldiers. 
 
    “Unmarked up first,” Raymond called out. “But I’ll be doing it with you.” 
 
    Raymond took position at the head of the group of unmarked elves. Logan glanced down, the distance to the canyon floor hundreds of paces. A fall would mean certain death. The captain of the guard stepped forward, his boot hanging over the webbing as he seemed to hesitate—or take one last chance to determine if it was a good idea or not. 
 
    The group seemed to all hold their collective breath as he placed his foot down. Part of Logan expected the webbing to give way, for Raymond’s boot to break through and for the captain to tumble to his doom. 
 
    But that didn’t happen. Instead, the webbing held fast and supported his weight. He slowly brought over his other foot and set it down, giving himself a moment to gain his balance. 
 
    “It’s… holding,” Raymond said cautiously. “I’ll be damned, it’s holding.” He turned carefully. “Come with me. We bring the groups across eight at a time. We don’t want to risk putting too much weight on the webbing all at once.” 
 
    “Not confident in my abilities?” Arachne said from her position on the webbing. 
 
    “Erring on the side of caution, spider woman.” 
 
    Arachne chuckled before turning her attention back to the webbing bridge in progress, Silverfang still spraying his webbing down between the two thick strands. 
 
    Once Raymond was around a third of the way across, Runa and the rest of the unmarked started their trek across. The bridge sagged more, but not nearly enough to give under the weight of the soldiers. Arachne reached the other end, Silverfang filling in the rest of the space between the webbing. Raymond arrived not too much longer after her, turning around the moment he was across and surveying the situation. 
 
    “Come!” he said, raising his voice just loudly enough to be heard over the low din of the commotion below. More bangs boomed in the air, the goblin fireworks cascading down streaks of crackling purple and yellow. Cheers followed, then a series of more booms, one after another. 
 
    The unmarked reached the other end of the bridge just as something, or many somethings, arced through the air, whizzing as they passed over the bridge. 
 
    “What the hells was that?” Marseille asked. “Did they spot us?” 
 
    “No,” Runa said. “If they’d found us, we’d know it. Those idiot goblins are shooting their explosive weapons into the air. 
 
    “No doubt they’re drunk and acting like fools,” Logan said. “And if they’re blind-firing their weapons in our direction, that means our job just got a whole lot harder.” 
 
    “Serpent-marked!” Raymond called out. “You’re all next!” 
 
    Those marked with Maar’s rune formed up on the far side of the bridge, waiting until the unmarked finally reached the other side. Once they were across, the serpent-marked formed two neat lines, then slowly started their trek over. More bangs and booms and whizzes sounded out, a few stray bullets puncturing holes in the bridge’s webbing. 
 
    “Hells!” Logan shouted as he watched the bridge sway back and forth, the serpent-marked dropping down and grabbing onto the webbing for support. “Hold fast and wait for the bridge to stop shaking before you continue!” 
 
    The fireworks and gunfire intensified down below. Logan shuddered at the thought of those weapons in the thick of battle. The men still on his side of the canyon stayed calm, but he could see the fear in their eyes as the bridge began to shake. 
 
    Once the serpent-marked were across, Arachne dismounted from Silverfang and shouted. 
 
    “It would be wise to send those with my marking next,” she said, her voice raised over the fireworks and gunfire. “They can repair the bridge for the rest of you!” 
 
    “You heard her!” Logan said. “Spider-marked next! And patch up any holes you see when you encounter them.” He turned to Runa. “You lead them. I’ll follow up the rear.” 
 
    Runa smirked, looking him over. “The brave ranger being the last to cross. Noble, but not wise.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “My king would kill me if I let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “There will be plenty of opportunities for me to die along the way—I don’t plan on it happening here over some canyon.” 
 
    The smile faded from her face. “Just… be careful.” 
 
    “I will. Now move!” 
 
    Runa nodded, then turned on her heels to rush over the webbing bridge. Logan waited, making sure she was able to find sure footing. Further up ahead, the spider-marked were making their way across, patching any holes that they encountered on their way over. 
 
    But when Runa reached the halfway point, the bridge wobbled beneath her. She’s losing her footing, Logan thought. I better get to— 
 
    A goblin firework careened toward the bridge. 
 
    The firework ripped through the webbing, tearing a massive hole just behind Runa. The firework exploded, covering the air in a deep red and orange blast. Runa let out a scream as the webbing tore and ripped. She tumbled backward and sailed down. 
 
    Logan flicked his eyes up to see that the spider-marked had made it across, their patchwork repairs having done no good against the power of the goblin explosive.  
 
    The booming of the firework still ringing in his ears, Logan dashed into action. He tapped into his Fenrir power to give his leap strength, then jumped off the edge of the canyon closest to him. 
 
    He locked his eyes on Runa. She screamed, her arms reaching up to grab onto something, anything. Logan sailed toward her, drawing closer and closer as he dropped. He reached for her, extending his spider spines for a better grasp. 
 
    She was close, an expression of panic on her face. Fear blasted through him at the possibility that he might not get to her before she fell. 
 
    Time seemed to slow. More fireworks exploded around them, purples and oranges and reds filling the night sky. Logan fixed his eyes onto Runa’s and closed his hand. 
 
    And wrapped it around hers. 
 
    He flicked his gaze at his hand to make sure that he had her. Once he was sure he did, the spider spines dug into her palm, Logan reached with his free hand toward the opposite cliff face and shot out a rope of webbing. The webbing caught the rock, the cord going taut as it jerked to keep them aloft. 
 
    More orange surrounded Logan and Runa. He looked around to see that the latest volley of fireworks had managed to catch what remained of the webbing bridge on fire, the gossamer strands igniting and disappearing by the instant. But they were out of harm’s way, and Logan focused his attention on the task at hand. 
 
    Together, they swung toward the cliff face, their speed fast enough to do some damage if they were to collide with the rock. Runa let out a scream as they swung. But, when they were halfway there, Logan let go of the strand and fired another one up at the cliff edge. This one caught as surely as the last one, but without the same momentum that would bring them crashing against the cliff face. 
 
    They slowed, hanging in the air for several long moments. When they were still, Logan turned his attention to Raymond and nodded in his direction. 
 
    “Pull them up!” Raymond shouted. “Now!” 
 
    Logan held onto the rope with one hand, Runa with the other. 
 
    “I suppose I owe you for this, ranger,” Runa said with a small smile as he held her. 
 
    “Think nothing of it,” Logan replied, Raymond and the soldiers pulling the two of them up to the cliff. “Besides, I have a feeling that when this is all said and done, we’ll owe one another more times than we can count.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no rest for the party when they reached the other side of Bloodrock Canyon. They traveled through the forest and onward to the rolling alpine meadows that covered the land at the base of the mountains. While they might have been safe for the moment, there was still the small matter of the orcish horde only a few leagues behind them. They needed to move, to put as much distance between them and the orcs as they possibly could. 
 
    But when the sun rose, the men grew weary. Silverfang’s head began to hang, the creature back in his horse form as Arachne rode him at the head of the group. Logan wished to continue on, to at least reach the base of the Dragoneye Mountains. But he could sense by the way the men trudged along that they were in dire need of a rest. They picked a small glade within an expanse of alpine trees, the hill rising up steeply to their west and giving them some cover from any orcs that might be scouting in the region. 
 
    The sun was rising over the Dragoneye Mountains by the time they’d finished setting up camp. Logan watched as the fiery reds and deep oranges spread over the top of Blackfinger Mountain, his will focused entirely on reaching their destination. He could feel the pull of Fenrir even from where he stood, as if the Archspirit himself were calling to Logan, urging him to come and claim his power. 
 
    “Ah, hells!” Runa hissed as she dropped into a squat in front of the small fire, snapping Logan out of his trance. 
 
    He turned to watch Runa take her waterskin from her pack with one hand, the other held out, fingers splayed. From where he stood, Logan could make out several small dots on her palm. He approached her, Runa shaking her head as she poured water over her hand. A small tinge of guilt ran through Logan. He knew what the wounds were, after all—the dozens of piercings from when he’d grabbed her with his spider spines sticking out from his palm. 
 
    “How is your wound?” he asked as he approached. “Or, I should say, how are your wounds?” 
 
    All around her, the rest of the soldiers were taking off their packs and preparing for a few hours of early-morning sleep, spreading out their bedrolls and chomping on their deer jerky. 
 
    “Hurt like nothing else,” she said, shaking her head. “I know why you did what you did, and many thanks for saving my life. But…” 
 
    “Still hurts.” 
 
    She opened and closed her hand, wincing as she did. 
 
    “You saved my life, Logan. And for that, I’m thankful. But I’m afraid that I’m not going to be much use up ahead. I can’t even hold my waterskin with my hand like this, let alone wield a blade.” 
 
    “May I take a look at it?” Arachne said. 
 
    The two of them turned to see Arachne approach, her red eyes on the wounds. 
 
    “You know something about wound treatment?” Runa asked. 
 
    “Yes and no,” she said. “But more importantly, your spider-marked do.” 
 
    “What?” Logan was confused, standing up. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your summoners. Their work on the bridge made them grow stronger—I could see it in their eyes. And when my marked grow in strength, they gain new powers.” 
 
    “Speak plainly, spider,” Runa said. 
 
    Arachne looked at one of the spider summoners. “Come, my child.” 
 
    The summoner put down his waterskin and rose, dutifully approaching Arachne. He stood at attention, and with him so close to Arachne, Logan could see how closely their skin resembled one another’s, that same shade of ghostly white. The marked was truly becoming an acolyte of the Archspirit. 
 
    “Tell me how you feel,” Arachne asked. 
 
    “More powerful,” he replied without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    “As you should. I want you to do something for me.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    Logan considered what he witnessed. He’s dutiful, ready to obey Arachne’s every command. I wonder what would happen if I were to lose the favor of the Archspirit he followed? Would he go with her instead of me? I’ll need to make certain to keep the spirits pleased, to keep them loyal. 
 
     “I want you to summon your webbing,” Arachne said to her marked, then she gestured at Runa. “And I want you to cover her hand with it.” 
 
    “Huh?” Runa took her eyes from her palm, confusion written on her face. 
 
    “What will this accomplish?” Logan asked. 
 
    Arachne only smiled. “Watch and wait. Now, child—do as I ask.” 
 
    He nodded and approached Runa. The warrior woman held up her hand in front of the summoner. He crooked his hand and positioned his wrist in front of Runa’s palm. Next, he closed his eyes and shot a rope of webbing from the small opening in his wrist. 
 
    Runa gasped as it wrapped around her hand, covering it completely. But her expression turned from surprise to panic. 
 
    “It… It burns!” she said, her free hand quickly moving to the one covered in webbing. 
 
    “Let it do its work,” Arachne said. “It will burn, and then it will stop.” 
 
    Logan watched and waited, tension forming on Runa’s face. But after a short time, the tension faded. 
 
    “It stopped,” Runa said in disbelief. 
 
    “You can take off the webbing now,” Arachne said. 
 
    Runa, still seeming skeptical, slipped her dagger from its hilt and sliced it along the webbing, easily cutting through it. To the shock of all aside from Arachne, the puncture wounds in her hand were gone. Runa turned her hand in front of her face, as if she were seeing some sort of illusion. 
 
    “What the hells happened?” Logan asked. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “The summoners have gained a new ability,” Arachne said. “As their powers grow, so does what their webbing is capable of. In this instance, it can be used to heal minor wounds.” 
 
    “The webbing has healing capabilities?” Logan asked.  
 
    Arachne nodded. “It does.” She raised a finger. “But make no mistake—it’s not a cure-all for any wound. It’s best used to treat surface injuries, light cuts and scrapes and burns. For true healing, you’ll need to seek the Archspirit of light.” 
 
    “There’s such an Archspirit?” Logan asked. “Where can I find him?” 
 
    Arachne chuckled. “That, I can’t help you with. I don’t know his name, or his place of power. I don’t even know whether he is a he. But I do know that he or she exists—I felt the presence of the Archspirit in the immaterial realm.” 
 
    Logan nodded. He wished Arachne had more to go on—such a spirit would prove a great boon to his efforts. 
 
    “Very well,” Logan said. “But thank you for your help.” 
 
    Arachne nodded. “It’s my pleasure, War Wizard. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to find a quiet place to rest.” 
 
    With that, she left the group. Logan watched as she found a small clustering of trees. Arachne extended her spider legs and crawled up the trunk, hiding amongst the thick branches. 
 
    “This is really something,” Runa said, her eyes still on her healed palm. 
 
    Logan nodded to the summoner, dismissing him. 
 
    “It is,” Logan said. “We now have healing capabilities in our party. Even if they’re only for surface injuries like Arachne said, they’ll still be quite useful. Last thing we need is to lose any men due to an injury while climbing the mountains.” 
 
    Runa opened and closed her hand over and over before slipping her blade from its scabbard and holding it in her healed hand. 
 
    “How does it feel?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Excellent.” She flashed him a smile. “Good as new. My apologies if I seemed at all ungrateful for your help, Logan. I wouldn’t be here without you.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it. We’re on this trek together—we all need to watch one another’s backs if we’re to get through this.” 
 
    Logan watched as Runa squatted down near the fire. Some of the men were talking amongst themselves, others were preparing their bedrolls for a bit of sleep before they went on to the mountains. Runa gestured for Logan to join her. He did, sitting down next to the warrior. 
 
    “Hard to believe we’re almost through this,” she said, opening her pack and taking out some of the fruit they’d stopped to gather during their journey from the canyon. The fruit was large and deep red, shaped in a wobbly, uneven form that struck Logan as strange. He assumed it was one of the new fruits that had grown in the human realms over the last several thousand years. 
 
    “We’re not through it yet,” Logan said. “There’s still the matter of the Dragoneye Mountains. It’s going to take some skill and luck to get across.” 
 
    “We managed it on the way to find you,” Runa said. She sliced a piece of the fruit off and handed it to Logan.  
 
    Hungry, he popped it in his mouth and chewed. It was sweet and tart, the texture hard to chew. But he swallowed it down and silently waited for another slice, which Runa provided after taking one for herself. 
 
    “The Dragoneye Mountains had always been viewed as an impassable barrier between the human and elven kingdoms,” he said. “To attempt to cross was to play with your life. It wasn’t a mere matter of the weather and the fall—the mountain elves who dwelled there were just as impassable as any rock.” 
 
    “Luckily for us,” Runa said. “We have Raymond. He wasn’t simply brought due to his skill in combat and leadership—he’s led countless scouting expeditions through the mountains, knows all the easy ways through the Dragoneye Pass.” 
 
    “But we won’t be taking the Dragoneye Pass back,” Logan said. “We’ll be seeking the power at the peak of Blackfinger Mountain, the territory of the elves. And last I heard, the mountain elves didn’t take kindly to visitors—not even other elves. Or has that changed in the time that I’ve been away from this world?” 
 
    Runa smiled, her eyes on the peak of Blackfinger Mountain in the distance, the skinny, jagged top of the mountain invisible among the clouds that gathered around it. 
 
    “We won’t have to worry about that, fortunately. The mountain elves were mostly wiped out in the battle of Dragoneye Pass all those years ago.” 
 
    “What happened?” Logan asked. 
 
    “The leader of the orcish horde sent a contingent through the mountains. The plan had been to traverse into the east and raid what they could, sow as much chaos and destruction as they could, while the majority of the elven armies held the line at Dragoneye Pass. The plan would have worked had they not underestimated the mountain elves.” 
 
    “The mountain elves,” Logan said. “Only whispers of their kind would reach the Elderwood Forest. And from what I did hear, they were… different from the typical, civilized elven kingdom.” 
 
    Runa laughed. “You know, for a warrior, that was certainly a diplomatic way to phrase matters. Yes, the mountain elves are different—you could say that.” 
 
    “Rumors of blood sacrifices and cannibalism and hearts being pulled out on altars to please their Archspirit,” Logan said, shaking his head. “I tried to remain skeptical—rumors are rumors, after all. But when all of those rumors begin to take on the same tenor…” 
 
    “Yes, the same had reached our ears. But the mountain elves were long gone by the time I was born, so the rumors were more ‘legend’ than anything else. Mountain elves became bedtime tales, stories parents would tell their children to keep them obedient. My own mother told me that mountain elves could hear whenever a child talked back to their parents. Each time the child disobeyed, the elves could sense closer and closer where the child was. And then one day, you’d smart-mouth your parents one too many times, and…” She grinned, raising her eyebrows. Logan laughed. 
 
    “But they were known for their fierceness,” Runa continued. “Their warriors were brutal, unwilling to ever surrender. I remember reading that as one of the reasons the elven kingdoms had always been wary of crossing the Dragoneye Mountains and having to do battle with the mountain elves.” 
 
    “And now the mountain elves are gone,” Logan said. “No reason for the other elves to hold back.” 
 
    “The mountains are still a formidable barrier, not easy to pass. But the real matter has been that no elven kingdom in the last few thousand years since the first horde has been stable or strong enough to secure their own territory, let alone the continent, and let alone the human realms. That is, until the Lunar Empire…” She trailed off, shaking her head.  
 
    “You’ll have plenty of time to learn about what’s happening on the other side of the mountains. But it doesn’t matter now,” she said. “The contingent of the orcish horde that had been sent into the mountains was never heard from again. And neither were the mountain elves. No way to know what happened up there, but I have a feeling that, when we reach their capital of Techton, we’re going to find nothing but ruins and bones.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Logan took another slice of fruit that Runa had passed to him on the flat end of her dagger. He had a sense she was right, that once they crossed the mountains, their real battle would truly begin. 
 
    They both looked up to see Raymond approach. His already grim face was even more so, and he carried himself with a heaviness that was surprising to Logan. 
 
    “I want to know the plan,” he said, pointing back toward the mountains behind him. “I want to know why we’re not simply taking the Dragoneye Pass through the mountain like we did during the first leg of his journey.” 
 
    “Because,” Runa said, her voice perfectly calm, “we encountered orc scouts on the way here blocking the pass. No doubt the horde has learned that something happened to them, and even less doubt that they’ve replaced the small encampment you wiped out with something more substantial. Our party is strong, but there’s simply no way to take on an entire orc garrison without taking heavy losses.” 
 
    Raymond grunted, waving his hand through the air. “And instead you wish to travel to the peak of Dragoneye Pass? Seems like more a suicide mission than any battle against orcs.” 
 
    Logan grinned. “You can wait at our basecamp if you’re that worried, Raymond.” 
 
    Logan hadn’t been sure of what sort of reaction to expect from his crack. But he didn’t at all anticipate what happened next.  
 
    Raymond rushed toward him, stopping a mere breath’s distance from his face. “You’d be wise to watch your words, wizard. We’ve paid a dear price to bring you back to Tyan. There’s nothing I want less than to pay even more on your behalf.” 
 
    Tension lingered in the air. Logan could feel the eyes of the still-awake men on them. Finally, Runa placed her hand on Raymond’s shoulder. The tension evaporated the moment she did. 
 
    “Easy, old friend,” she said. “No sense in killing one another. If we’re going to die, let’s at least do it taking as many orcs as we can along with us.” 
 
    Raymond sighed, shaking his head and breaking eye contact with Logan. “You have a point, Runa.” 
 
    “Get some rest,” Runa said. “We’ve a long evening ahead of us.” 
 
    “You speak the truth. But make no mistake, wizard—the moment I get the sense that you’re leading us on some fool’s errand up Blackfinger Mountain, I’ll take my men and finish the rest of the trip to Tyan without you.” 
 
    Raymond glanced at Logan one more time before turning and making his way off to the tree line, turning his back to the rest of the group as he gazed off in the distance toward the mountains. 
 
    “Not sure what that was all about,” Logan said. “But I had a feeling there wasn’t a word I could say that wouldn’t make things worse.” 
 
    “You’re right about that. Raymond is as fine a soldier as they come, but he suffered a grave loss at the hands of the orcs on the way to find you. It stands to reason that his emotional state would grow less… stable the closer we drew to the mountains. It was here the loss took place, after all.” 
 
    “What sort of loss?” Logan asked. 
 
    “That’s not my business to say. But rest assured, so long as you fight for Tyan and against the orcs, you will be on the same side as him. And more than that, he’s a soldier above all. He’ll follow his orders to the ends of the earth.” 
 
    Logan turned his attention to Blackfinger Mountain. “So, we get our rest then travel the rest of the way to the clay wastes at the foot of the mountains. Once there, we rest again and begin the trek up.” 
 
    “That’s the long and short of it,” Runa said. “And once we finish our business with Blackfinger Mountain, we can complete the journey to Tyan. And I must say, the idea of being back home is most appealing to me.” 
 
    “Anything else I should know about the mountain elves?” Logan asked. 
 
    “All you need to know is that they’re likely dead and gone. And beyond that, every bit of information about them was spotty, no way to know if it was true or not. Whatever intrepid adventurer left to enter their lands and learn more about them was typically never heard from again. And the ones who did return told tales of slaughter and ritual sacrifice—all in the name of their Archspirit Quetzal, the Archspirit of lightning. It was said that their devotion was so strong that the Archspirit bestowed upon them her powers without requiring the mark of a War Wizard.” 
 
    “Without a War Wizard’s mark? Then perhaps they were like Marseille was when I met her. She had a small amount of Maar’s power then, with her devotion to the Archspirit and a false mark, she could use magic.”  
 
    Runa nodded. “And that’s one of the tamer tales. Other—stranger—stories came down from the mountains, tales of men who could turn into birds. But as I said, there’s no way to know how true any of this is. More myth and legend than concrete fact.” 
 
    Runa stretched, then wiped off her knife against her pants and slipped it back into its scabbard. “I do believe the day has caught up with me, Logan. Let us get our rest and prepare for the journey ahead.” 
 
    Logan nodded as Runa rose, making her way over to the small command tent the men had set up. Raymond was still ahead at the tree line, and part of Logan wanted to speak to him, to learn what sort of price he’d paid to bring Logan back from the spirit realm. But he thought better of it. 
 
    Fatigue of his own crept through his limbs, his eyes growing heavy. Logan leaned back against the incline of the hill, the sight of Blackfinger Mountain the last thing he saw before drifting off, thoughts of what powers it might hold the final thoughts in his mind before sleep took him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The party awoke late afternoon, making their way across the alpine meadows. The mountains grew larger and larger in the distance until Logan could make out their black faces, the pitch-dark rocks of the mountains topped by snow so white it was a perfect opposite. The meadow gave way to the clay wastes, the sun dipping lower and lower behind the human realms as they marched. 
 
    They encountered no orcs, which was of considerable relief to Logan. It meant that, aside from whatever garrison they might have positioned at the entrance to the Dragoneye Pass, the rest of the orcs were with the horde. 
 
    By the time the sun had set over the continent of Varsyth, the clay wastes stretched out before them all the way to the base of the mountains, the Dragoneye Mountains loomed like dark giants over the party. Logan could feel the power of the place, those silent, rocky guardians between the world of man and the world of elf. 
 
    They set up camp in the middle of the night with plans to be up by noon the next day to begin the trek up the peak. Runa estimated that it would take five days to traverse the mountains. But Logan knew there was a good chance it would be longer than that—there was no telling what they might find in the ruins of the capital of the mountain elves. 
 
    Logan found himself once more gazing up at the peak of Blackfinger Mountain. There was power there, no doubt about it. And if he could manage to find Fenrir, to bring his patron Archspirit under his control, he knew there would be no limit to what he could do. 
 
    And Raymond was as quiet as he’d been since they’d reached sight of the Dragoneye Mountains. In fact, Logan noticed, he seemed to have grown quieter and quieter the close they came. They could see the Dragoneye Pass from where they’d set up camp, that great, gaping maw into the depths of the mountains, the passage that so much human and elven blood had been spilled to protect all those years ago. It was leagues away, but they could see the flicker of several campfires in front of it, confirming their suspicions that the orcs had established a garrison to guard the pass. There would be no way through the mountains but over them. 
 
    They rested, waking up late in the morning to see that dark, gray clouds had begun to swirl above, blocking sight of the higher reaches of the mountains. 
 
    “That’s an ill omen,” Raymond said as he gazed up at the roiling clouds. “It means snowfall. But you don’t need my expertise to tell you that.” 
 
    “Will it be passable?” Runa asked. “Because it’s our only way back to Tyan.” 
 
    Logan nodded. “That’s right. And the longer we stay here, the more risk we have of being discovered by the orcs. Only a matter of time before a scouting party from the garrison in front of Dragoneye Pass finds us. And the last thing we want is to be pinned against the mountains, dozens of orcs and their hounds bearing down, grinding us into the dirt.” 
 
    Raymond said nothing as he stared up. Logan could sense from the tension in his face that part of him had likely been hoping there would have been some way to avoid the trek over the mountains and through the snow to come. But it was abundantly clear that it wouldn’t be the case. They’d have to press on, to brave the elements—and whatever else was in their way. 
 
    “Then let’s get this all on the way,” Raymond said. “Each minute we waste is another that we risk ending up frozen and forgotten along with the mountain elves.” 
 
    Raymond began directing the soldiers to pack their gear and don their warmest clothes for the march ahead. And, as Logan stared up at Blackfinger Mountain, he felt the presence of Marseille next to him. 
 
    “Can you feel it, Logan?” she asked, a smile on her face. “I’m no War Wizard, but I was close enough to Maar to understand that crackling of energy in the air when an Archspirit is near.” 
 
    “I feel it,” Logan said. “It’s unmistakable. If Fenrir’s up there…” 
 
    “It could be him, it could be another Archspirit. No way to know until we’ve reached the peak of Blackfinger Mountain. But Raymond is right, Logan—we should get moving. Only one way to find out what manner of power awaits you up there.” 
 
    Logan nodded, tearing his eyes away from the mountain and to the rest of the soldiers. He assisted them in packing away their gear, getting himself and the party ready for what would no doubt be a perilous trek. When they were ready to move, Raymond gathered their attention. 
 
    “Now!” he said. “Most of you only took this trip through the Dragoneye Pass. But I’ve made it through the mountains themselves before. If you want to survive, you’ll stay close. And if we do get caught in the storm that is no doubt brewing, follow me to cover as quickly as you can! Being caught in a storm on the Dragoneye Mountains is as sure a death sentence as taking on an orcish horde on your own. Now—move!” 
 
    The sky had grown darker even in the few moments it’d taken for Raymond to speak. Logan could sense that they were in for a rough journey ahead. 
 
    Silverfang had been loaded up with gear, Arachne leading him by the bridle. The soldiers moved in groups, the unmarked together, the spider-marked behind them, and the serpent-marked behind them. Logan, Runa, and Raymond took the lead, starting the group up the wide path that led up into the mountains. 
 
    The path was rocky, carved through the mountains by some unknown force—Logan couldn’t tell if it had been made by hand or nature. Either way, it allowed them to move with relative ease thousands of paces higher into the mountains. 
 
    “Don’t be fooled,” Raymond said after a few hours of walking. “The carved path doesn’t lead the entire way through. Very soon it’s going to get colder and rougher. And that’s to say nothing of what the trip to Blackfinger Mountain will be like.” 
 
    They continued on. What little vegetation, mostly scrub, vanished. There was nothing but wastes in the Dragoneye Mountains, and Logan found himself wondering how they could have supported a population of tens of thousands of mountain elves. 
 
    The sky above turned a deep black, the clouds crackling with lightning. But no rain fell quite yet. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Raymond?” Runa asked. “The storm draws closer, and the men are growing weary. I’ve no doubt they could press on, but we don’t want to totally drain them of energy. Tired soldiers would be easy pickings for whatever orcs are up here.” 
 
    “No traces of orcs just yet,” Raymond said. “But you speak truly—they’re going to need a break for rest and food.” 
 
    Logan glanced black over his shoulder. Marseille and Arachne were twenty or so paces behind him, speaking in hushed tones to one another. Their expressions suggested they were arguing about something. Logan spotted the neat rectangles of troops behind them, Jaleth’s thin, white face among the spider-marked. He found himself wondering how many would make it the rest of the way to the Tyan Kingdom. 
 
    After another hour of marching upward, the path evened out, leading to an expanse of relatively flat, rocky ground. Caves dotted the mountainside here and there, and it was no small relief to Logan that they were near shelter. He craned his neck up to see Blackfinger Mountain looming over them, still tall and towering despite the distance they’d come. 
 
    “There.” Raymond, still at the head of the group, pointed ahead toward a stone bridge that crossed over a chasm. “That’s Indomitable Bridge—a natural formation that allows access to Blackfinger Mountain.” Then he nodded toward the other path available, a safer-seeming one that curled around the mountain and disappeared down the bend. “And that path leads us to the other side of the range. It’s dangerous, but will put us within striking distance of the east. Right now, we have the option to press on, to not risk our necks trying to reach the top of Blackfinger.” 
 
    Runa said nothing, as if she knew she wasn’t the one who needed to make the decision. Instead, she turned to Logan. “What do you think, ranger?” 
 
    Logan turned his eyes toward the peak of Blackfinger. The power he’d felt as they’d gone up the cleared path had only grown. There was no doubt in his mind that, whatever was up there, it was something worth discovering. 
 
    “You brought me back from the dead to help your people, to bring them power,” Logan said. “Take me up to that peak, and I assure you that’s what I will find.” 
 
    Raymond pursed his lips and nodded. “Then we press on. But keep in mind that, once we cross the bridge, we’re in the territory of the mountain elves.” 
 
    Runa seemed confused. “You mean the long-dead mountain elves?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Raymond said. “But you never know what we might find.” 
 
    Runa cocked her head to the side, a smirk on her lips. “You’re telling me you think we might find spirits? Raymond, I didn’t think you were the sort to believe in those sorts of things.” 
 
    “Just because I don’t share the same faith in the Moon Goddesses as you doesn’t mean I’m fine with traipsing over the bones of the dead. Show caution and respect, is all I ask.” 
 
    Logan nodded. “Then let’s do this.” 
 
    The party approached the bridge, Logan, Raymond, and Runa staying in the lead. The bridge was only wide enough for four men to stand shoulder-to-shoulder, the drop on both sides leading hundreds of paces down the rocks below. 
 
    And the view was sweeping. Logan could see the rest of the Dragoneye Mountains to the east, seemingly endless peaks all topped with white and terminating in the deep green of the east. To the west was the realms of man, the clay wastes below fading into the alpine forest they’d only just trekked through. 
 
    Indomitable Bridge was hundreds of paces long, the stone sliver-gray and the ground strikingly smooth. Logan took one breath and stepped into the snow that covered the bridge. 
 
    And he felt something crunch under his boot. 
 
    Confused, he dropped down to brush the snow away, his eyes going wide at what he saw underneath. 
 
    Bones. 
 
    He brushed more and more of the snow until he realized that, not only were there bones, there were many, many bones. 
 
    “These bones are thick—they once belonged to orcs,” Runa said. 
 
    Logan had stepped on the hand of a long-dead orc, the bones clean and white. 
 
    “There was a battle here,” Logan said. “This is where the orcs attempted their invasion of the kingdom of the mountain elves.” 
 
    “Attempted?” Runa asked. “You don’t think they succeeded?” 
 
    Logan said nothing as he took off his gloves and pushed aside more of the snow. Sure enough, more thick bones were buried underneath. 
 
    “Godesses,” Raymond said. “These must all be thousands of years old.” 
 
    They continued along the bridge. The wind picked up as they crossed, blowing hard enough to cast away some of the snow. The party swept away more white powder, uncovering piles and piles of orc bones. 
 
    “Some of these don’t belong to orcs,” Jaleth said from behind. “Many of these belonged to elves.” 
 
    “Wow,” Marseille’s voice cut through the low howl of the wind. “This is… some kind of weapon.” 
 
    She bent down and wrested what appeared to be a piece of wood from the ice. The weapon was long and rectangular, shaped like a flat club. But unlike a regular club, the barrel was bordered with small, rectangular stones that had been cut to razor-sharpness. The top and bottom of the swinging portion of the weapon were decorated with intricate wood cutouts of elven faces. 
 
    “That,” Raymond said, “is the traditional hand weapon of the mountain elves. Those stones cut sharper than steel.” 
 
    Marseille smiled as she held the weapon up for inspection. “This could come in handy.” 
 
    The party continued on, reaching the middle of the bridge. Thunder boomed above, snow carried on the whipping wind obscuring their vision. And as they moved, Logan could feel more and more of the power he’d sensed 
 
    “We just need to make it across the bridge!” Raymond shouted. “Once we do—” 
 
    Before he had a chance to finish, a series of bone-rattling booms sounded out. Lightning crackled, golden arcs of energy shooting from the sky and onto the snow. One exploded the ground in front of Logan, and more did the same behind the serpent-marked. Silverfang whinnied and kicked his hooves up into the air, Arachne doing her best to calm him. 
 
    The lightning was bright enough to blind Logan for a moment, his hand shooting to his eyes until the bright white faded. And when it did, Logan realized that they had company on the bridge. 
 
    Eight elves—all clad in nothing but skirts of white cloth and headdresses of yellow and black feathers, warpaint on their faces, tattoos on their bodies, and piercings hanging down from their noses and ears—appeared on the bridge. Their eyes crackled with yellow, electric energy, weapons like the one Marseille had found in their hands. 
 
    The warriors reminded Logan more of wild animals than any elves he’d ever seen. And there was no doubt in his mind that they weren’t there to make peace. And more than that, there wasn’t a question in his mind of who these warriors were. 
 
    They were mountain elves. Far from being extinct, they stood before him. 
 
    The one closest to Logan—a tall warrior with tawny skin, more of his body covered in ink than not, his height towering and his build solid and powerful, his limbs long and lean in typical elven fashion—approached him. He looked Logan up and down with crackling eyes, his mouth a flat line. The wind blew harder, whipping snow around the elf. 
 
    The soldiers of the elven group reached for their weapons, waiting for the command to defend themselves. 
 
    “Hold!” Raymond shouted. 
 
    Logan said not a word as the strange, tattooed elf approached him. The elf’s eyes were solid yellow with sparking electrical energy. It was impossible to know where he was looking. But Logan could sense his gaze on him. 
 
    “What are you?” Logan asked. 
 
    The elf said nothing at first. But when he finally spoke, his voice was booming, otherworldly. “You… are trespassers.” 
 
    Logan realized that the elf had chosen him as the representative of the group. 
 
    “We seek passage. And we wish to investigate the source of power atop Blackfinger Mountain.” 
 
    The elf crossed his long, thick arms over his tattooed chest. 
 
    “As I said—trespassers. This is a sacred space you tread upon. And the bones at your feet should serve as the warning for which they were intended.” He spoke with a strange accent, one that Logan had never heard coat the words of an elf. 
 
    The elf tilted his head up and down. Logan could sense he was looking him over. 
 
    “You bear markings of Archspirits,” he said. “Then you… you wish to steal the power of our lady!” Fear and anger braced his tone, his hand moving to the razor-stone-lined weapon on his hip. 
 
    “No,” Logan said, raising his palms in a gesture of peace. “I’m only here to—” 
 
    The elf grasped the handle of his weapon and pulled it from the clasp on his hip. He brought it up in front of him, wrapping both hands around the hilt. He closed his eyes, the crackling yellow energy disappearing for a moment before racing down his long arms and to the weapon. The energy wrapped around the weapon, covering it with an arcane glow. 
 
    He opened his eyes and called out in a language that Logan couldn’t understand. 
 
    “Death to the trespassers!” he said in the common tongue. “Kill them all and let their bones lay with all of the others!” 
 
    Logan realized there would be no more talk—a fight was on. The seven other elves withdrew their weapons, some wielding the same stone-lined club, the others with small punch daggers, others still with long, black-stone-tipped spears. 
 
    “Unmarked!” Logan shouted. “Form a perimeter around the marked soldiers! Don’t let a single one of them through!” He issued the commands having no idea what to expect from the lightning-charged soldiers. But he knew letting the mountain elves rush in and cause havoc with their lightning energy would be a fatal mistake. 
 
    The perimeter had been formed, the unmarked spear-wielding soldiers making a circle around the spider- and serpent-marked. The mountain elves tested the circle with their weapons, the daggers and spears crackling with electricity. One swung his spear down, an arc of electricity shooting along the length of the spear and reaching the elf he’d struck. The elf’s body went stiff as the power hit him, then he dropped to his knees in a daze. The mountain elf then went in for a killing blow. But Jaleth was near, close enough to use his spider-speed to rush in, grab the dazed elf, and pull him away. 
 
    Arachne was in the center of the circle, her long spider legs stabbing at the elves and keeping them at a distance. Raymond and Runa, swords in hand, took on the nearest elf two-on-one. Marseille led the serpent-marked, firing arrow-like snakes at the elves. But her efforts did little good against the elves. When the snakes touched the skin of the elves, they flashed with electrical energy and fell to the ground, dead, and faded into magical energy.  
 
    The warrior in front of Logan rushed forward, making a strange, howling noise as he raised the electrically charged weapon. As quickly as he could, Logan pulled his axe from his hip and grasped the handle with both hands, holding it out longways in front of him to block the attack. The blow connected with the handle, cleaving through it and snapping the wood in two, electric energy coursing through it and into Logan, the sensation like a burning he’d never known. 
 
    But the impact broke the momentum of the warrior’s attack, staggering him for long enough to give Logan the chance to step back and slip the orcish dagger from its scabbard. The mean-looking blade in his hand, he jabbed the point forward toward the elf, who deftly side-stepped the thrust. 
 
    The elf leader rushed at Logan for another attack, one that he only managed to dodge at the last moment.  
 
    The leader pivoted to the right, the stone-edged weapon coming down in a hard arc and connecting with the thick leg bone of a long-dead orc. The elf tried to pull the weapon free, but the impact had been so powerful that his weapon was jammed into the bone. 
 
    Logan saw his chance. The dagger in hand, he rushed forward and brought it in a hard swipe toward the mountain elf. But the elf saw the attack coming. He let go of his weapon and jumped back, the cut of the dagger only hitting air. He let out another ululation and rushed forward, slamming his shoulder into Logan’s chest and sending him hurtling to the ground. 
 
    As Logan struggled to his feet, he saw the mountain elves using their electrical powers to stun the unmarked elves. Only the spider summoners’ webbing kept the elves from making their killing blows.  
 
    The serpent-marked had shifted into their man-serpent forms, the hulking warriors holding the line with swings from their huge weapons. Jaleth and the rest of the Arachno Assassins used quick strikes to deflect the blows of the mountain elves before they could finish off any of the stunned elves. 
 
    The battle was close. Only the number advantage of Logan’s soldiers prevented them from being totally overwhelmed by the lightning-powered mountain elves. He knew the only way he’d be able to turn the tide in their favor would be to take out the leader and hope the confusion and chaos would be enough of an advantage. 
 
    The dagger in hand, Logan rose and shut his eyes, tapping into Fenrir’s power. Fur sprouted from his arms and legs, his mouth extending into a vicious snout.  
 
    Once his transformation finished, he accessed Maar’s mark. He gripped the orcish blade tightly and summoned venom into the dagger, infusing it with toxin.  
 
    The mountain elf leader stood before him, ready to fight once more. 
 
    “You have the power of the wolf spirit,” he spoke. “There’s something different about you, human. But no matter—you’ll die like all others who’ve sought to invade our land.” 
 
    Logan said nothing, keeping his eyes focused on the elf and waiting for him to make the first move. The mountain elf raised his fists, electrical energy crackling through them. 
 
    I have to find some way to overcome their electrical power, Logan decided. It’s more than enough to surpass our advantage in numbers. 
 
    The dagger in hand, Logan watched as the mountain elf hurtled toward him, raising his fist and bringing it down hard. Using his Fenrir speed, Logan side-stepped the punch, the mountain elf’s flank completely exposed. 
 
    Logan grinned. A simple stab and he’d be able to transfer the venom in the dagger into the elf, killing him in seconds. He jabbed the blade forward to pierce the elf’s flesh. 
 
    But the moment the tip of the dagger touched the elf, electrical energy zapped through Logan. That strange burning returned, the pain enough to make him drop his dagger into the snow. The elf turned and smiled before raising his foot and driving it into Logan. He flew backward from the impact, landing on a pile of bones, cuts and abrasions covering his arms. 
 
    That damned lightning makes them impervious! he thought. How the hells… 
 
    A sight from the main battle broke his line of thinking. He watched as one of the unmarked elves dropped his spear in the confusion and chaos of battle. The warrior scrambled to grab his weapon from the ground, picking it up but accidentally pointing the blunt, wooden end toward the mountain elf. But the unmarked elf didn’t notice his mistake, instead driving the spear toward the mountain elf. 
 
    The blow connected. More than that, the blow hurt the mountain elf—and didn’t send a jolt of electricity back at the unmarked elf. The mountain elf staggered, his eyes going wide as he hunched over and gripped his stomach. The blunt end didn’t cut into him, but it was no doubt painful. 
 
    It’s the wood, Logan realized. The steel carries the electricity back to the attacker. 
 
    He decided to put his theory to the test. Logan spotted the broken end of his axe in the snow and rolled over the bones toward it. 
 
    “It was a mistake to come here,” the mountain elf said as he stepped toward Logan, his weapon once again in his grasp. He swept his hand toward the bones. “We left these here as a warning—one you should’ve taken.”  
 
    Logan gritted his teeth, preparing for his attack. The clatter of battle rang out all around him. 
 
    “Now, human,” the elf said, “you shall die.” 
 
    The elf raised his edged weapon and prepared to bring it down onto Logan. 
 
    But Logan was ready. With the shattered end of the broken axe hilt pointed toward the elf, Logan stabbed it forward. Just as he’d hoped, the wood broke through, tearing into the upper stomach of the elf. The warrior’s eyes went wide as the broken wood sank into him, blood forming around the puncture. 
 
    Instead of bringing the weapon down, the mountain elf stepped back, clasping his hands over the wound. The stab hadn’t been enough to maim him, but was more than enough to stop him in his tracks, to ruin the momentum of his attack. 
 
    Logan rose and grinned, his wolf teeth in a fearsome snarl. He shifted back to his human form and called out, “Do not use your steel or fists! Use wood and magic!” 
 
    The attention of the soldiers was on him for a moment, long enough to hear what he’d said and put the technique into action. The unmarked elves turned their spears in their hands, using the blunt ends of their weapons to attack the mountain elves. Many of the blows struck true, staggering the mountain elves and causing them to become overwhelmed by the onslaught. 
 
    Arachne and the spider summoners fired webbing at the elves, keeping them in place as the unmarked bludgeoned the mountain elves. The Naga warriors struck with the pommels of their weapons, staggering the elves, while the priests summoned serpents to harass them. Runa and Raymond did the same. Marseille attacked as she could, the quick fluid movements of her and the spider assassins distracting the elves. 
 
    The leader of the mountain elves watched as Logan’s soldiers turned the tide. Without the advantage of their electrical defenses, Logan’s fighters were able to easily use their numbers to turn the tide. It was only a matter of time before the soldiers overwhelmed the mountain elves. And the leader seemed to recognize this. 
 
    His hands still on the wound, he stepped back from Logan and made his strange, piercing howl. The noise caught the attention of the rest of the mountain elves. Without a word, they backed away from the fight and closed their eyes, arcs of electricity coursing over their bodies. 
 
    And then they shifted. The elves changed form into that of birds of paradise, yellow in color with blue and black and red feathers draping from their tails. The mountain elf leader did the same, and together the birds flew in a tight formation up into the sky, disappearing into the dark, swirling clouds. 
 
    The fight was over as quickly as it had begun. Thunder boomed, the snow picking up and the wind strong enough to make Logan stagger where he stood. 
 
    “Hurry!” Raymond shouted. “There’s cover on the other side of the bridge!” 
 
    The soldiers didn’t need to hear another word. Together, the party formed up and hurried down the length of Indomitable Bridge, soon reaching the other side just as the blizzard blocked out all vision more than a few paces in front of them. Raymond led them to a massive cave entrance. As soon as Logan was across the threshold, his vision returned. 
 
    Once they were inside, Raymond made sure everyone had arrived. 
 
    When that was done, Logan and Raymond and Runa turned to one another, all sharing the same thought: their task had just grown much, much harder.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A fire crackled behind Logan as he watched the snow come down in sheets. The men were gathered around the fire, all silent as they warmed themselves and recovered from the battle that had so nearly claimed their lives. 
 
    “That… was something else.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder to see Runa approach. Between the howl of the wind outside and the crackle of the fire, they were able to speak in private. 
 
    “We nearly died,” Logan said. “The power of those elves was remarkable.” 
 
    “Is remarkable,” Runa said. “We didn’t kill a single one of them if you remember. And we’re lucky beyond words that we didn’t lose a single fighter. Your quick thinking saved the lives of many men.” 
 
    “My thinking only helped,” Logan said. “Their skills were what saved the day.” 
 
    Runa smirked. “Spoken like a true leader—humble and respectful of the soldiers under his command.” 
 
    Logan was eager to change the subject. He nodded toward the snow. 
 
    “We’re going to have to brave the rest of that in the morning,” he said. “Part of me feels that I should take it on alone—no sense in risking the lives of the others in my quest. Especially if we know that the mountain elves still live.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m not even going to bother sharing that sentiment with the rest of the troops. You’ve tried it already, and we decided that we’re with you to the end. And more than that, we’re going to need whatever power is up there. Tyan doesn’t simply need you—it needs you at your best.” 
 
    He folded his arms over his chest. “Then we’re going to have a hell of a journey ahead of us.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.” Raymond joined them at the entrance, stepping to Logan’s other side. “Because if you two were considering going back, you should know that’s not an option. A storm like this will put several paces of snow on the bridge. It would be far too dangerous and slick to attempt to traverse. The safest way to the other side of the mountains is to keep pressing though. And I doubt even the spider-woman’s webbing could carry us over while the storm is raging.” 
 
    “And that will lead us to the city of Techton,” Runa said. “Where we now know the mountain elves still live. If that battle on the bridge was how they welcomed us, I can’t imagine how they will receive us when we enter their city.” 
 
    Logan was silent, trying to think how he would overcome this problem. 
 
    “There is a chance that the ones we encountered were the last remaining elves,” Raymond suggested. “They might have been bluffing when they spoke of their ‘leader’.” 
 
    “But not likely,” Logan said. “More probable is that there are even greater numbers of them.” 
 
    He hated to be pessimistic, but knew he needed to err on the side of caution. 
 
    “Then diplomacy,” Runa said. “That’s our only option. The elves are wild and dangerous, to be sure. But they did once fight on the side of the rest of the kingdoms during the battle of Dragoneye Pass. Those bones we stepped over to get here speak to that.” 
 
    Logan nodded in agreement. “It’s the best shot we have. But I don’t want to risk the rest of the soldiers’ lives on a hope.”  
 
    He turned around to face the soldiers. Some slept, others were gathered around the fire eating and talking. Arachne was with Silverfang, feeding him from her hand. Marseille was in a meditative pose, her eyes closed.  
 
    “Us three, with Arachne and Marseille, will travel to the city tomorrow,” Logan said. “If something were to happen to us, at least the rest of the soldiers would have a chance of getting back home.” 
 
    Raymond raised an eyebrow. “You want to take such a risk? What if we are ambushed in the city? Those soldiers could make the difference between victory and defeat.” 
 
    “Or they could be slaughtered,” Runa said. “If they were to stay here and something were to happen to us, there’s the chance that the snow could clear in the next few days and they’d be able to make their way back over the bridge.” 
 
    Raymond sighed. “I… I suppose it’s possible. But that means we’re casting the die, our lives riding on luck.” 
 
    “Better than putting the rest of the soldiers at risk,” Logan said. 
 
    “Aye,” Raymond said. “You’re right about that. Their odds making it down through the other side of the mountain would be slim. But at least they’d have a chance.” 
 
    Something was on Runa’s mind, Logan could sense. Her forehead was knitted, her gaze faraway. 
 
    “What is it?” Logan asked. 
 
    “The power they had,” Runa said. “It was clearly the power of an Archspirit.” 
 
    “They were marked, weren’t they?” Raymond asked. “That would give them the abilities of whatever Archspirit dwells up there.” 
 
    “No,” Runa said. “The power of a War Wizard is still needed to mark soldiers, to make them followers of the Archspirits. And as we know, Logan is the only War Wizard still living.” 
 
    “Yet,” Raymond said flatly, “they wielded the power of whatever Archspirit they follow.” 
 
    “If their devotion is strong enough, bordering on the fanatical,” Runa said, “it’s possible that, through their faith, the Archspirit could grant them power. It requires incredible devotion, as well as a false mark.” 
 
    “Like the tattoos that covered their bodies,” Logan said. “Like Marseille was using when I first met her. Either way, whatever they’re doing works. They were able to channel the electrical power of the Archspirit, as well as shift into the form of a bird.” 
 
    Logan knew this meant that it was unlikely Fenrir was the spirit in the mountain. Either way, he understood he was going to have to make the journey and find the Archspirit—and bring it into his service somehow. 
 
    “That’s right,” Runa said. “They aren’t true servants of their Archspirit, but they’re rather close. But a War Wizard is needed to truly create the connection between spirit and servant.” 
 
    “Then that could be it,” Logan said. “That can be what we offer to get them on our side. I offer to make them true servants of their Archspirit.” 
 
    Runa nodded. “It’s worth considering.” 
 
    “However, it’s hoping that the mountain elves won’t simply kill us on sight,” Raymond said. 
 
    The three of them stood at the entrance, the wind briefly clearing enough that they could see the seemingly endless stretch of rocky peaks before them. 
 
    “Too much damn time in these mountains,” Raymond said. “If I have anything to say about it, after we reach Tyan, I’ll never step foot on these blasted peaks again. Even if I have to kill every godsdamned orc in the Dragoneye Pass.” 
 
    He sighed, and once again Logan could sense the pain in his words, pain that he was doing his best to keep hidden. 
 
    “We march in the morning,” Raymond said. “Storms this intense go as quickly as they come. And the road to Techton should be smooth going. The city is situated in a dip in the mountains near Blackfinger—warmer that way.” 
 
    With that, the group broke apart and readied themselves for sleep. When Logan was in his bedroll, he fell asleep to the low howl of the wind and the warmth and crackle of the fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    There’d been no discussion about leaving the troops behind. When Logan, Runa, and Raymond woke to see that the storm had ended, gathering the soldiers together to inform them of what they’d decided, the mood had been damn near mutinous. 
 
    Every soldier to the last refused to stay behind. Each voiced their desire to join Logan and the rest for their trek into Techton. When the sun began its rise over the mountains, they gathered their gear and departed. 
 
    The soldiers formed up as they had during the preceding trip up the mountains. Once they left the cave and made their way around the bend, the path dipped downward, just as Raymond had said it would. And like the path that he led up into the mountains, the path toward Techton was bordered on both sides by walls of stone. 
 
    As they traveled down, the temperature rose, eventually growing warm enough that the soldiers opened their coats, sweat forming on their brows from the hike. 
 
    “Nearly there,” Raymond said. “Only a few leagues from the bridge to the city.” 
 
    “This place,” Runa said. “It’s not the most easily accessible city in the world.” 
 
    “That’s by design,” Raymond said. “The mountain elves prefer to live this way. Legend told that the city was founded by a group of elven exiles from one of the twelve kingdoms, criminals and outcasts who couldn’t, or were unwilling, to find a place within more civilized society. They came to the mountains, found a suitable area to settle, and built Techton. Over time, more and more elves joined them. And, after hundreds of years of living in the mountains, they developed their own ways of living, their own culture that was unlike anything else the elves had known. And they guarded the mountains ferociously, forming a spiritual connection to the place.” 
 
    He shook his head. “But it was all so long ago. And like most such tales, it’s impossible to know what’s true and what’s mere embellishment. What can be said for certain is that a grand city of tens of thousands was in these mountains.” 
 
    Raymond stopped, pointing ahead. “And there it is,” he said. “The Ihuicatl Arch.” 
 
    The path, which had been winding downward, flattened out and led to a massive arch made of stone, intricate carvings of elven faces etched onto it, carvings that reminded Logan of the designs he’d seen on the flat surfaces of the weapons wielded by the elves they’d fought. There was no doubt in his mind that this was the city. 
 
    The group approached the arches—arches that were as tall as ten men standing shoulder-atop-shoulder. 
 
    And what they saw beyond was incredible. A sprawling city of hundreds of square stone buildings sat on a massive, flat expanse of green among the mountains. The buildings were clustered around a neat grid of stone streets, all roads leading to a huge step pyramid, a massive golden statue of a grand bird atop it. The Dragoneye Mountains stretched to the east, north, and south, Blackfinger Mountain shooting up into the blue, cloudless sky to the west, terraced farms sufficient to feed the city carved into the mountain’s face. 
 
    The city was huge, easily large enough to hold tens of thousands of citizens. 
 
    But no one was there. The group stepped through the arches, and when they did, Logan noticed that, while the city was grand, it was run-down; the stone buildings were cracked, green shooting here and there through them. The stone roads were overgrown, and the temple that towered over the city was weathered, the gold of the bird statue faded and worn. 
 
    “No one’s home,” Logan said. 
 
    “It would seem that way,” Runa said. “A city like this in the mountains with no one living in it… It’s incredible.” 
 
    “I suppose the rumors of mountain elves being barbarians were greatly exaggerated,” Raymond said. “The engineering and brilliance needed to build a place like this is unimaginable.” 
 
    As Logan took in the sight of the city, Arachne approached his side. She smiled, her eyes fixed forward. 
 
    “Can you feel the power?” she asked, Silverfang behind her, her hand clasped around his bridle. 
 
    “I do,” Logan said, nodding. “This city is alive with the energy of an Archspirit.” 
 
    “But it’s not here. You won’t find what you’re searching for here, War Wizard.” She grinned. “The mountain holds what you seek.” 
 
    He glanced up toward the peak of Blackfinger Mountain, its coal-black color even more striking against the cloudless, blue sky. And even from where he stood, he could feel its power. 
 
    “You could be right,” he said. “But we should concern ourselves with the matter before us.” 
 
    Arachne offered him a sly smile—one that seemed to suggest she knew more of what was happening than she let on. But before he could press her on the matter, Arachne stepped back and joined the rest of the group. 
 
    Logan admired the architecture of the city. Even in its ruined state it was something to behold, something incredible. The hundreds of stone structures were covered in relief carvings of stylized warriors and gods, words written here and there in the fluid lettering that was unmistakably elven. 
 
    “Can you read any of this?” he asked Runa, who walked several paces to his right. 
 
    She shook her head. “I recognize some of the letters. It’s unmistakably elven. But… it’s different… hard to decipher.” 
 
    They continued, making their way down the long, main stone road of the city. Each pace drew them closer and closer to the enormous step pyramid in the center of Techton. Just like the rest of the city, it was something to behold in spite of its dilapidation. 
 
    Logan suspected the stories of blood sacrifice had been false, but standing before the pyramid, it was easy to imagine hordes of tattooed and painted mountain elves, all clamoring for a priest at the top of the pyramid to carve out the heart of the unlucky sacrifice. 
 
    Raymond cleared his throat, breaking the spell that the place had cast on Logan. 
 
    “If we head west through the city, we can find the path that leads up into Blackfinger Mountain. Nothing here but ruins and ghosts. Perhaps we can rest for a moment and have something to eat before beginning the rest of the trek.” 
 
    “But what of those warriors we fought on the way here?” Runa asked. “They could still be lurking about.” 
 
    Raymond grunted in acknowledgement. “You’re right. Not sure how they’ve managed to survive in this place, but there’s a damn good chance they’re still here somewhere. In that case, we ought to—” 
 
    “I saw something,” Logan said, cutting off Raymond. Logan had caught sight of something up above, something in the chamber at the top of the pyramid. It seemed like a shadow moving quickly, as if hiding. 
 
    “What was it?” Runa asked. 
 
    “Likely an animal,” Logan said. “It’s cold up in these reaches, but plenty of beasts call it their home. We’re lucky we haven’t encountered any, to be truthful. Plenty of vicious creatures up this high.” 
 
    Logan kept his eyes on the chamber atop the pyramid. It was still for a time, and after several moments, he found himself wondering if, indeed, he’d only seen something not worth noticing. 
 
    But then he saw it again. And this time, it was in the shape of a man. 
 
    “There!” Logan shouted, pointing at the chamber. “There’s something, someone, up there!” 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, Logan rushed toward the pyramid. The stones were larger than they’d seemed from a distance, the massive gray, smooth blocks several heads taller than Logan. But the steps that ran up the middle were easily climbable. 
 
    “Logan!” Runa shouted. “What the hells are you doing?” 
 
    Logan paid her words no mind as he hurried up the stairs, his legs burning underneath him. When he reached the top, he turned to look out over the city. From where he stood, he could see the neat, grid layout of Techton, the mountains spreading out into the distance beyond the borders. 
 
    But he didn’t stop to admire the view. He turned back toward the chamber, stepping carefully, his axe in his hands. 
 
    Logan didn’t need to search for long. He spotted more shadows within the chamber’s depths, a rectangular stone decorated with more intricate carvings in the center of the space, its length enough for an elf’s body. 
 
    “Come out!” he shouted, his voice booming through the chamber and echoing. “I see you!” 
 
    He didn’t have to wait for long. From within the shadows, a tall, imposing figure emerged. First, Logan saw his powerful legs. Next, his broad, tattooed torso. 
 
    And then his eyes went to the wound on the warrior’s belly—a wound that was still fresh from when Logan had caused it. But it had been sealed, the blood flow long stopped, and the puncture covered with some sort of thick, white powder. 
 
    The man was none other than the leader of the warriors who’d ambushed Logan and his soldiers on the bridge. The warrior fully emerged from the shadows, gazing down at Logan with eyes that burned with rage. 
 
    And he wasn’t alone. More of the warriors that they’d fought stepped out of the shadows, standing tall with squared shoulders, their postures making it clear they were ready for another brawl—and this one on their terms. 
 
    Logan held his axe aloft, preparing to shift into his Fenrir form and do battle. 
 
    But, before any of them could make a move, a cry sounded from down below. 
 
    “Goddesses, there’s hundreds of them!” 
 
    Logan turned to look down the incline of the pyramid. Sure enough, dozens upon dozens upon dozens of figures emerged from the seemingly abandoned buildings. But there weren’t only warriors. Men of the city formed a tight circle around Logan’s party, but women and children were behind them, still in the shadows as if watching and waiting. 
 
    Logan realized what was happening. The city was far from abandoned. And more than that, every soul there was present, their eyes on the intruders. 
 
    Logan felt a heavy hand fall onto his shoulder. He spun around to see the warrior he’d wounded standing before him, a sneering smile on his pierced lips. 
 
    “You are in our hands now, human.” His words were thick with an accent that Logan had never heard before. 
 
    But he didn’t have any time to parse it out. The mountain elf slipped a heavy, bone-ended club from his belt and, in one swift motion, brought it against Logan’s head. 
 
    And there was nothing but dark. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Logan awoke, his head pounded with a pain he hadn’t known in a long, long time. His vision was blurry, and it felt as if every bone in his body was throbbing. 
 
    “Gods,” he moaned, placing his hand on the ground of cold stone. 
 
    And the moment he touched the floor, feeling that it wasn’t the earth, he glanced around with frantic, blurry eyes to see that he was inside. 
 
    The happenings since their arrival in Techton played in his mind’s eye. He remembered the endless buildings, the towering step pyramid. 
 
    And he remembered that he’d been struck. 
 
    Logan pushed the pain away as quickly as he could, then placed both hands on the stone and shoved himself up into a standing position. He looked around to see that, just as he’d feared, he’d been taken prisoner and placed in a dingy cell of hard stone. The air was cold and thick with mildew. A skeleton was heaped against the wall behind him, the bones weathered—and long, indicating that it’d belonged to an elf.  
 
    “Nu-eah-ah mala.” 
 
    A voice spoke from behind him. Logan turned on his heels and was greeted by a pair of mountain elves. They were tall and well built, dressed in the same battle kilt and bare chest as the other elves he’d seen. Their noses, ears, and lips were pierced like the others too, and their bodies were tattooed also. But their adornments were less than the others—and much less than the one who’d struck Logan. Despite the adrenaline rushing through him, Logan was able to surmise that they were lower-ranked, likely mere guards. 
 
    “Meha-duan-kana,” the other guard responded, both of their glances locked onto Logan. 
 
    “What the hells is going on?” Logan asked. “Where are the rest of my companions?” 
 
    Horror images of Runa and Raymond and the rest lashed onto the stone altar at the top of the pyramid came to mind, one of the elves plunging a massive ceremonial dagger into their chests and removing their hearts, one after another, played in his mind. 
 
    Logan’s hand went to his hip where his axe would be. But he remembered it had been broken. And a check of the other side of his body revealed that his orcish dagger had, of course, been taken. 
 
    “Duan-a-see-uk,” one guard said to the other. 
 
    “Let me out now!” Logan exclaimed. “Let me out now or I’ll—” 
 
    He prepared to tap into his Archspirit powers, to unlock his Fenrir rune and rip the bars clean from where they stood. But before he could, one of the guards raised his large hand in a ‘stop’ gesture. 
 
    “Do not attack,” he said, his words stilted, his voice deep and resonant, his accent just as thick as the other elf’s. 
 
    “You speak the common tongue?” Logan said. 
 
    The elf who had spoken regarded the other with a confused expression. 
 
    “You are War Wizard,” the other said. “You have mark.” 
 
    “Tell me what the hells is going on!” 
 
    More confused expressions. Logan realized that neither of the elves likely spoke the common tongue well enough to understand what he was saying. 
 
    “Yes,” Logan said. He placed his hand on his chest. “War Wizard.” 
 
    “War Wizard,” the other repeated. “Do not… do not use power.” 
 
    “Don’t use power,” Logan repeated. “And why not?” 
 
    “You come with us,” the other said. “Come with us and speak.” 
 
    The other elf placed his hand on a black-stone-tipped weapon, like the ones the others wielded. “Do not attack. We will kill.” 
 
    Logan wanted to do more than attack. He wanted to tap into every power he had and carve a bloody swath through where he was until he had found his companions. But they’d told him to come with them to ‘speak’—he realized that this meant he might have a chance to get some answers. 
 
    “Very well,” Logan said. “I will come. And I will speak.” 
 
    Both guards nodded with understanding, as if he’d uttered words that they’d been told to expect from him. One slipped a black key out of a small pouch on his hip and placed the key into the lock. It opened with a click. 
 
    “Come,” the elf said as he replaced the key and opened the gate. “You come.” 
 
    Logan hated acquiescing to orders without first having answers. But he sensed that, even if the two guards knew what had happened to his party, they likely weren’t fluent enough in common tongue to express themselves to him. 
 
    The guards led Logan out of the dungeon. He glanced into the torchlit cells as he passed them, but didn’t see any sign that his companions were, or had been, in them.  
 
    Soon they were out of the dungeon and in a large entrance hall. The walls and ceiling had hard angles, all surfaces made of the same gray, heavy-looking stone that the rest of the buildings had been constructed of. Pottery made out of black stone decorated the hall, as well as several small figurines with long limbs and large, round heads, their skinny bodies decorated with tattoos. 
 
    He didn’t have much time to notice anything else before the guards led him to a narrow stairwell that took him up, up, high up into the reaches of whatever building he’d been brought to. By the time they reached the top, the pain he’d felt upon awakening had returned, his legs aching and his head pounding. 
 
    “You meet big boss,” one of the guards said. “Have… res…” he struggled to remember a word on the tip of his tongue. 
 
    “Respect,” Logan said. “As long as I get some answers, I will.” 
 
    The guards let him through the small door and into a massive hallway, the space widening as they walked through it. It terminated at the far end in a large stone arch entryway. Through it, a large expanse of a room awaited him. 
 
    As Logan approached with the guards, he could see that the hall led into an enormous throne room. The ceiling stretched up high, both sides of the stone path that cut through the center of the room bordered by columns of stacked square blocks, more carvings covering nearly every bit of the surface. The path led to a throne, the open wall behind providing a magnificent, sweeping view of the city and the mountains beyond. 
 
    The room was packed with elf men and women in clothes that were elegant, though tattered and worn. They all wore black-and-yellow robes that covered their bodies, headdresses atop of the heads of the wearers. 
 
    And on the stone throne was a young elf, one that appeared no older than a human who’d seen his eighteenth year. He was clad in a deep red robe, the color as dark as blood, trimmed with golden fringe. A headdress was atop his head, this one adorned with more feathers than any of the others—no doubt that this was a regal, royal headdress. And while he was young, his face narrow and not fully developed, there was a fierceness in his eyes that matched that of the warriors with whom Logan had done battle. 
 
    Speaking of the warriors, the leader of the men Logan had fought, the man who had struck him atop the pyramid, stood next to the boy on the throne. His large hand was on the back, his eyes fixed on Logan. 
 
    When the guards had brought Logan close, the young man in the throne raised his palm. The guards stopped in their tracks, Logan stopping with them. The head warrior took his hand from the throne and stepped forward, coming to a stop several paces from Logan and the guards. Logan could feel the eyes of everyone in the room upon him. 
 
    “Kneel.” The warrior’s voice was deep and powerful. 
 
    Logan didn’t have a say in the matter. The guard to his right kicked him behind the knee, Logan’s body buckling underneath him. He fell onto his knee, the impact sending a wave of fresh pain through his body. 
 
    “Where are they?” Logan asked as he pushed himself to his feet. “Where are my companions?” 
 
    The warrior raised his finger toward Logan. “How dare you speak to the king in such a way?” He spoke in clear common, though his voice still carried the heavy, low-toned accent with which the guards had spoken. 
 
    There had been little doubt to Logan that the boy in the throne was the king—or whatever the local equivalent might have been—but the warrior’s words cemented the fact.  
 
    “You’re lucky you still live!” the warrior said. “You trod upon our sacred ground and—” 
 
    The king slowly raised his palm. “Calm, Eztli.” 
 
    Eztli, Logan noted. The name of the warrior who’s caused me so much trouble. 
 
    The warrior stood firm, lowering his arm then stepping back. The king regarded Logan with a long, searching stare, as if he were trying to see into Logan’s very soul. It was abundantly clear to Logan that the king possessed a maturity beyond his years. 
 
    “Logan,” the king said. “The War Wizard. You’re not what I was expecting.”  
 
    There was something strange about his accent, Logan realized. It was human. More than that, he spoke like a human aristocrat, one from the former kingdoms of the eastern side of the human realms, one of the powerful nations that once stood under the shadow of the Dragoneye Mountains. 
 
    “And what were you expecting?” Logan asked. “A flowing robe adorned with stars and moons? A long, gray beard? Perhaps a pointy hat?” 
 
    “Insolence!” Eztli shouted, stepping forward as if preparing to attack. 
 
    The king raised his hand once more, again stopping the warrior in his tracks. 
 
    Then he chuckled, as if amused. 
 
    “That… sounds like something more fitting of human legends, wizard. And please, forgive Eztli. As my personal bodyguard, he can be a touch… zealous. But make no mistake, if I wished you dead, he’d have you slain before your body even touched the ground.” 
 
    Logan smirked, nodding toward Eztli’s wound. “That’s not what our last encounter would have me believe.” 
 
    Eztli narrowed his eyes. “A lucky hit.” 
 
    “Luck, skill… whatever gets the job done.” 
 
    “My warriors have perhaps grown a touch too reliant on their powers,” the king said. “But their martial prowess is unmatched. The orc bones you stepped over to invade our city should speak to that.” 
 
    “And the fact that I was able to best your warriors and enter your city should speak to mine,” Logan said. 
 
    Logan could see the hate burning in Eztli’s eyes. But the king, as before, seemed more amused than anything else. 
 
    “You’re bold, wizard. I’ll give you that.” He placed his tattooed hand on his chest. “My name is King Pekal III, supreme sovereign of the city of Techton, the holy ward of the sun and mountain. And this place, as I’m sure you well know, is the city of Techton.” 
 
    Logan was in no mood for such details. 
 
    “Where are my people?” he asked. “Where have you taken them? What have you done with them?” 
 
    The corner of Pekal’s mouth curled. “I’m sure you have all sorts of images playing in your mind right now, wizard. Do you think we’ve killed them? Sacrificed them to our god and tossed their heartless bodies from the top of our great pyramid temple?” 
 
    Anger boiled inside of Logan. It took all of the restraint he had to keep it in check. 
 
    “Where are they?” he asked. 
 
    The king looked past Logan, sweeping his eyes across the crowd in attendance. 
 
    “You’ve all gotten a good look at him,” he said. “You may leave us now.” 
 
    Logan glanced over his shoulder to watch as the courtiers left the throne room. Only the guards, Eztli, and the king remained. 
 
    “They’re being fed,” Pekal said. “And watched carefully. They’re safe for now, but their fate depends entirely upon you—and what you decide during this conversation.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Logan asked. “Speak plainly.” 
 
    “More insolence!” Eztli shouted. “Your majesty, give me permission to correct his tongue.” 
 
    The king only snorted in amusement. “Why would I be reduced to such barbarism when I’m the one who has all of the power? All I need is to give the word to my guard and all of his companions would be killed within the next twenty minutes. His bluster is the tone of a man who’s in an inferior position and knows it.” 
 
    The king was right. More than that, Logan knew it would do no good to start a fight in the middle of the throne room. 
 
    “Then let’s have this conversation, your majesty,” Logan said. 
 
    Pekal nodded, the slight smile on his face suggesting he was pleased with this answer. “A good answer.”  
 
    He glanced to the side, as if unsure where to begin. “My people, my city… they’re a mere shadow of what they once were. Thousands of years ago, we controlled the entirety of the Dragoneye Mountains, tens of thousands of us exercising domination over the great spine between the two halves of the continent. And it was a powerful position indeed. From our heights, we enjoyed both isolation and the ability to see into both the realms of elf and man, and to do business with both when necessary.” 
 
    “Your accent,” Logan said. “It’s not elven.” 
 
    The king nodded, as if pleased he’d noticed. “Three thousand years ago, before the time of the orcish horde, my people had an alliance with the Kingdom of Bourgine, just to the west of the mountains. As a symbol of our close ties, my ancestor took the accent of the king. It’s been passed down ever since.” 
 
    He waved his hand through the air, as if dismissing the information as useless, ancient history. 
 
    “But the horde… it broke my people in a way that we’ve never been able to recover from. Nine out of ten of our fighters were killed repelling the orcish assault over the mountains. It was worth it, I suppose—if we hadn’t stopped the orcs at the bridge, they would have been able to reach the east and attack the defenders from behind. I don’t need to tell you what would have happened if that had come to pass.” 
 
    He went on. “We won the battle, as did the warriors down at the Dragoneye Pass. But the cost was great. Such a reduction in our population led to an economic collapse, and the lack of able bodies to till the fields led to famine. Those were…hard times.”  
 
    He glanced away as he said the word, sadness appearing on his face for a whisper of a moment before his regal composure returned. “We, along with the rest of the kingdoms of man and elf, have never regained our former glory.” 
 
    Pekal rose, stepping away from his throne and over to the view looking out over the city. He nodded for Logan to join him. He did, Eztli staying close and keeping Logan under his watchful eye. 
 
    Pekal looked out onto the city. The elves were no longer hiding as they had been when Logan and his companions had arrived, now freely walking the city streets. But there were only hundreds of them in a city clearly intended for thousands. The pyramid temple, the massive golden bird on top glittering in the sun, rose above it all. 
 
    “Can you imagine Techton at its peak?” he asked. “The streets full, the farms overgrown with crops and brimming with cattle? Our armies strong enough to extend over the entire range?” He shook his head sadly. 
 
    Logan placed his hands on the stone railing. “I know what it’s like to lose your people as well.” 
 
    Pekal nodded. “I’ve heard what happened to the Elderwood Rangers. My condolences.” 
 
    Logan gave a quick nod in reply. 
 
    “What I want is for us to be strong again, to be what we once were,” the king said. 
 
    “And how is it you want me to help with this?” 
 
    Pekal raised his hand, pointing toward the bird on top of the pyramid temple. 
 
    “Quetzal, the Archspirit of our people. She… She has abandoned us. Or so those of us who remain fear. It’s been years since we’ve spoken to her, years since she’s come down from the top of Mount Coatepec—what you call ‘Mount Blackfinger’. Quetzal, the bird spirit of the heavens, the Archspirit of lightning, is central to our religion. And to know that she hasn’t taken her perch at the top of the temple pyramid… it’s making my people wonder if it’s a sign that our civilization is over, that it’s time to simply give up.” 
 
    He clenched his hand into a fist. 
 
    “But I won’t let that happen. We haven’t had the manpower to spare to mount an expedition to the top of Coatepec. You, however, have arrived. And more than that, you're a War Wizard.” 
 
    “How can you still call upon the powers of Quetzal if you can’t speak to her?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Through pure devotion,” he said. “Our priests lack the power of War Wizards to truly mark a follower, to give them the ability to rise in power in service of the Archspirit. But through our devotion and markings we can give our warriors access to certain powers that Quetzal had once bestowed.” 
 
    “Like the ability to shapeshift into a bird,” Logan said. “And lightning skin.” 
 
    “Correct,” Pekal said. “They’re nothing when compared to the powers of a truly marked follower of an Archspirit, but even so, they’re more than enough to make my warriors deadly.” 
 
    Logan decided he had heard enough, wanting to get to the heart of the matter. 
 
    “Then tell me what you want me to do.” Logan pushed off from the balcony, his eyes fixed on the king. 
 
    Pekal nodded, as if he were pleased that Logan had gotten to the heart of the matter. 
 
    “It’s simple. I want you to ascend to the peak of the mountain you call Blackfinger. And I want you to find out why Quetzal has abandoned us.” 
 
    Logan allowed himself a small smile. “Simple, eh?” 
 
    “Simple in description,” Pekal said. “Perhaps not in execution. But if you wish to leave this city with your people, it’s what will have to be done.” 
 
    Logan turned toward the city. Part of him realized he might need to give the matter some thought. But the greater part of him understood that there was no internal discussion to be had. 
 
    Pekal has my people, and he has control of the way through the mountains. There’s no getting through this without his help, Logan decided. 
 
    “Very well,” Logan said. “Release my people, give us a bit of time to recover from the trek up here, and we’ll make the trip.” 
 
    “That’s your offer,” Pekal said. “Here’s my counter: you and the woman leader, the captain of the guard, the spider Archspirit, and the serpent priestess—you are all allowed to leave and complete the quest. But the rest of your party stays in the city.” 
 
    “You’re holding my people hostage?” Logan asked. “So much for trust.” 
 
    “Trust is earned, not given,” Pekal said. “And more than that, the trip up to the peak of Blackfinger will be treacherous. There’s no telling what you might find up there. In the event of a, well, disaster, wouldn’t it be preferable for at least some of your people to stay here in safety? No sense in your entire expedition being wiped out.” 
 
    Logan let out a snort of agreement. “I suppose you have a point.” 
 
    “Naturally. And if it’s trust you seek, I have two more weights to add on that side of the scale. A moment, please.” 
 
    Pekal turned and left the balcony. Eztli watched Logan with skeptical eyes as the king reentered the throne room and made his way into a small chamber to the side of the room. The king returned with a small case of gold and the black material that Logan had seen on the weapons of the mountain elf fighters. 
 
    Pekal set the case on the edge of the balcony and opened it. Within was a long, curved blade made of black stone, the material so dark that looking at it seemed to Logan like gazing into an abyss. And as he regarded it, Logan could make out subtle carvings. The hilt was made of gold, a slight curve to its length. 
 
    “This weapon has been in my family for generations. It’s been mostly ceremonial these days, but…” He gently, very gently, dragged his fingertip across the edge of the blade. Blood dewed on his skin, and Pekal smiled. “It still gets the job done. Its name is Huathec. The word is… hard to translate. The closest phrase in the common tongue would be something like screaming death. Wield it against your enemies, and you will see why.” 
 
    Pekal gestured toward the blade, and Logan picked it up. It was light and balanced, and more than that, a crackle of electricity moved through his body as he held it. A leather scabbard was in the case as well. Logan took it and tied it to his belt. 
 
    “The black stone is a special resource of the region,” Pekal said. “We’re not sure why it has the power that it does, but it carries the ability to both attack with and defend against electrical energy.” 
 
    “A blessing from Quetzal,” Eztli said, his voice sure. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Pekal said. “But whatever it is, it allows us to wield the power of lightning without tapping into the Archspirit’s power. I pray that she is only dormant and not corrupted somehow, but if you should need to… tame her, you will need that weapon. Your party is, at the moment, being outfitted with similar weapons and armor.” 
 
    “I will wield this well,” Logan said. 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt,” Pekal said. “After all, you were able to score a blow against my finest warrior with nothing more than a broken hilt.” Pekal smiled. “It wasn’t easy to get the true story out of him, by the way. A little plying via my private stock of ale was needed.” 
 
    Eztli grumbled. “Like I said, a lucky hit.” 
 
    “And speaking of trust,” Pekal continued, “there’s something else I want you to take with you to the peak.” 
 
    “Oh?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Eztli,” the king said, “you’re going with the wizard.” 
 
    “What?” the guard snarled. 
 
    “You’re going with him. I want to show to the wizard that trust is, how the humans say, a two-way road. And more than that, you’re my finest warrior—why would I not send you on a mission of such importance? You will be under his command during the mission as well.” 
 
    Eztli nodded, but Logan could sense that he wasn’t pleased with the arrangement. 
 
    “I serve the king,” Eztli said. “Never forget that.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way, warrior,” Logan said. 
 
    Pekal nodded. “As I said, Logan, your party is being outfitted for the work ahead. Eztli will lead you through the path to the summit of Blackfinger. There, with any luck, you will find answers. And speaking of which, is there anything else I can tell you?” 
 
    “Just point me in the right direction,” Logan said. 
 
    Pekal smiled. “Just the answer I wanted to hear. Good luck, War Wizard.” 
 
    With that, Pekal turned back toward the city. 
 
    “Come,” Eztli said. “We’ve waited long enough.” 
 
    He stepped away from the balcony, and Logan sensed that it was time to go. 
 
    “I want us to get one thing straight, wizard,” Eztli said. “Just because I am accompanying you on this quest doesn’t mean that I’m under your command. I serve the king, and his orders are more important than anything you could utter.” 
 
    “I see no problem with that,” Logan said as they made their way down the palace stairs. “Our goals align, so it makes no difference if you are under my direct command. But I will tell you this: if you put any of my people in jeopardy, I won’t hesitate to finish the job I started with the axe handle.” 
 
    Eztli glanced down at the still-healing wound. “Our healers are very skilled at their jobs. Don’t think that this flesh wound would prevent me from tearing you limb from limb if it came to that.” 
 
    Logan chuckled. “Then let’s tame this Archspirit and come back before we kill each other in the process.” 
 
    “Smartest thing you’ve said since stepping into this city, War Wizard.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They exited the temple, emerging onto a massive stone entrance space, tall columns holding the roof above them. A wide flight of stone stairs led down into a courtyard. And down below, Logan could see Runa, Raymond, Marseille, and Arachne. He didn’t waste any time hurrying down the stairs and joining them, their eyes latching onto him as he approached. 
 
    They were dressed in black breastplates that seemed to be made from the same material as Logan’s blade, black short swords at their hips. 
 
    “Thank the Gods you all are alright,” Logan said. “I was—” 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish before Runa threw her arms around him, pulling him into a tight hug. Logan was surprised, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “Good to see you, too,” he said as Runa squeezed him tightly before letting go. 
 
    “Don’t expect that sort of greeting from me, ranger,” Raymond said. “But I’m glad to see you’re in one piece.” 
 
    Marseille flashed him a sly smile. “I knew he’d be fine.” 
 
    “And I would have felt it if something had happened to him,” Arachne added. 
 
    “All the others?” Logan asked. 
 
    “We were allowed to see them,” Runa said. “Don’t worry—they’re not being held in that foul dungeon.” 
 
    “Then where are they?” Logan asked. 
 
    “In something like a clinic,” Raymond said. “They’re being fed, allowed to rest, and whatever wounds they might have are being attended to. To be truthful, I think they’re enjoying the time off.” 
 
    “You think my king would speak a falsehood?” Eztli asked, his voice booming. 
 
    All eyes went to the warrior. 
 
    “This is Eztli,” Logan said. “Personal guard to King Pekal. He will be accompanying us to the top of Blackfinger.” 
 
    “From enemies to friends in less than a day,” Raymond said, an amused tone to his voice. “A surprising turn of events. But welcome nonetheless.” 
 
    “I’ll be leading you up the path,” Eztli said. “And likely making sure you don’t kill yourselves in the process.” 
 
    Raymond snorted. “We’ll see who ends up saving who.” 
 
    Arachne stepped forward, adjusting the black breastplate that covered her slim torso. It was clear to Logan that she wasn’t used to wearing armor of any sort. 
 
    “Silverfang is near the entrance to the path,” she said. “They’ve loaded him with supplies for our journey.” 
 
    “Then let’s not waste another moment,” Logan said. “We’ve got an Archspirit to tame.” 
 
    The group formed up and made their way through the city. More people were out, all of them watching as Logan and his team strode through the streets of Techton. Before too long, they arrived at a point in the city near the palace, the path winding up toward Blackfinger, which rose into the sky above. Silverfang was there, along with a small team of mountain elves who approached Eztli with eagerness. One of them handed him his weapon, the black-stone-lined flat club that he’d used when fighting Logan. 
 
    He stepped away from the group and held his weapon out. Logan watched as he swung it, a whoomp whoomp from it cutting through the air. He smiled and nodded before hitching to his hip. 
 
    “If the Goddesses are in a giving mood, they will provide orcs on the path so that I might let you all see what my blade does to one of their heads.” 
 
    Logan turned his attention from Eztli, glancing up the winding path. The royal palace, he could now see, was carved into the side of Blackfinger. The path went up and past it, curling up the height of the mountain. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Logan said. “Quetzal awaits.” 
 
    The group formed up, Arachne taking Silverfang by the bridle and leading him. The path began as stone steps, and between the thin air and the length of the trip up, it wasn’t long before Logan’s legs burned with exertion. The party was soon up a league above the city, Techton nothing more than a small grid of gray buildings, the terraced farms small rectangles of green among the gray. And a glance up revealed that they still had much of Blackfinger to go. 
 
    An hour into the journey, Logan ordered the team to rest and recover. Arachne took some packed food from Silverfang’s pouches and passed them out along with waterskins. 
 
    “Can you feel that?” Eztli asked as they ate and drank. “That crackling on your skin?” 
 
    Logan knew right away what he was speaking about. At about the time Techton had shrunk to the size of a palm down below, he’d felt a tingling over his skin. 
 
    “Yes,” Raymond said. “It feels like when one of your men hit me.” 
 
    “That’s the power of Quetzal,” Eztli said proudly. “That’s how you know she still lives.” There was no small amount of happiness in his voice. “I have no doubt we’ll find her atop the mountain.” 
 
    “Then why have no other warriors come to find her?” Runa asked. 
 
    “Too dangerous,” he said. “And while Quetzal is a giving Archspirit, she only wishes to be spoken to when she wants it to be. Terrible fates have befallen those who had sought her power when she hadn’t asked for supplicants.” 
 
    He glanced up the stone path that snaked around the mountain. 
 
    “And more than that, the way is dangerous. Storms can arrive within minutes, and there are… strange manifestations of Quetzal’s power along the way.” 
 
    “What sort of manifestations?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Spirits,” Eztli said. “But no one has lived to speak on them more than that.” 
 
    Logan nodded. “Then we will fight them as they come.” 
 
    When they were ready, the group gathered their things, loaded them into Silverfang’s packs, and continued up the mountain. The sky darkened as they rose, Techton now nothing more than a small, gray speck the size of a thumbnail. The air was thin and cold, a weariness settling over the group. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Eztli said. He’d been keeping a strong pace, but even he had begun to waver from the elements. “When you feel the mountain itself pushing you back, that’s when you know you’re close.” 
 
    They made another loop around the mountain, the stone stairs having long worn down from the elements. 
 
    Then they spotted something. Up ahead was what appeared to be a yellow field of crackling electricity. The group slowed their pace, making their way to it slowly. 
 
    “What… the hells is this?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “If there were any doubt that Quetzal didn’t want to see us,” Eztli said. “This would have sent the final message.” 
 
    The party stepped up to the field, energy shimmering and dancing across its surface. Raymond reached out to touch it. But, before he could place his fingertips upon the strange energy, Eztli’s hand shot out and he grabbed Raymond’s wrist. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, mainlander.” He brushed aside some of the gathered snow by his feet, revealing a skeleton. Its bones were bleached by decades, perhaps centuries, of weather. 
 
    “Someone needs to do something about all of these bones littering your territory.” Raymond pulled his hand from Eztli’s. “Or else someone’s liable to trip.” 
 
    “This is unmistakably the magic of the Archspirits,” Arachne said as she looked at the barrier with her ruby red eyes. “And there’s no way it would still be here if the Archspirit had long passed. Quetzal is close—I can feel it.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t do us a damn bit of good if we can’t get past this barrier,” Raymond said. 
 
    Logan had an idea. He slipped Huathec from its scabbard, holding it up to the energy barrier. 
 
    “Now you’re thinking like a mountain elf,” Eztli said. “Use the power of our black stone. It’s the only way to truly fight against electricity.” 
 
    Logan held the blade up perpendicular to the field. And then, with a shove, he drove the black blade into the field. It crackled and popped, the energy rushing up his arms and making him feel as if his bones might jump out of his skin. But he held the blade in place, the field wavering and fading in color. 
 
    And then a bang sounded out. The force of the bang was strong enough to push the group back several paces. They landed hard, sounding out cries of pain as they hit the ground. Logan landed on his side, and the blade skittered from his hands. 
 
    When the power faded, there was nothing but the low roar of the wind. Logan shook his head, allowing his vision to unblur. 
 
    And when he did, he couldn’t believe what he saw. 
 
    The field was gone—that much had been accomplished. But in its place were five shapes, roughly in those of men, all made of the same yellow, cracking energy that had once made up the barrier. They stood seven paces high, their forms wavering and flickering as they hovered over the snow-covered steps. 
 
    One in the center raised its arm, or whatever closest thing the being might have had to one, and fired a bolt of electricity that zipped through the air and raced toward Logan. Without thinking, he reached to grab Huathec, holding the blade in front of him. The bolt hit the coal-black stone and zipped downward, racing through Logan’s body and out through his feet and into the ground. 
 
    “Elementals!” Eztli shouted. “Electrical ones!” 
 
    “Goddesses!” Raymond said. “How the hells are we supposed to fight them?” 
 
    Logan hoisted himself off the ground just in time for another of the elementals to fire a bolt in his direction. He held Huathec aloft as before. But this time, when the bolt hit the blade, he swung it down toward the ground. Just as he’d hoped, the charge went straight from the blade into the ground, bypassing him. 
 
    “Use your black stone weapons!” he shouted, holding his blade out with two hands. 
 
    Logan found himself wishing that he’d been outfitted with the same sort of breast plate as the rest of his group. But as he parried another bolt from the nearest elemental, he realized that Huathec on its own could very well be enough to fight off the elementals. 
 
    He rushed forward, holding Huathec up and letting out a fierce battle cry as he drew closer to the nearest elemental. As he cut down the distance, he could see that the creature had something like a face. Dark, cloudlike shapes formed narrowed eyes. 
 
    Logan swung the blade toward the elemental, the moving creature of pure energy raising its arm and blocking the attack. But Logan pressed the black blade down using all the strength he had to cut through the being’s limb. He soon had the blade in the arm, a battle cry blasting from his lungs as he sawed the limb off. 
 
    Once he was through, the limb didn’t drop, of course. It faded and left the elemental exposed. Logan took advantage of the opening, shoving the night-dark length of Huathec into the elemental.  
 
    The elemental crackled and hissed, its form wavering as a shriek-like noise exploded from it. A blast of energy rushed out and sent Logan staggering back.  
 
    But when he turned his attention back to where the being had been, nothing remained but scorched earth and a small pile of yellow dust. 
 
    Logan huffed. The air was thinner up here, straining his body. He could handle it, of course, but his men couldn’t last long. They had to finish this quickly. 
 
    “Use your black stone blades!” he called out once again. “Turn their powers back on them!” 
 
    He stepped back to assess the battle. Eztli was in the middle of dueling with one of the elementals, swinging his club toward the creature while avoiding its electrical attacks. Arachne fired rope after rope of her webbing, but the material only crackled into black as soon as it touched the elementals. Marseille used her black stone blade to channel away the bolt attacks. Runa and Raymond teamed up to break off two of the elementals from the main group. 
 
    Logan held Huathec in his grasp, ready to carve through the elementals. But as soon as he laid his eyes on a target, a burning pain exploded at his leg and ran through the rest of him. He whipped his glance in the direction of the bolt just in time to watch an elemental bear down on him. The elemental fired a jagged bolt of electricity in his direction, Logan raising his blade at the exact moment he needed in order to divert the energy. It zipped to his right, hitting the side of the mountain and exploding in a blast of energy. Rocks tumbled from the mountain and tumbled to the ground. 
 
    The being transformed itself into a moving bolt of energy, zipping and zapping here and there as Logan struggled to keep a bead on him.  
 
    It reconstituted itself directly in front of Logan, pulling back its fist and slamming it into him. His flesh burned with electrical crackles, and he groaned as he pushed himself up to his feet. 
 
    This power burns like fire and hits like a raging animal, he thought. Just need to beat it and I’ll be able to wield it myself. 
 
    But as he pushed to his feet, the elemental drew closer and closer, ready to move in and finish him off. Logan raised the blade, but not in time to divert an incoming bolt of energy. But before it could blast a hole through Logan, a yellow shape flew in front of him and caught the bolt. 
 
    He tracked the thing as it flew—it was a bird. Not only that, but it was the same form that he’d witnessed when he’d battled the warriors of Techton. Blue feathers trailed behind the bird, the elemental firing bolt after bolt toward it. 
 
    A distraction, Logan thought. Don’t want to miss this opportunity. 
 
    He closed his eyes and shifted into his Fenrir form, power coursing through him as he howled and raised the blade. Logan rushed toward the elemental, bringing Huathec down in a hard swipe and carving a clean slice directly through the lightning being. It let out a strange, crackling shriek before vanishing into nothingness, only leaving behind the same yellow dust that the other had. 
 
    The bird landed and Eztli shifted back into his elf form, Logan into his human form. 
 
    “I was worried the strategy might have gone over your head,” the elf said. “Good to see my skill wasn’t wasted.” 
 
    Logan allowed himself a small smile. “Let’s take care of the rest of these things before we start gloating.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” Eztli turned his attention back to the elementals, Logan doing the same. 
 
    Raymond, Runa, Marseille, and Arachne held their own against the elementals. Logan watched as Runa and Raymond teamed up to separate an elemental from the rest, each jabbing it with their black stone weapons until it was down, more yellow dust where it had once stood. 
 
    Logan shifted back into his Fenrir form, his gaze turning on the elemental that Arachne was doing her best to cover in webbing. While the webbing turned to cinders the moment it touched the elemental, it was still more than enough to distract the being. 
 
    Logan tore toward the elemental, using his blade to swipe clean through it, vaporizing the electrical spirit. Once it was gone, more yellow dust in its place, Logan turned to see the final elemental bearing down on Marseille and Silverfang. Marseille used her black stone sword to keep the elemental back, but Logan could see that it was only a matter of time before the elemental managed to wear her down. 
 
    But the rest of the group outnumbered the final elemental, Runa and Raymond rushing to attack it from the back as Eztli and Logan did the same toward its flank.  
 
    Eztli shoved his club forward once he was close enough, the black stone disrupting the elemental’s attack, giving Logan a chance to swing his blade and cut through the being, carving it in two. Like the others, it howled and left behind a pile of dust. 
 
    Once the battle was over, the group dropped down onto the stairs and caught their breath. But Logan stayed standing, his eyes on the stairs that led up, the peak of Blackfinger so close that he couldn’t even think about stopping to rest. 
 
    “Come on,” Logan said as he slipped his weapon back into the scabbard. “I’m ready to see what’s on top of this mountain.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hold!” 
 
    Eztli’s voice boomed before they could leave the battlefield and ascend to the mountain’s peak. Logan and the rest of his companions turned in his direction. 
 
    “What is it?” Logan asked. “The peak is just up ahead.” 
 
    A smile spread across Eztli’s tattooed face. It was clear that he knew something Logan didn’t. 
 
    “You were all about to let perfectly good magical energy go to waste,” Eztli said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Raymond asked. 
 
    Arachne nodded and grinned. “I know what he’s referring to.” One of her spider limbs extended toward a pile of yellow dust that the elementals had left behind. “This isn’t just dust. It has magical properties—like the venom of the swordspider.” 
 
    “Like the venom of the swordspider?” Logan squatted. “Does that mean that this yellow dust can be used for the marks of the lightning Archspirit?” 
 
    Arachne nodded.  
 
    “Among other things,” Eztli said, stepping over to the pile and squatting down. He scooped some of the yellow material into his hand and rose. He closed his eyes and mouthed words to himself. With a flick of his wrist, he tossed the dust into the air. It popped and exploded, arcs of electricity zipping here and there. For a moment, it resembled a small storm cloud. 
 
    “Nice party trick,” Raymond said. 
 
    “On its own, it’s not much,” Eztli said. “But if one who wore the mark of Quetzal enchanted it, it would be very, very useful. It could be used as a weapon on its own, or used to enchant items and blades with electrical energy. I recommend you not let it be carried away with the wind.” 
 
    “I agree,” Runa said. “We’re going to need every advantage we can get.” 
 
    She stepped over to Silverfang and opened up one of his saddlebags, reaching in and taking out an empty bottle. 
 
    “Go on,” she said to the rest of them. “All of you, gather what dust you can and bring it over to me.” 
 
    The group immediately did as she asked. 
 
    “Is she always this bossy?” Eztli asked as he bent down to gather some of the dust. 
 
    “More often than not,” Raymond said with a chuckle. “And it’s one of her strongest qualities.” 
 
    It didn’t take long before they had as much of the dust as they could gather and put into the bottle. Concentrated as it was in the bottle, Logan noticed how dark it was, the yellow as deep and rich as a topaz. And more than that, it seemed to hum with the same electrical energy as the elementals. 
 
    “Most elementals leave this sort of essence,” Arachne said. “It makes it worth your while to slay them whenever you can. Using their essence would allow soldiers marked with the rune of another Archspirit to employ the elemental powers of another.” 
 
    “Like an electrical-marked soldier using fire abilities,” Logan said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Arachne said. 
 
    Raymond nodded, turning his attention to the stairs. “But before we can do any of that, we’ll need to see if we can enlist the help of Quetzal.” 
 
    Eztli shifted his weight from one foot to the other, as if there were something on his mind that was troubling him. 
 
    “What is it?” Logan asked. 
 
    “It’s all so strange,” he said. “It’s one thing for her to seal herself off from the mountain elves. But it’s… the energy I feel. It’s a hostile energy in the air.” 
 
    “Could just be a feeling,” Marseille said. “I know that Maar, the Archspirit I worship, loves nothing more than for his supplicants to come find him. Why would Quetzal reject her own worshipers?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Eztli said. “But it’s been years since the Archspirit has blessed our people with her presence. Many are beginning to doubt whether or not she still favors us.” 
 
    Logan stepped forward. “Talking won’t get us any closer to finding out the truth of the situation. We must travel up, learn whatever we can. And if necessary, we’ll bring the Archspirit to heel.” 
 
    He placed his hand on the hilt of Huathec as he took the lead of the group, making his way up the stairs. They were near the top of the peak, the winding path up bringing them into tighter and tighter circles. 
 
    “This place is bringing back memories,” Arachne said. “When we would meet outside of the view of the Gods. It’s a place of great power.” 
 
    “Has Quetzal always lived here?” Runa asked. 
 
    “No,” Arachne said. “The Archspirits liked to squabble over the place of power at the peak of Blackfinger Mountain. When we reach the top, you’ll see why.” 
 
    They continued the rest of the way up, the ascent of the stairs finally straightening out into a flat plane. Logan’s legs cried out with relief once he took the first step off the stairs and onto the straight surface. But he didn’t spend much time thinking about how much better he felt—the sights before him were too much to linger on that. 
 
    The peak of Blackfinger Mountain struck Logan as being as close to the heavens as one could reach in the material world. The view seemed infinite, looking out all the way to the east toward the realms of the elves, the emerald green of their lush meadows vanishing into the horizon. To the west was the realms of man, the wild, overgrown landscape dotted with ruins. 
 
    Logan realized that he stood where only a handful of mortals had ever dared to venture—atop the peak of Blackfinger Mountain. 
 
    “Mortals. There are mortals in my place of power.” 
 
    The group turned away from the endless vistas and looked in the direction of the voice. 
 
    It was a woman’s voice, and it came from a small stone structure at the center of the flat peak. Logan turned his attention to his immediate surroundings. The ground was covered with flowering grass. An expanse of white, blue, and green blanketed the soft earth at his feet and lolled with the gentle wind. The sky was a perfect blue, and the air was warm and charged with electrical energy. 
 
    “Is there a reason you’re disturbing my time among the flowers?” the voice said. 
 
    A shadow flickered from behind one of the stone columns. 
 
    “Was the barrier not a clear enough message?” it said. 
 
    “Quetzal!” Eztli shouted, an expression of eagerness and excitement on his tattooed face. 
 
    Logan and his party gazed at the ruins, all of them looking for any sign of movement or life. 
 
    Finally, a figure stepped out from behind one of the stone pillars. 
 
    It was a woman. She was tall and slender, her skin white and her body clothed in light, yellow garments. Her hair was short and black, sticking straight up. Her eyes were not eyes in the traditional sense, but instead orbs of crackling electricity. Her lips were blood red, and when she smiled a scheming smile, Logan could see that her teeth were as white as the flowers at his feet. 
 
    She stepped from the small altar, the smile still on her face as she approached the group. As she drew nearer, Logan made out a faint pattern of blue on her robe. A blue flower was in her hand, and she brought it to her nose with a gentle flick of her wrist. 
 
    “Stepping into my garden without my permission,” she said, “treading on my roses like a pack of wild animals. I can’t believe the audacity!” With each word the Archspirit said, the air crackled as if alive with electricity. 
 
    Her crackling eyes looked in Arachne’s direction. 
 
    “The spider Archspirit!” Quetzal said, her eyes widening in surprise. “You… you travel with mortals?”  
 
    Before Arachne had a chance to respond, Quetzal threw her head back and let out a wild cackle. “How wonderfully… original.” She smiled. “What possible reason do you have for this?” 
 
    “I’m not in the business of explaining myself,” Arachne said. 
 
    “Oh, but you will be explaining yourselves,” Quetzal said. “You’re in my place of power, children. This is an insult that cries out for an explanation.” 
 
    “We’re here to pay our respects,” Eztli said. “My people and I have craved your presence—a presence that has been denied to us for so many years.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, the scheming smile still on her face. “And you think that trespassing into my realm is the way to get back into my good graces? Perhaps there is a reason I haven’t made myself known to you and your people, elf. And perhaps that, in coming here, you’ve made a fatal calculation. Perhaps I have no need of your supplication. Perhaps the flowers I’ve grown are enough for me.” 
 
    The back of Logan’s neck tingled. He could sense that a fight was on the horizon. 
 
    He stepped forward, taking Huathec from its scabbard. Logan extended the curved blade out toward Quetzal, the blade of its length a perfect contrast to the flowers that grew at his feet. 
 
    “Archspirit, as the last War Wizard,” Logan said, “I’ve come to give you an ultimatum. Give your power over to me, mark me with your rune, and join my fight. Or bend to my will.” 
 
    Quetzal cocked her head to the side, as if she wanted to make sure she’d heard him correctly. 
 
    “You… are a War Wizard!” Quetzal’s eyes flashed as she brought her hands to her mouth. “That’s… that’s incredible! Yes, those markings… They’re true War Wizard runes. And here I was, thinking that you’d all been wiped out. Well, here I was thinking I would simply kill you all for daring to waste my time.” 
 
    Logan kept the blade held out toward Quetzal. 
 
    “What’s your answer?” he asked. 
 
    “Now,” Quetzal said, appearing to give the matter some thought, “that’s a damned good question. I could come with you. After all, if you have the skill to reach the peak of this mountain and break through my barrier, that should be a good indication that you wield some level of power. You also seem… bold. Original.” She narrowed her eyes. “Even if you are merely doing what countless War Wizards before you have done: arrogantly bending Archspirits to their will.” She paused in thought. “Or… I could make sure the last War Wizard is a warrior worthy of the name.” She nodded. “Yes, I think that’s what I’ll go with.” 
 
    Before Logan could react, she raised her hand and fired a bolt of lightning in his direction. Logan managed to bring the weapon parallel to his body and catch the electricity. 
 
    The power was incredible. Despite blocking the entirety of the blast, the energy contained in it was enough to send Logan flying backward and landing with a hard thud in the field of flowers. He rose, realizing with a shock that he was mere paces away from the edge of the peak. The drop down was hundreds, if not thousands of feet. 
 
    He scrambled back into a standing position, his hand still clasped around the hilt of his weapon. 
 
    The rest of the group scattered, preparing for a fight that seemed inevitable. 
 
    Quetzal closed her eyes and tossed the flower aside. She stuck her arms out and began to rise, crackles of electricity shooting from her fingertips. 
 
    “You think you can simply stroll into the realm of the Archspirit of lightning itself and make demands of me, War Wizard? And such plain, trite demands at that,” Quetzal said. “Why, I think I’ll take great pleasure in punishing you for your arrogance. Prepare yourself!” 
 
    Without another word, Quetzal disappeared, a massive charge of electricity replacing her. An orb of lightning formed, great arcs of electricity streaming across its surface. It held for a moment before exploding, a massive wave of electrical energy pouring over the peak. Logan held his blade forward, hoping it would be enough to consume the power. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he was surprised to see that he and all of his party still stood. But where Quetzal had once been, there was instead a huge, grand bird with yellow feathers, a wild tail of blue and green feathers hanging down. The bird was like no creature Logan had ever seen before, and there was no doubt in his mind that he looked upon Quetzal’s true form.  
 
    She opened her beak and let out a shrill, piercing cry. And as she did, arcs of electricity shot from her wings, colliding into the ground in plumes of energy. Quetzal summoned seven more elementals, a party there to assist her in her battle. 
 
    Logan held his blade aloft with one hand. 
 
    “When I defeat you, lightning spirit,” Logan said, “you will give me your power.” 
 
    Quetzal turned her eyes onto Logan. Even in her bird form, he could sense that she regarded him with that same scheming sneer. 
 
    “You want my powers?” the voice echoed through the air, as if being projected from her mind. “Come and take them, wizard!” 
 
    Logan rushed forward and joined ranks with his companions. He swiped his blade forward at one of the approaching elementals, driving the thing back. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Logan?” Runa asked, her eyes fixed forward and her black blade held in both hands. “We’re outnumbered!” 
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    “Hold the line!” Logan shouted, his blade in his hands. “Don’t let them surround you!” 
 
    As soon as he’d spoken the words, he realized the folly in trying to hold a line against forces made of electricity. But it was the best they’d be able to do.  
 
    He watched as Quetzal took flight. Her enormous, yellow wings, the feathers tipped in blue and green, crackled with electricity. 
 
    Logan glanced over to see a wild, eager expression on Eztli’s face, the hilt of his club grasped with both of his enormous hands. All around them, the rest of the group was already busy dodging bolts of electricity fired at them by the elementals. 
 
    “Eztli!” Logan yelled. “Don’t do anything stupid!” 
 
    “Now’s my chance!” he shouted. “I can prove myself to my Archspirit!” 
 
    Before Logan had a chance to say another word, Eztli howled a war cry and flew toward the nearest elemental. He brought his club down hard on the elemental, the black stones cutting through its top and cleaving all the way down to the ground. The elemental exploded in a shower of electricity, the blast strong enough to send Eztli flying backward. 
 
    But he’d done the job, Logan noticed. And like before, a small pile of yellow residue remained where the elemental had once been. 
 
    Logan watched as the rest of the group did their best to hold off the attacks of the elementals. But he knew they wouldn’t stand a chance if Quetzal was able to pummel them with lightning from above. The lightning Archspirit extended her wings, pointing the tips downward toward the battlefield. More arcs of electricity zipped toward his allies, one striking Runa. The force was enough to stagger her, but the black stone armor she wore took most of the damage. 
 
    Logan rushed toward Runa as the elemental she was battling seized the moment for a strike. He shoved Huathec forward just in time to catch the swipe of the elemental’s attack. The charge zapped up the blade, coursing through Logan’s body and making his skin feel on fire. But it was enough to stop the blast.  
 
    Runa, having composed herself in the meantime, ran forward and shoved her blade at the elemental. The blade stone drove into the crackling yellow, the attack enough to freeze the creature where it stood. With a quick upward swipe of Huathec, Logan carved through the monster and sent him exploding into bolts that dissipated in the air. As with the others, yellow dust was left where he stood. 
 
    They didn’t have time to celebrate. A shrieking, ear-piercing cry ripped through the air. Logan and the rest looked up to see that it was Quetzal, preparing for another attack. She brought her wings together, a ball of electrical energy forming between them. The ball grew larger and larger until it was the size of Quetzal herself. 
 
    She launched the orb toward the earth. 
 
    “Run!” Logan shouted. “Get away from the center!” 
 
    The group turned their attention from their battles with the elementals to watch as the orb flew toward them. Each managed to get away in time, hurrying to the perimeter of the peak as the orb collided with the ground. It expanded into a dome, lightning arcing across its surface.  
 
    Then, with a flash, it was gone. Nothing remained but a circle of charred black flowers and the elementals who’d been within the explosion. 
 
    “That’s… not something we should get caught in,” Logan said. 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Runa said. 
 
    Logan noticed something on the battlefield: the yellow dust that had been left by the slain elementals was still there, unharmed. 
 
    He had an idea. Logan rose, tucking Huathec into the scabbard. 
 
    “What are you doing, Logan?” Runa asked. 
 
    His eyes were fixed on Quetzal, the bird spirit hovering dozens of paces over the battlefield and showering it in bolts of electricity that Logan’s companions were barely able to dodge. He knew there was no way they’d be able to prevail with her raining death from above. 
 
    She had to be taken out. And he had an idea of how to do it. 
 
    “Keep the elementals off me!” Logan shouted as he ran back onto the battlefield. “I’m going to end this!” 
 
    “What?” Runa called from behind him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Logan approached the nearest pile of yellow elemental dust. Once there, the sounds of battle raging all around him, he dropped to his knees and began scooping it up. When it was in his hands, he covered his body in the yellow powder. It was a very fine material, and easily clung to the sweat on his body. 
 
    After covering himself, he hurried to Arachne, dodging a volley of bolts that rained down from Quetzal’s wings. The spider spirit was on Silverfang’s back, the horse transformed into his hideous spider form. Arachne’s spider legs stabbed at a pair of elementals that were threatening to overwhelm Marseille. 
 
    “Arachne!” Logan shouted. “I need you to launch me toward Quetzal!” 
 
    The Archspirit raised a brow. “You want to go toward her? You have noticed the lightning shooting from her wings, correct?” 
 
    “It’s the only way to end this,” Logan said. “Use your webbing and throw me toward her!” 
 
    She narrowed her red eyes, as if giving the matter some thought. “Very well. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    Logan stood still as Arachne shot her webbing at him, the sticky strands wrapping around his midsection. When he was secure, Arachne pulled back on Silverfang, the motion yanking Logan off his feet. She twisted and swung the webbing outward, throwing Logan toward the edge of the peak. He launched through the air until he was over the edge, the endless mountains sprawling out all around. His stomach pulled up into his throat as he began to fall. 
 
    But before he could drop more than a few paces, Arachne pulled the webbing sideways, swinging him in a horizontal half-circle. The wind rushed over him as he flew through the air, the peak of Blackfinger a blur all around him. When he reached the furthest point from Arachne, she jerked the webbing once more, this time launching him up toward Quetzal. 
 
    Another orb of unstoppable electrical energy gathered in front of the bird. With a smooth motion, Logan pulled Huathec out of its scabbard and sliced through the strand of webbing, the forward momentum carrying him through the air toward Quetzal. The orb grew larger and larger in front of her. Logan shifted into his Fenrir form, his wolf eyes narrowed toward the lightning Archspirit. 
 
    The orb, once large enough, blasted from her wings and screamed toward Logan. He closed his eyes as he flew through the air, knowing his plan was about to either succeed or fail miserably. The orb flew toward him and collided, a crackling burst of electricity exploding in the air. He opened his eyes to watch as the yellow dust sparkled all over his body. Just as he’d hoped, the dust absorbed the electrical power and kept it from injuring him. 
 
    But there was still more to the plan.  
 
    Logan turned his attention to Quetzal, the expression of surprise on her avian face. Logan let out a roar as he flew toward her, Huathec raised over his head. 
 
    Logan plunged the tip of the black weapon into the bird spirit’s breast. He sank it deeply into her, and the force broke his forward momentum.  
 
    Quetzal’s eyes flashed with pain and surprise. She stopped beating her wings. 
 
    And then she fell. 
 
    Logan and Quetzal plummeted toward the earth, the blade still buried into her. Logan turned, putting her body under his to cushion the fall. Together, they slammed into the ground, the shockwave sending a roar of pain through his body. 
 
    They were still. Logan looked around, watching as the rest of the party took down the elementals one by one. He watched as they—seemingly learning from his technique—grabbed handfuls of the elemental dust and threw it into the air. The dust absorbed the elemental attacks and gave them an opportunity to strike. 
 
    Logan rose, pulling his blade from Quetzal’s body. He shrugged off the pain and turned his attention to one of the final elementals, roaring toward it and slicing it through with Huathec. The elemental vanished in an explosion of crackling electrical energy that dissipated in the cool, clear air. 
 
    “That was my kill,” Eztli said, standing nearby with his club in hand. He grunted in displeasure before tucking the weapon away. 
 
    The group turned their attention to Quetzal, watching as her bird form shrank until she was back in the form of a slender woman, her hair short and her skin fair, the feather-like clothing covering the more intimate parts of her body. 
 
    “Is… is she dead?” Eztli asked. “Did we slay the Archspirit?” 
 
    Before any of them had a chance to answer, Quetzal spoke. “It would take more than that to slay an Archspirit.” She rolled over, regarding the group with something like amusement.  
 
    Logan’s hand went for his blade, but she raised her palm to indicate for him to stop. 
 
    “No, that’s not going to be necessary, War Wizard.” She looked around. “Is anyone going to help me up?” 
 
    Eztli’s eyes flashed as he hurried over to her. “Yes, my Goddess.” 
 
    Arachne snorted. “I don’t know what she’s been telling you, but she’s not a Goddess—she’s an Archspirit.” 
 
    “Quibbling over words,” Quetzal said as Eztli helped her up, his big palm enveloping her slender, white fingers. “I’m sure the people of Techton wouldn’t have any problems with the title.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Eztli said. A broad smile had spread over his face, as if he could barely restrain his excitement. 
 
    She dusted herself off and looked around. “Well, it would appear that some worthy adversaries have managed to come into my realm and defeat me in my place of power. No small feat—and certainly an interesting one.” 
 
    Logan approached her. Quetzal was small and lithe, but he was now keenly aware of the immense power she possessed. 
 
    And he wished to claim it for himself. 
 
    “I’ve defeated you, Archspirit,” he said. “And now I demand your mark.” 
 
    She smiled, as if pleased more than anything else. Her smile was broad, her teeth as white as the rare cloud that drifted around them. 
 
    “You will not speak to her like that,” Eztli said. “I won’t stand for it.” 
 
    “Easy, warrior,” she said. “I have no doubt that you would come to blows with the War Wizard to defend me. But that’s not what I want. He’s proven himself in combat. And in doing so, he’s proven himself worthy of my mark. But more than that, you, War Wizard, are… interesting.”  
 
    She held her hand out, palm up. A tiny bolt of lightning crackled up from each finger. “Every bolt of lightning carves its own path. Every bolt of lightning is utterly unique, utterly original.” She shut her fist and looked Logan in the eye. “And you, War Wizard, are a bolt of lightning. Original… and—” 
 
    “Short lived?” Logan smirked. 
 
    “Powerful,” Quetzal said. She pointed to the ground. “Kneel, War Wizard.” 
 
    Logan did as the Archspirit asked. She searched him with those crackling, yellow eyes, flashes of green in the middle of them. 
 
    “It appears that your arms are already occupied by the marks of others. I see… I see Fenrir.” She scoffed. “And I see Maar. Where are they?” 
 
    “Maar is attending to business at his fortress,” Logan said. “And Fenrir… we’re not certain where he is. We’d heard that he’d taken here for his place of power.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m so sorry to disappoint,” she said. “Fenrir did use this place to escape from the eyes of the Gods, yes, but he never claimed it as his place of power. Too remote, too inaccessible. But for someone like me, someone who can fly… it’s more than suitable.” She glanced over Logan’s shoulder at the circle of burned flowers. “I’ll have to tend to those, however.” 
 
    She fixed her eyes on Logan’s chest, the smile returning to her face. 
 
    “Now, let me see…” Quetzal stepped forward and placed her slim fingers on Logan’s cloth shirt. She pulled it away, revealing the left portion of his chest. “Now, this is more suitable for a spirit of my power than a mere arm. Come, wizard.” 
 
    She gathered a portion of the elemental dust and then placed her hand on his chest, her fingers crackling with electricity. Quetzal closed her eyes and allowed her touch to dance over Logan’s skin. Pain rushed through his body, the singe of burning flesh filling the air as she used the elemental dust and the power she wielded over electricity to make her mark. 
 
    When she was done, Quetzal took her finger away and regarded her mark with satisfaction. Logan glanced down to see that she’d left the mark of a bird on his chest. The figure was simple and composed of clean, straight lines. 
 
    He could already feel the power. 
 
    “There,” she said. “Now I’ll still need to teach you how to use my gifts, but this is a good start.” Quetzal turned her attention to Eztli. “Now, what are these marks on your poor skin?” She stepped over to him and placed her fingers on his tattoos. 
 
    It was clear Eztli was savoring the touch of his pledged spirit. 
 
    “We… were without you for so long,” Eztli said. “And word had reached us that the War Wizards had been killed.” 
 
    “But they haven’t,” she said, nodding in Logan’s direction. “I see one before me.” 
 
    “I’m the last,” Logan said. “A long story.” 
 
    She scrunched her brow. “I’m sure. And one I’m going to want to hear. I’ve been indisposed for what feels like centuries. If there are no War Wizards, there’s no one to summon me back into the material world. How long has it been, anyway? Decades? Centuries? So hard to tell when you’re floating in the ether, using what influence you have over the material world to grow pretty flowers.” 
 
    “It’s been longer than that,” Eztli said. “Thousands of years. War Wizards have been extinct since the orcish invasion.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with concern. “You mean… I’ve neglected my children for millennia?” 
 
    Eztli nodded, sadness on his face as if he regretted having to tell her the news. “It has been hard without you,” he said, standing tall. “But we never lost hope that you would return to us.” 
 
    She smiled. “And return I have. Now, all I’m concerned about are my children.” Quetzal placed her hand on Eztli’s tattooed face. “How is the city of my followers?” 
 
    The smile faded from Eztli’s face. He turned away, as if in shame. “A shadow of what it once was,” Eztli said. “The orcish horde depleted our numbers.” 
 
    “That will have to change—as will these horrid tattoos. Come, let us return to the city so I can let my children know that I am with them once again. I will get to know you all in the fullness of time. But for now, we must move.” 
 
    “A pleasure to see you again, bird,” Arachne said, still mounted on the back of Silverfang. 
 
    Quetzal grinned. “And the same to you, spider.” 
 
    They regarded one another with a harsh glare, one that Logan couldn’t quite make out. He sensed that there was history between them. And he had a feeling it would come up sooner or later. 
 
    Logan glanced down at the fresh rune on his chest, eager to wield the powers it granted him. 
 
    “I see that you all figured out the secret of elemental residue,” Quetzal said as they made their way down the mountain. 
 
    “It carries the power of your elemental abilities, correct?” Runa asked. 
 
    “That’s correct,” Quetzal said, smiling and nodding. “But elemental residue isn’t limited to only me and my elementals. The elementals of other Archspirits would leave the same traces behind. The elementals of Ifriti, for example, would leave behind dust that could be fashioned in such a way that it would allow even an unmarked individual to wield the power of fire.” 
 
    “How does it work?” Raymond asked. “Such an item could be of great use in the battles ahead.” 
 
    “It appears the War Wizard figured out one use,” Quetzal said. “If the dust is applied to an individual, it gives them protection against the element from which it is derived. If the dust is applied to a weapon, it grants it the temporary power of that element. And if placed in a bottle with water, the dust can be used as a throwable weapon. Lightning jar throwers were an important part of mountain elf armies back when the civilization was at its peak.” 
 
    She continued. “And using such advantages wisely will be of great importance if you wish to enlist the aid of more Archspirits. Knowing the strengths and weaknesses of the Archspirits you plan to recruit will be essential.” 
 
    “I want to know more about all this,” Logan said. “I want to know which Archspirits there are to find, and where to find them.” 
 
    Quetzal smiled slyly, as if pleased to be in a position of power over Logan and his companions. “Tell me your names, first,” she said. “I’d like to know who I’m traveling with.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m Logan.” 
 
     “I’m Raymond,” he said, placing his hand on his chest. “The captain of the guard.” 
 
    “And I’m Runa,” she said, “the leader of the expedition charged with bringing Logan back from the dead.” She gestured in Logan’s direction. 
 
    “Back… from the dead?” Quetzal asked. “It seems my simple question has led to a complicated story.” 
 
    “You could say that,” Marseille said. “I’m Marseille, high priestess of Maar and one of his Viperguard.” 
 
    “I could tell by the way you walk that you’re a follower of the serpent,” Quetzal said. There was skepticism to her voice, and Logan could sense that she didn’t entirely trust Maar or his followers. 
 
    “That’s right,” Marseille said, pride in her voice. “And I can’t wait to be back at his side once again.” 
 
    “And I am Eztli Thuehocan,” he said, placing his massive hand on his even bigger chest. “Personal bodyguard to King Pekal of the city of Techton.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Quetzal said. “Glad to see that I was brought back into the material world by such capable adventurers. Now, I want to know the story of how you came to me, Logan. I want to know how you came back from the dead.” 
 
    Logan glanced down, the city of Techton growing larger and larger with each step he and his party took. But it was still small in the distance. 
 
    “I suppose we’ve got the time,” he said. “Because we’ll need it.” 
 
    He told her the story of where he came from, his past as an Elderwood Ranger. He told her how he and his people were slaughtered in the orcish invasion, and how the War Wizards had been killed too. He explained how he was pulled from the spirit realm by Runa and her resurrection stone, how she’d been enlisted to bring him back to help her king fight off an empire. And he told her how the orcs, led by another chieftain who wielded the power of the War Wizards and was known as a Battle Shaman, had formed another horde in order to finish the conquest and slaughter that they’d begun all those years ago. 
 
    By the time he was finished, Techton had grown from the size of a fingernail to the size of a fist. Another hour and they would be there. 
 
    Sadness took hold of Quetzal’s beautiful face, her sharp features reminding Logan of those of an elf. 
 
    “I fought alongside my children during the first orcish invasion. And when I left the material realm, I knew that I would return when they needed me most. It sounds to me like now is that time. If the kingdoms of man and elf are in disarray, and the orcs are preparing for another invasion… my children will need all the help they can get.” 
 
    By the time they reached Techton, Logan and his allies were in dire need of rest. But, when Logan saw the faces of the mountain elves light up as they laid eyes on Quetzal, he knew that rest wouldn’t be coming any time soon. 
 
    When they reached the center of the city, the pyramid looming over them, a crowd had formed. Every soul in the city was there to greet them. 
 
    Raymond grunted, the din conversation all around them. “Goddesses, how much rather I’d be having an ale in a quiet tavern than any of this nonsense.” 
 
    Logan smirked, but didn’t have a chance to respond. Quetzal smiled beatifically as she took in the adoration of her people. She climbed the stairs of the pyramid, slowly making her way to the top of the temple. And when she was there, she spoke. 
 
    “My children,” Quetzal said. “For far too long have I neglected you. Now dawns a new age of the mountain elves, one under my protection.” 
 
    Wild applause broke out among the crowd. And as it did, the people gathered on the road, which led to the royal palace, split. A royal procession emerged, led by King Pekal seated in a palanquin. 
 
    He arrived just in time to watch as Quetzal shifted into her bird form, her wings spread and crackling with electricity. 
 
    Pekal watched the scene with an impassive face. And, when Quetzal had shown the crowd that she was indeed who she said she was, Pekal climbed down from his palanquin. 
 
    “Logan! I want you and the rest of your party in the throne room. And Quetzal!” he paused, as if not entirely sure how to address the Archspirit. “Join us, if it pleases you.” 
 
    Without another word, Pekal and his procession left.  
 
    Quetzal shifted back to her humanoid form. “I will see all of my children face to face in time. But for now, I must speak with your king.” 
 
    She shifted once more to her bird form, this time taking flight in the direction of the royal palace. The crowd watched as she disappeared into the window of the throne room. 
 
    “I guess we’re walking,” Raymond said. 
 
    The group formed up and made their way. After a short walk through the town, they reached the royal palace and entered the throne room. Quetzal was already there, deep in conversation with the king. The group stepped over the threshold, the eyes of the pair on them. Logan noticed that Quetzal’s eyes were no longer crackling yellow orbs of electricity. Instead, they were that of a humanoid—though their deep, emerald green was unlike that of any humanoid he’d ever seen. 
 
    Pekal gestured for the group to join them. And as he spoke, there seemed to be a sadness in his eyes. 
 
    “I’ve… been speaking to Quetzal,” he said. “And while her arrival brings me joy unlike anything I’ve known before, I understand now that her place, at least now, is with you, Logan.” 
 
    Quetzal nodded. “I wish to serve my children. And to do so means traveling with you and your party, Logan. That is, assuming destroying the horde is your intention. That would be something… interesting.” 
 
    Logan nodded. “I plan to keep my end of the deal with the Tyan Kingdom. And after I do that, the orcs will have my full attention.” 
 
    “If we’re going to stop the horde,” Quetzal said, “we can’t have the elves squabbling amongst themselves. We’ll need to bring peace to the east. Once that is done, we’ll help to repair the kingdoms of man.” 
 
    Pekal’s eyes flashed. “If the continental elves can reach peace, we’ll contribute to the war effort against the horde. In the meantime, we’ll do our best to prepare for battle while you continue to the Kingdom of Tyan. But in the meantime…” 
 
    He nodded to a guard at the entrance to the throne room. 
 
    “Bring the warriors.” 
 
    Without a word, the guard left the throne room. Moments later he returned—but he wasn’t alone. Four mountain elves, two men and two women, accompanied him. Like Eztli, they were covered in tattoos and wearing simple garb that covered only what needed to be covered. 
 
    “It will take time to raise an army,” Pekal said. “But in the meantime, these warriors will accompany your party. And Eztli, you will do the same.” 
 
    Eztli smiled, as if he couldn’t have been happier to hear the news. 
 
    Quetzal stepped over to the warriors, giving them a look up and down. “These would make fine devotees—more than fit for my mark. What do you say, War Wizard? Care to give them my mark?” 
 
    “I would be glad to,” Logan said. 
 
    “But you’ll need to have some of these false markings cleared first,” she said. “Allow me.” 
 
    She raised her hand, electricity crackling from her fingertips. She held her palm over the left side of the first warrior’s chest. Electricity arced, and the warrior winced in pain. But he stood still, allowing her to do the work. When she was done, a bare circle of skin was all that remained of the chest tattoo, along with the smell of singed flesh in the air. 
 
    “You’ll need some of the elemental dust to make the ink, Logan,” Quetzal said. “And I believe it, mixed with the waters that flows from Blackfinger Mountain, should be sufficient.” 
 
    “We keep some in the storeroom for ceremonial purposes,” Pekal said. “Go.” 
 
    Pekal nodded, one of the guards leaving and returning moments later with a small flask of impossibly clean water. Runa brought Logan the bottle of yellow dust. He took it into his hand and opened it, dumping a large portion of the contents into the flask of water. To his surprise, the water flashed and roiled like a storm cloud. When it settled, the water was thick, a dark shade of yellow. 
 
    Logan stepped forward, preparing to work. He slipped his orcish dagger from his hip, dipping the razor-sharp point into the water. Then he began. His hand seemed to move of its own accord—just as it had when he’d tattooed the marks of Maar and Arachne. And when he was done, a tattoo of a bird inked in straight yellow lines remained. 
 
    He repeated the process for the other warriors, inking each one with Quetzal’s mark. And when they were done, they stepped back to admire their work. 
 
    “My powers make formidable spellcasters,” Quetzal said. “My followers may choose the Path of the Spellcaster, or…” She looked away. “No, it’s just the Path of the Spellcaster.” 
 
    Logan raised an eyebrow. “You said ‘or’. Is there another path?” 
 
    “Well…” Quetzal said, hesitant. “Yes, technically, but…” 
 
    “But what?”  
 
    Quetzal looked Logan in the eye. “It’s not a path most mortals can, well, survive.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Path of the Heaven-Shaper,” she said. She shook her head. “But no mortal that has ever chosen that path has survived. Dozens have tried, and they didn’t last more than a few days. If they didn’t perish, they were driven mad… tearing out their teeth and eyes with their bare hands, rambling to themselves…” 
 
    “But if someone were to survive…” Logan said. 
 
    “If a mortal could survive for long enough,” Quetzal said seriously, “you, their War Wizard, would gain power beyond imagining.” She waved her hand, dismissing the thought. “But it’s just not feasible. Mortals are too fragile—both in body and in mind.”  
 
    “I see,” Logan said.  
 
    “Come,” Quetzal said, “let us mark some spellcasters. They aren’t heaven-shapers, but they’re not to be trifled with.” She nodded to one of the woman warriors, who stepped forward. “Those marked with my rune gain power over the power of the storm, able to cast lightning spells.” She held out her hand toward Logan. “Your dagger, please.” 
 
    He placed it in her hand and when she clasped it, Quetzal tossed it into the air. 
 
    “Now!” she said to the warrior. 
 
    The marked raised her hands and shot arcs of electricity from her fingertips. They weren’t nearly as powerful as those they’d encountered when battling with Quetzal, but they were strong enough to cause the blade to dance in midair before dropping down.  
 
    Quetzal caught it by the hilt. The blade hummed with energy. Quetzal raised her eyebrows as she regarded it, impressed. 
 
    “A fine weapon,” she said. “Capable of holding the energy it absorbs. It should have an electrical charge that will last until you use it.” 
 
    Logan took the dagger, slipping it back into its scabbard. 
 
    “Their powers will grow in time,” she said. “The more you bring them into battle, the stronger they will become.” 
 
    “And my powers?” Logan asked. 
 
    She smiled. “You have the same lightning ability. But more than that, you have the ability to shift into the bird form as well. Try it.” 
 
    Logan closed his eyes, his mental focus on the rune burned into his chest. He imagined Quetzal’s form, allowing his body to shift into that of a thunderbird. His arms elongated, and feathers sprouted from them as they became thinner and thinner. His face stretched into a great beak. His body shrank, and a tail of red, green, and black feathers extended from his back. 
 
    When he looked around, he saw that he was floating, his arms—now wings—batting and keeping him aloft. Gasps sounded from those watching. 
 
    “There you are,” Quetzal said. “Your thunderbird form will be small and rather fragile at first. But the more you use it, the more powerful it will become.” She gestured toward the window. “There—give it a try.” 
 
    Logan didn’t need to be told twice. He flew out of the throne room, out into the crisp mountain air of Techton. The villagers below watched him, stopping in their tracks to see the thunderbird take flight. 
 
    He flew across the city, heading eastward. Logan beat his wings as hard as he could, sailing over the mountains and feeling the sort of unbridled happiness and freedom that could only come with flight. The wind rushed through his feathers, the world a blur below. 
 
    Might as well do some scouting while I’m up here, he thought as he headed eastward. 
 
    It didn’t take long before he was over the mountains, the impossibly green lands of the elvish realms stretched out before him. 
 
    And rising from them was the Tyan Kingdom. The leagues-high spires, their colors the off-white marble and adorned with massive statues of elvish warriors, stabbed into the perfect blue of the sky above. The metropolis made Techton seem like a mere village. But its glory had faded. There seemed something old, something worn-down about the city. 
 
    As he pulled a circle over the city, he could feel a stirring inside of him. Logan couldn’t place why, but he was certain that his destiny lay in the nearby ruins of the kingdom below. He was eager to reach it with his companions. 
 
    He turned back, ready to fly to Techton. 
 
    Logan was ready to step into his fate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Logan and his group stood at the eastern border of the city of Techton. A stone gate adorned with magical, black stone loomed over top of him, the Dragoneye Mountains stretching out into the distance. 
 
    It was time to move. 
 
    He and the rest of his groups, Archspirits aside, had been kitted out in the thickest furred coats and lined boots that the city had to spare. Their packs were loaded with supplies. They had everything they needed to reach the Tyan Kingdom. 
 
    They only had to take the first step. 
 
    “Walk with the power of Quetzal,” King Pekal said.  
 
    Logan turned. The king, along with several of his courtiers, had come to see them off. Hundreds more from the city were gathered behind. None of them had said as much, but Logan could sense they knew that the fate of their city depended upon him and the completion of his mission. 
 
    “I’ll see to that,” Quetzal said with a smile.  
 
    Pekal turned toward his people, then back to Logan. “We’re not what we once were. But we’re more than ready to form an army and join forces with the rest of the elves in order to fight the horde once more.” 
 
    “We’ll need you before that,” Raymond said. “That is, unless you want to be a mere territory of the Lunar Empire. “ 
 
    Pekal nodded knowingly. “You’re right. First, we fight for independence. Then we fight against the horde.” He glanced over his shoulder at the city and mountains behind him. “It’s been too long since my soldiers have gone to war. I’m sure they hunger for a fight worthy of their abilities. In the meantime, we will train our armies and craft our weapons.” 
 
    Logan pointed to the peak of Blackfinger Mountain. “When you see Quetzal and me fly over the city and land on top of the mountain, that’s when you know the time for preparation is over, and the time for war has begun.” 
 
    Pekal smiled slightly, as if he couldn’t wait. “Very well. Good luck in your quest. And Archspirit—thank you for blessing us with your presence once more.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, king, to once again look over my children,” she said. 
 
    “It pains me to leave my home,” Eztli said. “But I will send many souls screaming into the abyss in the name of my king, my people, and my Archspirit.” He bowed his head reverently. 
 
    Runa stepped to Logan’s side. 
 
    “The sky is clear and blue now, but these mountains are familiar enough to me that I know the weather won’t last. We should get moving before a blizzard catches us by surprise.” 
 
    Logan nodded, understanding the truth in her words. 
 
    “Give my regards to King Corvan,” Pekal said. “I’ve heard only scant word of him, but his legendary skills as a warrior and wisdom as a king have reached even my ears.” 
 
    Logan made eye contact with Pekal and nodded. “One last thing.” He drew Huathec from its sheath. “It doesn’t feel right that this blade leaves with me.”  
 
    The Elderwood Rangers prized their weapons—their Me’nayr blades especially. It didn’t feel right for anyone but an Elderwood Ranger to wield one. Logan felt the same about Huathec.  
 
    “Nonsense,” Pekal said. “It belongs on the battlefield.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Logan said, “but not in my hands.” He looked at Eztli. “Here. It’s better that the blade be in your hands.” Logan held Huathec out, offering it to Eztli. 
 
    Eztli looked to King Pekal. Pekal nodded.  
 
    “Thank you, War Wizard,” Eztli said. He bowed to his king. “I will wield it for the glory of my king.” 
 
    “And for his people,” Pekal said.  
 
    Logan turned his attention back to the winding path that led out of the city and through the mountains. He placed one step onto the stones beyond the archway. And when his foot fell, he realized the final leg of his journey to the Tyan Kingdom had finally begun. 
 
    The mountain elves of Techton cheered with encouragement as Logan led his party on their way. The group continued, and soon the city was behind them, the crowd of townspeople vanishing into the western distance. 
 
    “The way is easier from here,” Raymond said as the group moved. “We’re now on the eastern side of the mountains and traveling downward—the worst should be behind us.” 
 
    “Famous last words,” Runa said, her eyes fixed forward. “I don't want us to grow too comfortable until we’re within the gates of Tyan. And even then, we stay focused.” 
 
    “I swear to the Goddesses,” Raymond said, a slight smile on his face. “Never a bit of levity with this one.” 
 
    The group moved on, winding their way down the mountains until scattered patches of green appeared among the stony gray. Logan noticed that, as he took breaths, the air felt fuller—no longer did he have to work his lungs to bring in the thinner air of the mountain elves’ land. 
 
    Eventually, the land flattened out and they came across a stream that cut through the broadening grassland. 
 
    “This looks like a fine place to rest for a spell,” Logan said. 
 
    The noises of the rest of the group suggested that they all felt the same way. The party all took position by the trickling creek of fresh, sparkling water. They squatted down to drink and refill their waterskins. Some opened up their packs and removed some of the salted meats provided to them by the people of Techton. 
 
    Arachne brought Silverfang to the creek, the horse bending down his head to drink. But before he began, the horse froze in place, as if he’d spotted something. Logan watched as the animal lifted his head slowly, gazing off into the distance. 
 
    “What is it, my dear?” Arachne asked as she slowly stroked Silverfang’s mane. “What is it you see?” 
 
    Quetzal approached Logan’s side. “I know what it is. Look, by that ridge.” She raised a slender finger and pointed off into the distance. 
 
    At first, Logan wasn’t sure what she was gesturing toward. But after squinting his eyes, he managed to see what it was—what they were.  
 
    It was a small pack of animals.  
 
    He narrowed his gaze, the blurry figures sharpening until he could see them clear enough to identify. 
 
    “Horses,” he said. “A small pack of them.” 
 
    “Those aren’t just any horses,” Quetzal said, a smile forming on her lips. “Those are my horses.” She glanced at Eztli, then Logan, then the warriors from Techton who had accompanied them. “Follow me. Eztli, bring your pack with the lightning residue.” 
 
    Without another word, she closed her eyes and shifted into her bird form. Logan watched as she flew as quickly as a lightning bolt toward the horses. 
 
    “I swear,” Logan said. “These Archspirits are something else.” He turned to the soldiers that she’d addressed. “You heard the woman—come with me.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on the rest of the soldiers,” Raymond said. “See what she’s so interested in.” 
 
    Logan shifted into his bird form and took off, the soldiers running as fast as their legs could carry them in the direction Quetzal had gone. It didn’t take long to reach where she’d landed in front of the animals. Logan descended to the grass and shifted back into his human form as Quetzal did the same. A glance over his shoulder revealed that the men weren’t too far behind. 
 
    Ahead of them was a group of five horses, all gray as the mountains behind them. Their fur was speckled with black, and their white manes were long enough to sway as they turned their heads to find a new place to graze. And now that Logan was closer, he could see that these horses were far larger than any he’d seen in the west. Their muscles were lean, but powerful. 
 
    Quetzal stroked one of them. “Aren’t they beautiful?” 
 
    “Powerful-looking animals,” Logan said. 
 
    She chuckled, her eyes still on the animals. “You speak like such a soldier. Can’t you appreciate them for any reason beyond their power? Their beauty, perhaps?” 
 
    Logan considered her words, thinking of the flowers she’d grown at the peak of Blackfinger Mountain. It was clear Quetzal had an appreciation for beauty. He had to admit there was a certain something about the animals. They were large and hulking, but had a certain grace that couldn’t be ignored. 
 
    Still, Logan couldn’t eye them without considering how they’d look loaded for battle—and what a capable warrior could do on their backs. 
 
    “They’re impressive,” he said. 
 
    Another chuckle. “I believe impressive is the best I’m going to get out of you.” 
 
    “We’ve got a long journey ahead of us, Archspirit. One more day of traveling until we’re down the mountains. As impressive as the animals are, we don’t have time for sight-seeing.” 
 
    “That’s not why I brought you over here.” She glanced back, and Logan did the same. Eztli and the rest of the warriors had arrived. Quetzal nodded approvingly at the satchel Eztli had brought with him. 
 
    “Incredible,” Eztli said as he approached the nearest horse slowly. “These are… Dragonfinger horses. They don’t dwell as high up as Techton.” 
 
    “Correct,” Quetzal said. “These are horses adapted to the mid-ranges of the mountains, where the air is thinner and strong muscles are needed to navigate the harsh terrain.” 
 
    Eztli continued toward the nearest horse. The animal grazed slowly, Eztli raising his hand to pet the animal. And as he drew closer, Logan noted that even the huge warrior appeared small next to the horses. 
 
    A score of those beasts would make for an unstoppable cavalry charge, Logan thought as Eztli drew nearer and nearer to the animal. He glanced over at Quetzal, who watched Eztli move, a quizzical smile on her sharp features. 
 
    “Here, girl,” Eztli said. “That is, if you are a girl.” 
 
    He moved closer and closer. When he was finally near enough to touch, he placed his fingers on the mane of the animal. 
 
    They didn’t stay there for long. 
 
    With the speed of a finger snap, the horse whipped its head in Eztli’s direction, its mane flowing behind its movement. 
 
    Eztli pulled back. “What the—”  
 
    The horse lifted up on its back legs and let out a piercing whinny as it pulled its hooves back. It lunged forward, Eztli just barely jumping out of the way as the horse’s hooves slammed onto the earth. The creature stepped back, its head down as it dragged one hoof on the ground, as if preparing for a charge. The rest of the men chuckled to themselves at the display. Eztli silenced the group with a hard glare before he rose to his feet. 
 
    “As you can see,” Quetzal said, “they’re as powerful as they look. And they move with speed that one might find surprising for a creature of their size. But I’m sure you can also see why this would make them fine additions to any army.” She swept her hand toward the mountains around her. “Thousands of these beasts dwell among the mountains. Imagine a cavalry charge with hundreds of these horses storming toward your enemy.” 
 
    Logan grinned, the idea more than appealing to him. 
 
    “However, there’s the matter of taming them,” Quetzal said. “Dragonfinger horses aren’t easily broken. I figured the occasion would be a fine chance to test out your new powers.” She turned toward Eztli. “Hand me the residue, along with a small flask of water.” 
 
    “Yes, Archspirit.” He rummaged through his satchel and withdrew the requested items, handing them over to her. 
 
    Once Quetzal had the items, she opened the bottle of residue and the flask. 
 
    “You’ll find many uses for not only my elemental residue, but that of the other elemental Archspirits that you encounter. Such residue is a very versatile substance. In the case of mine, it can be used to kill, or in small quantities, to stun. You’ll have to be much more careful when using this with creatures of flesh and muscle than with elementals, keep in mind.” 
 
    She dumped a small amount of the residue into the water and shook it, the water crackling with electricity. 
 
    “Now,” she said, handing over the bottles to Eztli. “I want you to throw this toward the horse that you tried to touch. And, when it does its work, I want you to climb on top of it as quickly as you can.” 
 
    Eztli nodded, a small smile on his face that suggested he was more than happy to attempt the task. He raised the bottle and, with a flick of his wrist, threw it toward the ground near the horse’s hooves.  
 
    The bottle exploded. Charges of electricity shot up and covered the horse. The animal panicked for a moment, but soon grew still, its head hanging low. 
 
    Eztli didn’t waste any time. He ran to the beast and, with a wild battle cry, launched himself onto the animal’s back. With a few deft movements, he was soon on the back of the animal. 
 
    “Quickly, soothe it,” Quetzal said. “The stun effect won’t last for long.” 
 
    He nodded, then leaned down and began stroking the animal’s mane, his legs straddling its back. Slowly, the electrical charges that zipped across its body faded, and it regained its sense and movement.  
 
    But this time, it didn’t buck at Eztli. Instead, it stood tall and proud, as if pleased to have a rider like him atop it. 
 
    “Excellent,” Quetzal said. “Though they have been separated for hundreds and hundreds of years, these beasts are still connected to the mountain elves. It will take some time to fully bond to the horses, but it will happen in time.” 
 
    Logan watched as Eztli, an excited expression on his face, slipped his hands into the mane of the horse. With a wild howl, he steered the animal around in a broad circle, the other horses watching, keeping their distances. 
 
    When he brought the horse full circle, he came to a stop and pulled back on the animal’s mane, the horse responding by kicking its front hooves high into the air and letting out a ferocious neigh. When the horse was back on all fours, Eztli calmed it by stroking its mane and whispering into its ear. 
 
    Eztli sat straight and spoke a word that Logan didn’t recognize. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked. 
 
    “The name for the horse,” Eztli said with a smile. “Our tongue is a bit tricky for other elves, let alone humans.” 
 
    Quetzal smiled. “The closest translation I can think of is Thunderhead.” 
 
    Logan nodded approvingly. “Thunderhead. A fine name for such a powerful horse.” 
 
    “But the process isn’t complete,” Quetzal said. “To transform the horse into a true lightning warhorse, you’ll need to give it my mark.” 
 
    “Like with Arachne and Silverfang,” Logan said. 
 
    “Correct,” she said. “However, I believe you’ll find my marked horses to be a touch more pleasant to look upon. Go ahead—take the residue from Eztli and make my mark on the creature’s flank.” 
 
    The image of Eztli being nearly crushed by Thunderhead still fresh in his mind, Logan approached the animal with caution. When he was close, Eztli gazed down at him. 
 
    “You want a rematch of our first fight,” he said. “I’d be more than happy to do it with this beast on my side.” 
 
    Logan chuckled. “You’d need every advantage you’d get.” 
 
    Eztli let out a belly laugh as he tossed the bottles of residue down to Logan. Once the container of yellow dust was in his hands, Logan quickly went to work with his orcish dagger. He dipped the tip of the dagger into the dust, followed by the water. A thick ink formed on the end of the blade and he carefully, carefully, pressed it into the round thigh of the horse. 
 
    To his surprise, Thunderhead didn’t buck. Instead, she let out a snort as Logan did his work, dabbing the blade into the dust, then into the water, and then into the horse’s flesh. Soon, the mark of Quetzal was branded upon Thunderhead. Logan was eager to see what sorts of powers the mark would confer. 
 
    But he didn’t get a chance to ask Quetzal. A horrible, deafening roar sounded. 
 
    “Lions!” shouted one of the mountain elves. 
 
    Logan plugged the bottles and stuffed them into his pack before turning in the direction of the noise. Sure enough, a pride of lions, huge and sleek, massive tusks curving down their jaws and ending in razor-sharp points, approached the group from where they’d emerged on the side of the mountain. 
 
    The rest of the mountain horses scattered, putting as much distance between them and the lions as possible. Logan wondered if they’d be able to be caught and tamed now. But he put that out of his head as he turned his attention back to the lions, who approached the group with rage in their eyes, their mouths foaming and snarling. 
 
    Logan, only having his dagger to wield, held the weapon out toward the beasts. The rest of the men hurried back behind Eztli and Thunderhead. Quetzal watched the lions come nearer, but didn’t seem bothered by their approach. 
 
    “This,” she said, “looks like a fine chance for you all to see what my powers can do. First, Eztli.” 
 
    “Yes, Archspirit?” 
 
    “You will have access to many powers—both through my mark and through Thunderhead’s. The first I wish to teach you is that of the lightning lance. Close your eyes and focus, imagine a great spear of pure energy appearing in your hands.” 
 
    He seemed confused, but did as the Archspirit asked. He closed his eyes and, sure enough, a crackling sphere of energy appeared near his hands. 
 
    “Mold it,” she said. “Shape it to your will.” 
 
    He moved his hands further apart, the ball of energy lengthening into a long spear. Eztli smiled, pleased with the weapon he now wielded. He took it into one hand, letting out another war cry as he rushed toward the nearest lion, Thunderhead stomping across the earth so powerfully that Logan could feel the impact in his bones. 
 
    The lion reared back, not wavering in the face of the charge. He snapped and snarled, swiping his claw toward Thunderhead. The horse pulled back, moving with surprising agility out of the way of the lion. When Thunderhead’s flank was toward the lion, Eztli let out a battle cry before plunging his lightning lance down, shoving the point of the bolt of energy into the lion’s body. It let out a cry as the electricity coursed through its body. It shook and shivered, then dropped into a lifeless heap. 
 
    “Perfect!” Quetzal shouted. “Now, the rest of you form up behind Thunderhead and prepare your magic. Hold your hands in front of you and summon my energy, direct it toward your enemies!” 
 
    Logan watched as the rest of the Quetzal-marked fighters took a side-by-side position behind Eztli and Thunderhead. They closed their eyes and focused, their runes glowing slightly as they called upon Quetzal’s power. 
 
    “Cast Arc Lightning!” she said. “The first level of your spells!” 
 
    The lions approached, all ready to pounce, to avenge their fallen packmate. But they didn’t get close enough to strike. Crackling arcs of lightning shot from the hands of the marked warriors, electricity shooting out and connecting with the animals. Unlike with Eztli’s spear, however, the arms of energy seemed to do smaller amounts of damage. 
 
    “Shall I finish them off, Quetzal?” Eztli asked, clearly eager for another chance to show his abilities. 
 
    “No,” Quetzal said. “I want the War Wizard to see what he is capable of.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Logan said. 
 
    Quetzal gestured toward the fighters, still firing arcs of lightning toward the lions. “At its lowest level, their spell is capable of killing—with enough time, of course. And as it grows in strength, their arcs will be able to kill in an instant. But for now, the spell is best used to stun, to hold enemies in place for long enough to deliver the killing blow.” 
 
    Logan nodded. 
 
    She smiled. “You have this spell, of course. It will grow stronger, too. Mark more soldiers with my rune, use my powers in battle, and your abilities will increase. Imagine being able to cast down a bolt of lightning from the heavens, one large enough to obliterate an entire regiment of troops.” 
 
    Logan prepared to respond. But another roar cut through the silence. One more lion, this one larger than all the rest, emerged from a cave in the rocky wall ahead. 
 
    “The alpha,” Logan said. “Come to avenge his pride.” 
 
    “Finish the job,” Quetzal said. “Use that fine orcish blade of yours to take him down. Such a weapon will allow you to channel the power of the rune you have activated without need of the elemental dust.” 
 
    Logan grasped the weapon in his hands, focusing his rune and sending a charge of electricity into the blade. It crackled with energy, and when he was ready, he rushed toward the alpha. He tapped into his energy and shifted into his Fenrir form, his claw wrapped around the hilt of the dagger. Logan spread his arms and tackled the alpha, the snarling beast fighting back with every ounce of strength it had. 
 
    A claw flashed through the air, followed by hot pain on Logan’s neck. But he pushed that aside, using his Fenrir strength to pin the alpha down onto the ground with one paw.  
 
    With the other, he drove the orcish dagger into the heart of the alpha.  
 
    As the strike landed, electricity shot through the animal’s body. The blade pierced through the thick muscles of the animal and cleaved effortlessly through his ribs. 
 
    The piercing point cut into the animal’s heart, and Logan knew the battle was won. Blood seeped through the alpha’s chest, each pulse of its heart sending more and more of the life leaking from his body. His eyes closed, and it was done. Logan rose and turned back toward the group. The men were in awe, Eztli looked on with respect, and Quetzal seemed quite pleased at the display of her powers. 
 
    Logan shifted back into his human form, the wound from the claw strike of the alpha sending waves of pain through his body. Eztli hopped off the back of Thunderhead, stepping closer to Logan and taking a look. He smirked. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Eztli said. “A flesh wound. If you’re lucky, it’ll leave a fine scar.” 
 
    Logan glanced at the animals at his feet. “An Elderwood Ranger would never leave such fine animals to rot in the sun.” 
 
    Eztli nodded, looking over the corpses. “True. It would be disrespectful. But all the same, there’s too much to carve and carry.” 
 
    “Then I have a suggestion,” Quetzal said as she approached. “Skin the animals and take their claws. These animals are connected to the mountains, and thus, my power. Their hides and claws and teeth can be fashioned into clothes and gear that will confer some protection from lightning. It isn’t effective against very powerful lightning spells, but it’ll get the job done most of the time.” 
 
    Logan turned to the rest of the group. “Everyone! Harvest the lions’ teeth, hides, and claws.” 
 
    They went to work, using their blades to cut the fur from the lions. Once that was done, they pried loose the claws and teeth. It was a lot to carry, but once the hides were slung on the back of Thunderhead, the claws and teeth in the small packs the men carried, they were fit to head back. 
 
    “What about the rest of the horses?” Eztli asked, gesturing to the half-dozen or so Dragonfinger horses that had scattered during the battle. 
 
    “I don’t believe we have time to track them all down,” Quetzal said. “But the mountains are full of such beasts. Perhaps, when we reach the Tyan Kingdom, we can consider sending more soldiers with my mark back into the mountains to collect more horses for our armies.” 
 
    “That would be a fine idea,” Logan said, his eyes on the powerful animals in the distance. “We’re going to need all the advantages we can get if we’re going to prevail. But for now, let’s get back to the rest of the group.” 
 
    With that, they were on their way. Raymond, Runa, and the rest of the group were still waiting at the creek, their eyes going right to Thunderhead. Eztli was still seated on the horse’s back, a proud smile on his face. 
 
    “That was quite a battle we all watched from a distance,” Runa said. 
 
    “Right,” Raymond said with a slight smile. “For a moment, we were certain we would have to jump in and save your hides.” 
 
    Eztli let out a booming laugh as he hopped down from Thunderhead. “Not a chance. We had those beasts in the palm of our hands.” 
 
    “And who is this fine creature?” Runa asked as she approached the horse. “Another fighter for our ranks?” 
 
    Eztli introduced Thunderhead to the group, Silverfang approaching apprehensively. With the two horses side by side, Logan could see the differences between them. Silverfang was smaller and more agile, and he’d seen the horse in his spider-form to know that those traits would be its advantage. Dozens of spider-beast horses would be useful in swarming their enemies—not to mention the fear at the sight of their horrible faces. But they would be more fragile, not as useful for a full-on charge. 
 
    Thunderhead, however, seemed better suited to standard cavalry tactics. With his size and a rider wielding a lightning lance, Logan could easily envision a hundred of them tearing into the flanks of a regiment of orcish bladesmen. Just the thought of watching the horses smash into the exposed flank, green bodies flying, was more than enough to bring a smile to Logan’s face. 
 
    When the group had rested and gathered more water, Logan rose and took position, turning his attention to the east. 
 
    “Let’s move. We can reach the base of the mountains in a few hours, then camp one last time before we complete the journey to Tyan.” 
 
    There were no objections from anyone in the group. They all gathered their things and moved on, making their way across the green expanse of mountain field. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Archspirit,” Eztli said as he rode Thunderhead. “It’s not befitting of someone of your power to walk while I, a mere servant, ride.” 
 
    Quetzal smiled. “The sentiment is appreciated, my loyal warrior. But it’s important that you bond with your animal. You will, after all, be riding her into battle.” 
 
    Eztli smiled a bit, clearly uneasy with the idea of him doing nothing while his Archspirit walked with the group like a common fighter. 
 
    “If I tire of walking, I’ll simply transform into a bird,” she said with a wink. 
 
    Her words seemed to put Eztli more at ease. He smiled and turned his attention forward. 
 
    The group moved on, more and more of the stony landscape of the mountains giving way to endless expanses of green dotted with tall, purple flowers. Logan felt as if he could breathe easier and easier with each step. After hours more of travel, the sun dipping low over the peaks behind them and the mountains seeming aflame, they finally reached the other side of the Dragoneye Mountains. 
 
    The view was something that gave them all pause as they stood on the final cliffside before the last descent onto the continent itself. The evening sky, purple and twinkling with stars, loomed large over the meadows of the elvish regions. Everything about the sight was different to Logan. The grass was green like in the human regions, but a deeper green than he’d ever seen. The ocean in the far distance glittered like glass. The beams of sunlight through the peaks behind them bathed the continent before them in great, golden light. 
 
    “There it is,” Runa said, pointing toward the towering spires in the distance, the cluster of tall, alien buildings surrounded by a sprawling encircling of villages, a river snaking through it all. “The Tyan Kingdom.” 
 
    “Let’s get moving!” Eztli said. “We’re nearly there!” 
 
    Raymond stepped forward. “Just because we can see it doesn’t mean that it’s close enough to get to in the next few hours. We need to reach the bottom of the cliff before nightfall. Once there, we set up camp and get some food in our bellies. When the morning arrives, then we complete the journey.” He pointed to the south. “There’s a path that will lead us down the cliff. Now, let’s go.” 
 
    No one else had anything to add to Raymond’s plan. The group made their way to the south, coming across the path and taking it down through the mountains. It took several hours, and by the time they reached the bottom, finally able to put their feet on the soft grass of the elven realm, they were ready for encampment. 
 
    The group slept before a large bonfire, waking up with the sun and having a quick breakfast of the last bits of supplies from Techton before gathering their things and setting off. Logan could feel the excitement in the air. It was clear that the soldiers were eager to come home. And though his land was in the west, Logan was ready to see the first part of his journey through. 
 
    The group moved in an orderly procession, the Tyan Kingdom growing larger and larger by the moment. 
 
    “This way,” Raymond said, guiding them southward at a perpendicular angle to the kingdom. “Seems like the wrong direction, but this way will take us to the road that leads to Tyan from the Dragoneye Pass. It’ll make for easier going than trudging through the grass.” 
 
    Logan glanced to his right. Runa was next to him, a small smile on her face. 
 
    “Happy to be back?” he asked. 
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe,” Runa said. “Don’t get me wrong—the realm of the humans… has its charms. But it’s not home.” 
 
    “Not to mention,” Raymond added, “that it’s full of humans.” He followed up his words with a slightly wry expression, one that Logan couldn’t quite puzzle out if it meant he was serious or joking. Or perhaps a bit of both. 
 
    “There’s a bakery near my temple,” she said. “They sell these amazing cheese curd tarts. I’ll have to buy you one once we get settled in.” 
 
    Logan let out a snort of a laugh. “Anything that’s not salted meat sounds pretty damned good to me. And speaking of getting settled in, what’s the plan for when we arrive?” 
 
    “King Corvan will want to see you,” Raymond said. “No doubt about it. He’ll want to know exactly what he’s gotten for the vast, vast fortune that a resurrection stone is worth.” 
 
    “Tell me about Corvan,” Logan said. 
 
    “You want to know of the king you serve?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “I serve no king,” Logan said sternly. “I owe a debt to your king, one that I intend to fulfil. But I’m not about to swear loyalty to a king I’ve never laid eyes on.” 
 
    “The king…” Runa said, trailing off. “He’s a good man. Tyan is a kingdom that isn’t what it once was. For a king like him that loves his land and people like he does, ruling over them during a period of such decline… it can’t be easy.” 
 
    Raymond nodded. “He once told me that ruling over Tyan at times felt like stopping a boulder in the process of rolling down a steep hill—nothing you can do but watch. And if you try to stop it, you’ll only get crushed in the process.” 
 
    “But he’s not a pessimist,” Runa added. “He’s determined to do whatever it takes to make the kingdom what it once was.” 
 
    “For example,” Raymond said, “spend a resurrection stone bringing you back from the spirit world.” 
 
    “Funny,” Logan said sarcastically. 
 
    “The odds are against us,” Runa said. “The Lunar Empire is the strongest foe we’ve ever faced. But we’ll defeat them. I know it.” A pleased smile formed on her lips, one Logan had seen before both on her face and on that of others—it was the beatific smile of a believer, one who had faith in a higher power. 
 
    “And what makes you so certain of that?” Raymond asked. “Ah, don’t tell me—the Goddesses.” 
 
    The smile on Runa’s lips formed into a hard line. “You never miss a chance to mock the Goddesses, Raymond.” 
 
    “It’s not the real sort of mocking,” he said as they walked. “More the sort of mocking that pokes a bit of fun at something worth poking fun at.” 
 
    “Where I come from,” Runa said, “that’s real mocking.” 
 
    “We come from the same place,” he retorted with a sly smile. 
 
    It didn’t take long before they reached the road. The stones that comprised it were perfectly even squares, made with a precision that Logan could scarcely wrap his head around. But many of the stones were cracked and split, in need of replacement. 
 
    Logan glanced back at the group. Marseille and Arachne were in the middle of a conversation, their body language suggesting that they were bickering as always. Eztli spoke enthusiastically with Quetzal, as if filling her in on all that had passed in Techton since she’d departed to her mountaintop exodus. 
 
    “Either way,” Runa said once the group had all made their way onto the road, “the king believes in them. You’d be wise not to speak this way in front of him when we’ve arrived.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Raymond said. “And it’s not a matter of believing. We know the Goddesses exist. It’s a matter of whether they have the power they once had.” 
 
    “Of course they do,” Runa said. “You’ve seen me fight. I wouldn’t have the abilities I have without the help of the Goddesses.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” Raymond said. “You have the powers you do because you’ve spent thousands of hours practicing, honing your craft. Believe me, I know by this point that if I ever want to find you, I only need to look to the nearest sparring arena.” 
 
    “But the Goddesses are the reason why I have the drive to practice the way I do,” Runa said. 
 
    Raymond sighed. “And if there’s something else I’ve learned by this point, it’s that there’s nothing to be gained from rehashing this argument for the hundredth time.” 
 
    Runa smiled. “It’s not a chore for me. I know that eventually you’ll give in, to allow your faith in the Goddesses to be restored. It takes work to disbelieve.” 
 
    “It takes work to not believe?” he asked. “Is that right?” 
 
    She nodded. “Faith is a part of us all. It’s natural to believe in the powers above us, to trust in them. Suppressing that belief takes constant effort. Like… holding a glass ball underwater. Right now, it’s taking effort for you to keep it under there. But one day, you’ll release, and the ball will go up to its natural place.” 
 
    Raymond snorted. “Maybe you ought to be preaching to the ranger instead. After thousands of years in the spirit realm, he might be more receptive to such things.” 
 
    “Not likely,” Logan replied. “I was alone in there, no company but whom I conjured. When I was an Elderwood Ranger, we believed more in the power of the trees around us than the Archspirits and Gods.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Runa asked. 
 
    “The War Wizards brought us power through the Archspirits,” he said. “But Archspirits are bickering, capricious. And the Gods themselves… they always seemed too remote to me. A five-thousand-year Elderwood tree, however, you could place your hand on that, gaze up at the way it shot into the sky, appearing to touch the heavens themselves.” 
 
    He shook his head, the picture of the Elderwoods so clear in his mind’s eye. 
 
    “But then again,” Logan continued, “they were torn to the ground. All used for a horde that was doomed to failure. Right now, my heart and mind are focused on preventing that all from happening again. No time for theology.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Runa said. “But don’t lose hope, ranger—perhaps one day Elderwood trees will stand tall again.” 
 
    Logan said nothing, turning his attention to the towers of Tyan as they drew closer and closer with each step they took. All Logan cared about in that moment was getting to their destination, meeting the king, and learning how he could settle his debt to him. Then he would cast his eye back toward the horde in the west, that army of orcs that grew larger with each passing day. 
 
    Eventually, the deep green grass gave way to farmland, cottages dotting the landscape around them. The farmland was soon replaced by denser settlements, the villages that formed the outskirts of Tyan. The towns were small and charming, smoke rising from chimneys, and elves moving here and there doing their daily business. All eyes they passed went to Logan and his group, as if each elf was keenly aware of the importance of their quest. 
 
    Logan noticed something else. Many of the buildings were run-down and dilapidated, some whole villages abandoned and left rotting in the elements. Whole tracts of farmland lay fallow. It was strange to Logan—a kingdom should only grow in time, yet Tyan seemed to be diminishing. 
 
    The towns grew denser, more populated. It was clear to Logan that most of the elves of Tyan were living as close to the kingdom walls as they could—a sign that the continent had grown more dangerous. The walls themselves were as imposing as Logan could’ve imagined, towering, curved forms made of enchanted marble, their surfaces milk-white and smooth, engraved with the commanding figures of notable names in Tyan history. 
 
    And, by that point, it was impossible for the group to be ignored. Men and women and children formed along the road that led to the western gates, guards leaving their posts to keep them from rushing Logan and his companions. He couldn’t blame them—elves and humans and Archspirits all traveling together had to make for quite a sight. 
 
    They were soon at the western gates, the ornate steel of their forms impossibly intricate and decorated. Runa and Raymond spoke to the commanding guard, who didn’t waste any time opening the gates and forming a procession of soldiers to escort them the rest of the way. 
 
    Together, they stepped through the gate and into the Tyan Kingdom. Despite his fatigue, his muscles and mind crying out for rest, Logan couldn’t help but admire what he saw. The towers of the city, looming and strangely shaped, made of the same perfect enchanted marble as the gates, loomed over him. Canals crisscrossed through the tightly packed buildings of the city’s many quarters, and the frescoes at Logan’s feet that decorated the walkways were a sight to behold. 
 
    But there was something strange about the sight. Like the towns on the outskirts, the city seemed run-down, desolate, like a middle point between a powerful city and abandoned ruins. Still, even in its waning state, the city was incredible, fit to rival any of the greatest human empires at their peaks. 
 
    More elves packed along the roads as they made their way through the city. Logan noticed that, while there were many, many elves living in the city, their numbers seemed far fewer than what Tyan could support. He couldn’t help but imagine what it looked like in its prime, hundreds of thousands of elves packing the streets and buildings. 
 
    And above it all loomed the castle, the kingdom’s seat of power, a building so powerful that it seemed impregnable, as if every cannon in the kingdoms of man could be turned on it and not do a bit of damage. 
 
    “That’s the Crescent Castle,” Runa said. “I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that it’s where the king resides.” 
 
    The guards led Logan and his group to the castle, the enormous doors opening as they approached. The interior of the place, decorated with columns and statues and paintings, was impressive. By that point, however, Logan wanted nothing more than to speak with the king. 
 
    In the entry hall, a grand rotunda, a powerful-looking soldier clad in armor of blue and gold approached the group, his hair long and white. He swept his piercing, blue eyes over Logan and his companions. 
 
    “Captain Dreth,” Runa said. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “Mistress Runa,” he said in a deep, but melodic voice. “And Commander Raymond.” 
 
    Raymond grunted in response. 
 
    “I’m under strict orders to bring you to the king as soon as you arrive. Word has already reached him that you’re here, and he’s awaiting you.” Dreth swept his eyes over the group once more.  
 
    “But he said nothing of the rest of your group.” He glanced at one of the guards nearby. “Take them to one of the empty barracks on the castle grounds. And keep an eye on them.” 
 
    “Paranoid?” Logan asked. 
 
    Dreth narrowed his blue eyes. “Prudent. I want them close at hand should the king wish to speak to any of them.” He looked Logan up and down, as if trying to decide if he’d been worth all of the fuss. 
 
    “Quite impudent of him to assume he can merely command an Archspirit,” Arachne said, a playful smile on her face that suggested she was interested to see how far Dreth was willing to go to get her to obey. 
 
    “Does that mean you don’t plan on obeying?” Dreth asked, one slender eyebrow raised. “Archspirit or not, you will obey our rules.” 
 
    Arachne laughed. “I see you elves are as arrogant as ever, despite the state of your kingdom. Don’t worry—I’ll do as you wish.” 
 
    Logan glanced back at the rest of his group, as if he wanted to see whether any more would disobey. Quetzal smiled and nodded, and Eztli glanced over to her as if to confirm that she found the arrangement acceptable. She did, placing her hand on his broad shoulder. Marseille nodded as well. 
 
    “Take them to their temporary quarters,” Dreth said. “King Corvan will decide whatever comes next.” He gestured at Logan, Runa, and Raymond. “You three, come with me.” 
 
    The group split into two, the bulk leaving the castle with a guard escort, Raymond, Runa, and Logan going with Dreth. They reached a towering, spiral marble staircase, the height reaching up to the five stories of the castle. 
 
    “Truth be told, many of us had written you all off,” Dreth said. “No one expected the mission to last as long as it apparently has.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that you all lost faith so quickly,” Runa said. “Did any of you truly think that traveling into the realms of men to bring a War Wizard back to life would be a speedy affair?” 
 
    “That’s… not what I meant, Mistress.” A bit of shame was evident in Dreth’s tone; Logan surmised that Runa, though not a member of the military, was of higher rank or prestige than Dreth. “What I meant to say was that we’d hoped you’d return as quickly as possible. Much rides on the success of the mission.” 
 
    “We did come back as quickly as possible,” Raymond said. “Not like we took a guided tour of the human kingdoms.” 
 
    “Either way,” Dreth said, “we’re pleased that you’re back. Word of the arrival of the War Wizard has spread through the kingdom, I’m sure. The castle was abuzz from practically the moment you all stepped through the city gates.” 
 
    Logan wasn’t concerned about any of that. All that was on his mind was meeting the king. They soon reached the top of the stairs, taking a long hall with tall ceilings down further and further until Logan could see the arched entryway to the throne room. They drew closer and closer until they were at the threshold. 
 
    And there, atop a throne of white marble and gold trim, sat King Corvan. 
 
    The king was raven-haired and serious-faced, his build strong and imposing. He sat with one arm on one side of the throne, the fingers of his other hand on his chin as if he were considering the sight before him. No one else was in the throne room other than him. 
 
    Runa and Raymond, neither of them saying a word, approached the throne and kneeled, their heads hanging down. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Corvan said. “Enough of all that. Rise.” 
 
    They did, Logan watching it all from where he stood leaning against one of the columns, his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    Corvan stood from his throne, his figure as tall and imposing as Logan had expected. He was dressed in robes, emerald green and trimmed with gold, adorned with the wine-like patterns. On his head was a golden crown, decorated with many moons. He approached Runa and Raymond, standing at their level. 
 
    “It’s good to have you both here,” he said, his voice deep and resonant. “But…where’s Gwen? She resting with the others?” He smiled slightly. “Too tired to see her king?” 
 
    Silence hung in the air. 
 
    Who’s Gwen? Logan wondered. The name hadn’t struck him as familiar. 
 
    “We… had many losses on the way to the former Elderwood Forest,” Runa said, her voice grave. 
 
    Raymond didn’t say a word. 
 
    “Raymond,” Corvan said as he approached the captain of the guard. “I’m… I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Without speaking, Raymond cleared his throat, his weight shifting from one foot to the other. For the first time since Logan had met the elf, Raymond seemed unable to utter even a word. 
 
    One more throat-clearing, and Raymond stood up straight. 
 
    “We all knew what we were getting into when we went on the mission.” Raymond turned slightly, sweeping his arm toward Logan. “But, as you can see, it was a success. One War Wizard all for you, King Corvan.” 
 
    The king’s gaze locked onto Logan. He felt the power and gravity of the king’s stare, unmistakably regal. 
 
    “War Wizard,” he said. “Come to me.” 
 
    Logan didn’t move. “I thank you for bringing me back from the spirit realm, your highness. But don’t forget that I’m not one of your subjects.” 
 
    Runa and Raymond’s eyes flashed, both of them surprised at Logan’s words. The king said nothing at first, continuing to regard Logan with an expression of mild skepticism. For a moment, Logan wondered if he’d crossed a line. 
 
    But the king wasn’t angry. Instead, he smiled slightly, as if more amused than anything else. “Indeed you’re not,” he said. “For that matter, I have no idea to whom you owe your loyalty.” 
 
    “No one at the moment,” Logan said. “But for the time being, I’m in your debt. I seek to repay it to your satisfaction.” 
 
    The king nodded. “That’s exactly what I would expect. You’re not a subject of mine to command as I wish. And that’s for the better. War Wizards are known as much for their tactical minds as their spells. I want you to think on your own, not merely to be a tool of mine waiting for me to tell you what to do.” 
 
    “Then that’s what you’ll get,” Logan said. “And, if you wish for me to be even more useful to whatever ends for which you brought me back, I’ll need to acquire more power.” 
 
    The king’s eyes tracked along Logan’s arms, then to his chest. He was taking in the sight of the runes. 
 
    “I see you’ve already gained some. But I need more than a wizard capable of casting a few spells here and there—however formidable they may be.” He swept his arm toward the view behind the throne that looked out over the territory. “There’s an empire out there that wishes to crush us. We’re going to need an army to stand up to them.” 
 
    “An army will take time to build,” Logan said. “And even then, we won’t have the numbers you need.” 
 
    Corvan narrowed his eyes. “Then what good are you?” 
 
    “We won’t have numbers,” Logan continued, “but we won’t need numbers. A regiment of a hundred rune-marked soldiers will be worth more than a thousand unmarked. We’ll command the powers of the elements to lay waste to any army that seeks to challenge you.” 
 
    Corvan nodded. “Make no mistake. This war isn’t about conquest—it’s about freedom. It’s no secret the state of my kingdom. Right now, we’re the weakest we’ve been in thousands of years.” 
 
    “The Tyan Kingdom will never be weak,” Raymond said. 
 
    Corvan smiled slightly. “True. But the Lunar Empire is folding the former independent kingdoms of the continent into their control. As strong as Tyan is, as strong as it always will be, our army is in no state to fight off an empire.” 
 
    “There’s something you should know,” Logan said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Corvan asked. 
 
    “You may not wish to have an army capable of conquering a continent, but you’re going to need one.” 
 
    Raymond and Runa shared a look, a look that suggested both of them knew what was to come, but that neither wanted to be the one to bring the news to the king’s attention. 
 
    Logan pointed westward. “Because, right now, in the realms of the humans—” 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish. Footsteps and panting sounded from down the hall leading to the throne room. The group turned to see Dreth standing at the entrance, an expression of panic on his formerly placid face. 
 
    “What is it?” Corvan asked, his tone an impatient growl. 
 
    “Your Majesty—we’re being invaded! The Lunar Empire… They’re here!” 
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    “Where?” Corvan asked. There was no hesitation in the king’s voice. He was ready. 
 
    “The north,” Dreth said. “One of our scouts just returned. The army is ransacking the villages on the edge of our territory, burning the farmland on their way toward the capital.” 
 
    Corvan gritted his teeth. Logan could sense the contained rage that moved through the king. 
 
    “Attacking while we have peace with them… Cowardly.” He nodded toward the balcony. “Come. All of you.” 
 
    Without another word, he turned and began striding toward the balcony. Logan, Raymond, Runa, and Dreth followed closely behind. Once out on the balcony, the view sweeping and endless, Logan saw that it wrapped around the top floor of the castle. Corvan marched to the northern side, the view of rolling, lush green checkered by farmland. 
 
    And out in the distance, over the horizon, the group saw right away what had worried Dreth so. Columns of black smoke rose over the far horizon, and coming over the hills were six orderly regiments of elvish soldiers. They were far enough away that Logan couldn’t make out their specifics, but there had to be at least three thousand troops on their way toward Tyan. 
 
    “It’s the Empire, alright,” Corvan said. “But… this is strange.” 
 
    “What is it?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “The Empire is powerful,” the king said. “Powerful enough to send ten times what I see before us. Why would they not simply dispatch more of their army if they wished to crush us in one fell swoop?” 
 
    “I’ve an idea why,” Logan said. 
 
    Corvan turned toward Logan. Without a word, his gaze urged him to speak. 
 
    “There are two reasons why an army capable of a more powerful invasion than this would only dispatch a small bit of what they have available,” Logan said. “The first is that they have other uses for the rest of their forces. Has the Lunar Empire managed to subjugate the entirety of the continent?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Corvan said. “A few kingdoms remain independent.” 
 
    “Then the rest of their armies are being used, or will be used, for an invasion of the rest of the kingdoms. And then there are also those men they’ll be using to keep the conquered peoples subjugated.” 
 
    “Stands to reason,” Raymond said. “We’ve all known it was only a matter of time before they made their final moves to secure the elven realms.” 
 
    “And what’s the other explanation?” Corvan asked. 
 
    Logan turned his attention toward the approaching armies. “That they figured only this small amount of troops would be necessary to prevail. It’s likely no secret that Tyan is in the state it’s in. They have to know that it would be prudent to strike sooner than later.” 
 
    His words caused a flash of pain to take hold of Corvan’s face, as if he hated to hear out loud the state of his kingdom. But the focused expression quickly returned. 
 
    Something occurred to Logan. 
 
    “There’s one more thing…” Logan said. “If they somehow knew that you had plans to bring a War Wizard to your aid, then they’d have reason to strike like this. They’d want to remove the threat of Tyan before it gained an advantage. Tell me, who knew of your plans to bring me here?” 
 
    “Myself, Runa, Raymond, the small council, and a few other members of the royal guard. No one else. And all who knew were under strict orders to not let the information get out. You’re suggesting that someone told the Lunar Empire about you?” 
 
    “It would make sense,” Logan said. “If the Lunar Empire knew that you were planning on bringing a War Wizard to your side, they would want to attack as quickly as they could, using a light, nimble force—just enough to conquer the city while still leaving the rest of their forces to deploy against other kingdoms.” 
 
    “Then… that would mean we have a traitor in our midst,” Runa said. “Someone who’s feeding information to the Lunar Empire.” 
 
    “None of that matters now,” Raymond said as he swept his hand toward the approaching armies. “If there’s a traitor, he or she can be smoked out when we’ve made sure the kingdom isn’t in flames.” 
 
    Corvan nodded. “A good point. At the moment, we need to muster what forces we can.”  
 
    He turned his attention back to the approaching armies. Logan did the same, estimating that they’d be within archer-distance of the walls within the hour.  
 
    “But… we’re in a sorry state at the moment. I made the foolish decision to send the bulk of our forces on the offensive,” Corvan said. “They’re back within the city walls, but hardly in any condition to fight.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have to come up with something more unconventional,” Logan said. The army was near enough that he could make out the shape of the commander’s cavalry, a procession of twenty or so mounted horses. 
 
    He had an idea. 
 
    “King Corvan,” Logan said, “is the Tyan army in fighting shape enough to hold the city walls?” 
 
    Corvan sighed, as if pained by the idea of putting troops unfit for fighting in harm’s way. “I would prefer they had more rest before going back into the fray. But they’ll take up arms at my command. And, no doubt, they’ll fight to their last in defense of their kingdom.” 
 
    “Then that’s what I need,” Logan said. 
 
    “But they won’t last long in a stand-up fight,” Corvan said. “And there’s not a chance in all the hells I’m going to send my men to their dooms, so you’d better have a plan.” 
 
    “I’ve got a plan,” Logan said. “And more than that, I’ve a way to show you that you didn’t waste the effort it took to bring me back.” 
 
    Logan explained what he had in mind. When he was finished, the approaching army had moved closer, close enough that Logan could make out the army’s banner, black and silver flags adorned with a pair of twin curved blades, both facing a full moon. 
 
    “Let’s move,” Corvan said, nodding for them to go back inside. “But… one thing before we depart.” 
 
    Without another word, the king turned from the group and stepped through a side door in the throne room. Through the open door, Logan could see that it went into a meeting room, one likely where the small council convened. Corvan emerged moments later, a massive blade in his hand. 
 
    The weapon was a sight to behold. It was long, thin, and curved—standard for elven design. The blade was made of a perfect silver, a leaf pattern adorning the length. Corvan had pulled the weapon out of its scabbard to inspect it, and Logan could see that it was sharp and long enough to cleave a man—or elf—in two. 
 
    “You’re taking the Crescent Blade?” Dreth asked. “But, your highness, you—” 
 
    “If my men will be forced to stare into the abyss of the beyond, then so will I,” Corvan said. “Come.” 
 
    The group left the throne room, the hallway leading there abuzz with activity, guards and advisors running here and there. One of them, a young-looking elf with milk-white skin, dressed in courtier’s finery, hurried from among the panicking staff and approached the group. 
 
    “Eleoth!” Corvan said as he continued down the hall. “Just the elf I wanted to see.” 
 
    The elf’s piercing blue eyes swept over the group, lingering first on Logan, then to Logan’s tattoos. “This is him!” he said, his eyes flashing with realization. “This is the War Wizard!” 
 
    Corvan continued down the hall, his long strides carrying him effortlessly. The rest of the group followed closely behind. 
 
    “It is indeed,” Corvan said, a trace of impatience to his voice. “You’ll have to forgive my manners in not introducing the two of you, but there are greater matters to attend to.” His tone and words were heavily sardonic. 
 
    “Of course,” Eleoth said. “I wouldn’t dream of troubling you with such frivolities when there’s an… an…”  
 
    Logan smirked. It was clear the young elf hadn’t seen much in the way of combat over the course of his life. 
 
    “There’s an army at the gates,” Corvan said, not a trace of fear in his voice. “And I want two things from you, Eleoth.” 
 
    “Yes, my liege?” Eleoth said. 
 
    “Find Shadowane and tell him to meet me by the northern gate,” Corvan commanded. “Once that’s done, have my smith prepare my armor and meet me in the same location.” 
 
    “It will be done without a moment wasted.” Eleoth nodded before breaking from the group and departing through a side door. 
 
    No one in the group said a word as King Corvan led them down the grand staircase. The rotunda was full of the royal guard, a group of around fifty soldiers in golden armor trimmed with green, a moon engraved into the center of their breastplates. Each one brought an arm across their chest the moment Corvan appeared on the stairs. 
 
    The king paused on the balcony overlooking the soldiers, saying nothing as he swept his hard gaze over them. 
 
    “No time for damned speeches,” he said, his voice carrying over the men. “Come with me and save this city!” 
 
    The elves let out a huah! after the king spoke. 
 
    “General Shadowane and I will direct the defense at the northern gate. The counterattack will come once the civilians from the outer villages are safely within the walls.” He spoke as he descended the stairs, Logan and the rest following him. The men were so disciplined that not once so much as glanced at him as he passed. 
 
    “Come!” Corvan said. “The fate of your countrymen depend upon it!” 
 
    He swept his arm, and the soldiers turned and began moving. The group made their way out and onto the city streets. Logan could sense that Tyan didn’t have the population it once had, but even so, it was ablaze with activity, thousands of civilians running around, leading their families to whatever safety they could find. And all of them paused when they saw King Corvan, closing their eyes and nodding their heads to give a moment of respect before hurrying on. 
 
    They truly honor their king, Logan thought. Must be an elf worth following. 
 
    Arachne, Quetzal, Eztli, Marseille, and the rest of the soldiers were waiting for them in front of a large barracks. 
 
    “No rest for the wicked, it seems,” Marseille said with a sly smile as Logan approached. 
 
    “Not unless you all want to be resting on your laurels when the city is invaded.” 
 
    “An invasion?” Quetzal asked. “We have to do something!” 
 
    “That’s right,” Arachne said. “I’ve found a wonderful, quiet place for my children in the barracks. And they were so excited to settle in.” She brushed one side of her hair aside, revealing dozens, if not hundreds, of small spiders crawling over her pearl-white skin. 
 
    Corvan paused, looking over the small group of soldiers. “Barely twenty among you,” he said. “What chance do any of you have to turn the tide of the battle?” 
 
    Logan allowed himself a small grin. “Give me the chance and we’ll be happy to show you.” 
 
    The king formed his mouth into a flat line and nodded, as if he didn’t like his options, but knew they were the only ones at his disposal. 
 
    Corvan led the procession through the frescoed streets of the city. A short time later, they were at the northern gates. Hundreds of soldiers in armor, a bow and arrow on their backs and a curved blade hanging from their hips, were already there. Archers had taken their position atop the tall walls, their gazes fixed on the northern distance. 
 
    And among the troops in front of the gate was an elf who struck Logan as strange to behold. He was older, his face weathered and his small, intense eyes deep set. He wore long red hair and a matching beard, his stoutness reminding Logan more of a burly human than any elf he’d ever seen. More than that, there was no doubt he was the elf in charge. 
 
    “The king arrives,” the bearded elf said, his voice weary. 
 
    Another small team of elves carrying a set of impressive armor adorned with similar designs as the crown approached and swarmed Corvan. Within moments, they had the armor strapped onto the king’s tall, powerful body. With the ceremonial sword at his side and the crown on his head, he was the complete picture of a warrior king. 
 
    Now, Logan thought, comes the time to see what he can actually do. 
 
    The stout elf then turned his attention to Logan and his group. “And the captain of the guard and his moon-worshipping ally finally returns.” His voice was gruff and deep. “And they bring with them a human covered in ink. The plan worked, it would seem, since I’m beholding Archspirits in the flesh—or whatever it is they are made of.” 
 
    “We’re about to find out if the plan worked,” Corvan said. “Because we’re going to need a miracle if we’re to stop this army. Logan, this is A’ethan Shadowane—the minister of war and second-in-command below me. He’ll be leading the defense from the gates.” 
 
    “Were it not for a war injury, I’d be fighting at the front along with you,” Shadowane said. “And, while I’m still skeptical of the plan to bring you back from the spirit realm, more than that I’m eager to see if it was worth it.” 
 
    “Give me a chance and I’ll prove that it was,” Logan said, not a trace of hesitation to his voice. 
 
    Shadowane put his big, gnarled hands on his hips and glanced toward the gate. 
 
    “What’s the plan, then?” he asked. “We’ve got the walls of the city on our side, but our troops are still weary from the expedition they’ve only just returned from. Our numbers are diminished, and the approaching army is larger than ours. The men will fight to the last, but you surely can’t blame them for wondering if they’re about to be tossed into the maw.” 
 
    “I’ll leave the planning to the War Wizard,” Corvan said. 
 
    “I don’t know much about the Lunar Empire,” Logan said. “But, going by their name and what the king has told me, I’d assume they could spare more of a force than what they’ve sent.” 
 
    “No doubt about that,” Shadowane said. “The Empire could crush us with a force large enough that we couldn’t hope to resist.” 
 
    “And the king tells me that there are other kingdoms that they have yet to subjugate,” Logan said. 
 
    “Correct,” Shadowane said, nodding slowly. 
 
    “Then this”—Logan swept his hand toward the army beyond the gates—“is greed. The Empire sought to conquer Tyan with the minimum force they estimated they would need. And I would bet anything that the remainder of their army is split doing the same to the other kingdoms they wish to conquer. Their emperor made the decision that a multi-pronged attack to bring the continent under his heel was a better move than taking them one at a time.” 
 
    Shadowane narrowed his eyes, as if the assessment seemed sound, but he wasn’t willing to fully give his approval. “That… seems reasonable. But even so, it could be a gamble that pays off. The army will be within arrow distance in no more than thirty minutes. Their numbers might not be what the Empire is capable of, but they’re more than enough to decimate our forces without even breaching the walls. And that’s to say nothing the pain they could inflict upon the civilians.” 
 
    “The civilians,” Corvan said. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Scouts spread word to the surrounding settlements that they should enter through the eastern and western gates. Thankfully, word arrived in time. But it remains to be seen if the more far-flung towns in our kingdom fared as well. The smoke on the horizon tells a bleak tale, and the Empire isn’t known for its mercy.” 
 
    He shook his head, as if focusing back on the task at hand. 
 
    “But the plan,” he said to Logan. “Speak. We don’t have a moment to waste.” 
 
    “The plan is simple: we take out the enemy commander and decapitate the army,” Logan said. “A force this small wouldn’t last after losing its leader. We wipe out the commander and his retinue. In the chaos following, King Corvan leads a spearpoint attack through the enemy forces. That should cause a rout.” 
 
    Shadowane said nothing at first, as if trying to process what he’d heard. Then his eyes went wide, and he let out a laugh of surprise. 
 
    “You want to… kill the enemy commander?” Shadowane said. “And you consider that a simple plan? Well, simple in description, but not execution. For starters, how the hell do you plan to even circumvent the army?” 
 
    “The sewers,” Corvan said. “A force this small should have no problems making it through the sewers and past the city.” 
 
    “No problem aside from the beasts that dwell down there,” Shadowane said. 
 
    “Beasts?” Logan asked, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Oh, just the usual,” Raymond said. “Creatures that feed on waste and haven’t seen the light of day in years. Simple enough to talk your way through.” 
 
    “The sewers lead outside of the city, cutting under the battlefield,” Corvan said. “If you and your party can make it through, then you’ll be able to take the commander by surprise.” 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do,” Logan said. “Once the commander and his guard are dead, we’ll give the sign for the frontal attack to begin.” 
 
    “What sign might that be?” Shadowane asked. 
 
    “You’ll know it when you see it,” Logan said. 
 
    Shadowane’s eyes flashed, as if something had occurred to him. “Wait, you’re a War Wizard—what’s stopping you from marking our soldiers and giving them magical abilities?” 
 
    “Time,” Logan said. “I’d be able to mark no more than a handful of soldiers before the Empire begins loosing arrows onto the city.” 
 
    Shadowane nodded. “Fine. But speaking of time, you’re going to need to get moving if you’re going to make this insane plan work.” 
 
    Raymond smiled. “Don’t worry about us—insane plans are what we do best.” 
 
    Shadowane let out a dry snort. “Then get on with it. Today’s not going to be the day I lose this city.” 
 
    Corvan gestured to a pair of nearby troops, who obediently came over. 
 
    “Take them to the nearest northern drains.” Corvan turned to Logan. “We’ll be here overseeing the defense of the gate. The fate of our city is in your hands, Logan. Show us that you’re the savior we’ve hoped you might be.” 
 
    Logan didn’t want to waste another moment. The rest of his party gathered, forming up behind him as the pair of soldiers led Logan away from the city gates. They moved around the curving road, Corvan and the rest of the fighters disappearing around the bend. Soon they stood before a huge, circular grate, the entrance fastened with a complicated lock, the thing sealed by a disc of runes. Once there, the soldiers turned toward Raymond. 
 
    “Only a certain few know the secret to the city sewer locks,” one of the soldiers said. 
 
    “As it should be,” Raymond said. “Last thing we need are enemies using them to slip through.” 
 
    Raymond approached the lock and wasted no time moving the disc back and forth, positioning the runes where they needed to be and then inserting a giant key into the lock. When he was done, the lock opened with a heavy click. The two soldiers picked up the large lock, slipping it from the gate and setting it down before pulling open the massive gate. The path down was round and dark, water pooling at the bottom. 
 
    “We’re going to have to walk through sewage?” Marseille exclaimed, clearly indignant about the idea. 
 
    “Don’t get your knickers knotted,” Raymond said. “This is a maintenance tunnel—the sewage is down below. But that doesn’t mean the smell is going to be anything pleasant.” 
 
    “Come along,” Logan said. “We don’t have time to waste.” 
 
    He moved in, Raymond and Runa behind him. The Archspirits followed behind them, and Marseille and Eztli traveled with Jaleth and the rest of the soldiers. A small crate of torches sat on a shelf to the immediate right. One of the two city soldiers who’d accompanied them took out one of the torches and lit it with a flint he had on hand. 
 
    Need some fire, Logan said as he watched the torch ignite. We survive this battle and I’ll be off to find Ifriti. 
 
    After a few moments, a half-dozen lit torches had been passed out among the group. Logan took the lead, his footsteps echoing down the tunnel. When the entire group was behind him, Logan heard the groan of the gate, followed by it clanking shut. 
 
    “We can leave this open!” one of the soldiers called. 
 
    “No,” Logan threw the word over his shoulder. “We can’t risk Empire troops coming through. We return through the city gates, or we don’t return at all.” He glanced back to see worried expressions on the faces of the two soldiers as they replaced the lock and closed it. 
 
    “Goddesses be with you!” one of them shouted. 
 
    And then they were gone. 
 
    Logan turned his gaze forward, leading the group further and further into the darkness, the flickering light of their torches their only way of seeing what was ahead. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be long,” Raymond said. “The pipe is a straight shot to the outskirts of town. Once we’re out, we climb the hills and that should put us over the battlefield.” 
 
    “But there’s not a chance they haven’t found out about the sewage system,” Runa said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Raymond replied. “There are only a handful of keys that allow access to the pipe. And the gates are built with the strongest elven steel. They’d need the most powerful siege weaponry in their arsenals fired directly at it to even hope to do a bit of damage.” 
 
    His words seemed to put the group at ease. But Logan kept his eyes fixed forward on the darkness, keeping himself ready for whatever he might find lurking ahead. 
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    The group continued for several minutes—until Logan heard something. 
 
    Logan raised his palm to stop them. 
 
    “What is it?” Runa asked. 
 
    “Keep your voices low,” Raymond whispered. “There’s something ahead.” 
 
    The group kept quiet, nothing in the silence but the occasional drip of water from above into the pool gathered at their feet. At first, Logan wasn’t sure what he was hearing. It was a rushing sound that could very well be the movement of water through pipes below.  
 
    But the longer he listened, the more certain he became. 
 
    It was another group approaching from the far end of the pipe. 
 
    Logan raised his hand once more, then gestured toward the sound. This time, he didn’t need to explain what was going on. 
 
    The light from their torches flickered down the length of the pipe. Soon enough, Logan could see the forms of several soldiers emerge, their hands on the hilts of their blades. Logan counted six of them, all clad in armor decorated in the same silver and black as he’d seen on the Lunar Empire flag, making it unmistakable who they were. 
 
    The group stood still as they watched the heavily armored soldiers approach, the Lunar Empire troops coming to a stop as soon as they were within a stone’s-throw distance. 
 
    No one said a word for several moments. 
 
    “Well,” Raymond said, breaking the silence. “Looks like we’ve got a bit of a stand-off.” 
 
    Logan didn’t intend for it to go any further than that. Moreover, he was ready to put his powers to the test. The soldiers, just as ready to fight, pulled their blades out of their scabbards and raised them into the air. 
 
    “For the Empire!” the soldier at the front of the group shouted. 
 
    But Logan didn’t say a word in response. Instead, he closed his eyes and activated his Quetzal rune. The charge of electrical power flowed through him, his hand moving to the orcish blade at his hip. A small smile formed on his lips as he took the blade out, letting the power flow through it, too. 
 
    “Him!” shouted the soldier in charge. “That’s the War Wizard! Kill him!” 
 
    How the hells do they know who I am? Logan thought. 
 
    He pushed the question out of his head as he dropped his torch and rushed toward the soldiers, blade in hand as he cast Arc Lightning into the air, the crackling branches of electricity zipping from one soldier to the other. The arcs were enough to stun the soldiers, and as Logan rushed toward them, he used the momentary advantage to drive the tip of the dagger through the gap in the leader’s armor near his neck. 
 
    Blood spurted out as Logan twisted the blade, a spray covering his forearm. Electrical power coursed through the dagger, cooking the leader and sending the burning scent of roasting flesh into the air. The life vanished from the elf’s eyes as he went slack, his body convulsing with electrical current. Logan then placed his foot on the soldier’s side, pushing him off the blade and giving him not a second more of attention before he turned to the nearest soldier. 
 
    The stun of Arc Lightning was beginning to wear off, the soldiers regaining their senses. Logan could feel a bit more charge remaining in the orcish dagger, and quickly, with a flick of his wrist, tossed it into the direction of the nearest soldier. The blade cut through the air, a momentary blur that buried itself in the eye of the soldier. The last of the charge dissipated through the soldier, who dropped to the ground in a clatter of armor. 
 
    Logan realized two things in that moment: the soldiers were returning to fighting form, and he was unarmed. He solved the second problem by dropping down and taking the elven scimitar out of the leader’s hand. Logan gave it a quick once over, noting that it was more decorated, as well as more finely constructed, than most elven weapons he’d seen.  
 
    But his concerns weren’t about the quality of the weapon—he only needed it to kill. 
 
    With a yell, he swung the blade through the air in a hard arc toward the nearest soldier. Aiming through the neck gap in the armor, Logan cleaved through the elf’s neck, his head separating from his body and hurtling through the air. Another elf approached from behind Logan, who didn’t waste a moment in plunging the blade backward under his right arm, the curving point stabbing upward through the bottom of his jaw. Logan didn’t see the damage, but the give of soft flesh followed by the gurgle of blood in the elf’s mouth let him know he’d done the job. 
 
    Logan turned, laying his eyes on the final soldier. But this last elf wasn’t focused on Logan. Instead, his attention was fixated on a large satchel that he’d been carrying. He was on his knees, panicked sounds coming from him as he fumbled with the bag.  
 
    Logan didn’t give him a chance to finish.  
 
    Logan raised his hand and fired a blast of electrical power, the force enough to send the soldier toppling forward in a somersault over the bag. Logan approached the soldier, placing the edge of the blade against his neck and ending his life with a clean cut. Blood poured down his throat as if a seal had been broken. 
 
    The fight was over. Logan stood straight, turning his eyes back to the rest of his group. 
 
    “Not planning on saving some for us?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “I wanted to test my powers,” Logan said. “Give them a chance to grow.” 
 
    Runa, however, was more concerned about the satchel on the ground. She rushed over, her boots splashing in the water pooled on the bottom of the pipe. 
 
    “Raymond,” she said. “Bring your light over here. But be very careful about it.” 
 
    “What?” Logan asked as he approached. “Why?” 
 
    Once he was at Runa’s side, he squatted down next to her. He lowered the torch to better see what was in the satchel. But before he could, Runa’s hand shot out and grabbed onto his. 
 
    “What the hells?” Logan asked. “You’re that worried about a satchel of healing potions?” 
 
    “Look.” Runa reached into the satchel and took out a fist-sized bottle of bright blue liquid, the material inside churning and roiling like a small storm. Next, she removed another bottle, this one full of liquid that was of a deep red color, thick-looking. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    “No clue,” Raymond said. 
 
    “Those look like alchemical compounds to me,” Logan said as he bent down to take another look. 
 
    “Right,” Runa said. “Our order sometimes experimented with them. If these are what I think they are…”  
 
    She opened one bottle, placing a small drop of the blue fluid, the size no bigger than a pinprick, on the ground. Then she opened the red bottle and took out a similar amount, letting it drop from her fingertip onto the blue. As soon as they touched, they went up in a quick flame, one big enough to leave a large singe on the ground. 
 
    “Now,” Runa said as she corked the bottles and carefully placed them back into the satchel, “imagine that times a thousand.” 
 
    Logan glanced back down the side of the pipe they’d come from. He knew what was happening. 
 
    “They were planning on coming through into the city and sabotaging the wall—using explosives to bring them down. That’s why they felt so confident with such a small force.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Raymond said. “These gates are impregnable. How in the hells were they able to access them?” 
 
    “Someone on the inside,” Runa said. “Someone who gave them a key.” 
 
    Raymond’s eyes flashed with understanding. He rose and turned to the soldiers. “The four of you nearest—help search these bodies!” 
 
    Without a word, the soldiers hurried over and began rifling through the corpses. Logan stepped over to the leader and began rummaging through his pockets. A heavy key, much like the one that had been used to open the doors on the way in, had been tucked into a belt pocket. 
 
    “Here it is,” Logan said. 
 
    Runa and Raymond stepped over, their eyes locked onto it. 
 
    “Along with knowing what runes to trigger, this key would allow them access into the city,” Raymond said. He took the key and slipped it into his pocket. 
 
    Runa put her hands on her hips. “Then it’s a simple matter of finding out who has been entrusted with a key, and who no longer has one.” 
 
    “In time,” Logan said. “For now, we’ve got a battle to win.” 
 
    “Right,” Raymond said. “We can sort out the who-done-it later.” 
 
    “Come!” Logan swept his hand toward the far end of the pipe. “We don’t have a moment to waste!” 
 
    The group formed up and hurried down the length of the pipe. Soon, Logan spotted a small circle of light at the far end, the circle growing larger and larger with each step he took. And as the group drew nearer, Logan saw that a trio of Empire soldiers stood guard at the far end. 
 
    “Hold,” Logan said. “There’s company.” 
 
    They all stopped, and Logan took a moment to consider the situation. He understood that they likely had better numbers. But the position of the other soldiers over the exit to the pipe would render the advantage null. And more than that, there was no way of knowing how many soldiers were out of sight. 
 
    “How do we want to play this?” Raymond asked. “We leave the pipe and we could be stepping into a slaughter.” 
 
    Logan realized what to do. “We give them a distraction. Come with me.” 
 
    He led the group toward the exit. 
 
    “When they’re occupied,” he said, “rush out and take advantage of the surprise.” 
 
    Without another word, he closed his eyes and shifted into his bird form. Even in the low light of the tunnel his yellow feathers were brilliant, electricity crackling at their ends. 
 
    “You’re already getting a handle on your power,” Quetzal said from within the group. “Very impressive.” 
 
    Logan didn’t stick around to soak up the compliments. Instead, he flew forward, picking up speed as the exit to the pipe grew larger and larger. Soon he was on the precipice, and then, the wind rushing over his feathers, he blasted past the Empire soldiers at the end with enough force to knock them off their feet and onto the grass with a clatter. 
 
    When Logan was past them, he pulled a hard half-circle and surveyed what was there. Sure enough, the three guards in front were only part of the force, and a pair on each side of the exit brought the total to seven soldiers. 
 
    They didn’t last long. Raymond led a charge through the exit, him and Runa and the soldiers rushing out to take advantage of the chaos Logan had caused. 
 
    What happened next was quick and bloody. 
 
    Quetzal’s marked cast Arc Lightning at the soldiers, the power enough to knock the remaining soldiers who still stood off their feet. Jaleth and the spider assassins took the left flank, slipping their daggers from their hilts and cutting the Empire troopers to ribbons with a series of instantaneous slices. The troops were alive, and after a few flashes of red from the blades cleaving across their exposed skin, they were dead. 
 
    The Maar-marked soldiers came next, shifting into their man-serpent forms and attacking with their orcish greatswords. The weapons weren’t well made enough to cut through the fine, elven armor, but the blows had more than enough power to crumple the armor, breaking the bones of the soldiers inside. Eztli and Marseille hurried over to the downed soldiers, slicing their throats and letting them bleed out onto the grass. 
 
    Logan was pleased to see that the plan had worked. The Empire soldiers were down, and he and his troops hadn’t taken a single injury, let alone a loss. 
 
    But the mission had only just begun. From his vantage point, Logan turned his attention to his surroundings. To the north, burned and ruined towns dotted the land, dozens of plumes of black smoke rising into the air from the towns the Empire had ravaged. The sight pained Logan, but he knew there was no sense in dwelling on what had already been lost. 
 
    To the south, the Empire army had taken position in front of the gates, their archers shooting volley after volley into the city. Corvan’s troops were on the wall, loosing arrows of their own. Bodies dropped here and there. Now and then a Tyan soldier would tumble from the wall and fall to his death on the ground below. 
 
    Archers were in the front, swordsmen in the middle of the army, and both sides flanked by spearmen. It was a small but well-balanced force. But it was clear from the lack of siege equipment that the commander had been counting on the sabotage of the walls. However, Logan could see that the force’s numbers were still great enough to overwhelm the city’s defenses and scale the walls. 
 
    And more than that, he could easily pinpoint the army’s weakness: the rear.  
 
    Logan knew there was nothing he could do about the bulk of the army—for the time being, at least. Still flapping his wings, he brought his attention to the squadron of mounted soldiers nearest to him, a banner-carrier on both sides. An elf in full plate was on horseback in the middle, both of his palms resting on the pommel of his blade. 
 
    They haven’t noticed us yet, Logan thought. We’d better strike before they do. 
 
    He turned his attention back to his own forces, who were in the process of picking the soldiers clean. Logan flew back down to ground level, shifting back to his human form as he landed. 
 
    “What’s the situation?” Raymond asked. 
 
    He’s keeping himself together—like a good soldier ought to, Logan thought. But no doubt he and Runa are worried for their king and city. 
 
    “The Empire army is using their archers to soften the city’s defense,” Logan said as he cast his eyes over the slain Empire troops. “No doubt they’re waiting for an explosion that will never come.” 
 
    “Right,” Runa said. “But if that commander is worth a damn, he’ll have a backup plan.” 
 
    “Not to mention that we’re in no condition to fight off an army this size,” Raymond said. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Logan spotted Quetzal. A curious expression took hold of her sharp features. Without a word, she shifted into her bird form and went up, hovering high in the air for several long moments before coming back down to the earth and returning to her human form. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Logan said. 
 
    Quetzal only grinned. “I see an opportunity. I would like to take Eztli and Arachne. You won’t be displeased with what I have in mind.” 
 
    “What is it?” Logan asked. 
 
    She kept on smiling. “That would ruin the surprise, I’m afraid.” Without waiting for Logan’s reply, she turned toward Eztli and Arachne. “Come with me. We’ll do more good at the front than here. And we’ll have a little fun in the process.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me what your plan is?” Logan asked. He watched as Quetzal leaned toward Arachne, whispering something into her ear. Arachne’s eyes flashed for a moment, followed by a sly smile. 
 
    “You’ll know it when you see it,” Arachne said. “Remember, Logan—you gain the loyalty of an Archspirit when you earn their mark. You don’t get their obedience.” 
 
    Eztli, however, regarded Logan with an expectant expression. 
 
    “Go on,” Logan said. “I trust that you’re not leaving us in the lurch.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Quetzal said. “The king needs all the help he can get at the front. We’ll be happy to provide it.” 
 
    Without another word, she shifted into her bird form, Arachne and Eztli on her back. She flew into the air, over the battlefield. The fact that she could carry two human-sized people on her back was testament not only to her strength, but to the magic that gave her the power of flight. A few Empire soldiers noticed her, archers firing arrows wildly into the sky. Then she disappeared behind the city gates. 
 
    “Goddesses help us if they don’t know what they’re doing,” Raymond said, his eyes on Tyan. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Logan said, his focus returning to the general and his retinue in the middle-distance. “We’ve got a job to do.” He glanced back toward Runa. “Grab the satchel. And let’s move.” 
 
    Runa complied with a nod, picking up the satchel of explosives and slinging it over her shoulder. But once it was on, her eyes flashed, and she began to rummage through it. Logan watched as she found two small vials, followed by her pouring a bit from each full bottle in them. 
 
    “Our alchemists have been trying for ages to create something like this,” she said. “If we can bring a bit to them, it might come in handy in future battles.” 
 
    Logan nodded, liking what he’d heard. Once it was done, Runa formed up with Logan and Raymond, the rest of the soldiers with them. 
 
     “Plan, commander?” Raymond asked, a wry tone to his voice. 
 
    “We use the element of surprise,” Logan said. “Take out the ones we can from afar, then destroy the rest in close-quarters combat. Their commander must be killed. If he manages to get away…” He trailed off, not needing to finish his sentence. 
 
    “Then let’s do it,” Runa said. “Each moment we waste is another potential Tyan soldier’s life lost.” 
 
    The group continued over the rolling hill, and soon the enemy commander and his retinue were in sight. The commander was on the next hill, which was slightly higher than Logan’s. His position gave him a prime view over the battlefield. In the distance Logan could hear the sounds of battle, the endless hiss of arrow volleys being launched into the air. 
 
    And so far, the commander hadn’t noticed them. 
 
    “What’s this distraction the Archspirits wanted us to wait for?” Marseille asked. “I’m getting impatient for battle.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll be one of those you-know-it-when-you-see-it kind of things,” Raymond said. 
 
    “Whatever it is,” Logan said, “we don’t have time to wait. I’ve got an idea.” He turned to Runa. “I’m going to shift once more. When I do, place the satchel in my talons.” 
 
    He turned to the troops, the marked soldiers all waiting for their orders. 
 
    “When you hear it, activate your runes and attack from a distance. I want spiders from below, snakes from the air, and Arc Lightning on top of it all. When you see the explosion, I want the Naga Warriors to attack from the front, Runa and Raymond providing support. Jaleth, you and the assassins take out whom you can from the flanks. Understood?” 
 
    Logan could sense that Raymond wanted to object. But the thoughtful expression on his face suggested that he hadn’t found fault with the plan. 
 
    “We’ll make it happen,” Runa said. “And you stay safe to get back to the battle.” 
 
    “I’ll return before you know it.” 
 
    It was time to move. Logan closed his eyes and shifted into his bird form, Runa placing the satchel in his talons. The bag was heavy, and as soon as he had it in his grasp, he realized how much weaker his bird form was than his human. Unlike Quetzal, he hadn’t yet gained the strength to carry much more than this satchel in his bird form. 
 
    He flew. Logan rose, his wings straining as he gained more and more height. Soon he was once again over the battlefield. But this time, he wasn’t intending to simply observe. He cast his glance toward the city gates. 
 
    And to his surprise, they opened. Logan watched, wondering what was about to happen. 
 
    Before he had too much time to ponder, he saw a squad of eleven cavalry burst from the darkness, the twenty or so horses led by Arachne on Silverfang, the horse shifted into its monstrous spider form. To her side was Thunderhead, Eztli on his back, his blade held triumphantly into the air. Quetzal flew over them, casting lightning into the front-line soldiers, decimating their ranks in explosions of electrical energy. 
 
    And there’s the distraction, Logan thought. 
 
    He knew he didn’t have a second to waste. He flew over the battlefield, positioning himself over the largest mass of sword-wielding shock troops in the center of the army formation. Once he was above, he let go of the satchel and watched as it slowly dropped back down to the earth. The brown bag grew smaller and smaller by the moment, finally disappearing among the troops. 
 
    Nothing happened at first, and Logan wondered if the chemicals might have been improperly prepared. 
 
    He didn’t have to wonder for long.  
 
    An explosion blossomed in the middle of the mass of swordsmen, a wild blue and red ball of superhot energy so powerful that he could feel the rush of heat and air from his height hundreds of paces above. The explosion ripped through the troops, the roar deep enough to shake his bones. 
 
    Logan watched as the troops, the ones that hadn’t been instantly incinerated, were launched backward. The explosion hit its crescendo and began to recede. When it was gone, nothing remained but a massive circle of scorched earth dotted with dozens and dozens of bodies. 
 
    Logan grinned. Turnabout is fair play, after all. Part of him regretted denying the troops a chance to die in battle. But that sentiment only lasted a moment when he remembered that the Empire troops had left a score of ruined towns in their wake, and would have eagerly done the same to Tyan had their sabotage worked. 
 
    He turned his attention back to the gates, watching as Eztli and Arachne carved a bloody swath through the front-line troops. Thunderhead raised his hooves, slamming them onto the ground and sending out a blast of electrically charged energy that ripped through the soldiers, stunning them. Eztli then rode in, swinging Huathec with wild abandon, severing heads and arms, ribbons of blood arcing into the sky. 
 
    Arachne was just as powerful, Silverfang’s dozens of red eyes locking onto whatever soldier was unlucky enough to catch his attention. Logan watched as the horse monster leaped into the air, landing on a nearby archer and plunging his fangs into the elf, killing him instantly. While Silverfang feasted on the soldier’s remains, Arachne put her spear-like spider legs to work, impaling whatever soldier was unlucky enough to be nearby. 
 
    Logan grinned, imagining how powerful his army could eventually become as he gained more runes. 
 
    But he put that out of his mind as another figure emerged from the gate. This one was tall with long, dark hair. His huge body was clad in ornate armor and a huge, curved blade in his hands. 
 
    It was Corvan. The king himself had joined the battle. 
 
    Logan watched as Corvan stepped out onto the field, his cavalry rushing around him toward the archers. He moved without fear, taking the blade into his hands and finding a target. An archer thirty or so paces took aim with his huge elven bow, the Empire soldier holding hopes of scoring the most valuable kill of them all. 
 
    Corvan found his target. 
 
    The elven king closed his eyes, holding his weapon upright in front of him. Then, with incredible speed, Corvan rushed toward the archer. His form blurred as he moved, as if Logan’s eyes weren’t fast enough to keep up with him. The king raised his blade and brought it down in a quick arc, another movement that Logan couldn’t track. 
 
    But it did the job. The archer was cleaved in two, the blade slamming downward through him with enough force to send the two halves of his body flying outward, hitting nearby troops. A quick flash of red appeared and vanished.  
 
    Logan watched as the king wasted no time finding his next target, shoving his blade through a nearby spearman with enough force to plunge the end of the weapon into another soldier just past him. With an effortless toss, Corvan flicked the soldiers off his sword and threw them into the crowd. 
 
    This must be the power of the Moon Goddesses, Logan thought. The same power Runa wields. 
 
    He wanted to watch, to see the extent of the king’s powers, but he didn’t have time. The army below was recovering from the shock of the explosion, and Logan knew he only had a short time to take advantage of the chaos. He turned toward his soldiers and flew, shifting into his human form and landing on his feet. 
 
    “Impressive,” Runa said, her eyes on the battle. “And fitting that they would be undone by their own underhanded weapon.” 
 
    “They’re not undone yet,” Raymond said. “If we don’t strike now, they could recover.” 
 
    “Then let’s not waste a moment,” Logan said. “Serpent priests and spider summoners! Unleash your power on the commander and his men!” Logan could see from his position that the commander and his retinue were entirely focused on the battle before them—it was the perfect time to attack. 
 
    The soldiers obeyed without a second’s hesitation. The serpent priests channeled their power, green energy appearing in front of their moving hands. They extended their arms forward, green forms launching from their palms and arcing all the way to the commander. The snakes hit their marks, the horseback soldiers panicking as they desperately tried to swipe them away. 
 
    Arachne’s marked were next, summoning white mist that swirled around the ground near the horse’s hooves. Logan couldn’t see the spiders from his distance, but he could see their effect. The horses began to panic, bucking hard and tossing the elves from their backs. 
 
    “Assassins! Move!” 
 
    Logan watched as Jaleth and his men split into two groups, both approaching the flanks of the retinue in total silence. Striking simultaneously, the assassins found their targets, slipping their daggers into the necks of the horseback archers as they struggled against the spiders and snakes. 
 
    “Quetzal-marked!” 
 
    The lightning soldiers did their work, casting Arc Lightning and paralyzing the troops with electrical current. Logan could sense it was time for the full attack. 
 
    “Naga warriors! Shift and form up on my sides!” 
 
    The troops did as they were commanded, and moments later Logan was flanked by green-scaled warriors, their forked tongues hissing and their diamond eyes on the commander and his men. 
 
    “Well,” Raymond said, who was with Runa and Marseille nearby. “Shall we swing the sword for this decapitation attack?” 
 
    Logan grinned, then raised his sword and let out a battle cry. He rushed forward, running down the hill and rising up the next, the rest of the troops with him. 
 
    The commander, his armor ornate, a greatsword at his hip, spotted Logan just in time to watch him shift into his Fenrir form and leap through the air. Panic formed in his eyes as Logan slammed into the commander, pulling him off the horse and onto the ground. The commander struggled, trying to reach his dagger to get in a blow. But he wasn’t fast enough, nor strong enough, to come close. Logan ripped off the commander’s helmet and sank his teeth into his neck, blood gurgling out. 
 
    The commander’s hands shot to his wound. But he didn’t have time to realize what had happened. Logan stood, reaching down and taking hold of the commander’s hair. With a hard twist and pull, he ripped the commander’s head free from his body, a ragged spray of blood covering the deep green of the hill. 
 
    The head in hand, Logan raised it high and let out a mighty howl, one that caught the attention of the nearby soldiers. Once eyes were on him and what he’d done, Logan tossed the head into the air, letting it land on the ground with a soft thud. 
 
    The nearby soldiers did nothing at first, as if trying to process what they’d seen. 
 
    Then the panic spread. Logan could see the fear in the eyes of the soldiers as they realized their commander had been slain in front of them by some kind of horrible wolf creature. Between that, the devastation taking place near the gate, and the explosion, their morale began to falter. Logan watched as several dropped their sword and shields and began to run. 
 
    Before he could make another command, Logan spotted the golden form of Quetzal in her bird form against the clear blue sky. She hovered in place, flapping her wings in front of her. Logan watched as the sky darkened, black clouds forming above her. The clouds began to crackle with electrical energy that gathered by the moment. Then, in a flash, a massive, branching bolt of lightning shot down from the sky and hit the battlefield, landing in the middle of a cluster of troops and sending them flying. Quetzal cast down bolt after bolt until the magical power dissipated. She returned to the city gates when the magical onslaught was over. 
 
    The damage was incredible. Between the destruction and the fleeing soldiers, the army was on the verge of collapse. 
 
    Logan grinned. He was ready to finish the fight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Logan plunged his orcish dagger into the eye of the Empire soldier he had pinned to the ground, a burst of electrical energy coursing through the hapless troop and ending his life, his body going still. 
 
    Battle raged all around Logan. The Naga warriors were to his right, swinging their massive blades through the lines of troops, limbs and heads flying through the air. Marseille was ahead, a glint of mischief and murder in her eyes as she sliced throats and punctured bellies with her twin daggers. Every now and then, she would raise her palm to a soldier, and his blood would boil from within his veins, roasting him from the inside out with her blood magic. Runa and Raymond fought side-by-side, watching one another as they took down soldier after soldier. 
 
    The Empire army was in total disarray. Quetzal’s lightning attack had decimated the borders of the army, killing countless spearmen responsible for holding the flanks. The shock troops, who had clearly been intended to punch through the sabotaged gate and attack Tyan behind the walls, stood huddled in the center of the army. The archers up front, who’d only minutes ago been launching volleys of deadly elven arrows into the city, were broken and running. 
 
    The fight was theirs to win. And Logan understood that every Empire troop slain on the battlefield was one they wouldn’t have to fight another day. More than that, he wanted revenge for the innocent lives the Empire had taken during their march to the kingdom. 
 
    “What’s the situation?” Logan called to Runa and Raymond over the crashing din of battle. 
 
    “They’re lost without their commander!” Raymond shouted as he pulled his blade out of the belly of a soldier he’d slain. “They couldn’t fight back if they wanted to!” 
 
    “Look!” Runa shouted, pointing ahead toward the gates. “The cavalry!” 
 
    Logan watched as the Tyan cavalry—massive, glorious, armor-clad horses mounted with hulking warriors that wielded huge, curved blades—pushed into the mass of shock troops in a triangle formation. Without spear support, the sword-wielding troops had no chance against the horseback warriors. 
 
    The Tyan cavalry cut through them like grass, the troops vanishing under the charge of the warriors. 
 
    With that, Logan realized the battle was all but over. The commander was dead, the archers were scattered, and the spearmen had mostly fled. 
 
    He needed to find Corvan and ask how the king wished to handle the remainder of the battle. 
 
    “Gather the troops and bring them to the gates!” Logan shouted. “I don’t want any unnecessary losses as the Empire flees!” 
 
    “Got it!” Runa replied. 
 
    Logan closed his eyes and shifted into his bird form, flying over the battlefield and landing near the gates. The bulk of the Tyan soldiers were in the process of pouring out of the gates, ready to clean up the rest of the battlefield. But Logan wanted to find Corvan. 
 
    He scanned the scene, eventually laying eyes on the king in his solid armor, the sun glinting off the polish that was now marred by blood. 
 
    The king’s power was a sight to behold. He moved with quick blurs, wielding his royal blade as if it weighed nothing at all. He sliced through troops from shoulder to leg, cutting them into pieces and sending massive geysers of blood spraying across the battlefield. 
 
    But Logan could sense something. The more he fought, the slower he seemed. And after taking down a pair of archers with the same horizontal swipe, the king dropped his sword and placed his hands on his knees. He took in one fast breath after another, his black hair hanging down the sides of his face. 
 
    He was worn out, his power fading. And right at that moment was when a huge figure stepped out from among the Empire troops, an elf clad in armor, a two-handed curved blade in his hands. 
 
    It was an Empire champion. And he was ready to strike the king at his moment of weakness. 
 
    Corvan, seeming to sense the danger, grabbed his blade from the ground and held it up just in time to block a swing from the swing from the champion. A resonant clang of the two huge blades colliding sounded across the battlefield. And while Corvan’s move was enough to block the blow, it wasn’t enough to keep his blade in his hands. The royal sword flew out of his grasp and landed among the grass. 
 
    The king was exposed. Logan knew that the champion would have the king’s head—unless he did something. The Empire warrior raised his blade, readying himself to bring it down onto the king. 
 
    Logan, in his bird form, raced to the Empire champion, changing back to human just in time to take out his dagger and deflect the attack, channeling electrical energy through the dagger and into the champion. The warrior’s strike went wide, his blade carving into the soft earth and sticking there. 
 
    Logan flipped the dagger in his hand, bringing it down in a hammer-blow through the gap in the champion’s armor, stabbing into his neck. He cut into the warrior’s flesh and brought him to his knees. With a quick turn, Logan sliced through the rest of the champion’s neck and took his head off. The helmeted head fell to the earth and rolled. 
 
    The loss of their champion was the final blow to the morale of the Empire army. The soldiers nearby who’d witnessed the fight threw down their weapons and ran. Logan turned his eyes to the Tyan cavalry, and he knew the Empire troops wouldn’t get far. If Corvan was merciful, they’d live to see that evening’s moon. But if not… 
 
    Logan stepped over to Corvan to help him to his feet. But Corvan pushed him aside. 
 
    “I’m not dead, damnit.” With a heave, he brought himself to his feet. Once up, he found the royal sword and picked it up from the ground, slipping it into his scabbard. 
 
    The troops watched the Empire flee the battle, scores of dismembered corpses left in their wake. 
 
    It was done. A cheer went up through the crowd as Corvan raised his blade to signal it was over. 
 
    Weariness in his arm, Corvan lowered the sword then turned to Logan. 
 
    “Meet me in the throne room,” he said, his deep voice carrying over the roar of the troops. “We have much to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Logan walked alone as he made his way up the winding stairs of the castle. His muscles cried out with fatigue, the battle having sapped him of his strength. He wanted nothing more than a tall mug of ale and a plate of seasoned meat before falling into a bed and sleeping until the next day. 
 
    But the king of Tyan had asked to speak with him. And, after the battle they’d faced together, it seemed prudent. 
 
    Logan was still alone as he walked down the long hall that led to the throne room. No courtiers or attendants were there, Logan’s footfalls echoing through the space. Through the tall windows that looked down onto the city, Logan could see hundreds of soldiers and townsfolk hurrying here and there, likely bringing aid to those injured in the battle. 
 
    Logan was surprised when he entered the throne room—it was just as empty as the hall. But, before he could even consider looking for the king, a voice called to him. 
 
    “I’m in here, human.”  
 
    Logan’s eyes went to a small door at the side of the room. He approached and entered the meeting room for Corvan and his small council. 
 
    Corvan was seated at the head of the table, his body slumped with fatigue. His armor was on a stand, the beautiful gear still covered in blood, the sword nearby in its scabbard propped against the wall. Corvan looked tired, weariness on his face. But in spite of that, there was no ignoring his regal bearing. 
 
    A pitcher was on the table, two wooden mugs nearby.  
 
    Corvan gestured to the table. “Forgive me, but I don’t have the vitality for a formal meeting in the throne room. Please, sit.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Logan said as he approached the table, pulled a chair, and slipped into it. His muscles cried out in relief the moment he was seated. “After a battle like that.” 
 
    Corvan poured himself a drink from the pitcher. “Some local ale. Nothing fancy—just a particular brewer that I prefer. Help yourself.” 
 
    Logan eagerly poured himself a glass and took a sip. It was delicious—hoppy and rich with a spicy bite at the end. He let out a pleased sigh once the first sip of ale was in his belly. 
 
    “Runa and Raymond are on their way,” Corvan said. “Once they’re here, we’re going to discuss the next steps. But I wanted to have you here first.” 
 
    Corvan pursed his lips, as if not sure where to begin. For lack of what to say, he took a sip of his drink, let out an ahh of satisfaction, then spoke. 
 
    “Firstly, I want to thank you for your help in the battle. I believe in Tyan, and I believe in her people. But when I looked out onto the field and laid eyes on the Imperial army… I knew there was a chance that today would be the final day Tyan stood, that her extinction would come to pass under my watch.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Logan said. “That’s what you brought me here for, isn’t it? And I was more than pleased to bring to justice those who destroyed those towns on the way here.” 
 
    Corvan smiled slightly. “Glad to hear you have a sense of justice, especially for people who aren’t your own.” 
 
    “Justice is in the bones of anyone who called himself an Elderwood Ranger,” Logan said. “We’re guardians not only of the wilderness, but the innocent.” 
 
    Corvan seemed pleased with this answer. But the smile quickly faded. “It will take time to assess the damage that the Empire did during their march here. And Goddesses forgive me for thinking this way, but the loss of manpower and resources will be terrible. More than that, I have no doubt once they see that the coast is clear that refugees will begin pouring in through the city gates during the course of the day. It remains to be seen how we’re going to house and feed all of them.” 
 
    “The life of a king,” Logan said. “You solve one problem only for five more to appear behind it.” 
 
    Another small smile from Corvan. “You speak the truth. But whatever the immediate future holds, it’s no doubt preferable to extermination. Anyway, I wanted to say that I’m glad you’re here, that I hadn’t misjudged the risk and effort it would take to bring you into my service.” 
 
    “And I plan to repay the debt in full,” Logan said. 
 
    “Good. Because we’re going to need your help and the help of whatever other spirits you can bring into the fold.” 
 
    He tapped on the table with his fingertips, as if trying to figure out how to say what he had in mind next. 
 
    “And…” Corvan said, “I wanted to say thank you for saving my life. Right now, I’ve many things on my mind. But when the clouds clear, so to speak, I’m going to find some way to repay you. Perhaps a weapon from my armory? Something of that sort?” 
 
    Logan considered the idea. But more than anything, he wished for a Me’nayr blade, the trusted weapon of an Elderwood Ranger. Such a blade would require time and effort, however. 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could get out a word, he heard a commotion at the door to the chambers. Corvan’s eyes flicked up toward the entrance where Logan had come in. 
 
    “King Corvan.” 
 
    Logan turned to see Raymond and Runa behind him, eager expressions on their faces. 
 
    “Think on my offer,” Corvan said as he leaned in. “But for now, let us turn our attention to the future.” 
 
    “Thank the Goddesses that you’re safe,” Runa said as she hurried over to the king and rapidly moved her eyes over him, as if scanning for injury. 
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” he said as he rose from his chair. “No need to fuss over me like a worried mother.”  
 
    Corvan stepped over to a small wooden cabinet and opened it, taking out two more cups. He brought them over and set them on the table. “Good ale—drink up. And, ah, those cups belong to the small council. Try not to mention that you used them—they tend to be prickly about those sorts of things.” 
 
    Raymond dropped into one of the chairs and wasted no time pouring himself a mug of ale. Once he took a sip and set the mug down, he placed his hands on the table. 
 
    “We have a traitor in our midst,” Raymond said. 
 
     “We do,” he growled. 
 
    Raymond gestured to Logan. “Did he tell you about the sewers?” 
 
    “Didn’t have a chance,” Logan said. “I only just arrived.” 
 
    “The sewers?” Corvan asked. “What the hells happened?” 
 
    All eyes fell onto Logan. He took this as his cue to begin. 
 
    Logan filled the king in on what had happened in the sewer, the Empire soldiers they’d encountered and the explosives they’d found. Corvan listened with a somber expression, processing it all. 
 
    “That would explain the inferno that you caused on the battlefield,” he said with a nod. “So in that sense, I suppose I should be thankful that it didn’t turn out much, much worse.” 
 
    “They were counting on the sabotage,” Runa said. “That’s why the Empire had only sent such a small attack force.” 
 
    “That’s all they would have needed,” Corvan said. “The army was barely ready to defend the city when the attack began. If they’d managed to breach the walls…” He shook his head, as if dispelling the thought. “It doesn’t matter. You foiled their plans, killed the commander, and we won the day. But there’s no doubt at all that they’ll prepare another attack as soon as word gets back to the Emperor that this failed.” 
 
    “And more than that,” Raymond said. “Someone gave them the key to the sewers. Someone sold out the kingdom.” 
 
    Runa shook her head in disbelief. “Who the hells would do such a thing?” 
 
    “Someone who has a deficiency in loyalty,” Logan said. “When I lived during the height of the power of the human kingdoms, many tales of treachery reached my ears about humans who had sold out their kingdoms for money or power. Stands to reason that the elven kingdoms would suffer the same problems.” 
 
    Corvan nodded, then sat back in his chair as if the reality of the situation was settling over him. “The Empire has shown to be ruthless and duplicitous in its quest for power. And we know so very little of this emperor, who he is and why he’s so intent on conquering the continent.” 
 
    “We can find out all that in time,” Raymond said. “But for now, we need to know who might have done this.” 
 
    “One of the keys was taken,” Corvan said with a nod, confirming it. 
 
    “This one right here,” Raymond said. He reached one of his belt pouches and took out the key they’d found in the sewer. He placed it on the table. 
 
    Corvan picked up the key and looked it over. “There are only a few of these in the kingdom. Each member of the small council has one as they open more than just the sewer gates. Dreth has another.” 
 
    Runa nodded. “Then it’s a simple matter of having each elf who possesses a key show you theirs to make sure that they still have it.” 
 
    “Right,” Raymond said. “Doesn’t sound too hard.” 
 
    Corvan sighed. “It pains me to know that someone so close would do such a thing. But these are the times in which we find ourselves.” 
 
    “And that’s not all,” Logan said. “There’s still the matter of planning our next move. I’m assuming that the Tyan army isn’t in a condition for any offensive campaigns.” 
 
    Corvan let out a quick bark of a laugh, shaking his head as he placed his hands on the table. “Not a chance,” he said. “Maybe in a few weeks of recovery we could be in fighting shape. But in the meantime—no. More than that, even if the army were ready, our numbers aren’t nearly what we’d need to fight the Empire toe-to-toe.” 
 
    “Then we’re going to need more than just the army of Tyan,” Logan said. “We’re going to need the aid of the other kingdoms.” 
 
    “Right,” Runa said. “We should begin by extending diplomatic overtures to the surrounding kings.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to do for the last several months,” Corvan said. “But rivalries run deep. Even banding together in the face of destruction seems to be out of reach. And more than that… the Empire is powerful, as I’m sure you saw today. Were it not for your help, along with that of the Archspirits, we would have been obliterated. And what you saw today was nothing more than a fraction of the Empire’s power.” 
 
    Raymond crossed his arms over his chest and sat back. “Once they get word that the attack failed, they’ll move in with the next plan.” 
 
    “And you think you know what the next plan is?” Runa asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Raymond said. “Doesn’t take a tactical genius to know that if their plan to win through sabotage didn’t work, the next course of action will be to strike with the power of a war hammer. They’ll attack with everything they have—siege weapons, cavalry, and the alchemical weapons we now know they wield.” 
 
    “If the Empire turns the full brunt of their power onto us…” Runa said, “it’ll be a slaughter. And, if what they did to the outlying villages is any indication, they’ll show no mercy in subjugating us.” 
 
    “Then,” Logan said, “the next step must be to convince the other kingdoms, the ones who haven’t fallen under the Empire’s control, to join us in resisting them.” 
 
    Corvan signaled his agreement with a crisp nod. “Right. The other elven kingdoms have never been open to the idea of banding together freely. But if a threat like the Empire is looming…” 
 
    “Not to mention,” Luna added, “if we can show them Logan’s power, then they’ll be more inclined to join us. The abilities of a War Wizard could make the difference between victory and defeat.” 
 
    “And the cat’s out of the bag now, as the humans say,” Corvan said. “They now know that we have a War Wizard on our side.” 
 
    Before anyone could say another word, Corvan pushed himself up from the table. He stepped over to a large, wooden cabinet, opening it and taking out a large scroll, along with a dagger. Corvan returned to the table and unfurled the paper, revealing a detailed map of the continent of Varsyth. He slipped the dagger from his scabbard and stuck it into the top of the map, holding it in place on the table as he placed his hands on both sides. 
 
    Logan took in the sight of the continent. Tyan was situated in the southwest of the continent, tucked in near where the Dragoneye Mountains met the Southern Sea. The next kingdom, the Kingdom of Salenor, was further east along the coast, at the mouth of the Keillion River that divided the continent in two. 
 
    Corvan placed his fingertip on Keillion, the large city clustered around the river. “Keillion is our best bet.” 
 
    “You think so?” Raymond asked. “Keillion, the city so obsessed with trade that they refuse to do anything that might show any favor to any of the other kingdoms for fear of upsetting their delicate networks?” 
 
    “I do think so,” Corvan said. “Elian, their king, is a good man. While the kingdom is selfish, I believe that the current situation is different enough that they might be open to some sort of mutual protection agreement.” 
 
    “And the famous siege weapons of Keillion would do our armies some good,” Raymond said. 
 
    Corvan grinned. “We’d give the Empire something to be afraid of, indeed. And more than that, we’re going to need the support of Keillion if we’re going to make our next move.” He placed his finger on the map further along the coast, on the inner mouth of a great bay. 
 
    “Numenthas,” Runa said. “Our great rival.” 
 
    “Rival?” Logan asked. “Bad blood between your kingdoms?” 
 
    “To put it lightly,” Corvan said. “A long story. But if there’s one kingdom that would be… more hesitant to join with us, it would be them. But they have good relations with Keillion. If we could bring them on our side, it could give any sort of alliance a fighting chance.” He moved his finger to the west, placing it on a strange patch of map, the land black and orange. “And this is where you might find your next Archspirit, here in the Glow Caves.” 
 
    “The Glow Caves?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Underground magma deposits,” Raymond said. “A cave network that resembles the deepest hells.” 
 
    “If I had to guess where the legendary Ifriti might be,” Corvan said, “it would be there.” 
 
    Runa sat up straight. “Then I don’t wish to waste another moment. We need to get moving tonight.” 
 
    “We need to rest tonight,” Raymond said. “Our soldiers came very close to being wiped out today.” 
 
    Runa sighed, understanding he was right. “Then we’ll rest. And I’m sure the city could use some help with the refugees that are sure to be pouring through the gates.” 
 
    Logan was in agreement with Raymond, and he was eager to get started doing what he could for the city. 
 
    But something else was on his mind. 
 
    “The traitor,” Logan said. “Until the traitor is rooted out, the kingdom isn’t safe.” 
 
    Not one of them said a word, the table considering the matter. 
 
    “The small council,” Runa said finally. “They’re all in the city?” 
 
    “It seems insane that a member of the small council would betray Tyan,” Raymond muttered, shaking his head. 
 
    “The powerful always want more power,” Logan said. “And they’re never satisfied.” 
 
    “Alya and J’niath are both in the city,” Corvan said. “And you all saw A’ethan at the gates.” 
 
    “Gracen,” Runa said. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Last word from him was by messenger a week ago. He was in the Empire capital, meeting with the Empire to broker peace. But we haven’t heard from him since. The journey should’ve only taken five or six days—I was beginning to fear something might have happened to him.” 
 
    “Something very well might have happened,” Logan said. “He might have betrayed the kingdom.” 
 
    Corvan gritted his teeth. Logan could sense that the idea wasn’t a new one to the king. 
 
    “I… I don’t wish to jump to any hasty conclusions. The idea that someone so close to me would do such a thing…” He shook his head. “Even so, I have long suspected that Gracen’s loyalties may not lie with Tyan.” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” Logan said. “I can dispatch my spider assassins to scout the road between here and the Empire capital. If they don’t encounter this Gracen on his way back—”  
 
    “Do it,” Corvan said. “We will see if he’s been somehow waylaid during his return. If we find him, then we bring him back to the kingdom. If not… I will decide what to do next.” 
 
    The king placed his hands on the table, looking down. It was clear to Logan that there was something else on his mind, something that he was hesitant to say. After a long moment had passed, Corvan lifted his eyes to the table. 
 
    “On the battlefield,” he said. “My skills were lacking. Just as Tyan has waned over the years, so has its king.” 
 
    “My lord,” Runa said, reaching toward Corvan. 
 
    He shook his head, turning away her touch. “I nearly died out there. Without Logan, I would have been slain. I’ve let my skills atrophy as I dithered about these last few years, spending time worrying that I should’ve spent training. But that ends today. I will seek out the Goddesses once more, and entreat them to help me restore my power.” 
 
    “Then you’ll be leaving the kingdom,” Runa said. 
 
    Corvan nodded. “Only for a short time. And I’ll wait until you return from your task. Until then, I’ll keep a close eye on the kingdom and make sure that Tyan stays standing until help arrives.” 
 
    Corvan’s eyes tracked off to his right as he finished speaking. Logan glanced over his shoulder to see where the king was looking, realizing that his eyes were on the royal blade he’d wielded during the battle. It was propped in the corner like any common sword. Only its beauty and ornamentation spoke of its importance. Logan could sense that the king regarded the blade with shame, as if he wasn’t worthy of its power. 
 
    “Then we can’t waste another moment,” Raymond said. “Your majesty, unless there’s something more, I’d like to get moving.” 
 
    “Do it,” Corvan said. “Help with the refugees, then rest for the night in the castle with plans to leave in the morning. We’ll provide you with whatever supplies you need for your trek.” He turned his attention to Logan. “And when can you begin marking the soldiers? We’re going to need your powers if we’re going to survive.” 
 
    “When I return,” Logan said, “when we have a sense of what sort of manpower we have at our disposal… And if Ifriti agrees to serve me, then we will return and begin marking the soldiers with the spirit of their choosing.” 
 
    Raymond grinned. “And then we can go on the offensive. Never again will we let the Empire breach our borders.” 
 
    Runa, without a word, rose and stepped over to the windows. “They’re coming,” she said. “Look.” 
 
    The rest of the group stood and came over to Runa. 
 
    “Goddesses,” Raymond said. “There’s thousands of them.” 
 
    Logan watched as a stream of refugees, the line of men, women, and children, unbroken from the northern gate all the way to the horizon. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Corvan said. “The people need our help.” 
 
    The group hurried out of the meeting room, rushing to the exterior of the castle. 
 
    The hours that followed passed in a blur. Logan and the rest of his soldiers went to work assisting the refugees, bringing to them what food and water and medical supplies the city could spare. The sun descended in the sky, the flames of Tyan illuminating as darkness grew.  
 
    By the time the evening came, Logan was bone-tired and in desperate need of sleep. He didn’t bother finding proper accommodations, instead sleeping in a quiet, dark corner of the soldier’s barracks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Logan awoke the next morning ready to move. He stepped out of the barracks to see that the situation in the city was less chaotic than the day before. And more than that, the city teemed with people—a far cry from the desolation and emptiness to which he’d arrived. As he observed, Logan spotted Runa arriving from the road that led to the castle. He nodded as she approached. 
 
    “It’s nice to see Tyan alive again,” Runa said as she leaned against the wall. 
 
    “Too bad the circumstances couldn’t be different,” Logan said. 
 
    “You speak the truth. But someday the streets will be filled with people like this—the way it used to be when Tyan was at the peak of her power.” 
 
    “Logan?”  
 
    The voice of Quetzal caught his attention. Logan glanced over her shoulder to see her standing before the barracks. A small smile painted her sharp features.  
 
    “We have things to show you,” she said. 
 
    Logan shared a curious expression with Runa. He and she formed up and followed Quetzal into the barracks. They made their way through the building, exiting into the wide training yard, the area bordered by stone walls. Arachne, Marseille, Eztli, and the rest of the marked troops were there. 
 
    “What is it?” Logan asked. 
 
    “The battle yesterday,” Arachne said. “It allowed our soldiers to grow in power. Watch.” She gestured to Jaleth and the spider assassins, who hurried over. 
 
    “Transform in the way you can now,” she said. 
 
    Jaleth nodded, the rest of the assassins doing the same. Logan watched as the men shifted, legs sprouting from their backs, the protrusions tipped with the same blade-like ends as Arachne’s. Jaleth skittered over to the nearest tall, stone wall and silently climbed it, reaching the top. 
 
    “They move with more silence,” Logan said. “They’ll be more effective killers and scouts this way. And good thing—I have a mission for them.” 
 
    “They take on my form more and more with the power they’ve gained,” she said with a smile. “And the summoners have grown more powerful as well.”  
 
    She swept her hands toward the summoners, who channeled their power, white mist forming in front of their hands. They shot out their arms and gobs of thick webbing blasted forward, sticking to the ground in massive clumps. 
 
    “Not just small spiders to distract,” Arachne said. “This webbing will be enough to immobilize groups of soldiers, or even cavalry.” 
 
    Logan was pleased by what he saw. And when Marseille stepped forward, he could sense that she had news to report on the Maar-marked soldiers. 
 
    “Watch,” she said. 
 
    Naga warriors stepped forward and shifted. Unlike before, where the marked had largely retained their human forms, now the man-serpents grew in size, their hissing faces more resembling that of serpents—and that of the powerful figures Logan had seen in Maar’s domain. The Naga priests summoned massive snakes that sprang from the ground, their size large enough to not only bite and poison their enemies, but to crush them. 
 
    “And my marked have grown, as well,” Quetzal said. 
 
    To prove her point, her followers summoned powerful bursts of electricity, crackling blasts that ripped through a nearby tree. Their Arc Lightning spell had grown in power. 
 
    Logan was pleased with what he saw. 
 
    “We’re going to need all the power we can get,” he said. “Because the fate of the elven kingdoms hangs in the balance of our next mission.” 
 
    He told them of the plan. And when the mission was laid out for them, the soldiers and Archspirits wasted no time in preparing for their trek. Supplies and weapons were gathered, and when they were ready, the group met outside the eastern gates. Arachne, Quetzal, and Marseille were there. Arachne was on Silverfang’s back, and Eztli on Thunderhead’s. 
 
    The area was quiet, with none of the chaos of the refugee influx. 
 
    “I hate leaving Tyan like this,” Runa said, turning back to the now-closed gate. “They need us here.” 
 
    “They need us more out there,” Raymond said, gesturing toward the eastern horizon. “We’ll do much more good for the kingdom by bringing back allies to fight against the Empire.” 
 
    Runa sighed, as if understanding that he was right but not liking it. 
 
    “Jaleth,” Arachne said, nodding to the leader of the assassins. “Our mission takes us north, toward the Empire.” 
 
    “Move with caution,” Logan said. “Keep an eye out for this Gracen, but there’s no doubt the roads will be thick with Imperial troops.” 
 
    “We will move in the shadows,” Arachne said with a smile. “And we will do whatever it takes to remain hidden.” 
 
    “Meet us in Numenthas,” Logan said. “That should give you time to return here beforehand and let Corvan know what you’ve learned.” 
 
    “Until then, wizard,” Arachne said. With that, she and the assassins departed, making their way north. 
 
    Logan turned toward the eastern horizon. The journey ahead of him would be perilous, he knew. But the fate of the continent hung in the balance. 
 
    He couldn’t afford to fail.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something different about the elven half of Varsyth. The grass was a deeper shade of green, and the air was sweet. Even the sky seemed a deeper shade of blue than out west over the mountain. The continent was something like a paradise. 
 
    But, as Logan and his allies made their journey to the city of Keillion, he did his best to keep in mind the truth—that it was a continent ravaged by war. And more than that, it was a war caused by greed and lust for power. Both were traits, he understood, that weren’t unique to humans. 
 
    “How much longer?” Logan asked as they reached the crest of yet another hill, the road flowing through the emerald-green grass with the elegance of a river. 
 
    “Impatient?” Raymond asked. He reached back toward his pack and removed his waterskin, opening it and taking a long swig. 
 
    “Eager,” Logan said. “The faster we can assemble allies, the faster we can take the fight to the Empire. And the faster we bring them to their knees, the faster we can return to the west and end the threat of the orcish horde.” 
 
    His mind flashed back to the Battle Shaman, the magic-wielding leader of the horde. With each day that passed, his power grew. And there was no doubt to Logan that the shaman was on the same quest as him—to accumulate Archspirits, grow his magical strength, and use his abilities to conquer. 
 
    Raymond snorted. “Sounds like someone has a packed schedule. Well, hopefully your plans to break the back of the horde aren’t being too imposed upon by our little kingdom’s desire to not be exterminated.” The elf narrowed his eyes at Logan before turning his attention back to the road ahead. 
 
    The captain of the guard still has raw feelings towards me, it seems, Logan thought. And I doubt my merely asking would encourage him to share what caused him to view me that way. 
 
    Logan kept his mouth shut and retained his thoughts in his head. He knew there wasn’t anything he could say in the moment that would contribute anything constructive. 
 
    “Enough of that,” Runa said. “We’ve got a job to do and there’s no time for any squabbling.” 
 
    Raymond grumbled to himself, his eyes still fixed forward. He picked up his pace until he was a stone’s throw ahead of the group, marching alone. 
 
    Runa fell to Logan’s side, the two of them walking in silence for a time until she cleared her throat and spoke. 
 
    “You’re wise to not fall for his prodding,” she said. “He’ll fight by your side, but in times of calm like now, he’s no doubt looking for an excuse to raise tensions.” 
 
    “He seems to have his reasons,” Logan said. 
 
    “He does. And you’ve traveled with us for long enough that I think it’s fair to share them—despite what Raymond might want. But it’s not a conversation for the road. Perhaps when we reach Keillion and we can settle in for the night.” 
 
    “I suppose that will have to do for now,” Logan said. He nodded toward the horizon. “Tell me about Keillion. There’s very little I know about the twelve kingdoms.” 
 
    After he spoke, he glanced over his shoulder toward the rest of the troops. Quetzal and Eztli were conversing. Marseille walked with her eyes closed and a pleased smile on her face. 
 
    A small, wry smile formed on Runa’s lips. “Keillion is… it’s a different place. I’m sure you’ve heard all the tales of elves, how we live.” 
 
    “That you all think you’re better than anyone else who walks on the earth, that you’re in love with the smell of the wind that comes from your own backsides?” Logan followed this up with a smile, one that let Runa know he was merely kidding. 
 
    She laughed. “Yes, that’s what the humans say. And there’s a hint of truth to it. We live for a long time, and to humans, that means we can seem more… supercilious, less concerned with matters of day-to-day life. Indeed, it’s difficult to get too worked up about anything when you know you’ll be around for several centuries more—at the least.” 
 
    “And Keillion isn’t like this?” Logan asked. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. Keillion is concerned with day-to-day matters—matters of pleasure, that is. The capital of the kingdom is situated on the Keillion river, from which the kingdom takes its name. And with control over the river and access to trade with the other kingdoms and the elvish realms, they’ve grown rich. Necessities are shipped out, and the finest luxuries the two halves of the continent have to offer are shipped in.” 
 
    “Wealth and power seems to always lead to one place,” Logan said. “Decadence.” 
 
    Runa nodded in agreement. “And Keillion is no different. They have a standing army, sure, but their true defense lies in their legendary walls. I supposed they figured that, if worse came to worse, they’d simply hunker down and await the end of whatever crisis might come to pass. And they likely figure that none of the other kingdoms would risk jeopardizing the main port of the continent.” 
 
    “But their location is strategic—right at the mouth of the biggest river on Varsyth.” 
 
    “Hence the walls,” she said. “If war breaks out, you simply hide behind the walls, impartially sell goods to both sides, and wait for the end. Not the most honorable way to conduct, but the safest.” 
 
    “And most profitable. So if this kingdom takes such pains to remain neutral, how do we know that we can count on them to assist against the Empire?” 
 
    Runa sighed, as if Logan had touched on a matter to which she’d been giving recent thought. “That’s why this will be a difficult undertaking. Unlike the rest of the elven kingdoms, Keillion is ruled by a council.” 
 
    “A small council?” Logan asked. “A king or queen having such a group close at hand is common for kingdoms. Even Tyan has one, if I’m remembering correctly.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You’re misunderstanding me—there is no king or queen, only the council. And the council is elected by powerful nobles and merchants in the city.” 
 
    “An elected council?” Logan asked. “Bizarre.” 
 
    “Not when you understand how Keillion works. The city prizes their independence and neutrality. And while single kings and queens can provide stability, they can also make unilateral decisions that could upset the peace that the nobles and merchants need to both make money and enjoy their luxuries.” 
 
    “So, centuries back,” Runa continued, “the king they were led by at the time picked a fight with Numenthas. I supposed he figured that he could cover himself in glory by annexing the nearest coastal kingdom, turning Keillion into not simply a trading kingdom, but a trading empire.” 
 
    “And it didn’t work.” 
 
    “Not at all. The nobles, figuring that they were done being led around by the nose by whatever hot-headed glory-seeker happened to be on the throne, decided to depose him. They bribed the generals with estates and harems and whatever else they desired. And, on the day the king was ready to lead his epic campaign of conquering, he encountered something much different when he entered the throne room.” 
 
    She dragged the back of her thumb across her neck, making a whick noise as she did. Logan let out a dry snort of a laugh. 
 
    “They called it the Sunrise Revolt,” she said. “Because that’s how long it took to happen. The king woke up with the sun, his chest puffed out and a pleased smile on his face. But by the time the sun was a bit higher in the sky, his head was detached from his body and a new ruling class was in charge. Oh, sure, the nobles and merchants dressed it all up as a revolution of freedom or some such. But all but the most ideological among them knew the truth, that the big talk about freedom or liberty was really about securing the profits of the merchants and the social position of the nobles.” 
 
    As they walked, Logan noticed gray clouds on the horizon in the direction of Keillion. But, figuring they were nothing more than gathering clouds, he turned his attention back to the conversation. 
 
    “Nothing like a war of conquest to upset business, right?” Logan asked. “Unless you’re selling to both sides.” 
 
    Runa winked. “Now you’re thinking like a Keillionite. Anyway, once the king was gone, they created the council, constructed the now-legendary walls of the city, and that’s how it’s been since.” 
 
    “Wait,” Logan said as they kept on walking, “if they’re a kingdom of merchants and pampered nobles, what good would they be to a war effort?” 
 
    “Well, the position of the city, for one. Aside from that, Keillion still has a standing army. They might need to be whipped into shape to be worth a damn in a fight, but they’ve got fighting men.” 
 
    “Men I can mark,” Logan said. 
 
    “Right. And more than that, Keillion has created some of the most powerful siege weaponry in Varsyth.” 
 
    “All the better for hiding behind walls,” Logan said. 
 
    She smiled once more. “Correct. Hiding behind walls with weapons that can obliterate armies from a distance… Not a bad setup, if you ask me. And I’ve been thinking about something… What if we could mark such weapons with the runes of Archspirits?” 
 
    Logan gave the matter some consideration. “Like I’ve done with weapons, using elemental residue to give them powers of the Archspirit.” 
 
    “Right. Or like with the horses.” She swept her hand back toward Thunderhead. “Imagine—catapults and trebuchets launching electrical ammunition. Or, if we gain the powers of Ifriti…” 
 
    “…Fire-powered ammunition,” Logan finished. “Such weaponry would be enough to level any city walls.” 
 
    “Or the capital of the Empire,” she said with another smile, a glint in her eyes that suggested she was already imagining the scenario taking place. Then the smile faded. “But it will take some convincing to bring the Keillion council onto our side. They’re going to want to know why they can’t simply remain neutral during this war, sell to both sides as always, then come out on top.” 
 
    Logan nodded grimly. “Perhaps we should’ve brought with us some refugees from the towns ravaged by the Empire. Something tells me that the Empire is not planning on letting any of the twelve kingdoms sit this war out in comfortable neutrality.” 
 
    “And that’s going to have to be our angle,” Runa said. “We convince them of the stakes. If they think this war is going to be like any other, then they’re sorely mistaken.” 
 
    “Even if they were able to sit this war out,” Logan said, “there’s still the matter of the orcish horde. Something tells me they’re going to be interested in more than Keillion has to offer than their luxuries.” 
 
    “And walls don’t last forever—especially not against the onslaught of a horde.” 
 
    Logan nodded in agreement. “The only reason the horde thousands of years ago didn’t break through into the elven kingdoms was because they were united. And more than that, united with the humans. If Varsyth is still in the middle of a war when they break through the Dragoneye Pass…” 
 
    He trailed off. It wasn’t necessary to say what was next. 
 
    “Anyway,” Runa said. “We’ll be getting there soon. The hill up ahead should lead us into the final stretch toward Keillion. The city is situated at the mouth of the river in a bit of a bowl-shaped region, which makes it perfect for—” 
 
    At that moment, Logan and Runa both noticed something that put a stop to the conversation. Up ahead on the next hill, Raymond stood still. He hadn’t stopped to drink his water or take a quick bite of something from his pack—he’d stopped to simply stare into the distance. 
 
    Something was wrong. Logan could feel it. 
 
    “What is he doing?” Runa asked. “Taking in the sights?” 
 
    Without a word, Logan broke into a jog. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Runa called up to Raymond. 
 
    “You’d both… You’d both better come see this!” 
 
    Logan rushed to the top of the hill, quickly taking place by Raymond’s side. 
 
    And he didn’t need the captain of the guard to explain what he’d seen. Down in the valley, at the mouth of the Keillion River, was the Kingdom of Keillion. 
 
    Or rather, what remained of it. 
 
    The city, situated and spread out among the infinitely forking tributaries of the river, billowed gray smoke into the sky above. The clouds Logan had seen earlier weren’t clouds at all, he realized—they were from the wreckage of the city. 
 
    “Goddesses…” The word slipped from Runa’s lips as she came to a stop at Logan’s left side. “What happened?” 
 
    Logan took in the sight of the sprawling town. There was enough evidence for him to puzzle the answer to that question. The tall, grand walls of the city, walls that reached above the tallest tower in Keillion, had been blasted open in several places, the rock strewn out back into the city. Even from his distance, Logan could see that the walls were thick and sturdy—though not powerful enough to prevent the invasion that had brought the city to its knees. 
 
    Hundreds of bodies dotted the landscape in front of the walls, and from his vantage point, Logan could make out the now-familiar silver and green of the Empire uniforms mixed in with soldiers dressed in bronze. 
 
    “Tyan’s walls held,” Logan said, his tone grim. “Theirs didn’t.” 
 
    Down in the city, fires still raged. The massive, ornate palace near the water had been worked over, several of the columns having collapsed. 
 
    “This… is horrible,” Runa said. “Never has Keillion come close to falling since the walls were built. And the Empire managed to storm through as if it were nothing.” 
 
    Logan glanced back to see that the soldiers were speaking among themselves in worried tones. With a quick snap up of his chin, Logan silenced them and restored discipline. 
 
    “You see now why my people chose the mountains as our fortress,” Eztli said as he hopped down from Thunderhead. “Elven hands can build impressive monuments, but nothing compared to what nature is capable of.” He glanced back over his shoulder, the faint outline of the Dragoneye Mountains still visible in the western distance. 
 
    Quetzal stepped to his side and spoke, “This would be a good opportunity for scouting. I know we’ve been avoiding our bird forms so as not to attract attention and preserve our energy, but…” 
 
    Logan nodded. “You’re right. I’ll take the lead and scout the city. The rest of you position here on the hill and keep an eye out for any remaining Imperial troops.” 
 
    “That’s one potential ally down,” Runa said, her eyes still on the ruined city. “And to know this was the fate that lay in store for Tyan.” 
 
    “Tyan avoided that fate,” Raymond said, placing his hand on her shoulder. “And so long as we both breathe, it will stay that way.” 
 
    “I’m sure Keillion had soldiers who felt the same way,” Runa said. Then she shook her head, as if snapping out of it. “I shouldn’t talk in such a way. Logan, we’re all eager to see what you can find.” 
 
    Logan nodded. Without another word, he stepped forward and closed his eyes. In an instant, he’d shifted into his bird form. The eyes of the group were all on him as he rose into the sky, flying toward the city. Soon he was above it. Right away, he noticed that the sprawling form of Keillion was markedly different from the neat circle of Tyan. 
 
    And as he descended, he was stuck by how rich the city seemed. Unlike human cities he was used to, with their wealthy districts and their poor districts and everything in between, Keillion seemed all over dripping in wealth. The streets were packed with ornate palazzos, the roads elegantly weaving through the many districts. 
 
    But the picture of opulence was broken by the bodies that lay here and there. He flew toward the walls, spotting massive weapons of war near the blown-apart sections of the city’s perimeter. The siege weapons, as beautiful and ornate as anything else in the city, were bigger than any he’d ever seen before. And they’d need to be to launch their payloads over the enormous walls. 
 
    The walls themselves were beyond impressive. They were tall and thick, the tops covered in lapis lazuli and the faces adorned with gold decorated with scenes that seemed to be out of myth. It was clear that the wealth of the city had been put to use. But the walls, however tall and thick, hadn’t been enough to keep out the Empire. 
 
    Logan flew over to one of the destroyed sections, the piles of rubble from the collapsed wall portions titanic. He flew in close enough that he could better see the scenes of death and destruction, arms and legs sticking out of the debris, smears of red here and there. 
 
    And there was magic in the air, the unmistakable tinge of magical energy. 
 
    I’d assumed the walls had been destroyed by those same explosives that they’d tried to use on Tyan, Logan thought as he flew in place, his eyes on the destruction. But it seems like… something different—something magical. 
 
    He turned from the walls, making a slow circle around the city. Many, many bodies could be found, but not any signs of life—either from the Empire or the Keillionites. Logan set his eyes on the council palace, knowing it was his destination. But before he could land and investigate further, Logan turned back in the direction of his group. After flying over the city, he spotted Runa and Raymond and the rest on the hill where he’d left them. 
 
    “Well?” Raymond asked the moment Logan had shifted back and rejoined them. “What happened?” 
 
    “Death,” Logan said. “The Empire broke into the city and slaughtered everyone they could find.” 
 
    “Goddesses,” Runa said, disbelief in her voice. “Why would they do that? There’s no doubt that the city was theirs the moment the walls came down. Why the hells would they go to the trouble of killing innocent people?” 
 
    Raymond’s eyes were fixed on the city. “Perhaps they didn’t consider anyone in the city truly innocent.” 
 
    “We need to search the city,” Runa said. “See what we can learn. And we must see if there are any survivors.” 
 
    “Survivors?” Raymond asked. “To do what with, exactly? Please tell me that you’re not thinking we should give them refuge in Tyan?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m thinking,” Runa said. “It’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “You believe that straining the resources of a kingdom that nearly met this fate itself”—he swung his hand toward Keillion—“is the right thing to do?” 
 
    “No doubt in my mind,” Runa said. “And as the highest-ranking representative of Tyan, I’m ordering you all to help whatever survivors you can.” 
 
    Logan turned his attention to the council palace in the distance. “I need to find out what happened there. I’ll shift and meet you at the council in one hour. The streets were safe, so you shouldn’t encounter any opposition on your way into the heart of the city.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Quetzal said with a smile. “No sense in braving it alone.” 
 
    Logan nodded, not seeing any reason why she shouldn’t. 
 
    “The palace steps,” Raymond said. “That’s where we’ll reconvene.” 
 
    Without wasting another word, Logan and Quetzal shifted into their bird forms and took off. As he flew, Logan noted how much bigger Quetzal’s form was than his, how much more effortlessly she moved. His mind flashed back to the battle at Tyan, how she’d summoned a bolt of lightning down into the middle of the Empire’s troops. The thought of him commanding such power pleased him. 
 
    They flew on, descending as they reached the palace and coming to a landing on the vast, marble steps. However impressive and grand the palace had looked from the sky, on the ground it was even more so. But the place was in ruins. Bodies of the city’s soldiers were strewn all over the place. Logan approached one of the soldiers, noting how ornate and beautiful his armor was. 
 
    “Built for show,” Quetzal said, “not for use. Easy to imagine armor such as this looking glorious during a military parade. During battle, however…” 
 
    Logan knew she was right. The armor was clunky and heavy. A soldier wearing such gear would be hard pressed to swing a weapon. 
 
    The two ascended the stairs, entering the spacious palace hall. Elaborate paintings adorned the walls, some torn, others covered in blood. When they reached the center of the room, Quetzal stopped and closed her eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” Logan asked. 
 
    “You feel that?” she replied. “That sensation in the air. It’s magic—the Empire troops used magic during their attack.” 
 
    Logan took another glance at the paintings on the walls. This time he noticed massive, black scorches across several of them. He knew without a doubt that it was magical energy. 
 
    “Have you been to this place before?” Logan asked. “We need to know where to go.” 
 
    “I have not,” Quetzal replied. “But I know that elves like to be up high. I would guess that this is doubly so for elves such as these.” She gestured toward a grand, marble staircase that led up. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Let’s.” 
 
    Together, Logan and Quetzal went up the stairs that led to the upper reaches of the palace. More guards were here and there, these hapless soldiers killed in more gruesome ways. Limbs were severed, torsos were ruptured, heads were blasted into pieces. 
 
    “Gods,” Logan said as he looked the scene up and down. “These poor fools don’t seem to have put up a fight.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like they even had the chance,” Quetzal said. “There’s no doubt that this was powerful magic. Perhaps…” She trailed off as they continued up. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “Speak your mind.” 
 
    “This sort of destructive magic… It reminds me of what the Gods are capable of. An Archspirit like myself, I could do such messy work. But it would be difficult with the army of a city trying to stop me. But you saw what it looked like out there and in here. Something blasted through those walls. And something made its way to the heart of this city and effortlessly slayed anyone that stood in its way. Archspirits are powerful, but they’re not invincible.” 
 
    “A God?” Logan exclaimed, eyes wide. 
 
    “I don’t want to jump to any hasty conclusions. But it’s possible. If the Empire has one of the Gods on their side, that could make this fight even harder than it would already be.” 
 
    Logan said nothing, not wanting to speculate. They soon reached the top floor of the palace, the open design of the space looking out in all directions. To the north was the stretch of the city, the ocean directly behind them. The air was tinged with salt and freshness, but the stink of battle permeated it all. 
 
    Directly ahead, a massive, golden double door was opened in front of them. And directly before it lay a dozen soldiers. Their armor was somehow more beautiful and ornate than the other soldiers, their spears designed with intricate patterns that went along the length of the weapons. 
 
    And each one, down to a man, was headless. Many had their hands still gripped around the shaft of their weapons. 
 
    “Gods,” Logan said. “These look like the royal guard. And judging by their positions, they didn’t even get a chance to defend themselves.” 
 
    “Gods indeed,” Quetzal said. “Only they would be capable of such slaughter. Come—I’ve no doubt this city’s council is ahead.” 
 
    They stepped over the slain guards and into the room beyond. And sure enough, the council was there—what was left of them. 
 
    The vast, circular room was appointed with the most luxurious furniture that Logan had ever seen. The floor was flawless marble, gilded bookshelves here and there, the floor adorned with leafy green plants that reached up to the ceiling. The view looked through wide windows onto the city and sea, affording a view as spectacular as they came. 
 
    But Logan wasn’t interested in any of that. Instead, his eyes tracked along the walls, where the twelve members of the council hung. They were dressed in impeccable finery, rings on their fingers and necklaces around their necks. And they were all dead, their bellies opened with surgical precision, their organs on the ground in a neat pile in front of them. 
 
    “Horrible,” Quetzal said. “And this dispels the last bit of doubt in my mind that a God was behind this.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Logan asked as he approached the nearest body, a regal-looking man with a long, silver beard that extended down to his opened belly. 
 
    “Only a God would take lives with such thoughtlessness. Even the Archspirits have more respect for mortals than this. After all, mortals worship us, give us our power. To the Gods, however, mortals are mere playthings. Whichever God did this most likely committed the acts with the same dispassion that a child would have when plucking the wings off a fly.” 
 
    “All that wealth and power,” Logan said. “Only to meet a fate like this.” 
 
    Logan noticed something strange with the body before him—it wasn’t held to the wall in any obvious way. He placed his hands around the body, pulling it. But it was stuck. He tapped into his Fenrir strength, shifted, and finally pulled the body from the wall. 
 
    When it was off, he placed the body in a nearby chair and looked it over. Quetzal, seeming to know what he was searching for, came over. 
 
    “Magical energy,” she said. “That’s how it was stuck to the wall.” 
 
    Logan shifted back and glanced at the large table in the middle of the room, a huge, beautiful thing surrounded by high-backed chairs—he counted those chairs, finding twelve. He’d assumed that there’d been twelve bodies on the walls, but another count revealed that there were only eleven. 
 
    “We’re missing one,” Logan said. “One of the council members isn’t here.” 
 
    Before Quetzal could respond, a whimpering sound cut through the still air of the council room. Quetzal and Logan paused where they stood, looking around for the source of the noise. Logan silently moved a finger in front of his mouth, and Quetzal nodded in understanding. 
 
    Another whimper, this one more pathetic than what had come before. And this time, Logan could pinpoint it to a nearby armoire. He strode over to the piece of furniture, panicked sounds coming from within as his footsteps drew closer and closer. And when he pulled open the doors, a shrill shriek sounded out. 
 
    There was someone inside. And with one look up and down at the man’s fine clothes and expensive jewelry, Logan knew that it was the missing member of the council. The male elf’s thin, hairless face flashed with an expression of panic and fear before he burst from the armoire and tried to run. 
 
    He didn’t get far. Logan didn’t even need to tap into his powers. He only shot his arm out and grabbed onto the collar of the elf’s soft robe and held him in place. The elf struggled against Logan’s grip. But his actions were in vain. 
 
    “Let me go!” he shouted. “Let me go right now!” 
 
    Logan sighed as he held the elf. “If I let you go, will you stay here and tell me what the hells happened?” 
 
    “Yes!” the elf shouted without hesitation. “Please!” 
 
    Logan knew what would happen when he let go. But he did it anyway. Sure enough, the elf broke from his grasp and sprinted toward the exit, his panicked eyes darting from one corpse to another. He slipped in his frantic scramble. Quetzal hurried over to him, grabbing the elf’s arm. 
 
    “Allow me,” she said. Waves of electrical current zipped from her arm toward the elf, and his legs dropped underneath him. 
 
    “What… have you done to me?” he shouted, his wide, fearful eyes on his legs. 
 
    “Calm yourself, elf,” she said in a soothing voice. “I merely used my power to temporarily paralyze your muscles. You’ll be fine as soon as I stop.” 
 
    “Then stop!” he shouted. 
 
    Quetzal glanced over at Logan, her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Are you going to stay put this time?” Logan asked. “Because if you’re insistent on running, I can keep you still in a simpler way.” He looked down at the elf’s legs, then made a ‘breaking in half’ motion with his hands. 
 
    The elf got the picture. Logan nodded at Quetzal, who stopped the current. This time, the elf stayed still. 
 
    “I… I can tell you everything,” he said. “But please, can we do this in another room? I’ve been stuck in here with the bodies of the rest of the council for over a day!” 
 
    “Over a day,” Logan said. “Then…” 
 
    “The attack happened at the same time as the one on Tyan,” Quetzal finished. 
 
    The elf’s face was blank for a long moment. Then, as if he realized he was supposed to be acting a certain way, he forced another panicked look on his face. But Logan realized it was a falsehood—after all, he’d only just seen a true expression of fear on the elf’s features. 
 
    “Oh, no!” the elf shouted. “There was another attack? This one on Tyan?” 
 
    Logan sneered. “Come with me.” 
 
    He strode over to the elf and grabbed him by the arm. Together, they left the council room and went into the main hub of the floor. Logan dragged the elf to the large window that overlooked the steps leading into the palace. 
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    “You’re going to tell me everything that happened,” Logan said. “I want to hear it in plainspoken words, too. We’ll get to why you were hiding in that piece of furniture later.” 
 
    “I wasn’t hiding!” the elf council member shouted. “I was told to stay in there until…” he trailed off. 
 
    Logan raised his palm. “Take a few deep breaths and calm yourself. Then begin from the beginning.” 
 
    The elf did as Logan asked. By the time he’d brought down the fifth slow breath, he was calmer. 
 
    “First, tell me your name.” 
 
    “Barnard Skrin—third-most-senior member of the council and master of defenses.”  
 
    There was no small measure of pride to his voice. And Logan was struck by his status—the elf was slender and slight, and he hadn’t looked like he’d fought so much of a minute of combat in his life. Yet he’d been appointed master of defenses. 
 
    Barnard’s eyes moved over Logan’s tattoos. “And you… you’re a War Wizard! I thought you all were dead!” 
 
    “Been hearing that a lot. Now,” Logan said. “Start.” 
 
    The elf quickly nodded. “It… It was one month ago. Representatives from the Lunar Empire arrived in the city, demanding an audience with the council. Naturally, we all wanted to know what the Empire’s plans were for Varsyth. We’d heard they’d been annexing kingdoms left and right, and we were concerned about our neutral status.” 
 
    Logan nodded, indicating for him to go on. 
 
    “We met with the representatives here in the grand hall. And… their terms were clear and simple. They informed us that the Lunar Empire had its sights set on the entire continent. We informed them of our traditionally neutral position, and they informed us that this didn’t matter, that they hadn’t come to negotiate terms. They told us that in one month they would return. And on that day, Keillion would either become part of the Empire or be destroyed. And with that, they left.” 
 
    He went on. “Naturally, the council was more amused than anything else. After all, we were responsible for trade on the entire continent and beyond. More than that, we had the city walls to defend us. Most don’t know this, but the walls have been blessed with a magical enchantment—they’re even more powerful than they look.” 
 
    “So,” Logan said, his arms crossed over his chest as he leaned against a column across from the elf. “They offered their terms, left, and returned on the day they’d promised.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Barnard said. “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    Quetzal narrowed her eyes. “He’s lying, Logan.” 
 
    “No doubt. If you don’t want another jolt of electricity through you, elf, I suggest you begin by telling the truth.” 
 
    His face went flat, and his eyes flashed with fear. Logan could sense in that moment that the elf was on the verge of saying something that he knew he shouldn’t. And more than that, Logan could sense he wasn’t as innocent as he was letting on. 
 
    Logan wasn’t going to allow him to get away without sharing what he knew. He stepped over to the elf and grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Maybe I won’t need magic to get what I want out of you,” he said.  
 
    Then, before Barnard could react, Logan shifted into his Fenrir form. Barnard’s eyes went wide with fear as Logan growled. He let the elf feel the heat of his breath and lay eyes on the sharp points of his teeth. 
 
    “Alright!” Barnard shouted. “I’ll tell you everything!” 
 
    Logan shifted back and let the elf’s arm go. 
 
    “But please,” Barnard said. “Tell me that you’ll provide me safe passage to Tyan. Please.” Desperation dripped off his words. 
 
    Logan considered the matter. “Fine. Tell us everything, and hold nothing back, and I’ll see to it that you make it to Tyan in one piece. But if you lie…” 
 
    “I won’t lie!” he shouted. “I promise!” 
 
    “Then speak.” 
 
    Barnard closed his eyes and went into it. 
 
    “One day after the envoys from the Lunar Empire arrived, I was… accosted in my palazzo by a strange man. He froze me in place, just as you both have. And he told me very simply, very plainly, that Keillion would fall. He informed me that the Emperor of the Lunar Empire had gained access to some sort of magic, something that had allowed for their war of conquest. And he told me that Keillion had two options—to surrender and live, or fight and die.” 
 
    “But why did he tell you?” Quetzal asked. “Why not tell the entire council?” 
 
    “Because I have sole access to the enchantments that make our walls so strong.” 
 
    “And perhaps he offered you riches and power if you obeyed,” Quetzal said. 
 
    “No!” he shouted. “I have all the riches I need!” Barnard might have been wealthy, Logan realized, but he wasn’t a good liar. 
 
    “But power?” Logan asked. “And remember what I said about lying.” 
 
    Barnard glanced aside. “They… They told me they would dissolve the council when they conquered, and place me in charge. But it was for the best! The council spends all of its time squabbling and bickering. It’s high time for a king to lead the city, one with vision!” 
 
    “I’m not interested in hearing your justifications,” Logan said. “The fact of the matter is that you betrayed your city for power.” 
 
    “What was I supposed to do?” he asked. “The envoy, this strange man in flesh-colored robes, gave me a… demonstration of his power. When I saw what he could do, what sort of power the Empire had at its disposal, I knew there was no other option than to surrender. He told me that they would arrive with their army in one month, and that it was up to me to handle the walls and the long-distance weapons.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “So, I removed the enchantments on the discussed day. And I made sure that our siege weapons were unmanned. But they attacked regardless! They blasted the walls open with magical energy and poured into the city, slaughtering whoever they came across. I watched the scene with horror as they made their way to the palace, effortlessly slaying whomever they came across. They reached this room, the man with the flesh-colored robes at their lead. And when he arrived, he killed the royal guard with a swipe of his hand.” Barnard gestured to the slain troops. “The council’s finest warriors died in an instant. And when they reached the council…” 
 
    “Spare the details.” 
 
    He nodded. “You saw what it looked like in there. The council was liquidated, all right. And when I was the last one left alive, my former friends dead all around me, the man in the flesh-colored robes looked at me with the most horrible smile I’d ever seen. And he said… ‘You wanted to rule the city? Here it is. Rule a graveyard.’ Then he locked me in the armoire, sealed it with magic, and left.” 
 
    “A fitting punishment,” Logan said. “But it’s too bad the rest of the city had to suffer for your greed.” 
 
    “It was our only chance!” Barnard said. “You didn’t see what their attack looked like! Even with the walls and long-distance weapons, there would have been no way to fight off the Empire. Surrendering was our only choice!” 
 
    Logan said nothing, knowing that only with his power and that of the spirits had Tyan been able to prevail. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a procession of soldiers approaching the palace—it was Runa and Raymond and the rest. 
 
    “Are those your troops?” Barnard asked. “They’re going to bring me back to Tyan, correct?” There was desperation in his voice, panic in his eyes. 
 
    “A traitor deserves nothing but death,” Logan said. “In a just world, I’d kill you here on the spot for what you’ve done.” 
 
    Barnard’s eyes flashed, as if something had occurred to him. “No, you shouldn’t do that!” 
 
    “I gave you my word I wouldn’t,” Logan said. “But tell me your reasoning.” 
 
    “Because…” He swept his hands toward the massive siege weapons in the distance, a dozen huge war machines. “Those! You’re planning on fighting the Empire, correct? The siege weapons of Keillion are the finest on Varsyth. And I’m the only one who knows how to use them! Bring me with you, and I’ll help you use them against your enemies!” 
 
    Logan shifted his weight from one foot to the other as he considered the offer. By that point, Raymond and Runa were close enough that he could wave to them from his position. 
 
    “You want me to enlist the help of a betrayer?” Logan asked. “Surely, you can see the obvious problems with that.” 
 
    “I did what I did to save Keillion!” he said. “It was them who betrayed me! You must understand that I would do whatever I could to save this city!” 
 
    “But the city is dead all around you,” Quetzal said. “What is there to save?” 
 
    Barnard’s eyes went blank. But he didn’t have a chance to answer the question. Down in the city, Logan spotted movement among the buildings at the base of the palace. Other figures were emerging from them, all dressed in the silver and green of the Empire. 
 
    “Gods,” Logan said. “Empire soldiers are still here!” 
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    Barnard rushed to the ledge, looking down with eagerness in his eyes. 
 
    “I can show you just what I mean!” 
 
    Without another word, Barnard raced into the council room. As he was gone, Logan looked down to see more and more soldiers of the Empire emerging from the buildings. By this point, there were dozens of them—far more than Logan’s force. 
 
    Moments later, Barnard emerged with a strange weapon, a sword that was the perfect combination of a key and curved elven scimitar. To Logan’s surprise, Barnard carried the blade with ease and skill, as if he knew how to use it to deadly effect. 
 
    “I’ll prove to you that I’m worthy of your trust,” he said, rushing over to the ledge and taking in the sight of the approaching soldiers. His brow furrowed, as if he were making calculations, glancing up toward the siege weapons as his lips moved. “Keep them at bay. And when I give the signal, make sure you’re far, far away from those fools!” 
 
    With that, he tucked the blade into a scabbard and hurried out of the grand hall, making his way down the stairs. His footsteps faded, and he was gone. 
 
    “You think we can trust him?” Quetzal asked. “He did betray his own city, after all.” 
 
    “Barnard the Betrayer,” Logan said. “I suppose we’ll find out soon if he’s deserving of anything more than a blade across the throat.” His eyes went to the massive siege weapons in the distance. 
 
    But he didn’t let his gaze linger for long. 
 
    “We should move,” Logan said. “The others need our help.” 
 
    Quetzal nodded and without wasting another second, she and Logan shifted into their bird forms. They flew down to the palace steps and landed amid the soldiers, both shifting back to their human forms when they touched down. 
 
    “Was wondering when you were going to show up,” Raymond said out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    The soldiers were numerous—more had emerged by the time Logan and Quetzal had landed. And they were armed, battle-ready. 
 
    One, a soldier with full armor and a winged helmet, a green and silver cloak flowing in the breeze, stepped toward them. There was no doubt to Logan that this was the commander of the troops. 
 
    “And just like that,” he said, “the rest of the plan comes to fruition. We’ve been waiting for your arrival, War Wizard.” 
 
    “The Empire left troops stationed in the city,” Raymond said. “Should’ve seen that coming.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should’ve,” the commander said. “But it doesn’t make any difference now. We were tasked with killing the War Wizard when he arrived in Keillion, and that’s what I aim to do. Prepare yourself!” 
 
    He threw off his cloak and pulled a pair of twin curved short swords from his hips. The rest of the soldiers withdrew their weapons and fell into formation, two long lines of swordsmen in the front, archers in the back. Logan’s quick count added up to around fifty in total—far more than their numbers. 
 
    The commander stood at the back, raising one sword. 
 
    “Archers! Take aim!” 
 
    “We need to figure out something fast,” Raymond said. 
 
    Logan scanned his soldiers. Without Arachne and the assassins, they were down in number. Logan knew they had the power of the Archspirits on their sides, but that might not be enough against a force more than twice their size. 
 
    “Summoners in the back!” Logan shouted. “Serpents and thunder-casters in the front!” 
 
    There wasn’t enough room for tactics. 
 
    “Spider summoners! Prepare your spells and cast on my command!” 
 
    “I’m more than interested to see you do your worst,” the commander said. “Archers, loose!” 
 
    The archers pulled back their strings with more speed than Logan had anticipated. But he was ready for the next move. 
 
    “Summoners, cast on the archers!” 
 
    Just as the archers loosed their arrows, white mist formed around the archers. It vanished, leaving behind spiders—these fist-sized and much larger than the other spiders they’d been able to cast—to crawl all over the warriors. The spiders, just as Logan hoped, were enough of a distraction that most of the arrows flew wide, zipping through the air at odd angles and disappearing into the sky. 
 
    But several shot toward Logan and his troops. One stuck into the thick skin of a man-serpent warrior, another landed in the arm of a spider summoner. Another still plunged into the round thigh of Thunderhead, the horse letting out a cry of pain as it hit. 
 
    No one was fatally injured, Logan realized to his relief. The archers were in the process of attacking the spiders that crawled on their bodies, using their daggers to peel them off. 
 
    The swordsmen appeared ready, however, and the smile on the commander’s face made it clear that he wasn’t too worried about what had happened. 
 
    Logan spotted something in the distance as the soldiers prepared for an attack. One of the siege weapons, a trebuchet, was in the process of slowly turning. The groan of wood in motion sounded through the city. The commander, however, didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Let’s end this,” he shouted to his troops. “Fighters, prepare!” 
 
    The swordsmen lifted their blades, both hands on the hilt as they cocked their arms back and pointed the blades toward Logan and the rest. They let out a war cry—“Hua!”—in unison. There was no doubt to Logan that the Imperial troops were as well trained as they came. 
 
    But in the distance, the trebuchet still moved, the catapult cocking back and settling with a click that could be heard from the far distance of the palace. 
 
    “Now!” the commander shouted. “Move!” 
 
    Thwack. The trebuchet loosed, launching a large black something toward the palace. 
 
    He remembered Barnard’s words. 
 
    “Raymond, Runa,” Logan said. “Move back now!” 
 
    The black object in the sky shrank in size when it hit the peak of its arc, then began growing and growing as it barreled down. Raymond and Runa were confused at first, but they soon realized what was going on. 
 
    Logan led the soldiers in a charge in the opposite direction, the troops moving out of the way of the incoming barrage. The commander, finally noticing that something was wrong, turned his head to look. 
 
    He did so just in time to watch as a massive boulder half the size of a house crashed into the palace stairs. The noise was deafening, enormous chunks of marble flying into the air as the boulder buried itself into the earth. Dust rose, blocking Logan’s sight for several long moments. 
 
    And when it cleared, he had a chance to see what sort of damage the trebuchet had done. Nearly the entirety of the palace stairs had been obliterated, along with the majority of the soldiers. The few that remained were in a daze, their faces covered with dust and blood. The commander still stood, his expression one of total disbelief at what had just happened. 
 
    “A-Attack!” The commander barely mustered the word, so shocked he was. But he managed to raise his blade and lead the troops into a charge. They rushed around the boulder and staggered toward Logan and his men. 
 
    Logan pulled out his orcish dagger, charging it with electrical energy before leading a charge of his own, Runa and Raymond and the man-serpents at his sides. 
 
    The battle that followed was quick and bloody. 
 
    Eztli led the charge from the right flank, driving over the remaining troops with Thunderhead and cleaving through their dusty armor with his ceremonial black blade. Marseille and Runa took up the left flank, chopping into the remnants of the archers and making sure they didn’t have a chance to launch a single arrow. 
 
    Red sprays and severed limbs filled the air. And by the time Logan was barreling down on the commander, the enemy leader seemed to realize that the day was lost. But he didn’t have long to consider the matter. Logan raised the electrically charged orcish blade and drove it down hard. The commander reacted with enough time to lift his own sword, but Logan easily pushed his arm out of the way with his free hand and shoved the tip of the dagger into the commander’s neck. 
 
    Blood jetted out of the wound. The commander gurgled as life drained from him. Anger flowed through Logan, knowing that he was taking the life of one of the soldiers responsible for the massacre of Keillion. He knew all too well what it was like to witness a people wiped from the earth. 
 
    When the commander was dead, he stepped back, pulling his blade out and letting the soldier’s body fall to the ground. Quetzal and the rest of her marked soldiers used Arc Lightning to paralyze the remaining swordsmen, giving an open opportunity for Raymond and the man-serpents to cut them to pieces. 
 
    The fight was over before the last bit of dust touched the ground. Silence fell, and Logan stepped back to take in the sight of the enormous boulder in front of him. 
 
    “It worked!” the voice came from a distance. Logan hurried around the boulder just in time to spot Barnard hurrying down the largest lane of the city, the one that led directly from the trebuchet. “And the aim… It was perfect!” the elf council member said. 
 
    “Who the hells is that?” Raymond asked as he wiped the blood from his blade and slipped it back into its scabbard. 
 
    “A possible new ally,” Logan said. “One who may have just proved his worth.” 
 
    Logan filled Raymond and Runa in on Barnard’s identity as the elf hurried toward the palace stairs. 
 
    “You want to bring a traitor into our ranks?” Raymond asked. “One who’s proven that he’s willing to sell out his own people for the Empire?” 
 
    “Then again,” Runa said, “he managed to pull this off.” She swept her hand toward the boulder. “Not only did he strike the precise spot we needed him to, but he could’ve easily have used it to crush us if he was so inclined.” 
 
    “The wounded,” Logan said. “See to them.” 
 
    He, Runa, and Raymond hurried to the soldiers that had been struck. The man-serpent had been mostly protected by his scales, but the spider summoner was a different matter. The arrow had pierced deeply into his arm, the summoner’s limb hanging limply. After removing the arrow and tying off the limb, the other summoners used their healing webs to treat the wound, but it would still be unusable for a good while. Thunderhead fared well, the horse’s own arrow wound barely going past the surface, and the summoners were able to treat it well with their webbing. 
 
    “It’d take more than a lucky shot to bring this warhorse down,” Eztli said with pride as he patted the side of the beast. 
 
    At that moment, Barnard finally reached the stairs. He huffed and puffed as he caught his breath, his eyes on the boulder and his hands on his knees. 
 
    “This… wasn’t quite where I wanted it.” He raised his hand and pointed it toward the body of the commander. “I was using him for my aiming point. But, oh well—you all seem to have finished the job.” 
 
    Once Barnard caught his breath, Logan introduced him to the rest of the group. 
 
    “Goddesses,” he said, shaking his head. “You’re a real War Wizard, huh? With Archspirits and everything? It’s no wonder the attack on Tyan failed with you at their command.” 
 
    “How did you do this?” Runa asked. “You single-handedly managed to load, turn, aim, and fire one of those massive weapons all by yourself?” 
 
    Barnard rubbed the back of his head, appearing a bit sheepish. “It’s… not much, really. Most of the process has been automated by this point. One of the reasons Keillion weapons are so deadly is that a single person can direct it from the control center. The rest of the staff is there to merely guard it, or help if something gets stuck.” 
 
    Raymond nodded toward the trebuchet. “Must be a simple process if you were able to do it all on your own.” 
 
    “Well, it helps when you’re the one who designed them.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Logan asked. “You designed the distance weapons?” 
 
    “Mostly upgraded, to be quite honest. That was my position in the council: to oversee the city’s defenses and to make sure they were outfitted with the latest technology in order to obliterate any attackers.” 
 
    “Or to turn them off when you wanted to give the city away,” Raymond said in a wry tone. 
 
    Barnard closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. “I know what I did. And I hope that Logan here was able to explain my reasons. If you don’t find them compelling, well, I suppose there’s nothing else I can do. Kill me now on the spot, if you wish.” 
 
    He stood firm, but Logan could sense his anxiety. 
 
    “This is your show, Logan,” Raymond said. “You can decide what to do with him.” 
 
    Logan sized up Barnard on the spot. “Barnard the Betrayer,” he said, repeating his earlier name. 
 
    “Has a ring to it,” Raymond said, “I have to admit.” 
 
    But all eyes were on Logan, everyone around waiting for him to make his decision. 
 
    “You live—but on two conditions.” 
 
    Barnard’s face beamed with a happiness that Logan hadn’t seen in a long, long time. “Oh, thank-you-thank-you-thank-you! You won’t regret this!” 
 
    He started toward Logan, seeming as if he were going to throw his arms around him. But he stopped in his tracks when Logan raised his palms. 
 
    “Two conditions,” Logan said. 
 
    “Of course, of course,” he said. “Whatever you want.” 
 
    “First is that you show us how to use the war machines.” 
 
    “Most certainly,” he said. “Nothing would give me more pleasure. I can show you how to operate them, how to transport them, and how to build more. Trust me, if you’re going to take the battle to the Empire, you’re going to need powerful siege weapons to attack the capitol.” 
 
    “And the second,” Logan said, raising two fingers, “is that you stay with me at all times. I want to be able to keep you close enough to crush you if I have even the slightest suspicion that you’re not on the level. Understand?” 
 
    Logan’s words drained the color from Barnard’s face. “That’s… understandable. But I won’t be a burden! I know how to use a blade, and I’m handy—I can build things to help you on your journey!” 
 
    “Good,” Logan said. “Then take us to the war machines and show us how to use them.” 
 
    “With pleasure!” 
 
    They began their trek down the lane that led to the trebuchet Barnard had fired. When they reached it, Logan took a moment to appreciate just how large it was—easily over seventy-five paces high. Barnard showed them the machine’s inner workings, the control panel covered with cranks and lenses that allowed one to reload and pinpoint a target. A complex system of wood gears and pulleys were responsible for loading the massive boulders. The interior was large enough to give cover to a squad of soldiers. 
 
    “And there are more weapons than trebuchets,” he said. “There are scorpion launchers and catapults and enough to take down the thickest of walls. And I can show you how to build and use them.” 
 
    Logan’s attention was on the control panel. An idea occurred to him as he looked over the dark wood. 
 
    “Raymond,” he said. “Can you give me a bottle of Quetzal’s essence?” 
 
    “Sure.” Raymond opened his pack and fished out a bottle of yellow residue, handing it over to Logan. 
 
    Logan opened the bottle and tipped it, pouring some of the residue onto his blade, then rubbed it along the length. Once it was covered, he used the weapon to carve Quetzal’s rune into the wood of the control panel. 
 
    “What the hells are you doing?” Barnard asked. “Be careful!” 
 
    Logan said nothing, instead focusing on finishing his mark. When it was done, he stood back and waited. At first, nothing happened. But after a few moments, the walls and wooden gears began to crackle with electrical energy, the weapon itself seeming to hum. 
 
    “You charged the machine with my power,” Quetzal said with a sly grin. “Not sure it gives me any followers, but not a bad idea all the same.” 
 
    “I want you to fire this thing,” Logan said. “Point it off into the distance outside of the city.” 
 
    His eyes still on the crackling walls, Barnard nodded. “You can try it yourself, like I showed you. Put your eyes in the viewfinder and adjust the dials until you have the target in your sights.” 
 
    It all sounded impossibly complex to Logan, but he did as he’d been shown. He placed his eyes in the spot that had been specially fitted for them. The view was on the palace steps, and he turned a nearby crank, spinning the trebuchet around slowly but surely. Once the northern landscape past the city was in view, he adjusted the dials until he had a target—a tall, solitary tree. 
 
    “How does this even work?” Logan asked. “How can I see so far?” 
 
    “It’s all glasses of different sizes and shapes,” Barnard said. “Quite complex and likely a little too much for a warrior such as yourself to comprehend.” 
 
    “Careful now,” Logan said, taking his eyes from the viewfinder for long enough to glare at Barnard, who raised his palms in response. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    Barnard pulled a final switch, the machine lurching as it launched its payload. Logan kept his eyes on the tree, waiting patiently. Before too long, the electrically charged boulder entered his vision and smashed into the tree, the thing exploding with electrical energy, forming a dome of crackling yellow arcs. The dome rose in size then faded. When it was gone, the tree had been reduced to a black line, the ground around it singed in a perfect circle. 
 
    “Well?” Barnard asked as Logan lifted his eyes. “Did it work?” 
 
    “It worked.” He couldn’t help but grin at the power he held in his hands. 
 
    Logan showed the rest of them, letting Runa and Raymond and Quetzal see what had happened. 
 
    “That’ll do nicely when you can’t have me fly overhead and blast them with lightning,” she said, seeming impressed. 
 
    “It will,” Logan said. “And we’ll need to secure these weapons and have them moved to Tyan. We’ll return here on the way back from Numenthas.” 
 
    Barnard’s eyes lit up with excitement. “You’re going to Numenthas?” 
 
    Logan nodded toward the exit to the machine, the group filing out. 
 
    “That’s the plan. What do you know about the place?” 
 
    “Numenthas is a land of industry,” he said, a reverent tone to his voice. “Keillion, while it is my home—was my home—was a kingdom of trade and luxury. Numenthas is a region known for machines so complex that they’re thought to be more like magic than anything else.” 
 
    “More war machines?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Barnard said, hardly able to contain the excitement in his voice. “Walking machines and armored carriages and weapons that fire bolts of metal faster than any arrow could possibly shoot it.” 
 
    “Fire them?” Raymond asked, skepticism in his voice. “Like, with actual fire?” 
 
    “It’s something that needs to be seen to be believed,” Barnard said. “And I know the fastest way to the kingdom. I can only pray that we don’t come upon a similar sight that you did when you came upon my city.” 
 
    “We need supplies,” Runa said. “Then we need to get moving before any other Empire soldiers stumble upon us.” 
 
    They checked the nearby shops, taking what food and supplies they could. Once they were geared up, the group made their way through the ruined city walls. 
 
    “Perhaps we should rest before beginning the trek to Numenthas,” Runa said once they were outside of Keillion’s walls. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Barnard said. “It’s only two days’ journey. If we leave now, we’ll make it by evening two days from now. And believe me—nighttime is when Numenthas really comes alive.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Logan asked as he turned his gaze toward the northern slope of the coast. 
 
    Barnard simply smiled, a glimmer in his eye. “You’ll see.” Then he pointed north, the white sliver of the beach forming a thin border between the land and the sea. “That’s the direction we’re traveling. We should get moving.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Logan said. “Form up! Let’s march!” 
 
    They began. Logan took point, the group marching on the road leading toward the north. Glancing back over his shoulder, Logan noticed Barnard standing still, gazing at his city with an expression of longing in his eyes. Logan didn’t know yet if he could trust the strange nobleman, the one who’d—inadvertently or not—been the one who’d led his city to ruin. But in that moment, Logan could sense that he was having difficulty saying goodbye. 
 
    “Come, fancy man!” Raymond shouted over his shoulder. “I hope you’re not planning to go back on the terms that Logan so generously gave you.” 
 
    Barnard shook his head and hurried along, catching up to the group. “No,” he said. “Not at all.” 
 
    He joined them once more, and the group continued their march. The ruins of Keillion disappeared over the horizon behind them, the sun beginning its descent into the eastern sky over the water. Logan decided to take the occasion to get some information from Barnard, who’d seemed to know more about Numenthas than any of them. 
 
    He told them of the ruler, a queen who’d risen to the top of the merchant class—the section of the population rulers were traditionally taken from. 
 
    “It’s not like other kings and queens you’ve heard of,” he said. “It’s best to think of Numenthas as a large… merchant enterprise, the ‘royalty’ responsible for overseeing the hundreds of guilds that exist in the kingdom. He or she stays in power for as long as he or she can oversee profit.” 
 
    “Strange,” Runa said. “And when they fail to do this?” 
 
    “They’re voted out,” Barnard said. “And in much more of an efficient manner than in Keillion. They’re inventors and engineers, you see—very logical minds.” To illustrate his point, he tapped his temple. “But they can be a bit on the cold side. Maybe it’s the fact that so many of them work with machines all day. Either way, they’ve always been straightforward when trading with Keillion.” 
 
    “And do you know anything about Ifriti?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Archspirit, the one who lives below the earth. In the Glow Caves.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side, as if trying to recall the name. “I… I’m not familiar with this Ifriti. However, I am familiar with the Glow Caves. They’re near Numenthas, and the reason the kingdom has been able to create such a powerful industry. Whatever’s down there, it’s no doubt powerful.” 
 
    Logan noted his words, reminding himself that the Archspirits, before his arrival, had been gone for so long that most had forgotten they had once existed—especially in the kingdoms of the elves where the focus had been on the Moon Goddesses. 
 
    They traveled on. The two days passed quickly, the group covering considerable ground, all of them eager to make it to Numenthas. On the evening of the second day, as the sun began its plunge into the eastern horizon, wild oranges and reds filling the sky around the sea, Logan spotted something on the northern horizon—another source of light glowing leagues away. 
 
    “What is that?” he asked. “That can’t be Numenthas, can it?” 
 
    “That’s far too bright to be a flame,” Runa said. “And I don’t see any smoke.” 
 
    “So,” Raymond said, “it’s likely not a burned-out city. But let’s not get our hopes too high—if the Empire attacked Tyan and Keillion at the same time, there’s a damned good chance they tried the same with Numenthas.” 
 
    Logan kept his eyes fixed on the glow in the distance on the horizon. Assuming it was indeed the city, a place putting out that much illumination into the dark of the evening was already a sight he’d never seen before. 
 
    They continued on, Logan spotting great beams of light cutting into the darkening sky. The lights were so bright, in fact, that the twinkling of stars vanished around the dome of illumination. More than that, thick plumes of smoke rose into the sky along with the beams. Logan’s gut tightened at the sight of them, the smoke that had been rising from Keillion not far from his thoughts. 
 
    “What sorts of fires do they possess?” Logan asked. “What else could account for that smoke and those lights?” 
 
    “Not fires in the way you’re thinking of them,” Barnard said. “Something else.” 
 
    “I can scout ahead,” Quetzal said. “Fly over the city and get a sense of what’s down there.” 
 
    Barnard pursed his lips. “I wouldn’t do that. If they catch sight of any such thing, they surely wouldn’t hesitate to bring you down in whatever way they could.” 
 
    Quetzal cocked her head to the side in mild confusion. “They’d have to shoot quite a few arrows to have any chance of bringing me down.” 
 
    “That’s just it,” he said. “They wouldn’t be shooting arrows.” 
 
    Quetzal, clearly confused, opened her mouth to say something else. But instead, she closed it and turned her attention forward. The group continued, Logan glancing over his shoulder to see that the rest of the soldiers were flagging. The wounded summoner, his arm still hanging loosely, seemed in even worse shape. He would need medical care beyond what the healing webs could do, and soon. 
 
    “Come on,” Logan said. “We can’t afford to waste another second.” 
 
    The road led over a hill, and when the group reached it, the kingdom of Numenthas was spread out before them. Every single member of the group stopped where they were when they laid eyes on it. 
 
    “That’s… certainly something else,” Raymond said. 
 
    “That’s a kingdom?” Runa said. “It looks like… I don’t know what it looks like.” 
 
    Logan said nothing as he let his eyes rest on the kingdom. Numenthas was massive and sprawling, the huge city bunched up against the coast, the waters around it filled with boats that were long and sleek, entirely different from the wooden boats of the human kingdoms. The buildings of the city were tall and illuminated, hundreds of small points of lights up and down their angular heights, heights that reached far over the city walls. Beams of light cut through the sky. The place, despite the hour, seemed alive with energy and vitality. 
 
    “Where does that energy come from?” Logan asked. “Magic?” 
 
    “Not magic,” Barnard said. “Something else.” 
 
    The group took in the sight of the city for several more moments. 
 
    “Come along,” Logan said. “We’ve got an engineer queen to meet with.” 
 
    He started forward, and the rest of the group followed. But before they could make it too much further along, Logan spotted something near the road—a pole as tall as he was, almost impossible to see in the darkness of the night. 
 
    That was, until the top illuminated. A bright light shone from the top of the pole, bright enough to make Logan cover his eyes. Through his slightly opened fingers, he watched as another pole down the road illuminated, then another, then another—all the way to the city. When the lights reached the city walls, another light, this one of deep red, illuminated. 
 
    Logan’s first thought was that he’d set off some sort of notice to the city that they’d arrived. 
 
    And he didn’t like it. 
 
    “Stand ready,” he said, his hand moving to his dagger. “And prepare for anything.” 
 
    By this point, they were close enough to the city walls that Logan could see something in the distance—what appeared to be a door opening and then closing. Two pairs of moving lights, their beams cutting through the dark of the night, began making their way to Logan and his group with incredible speed. 
 
    They drew closer and closer, and soon they were near enough that Logan could make out their shapes. The things were squat and bulky, propelled by wheels and smoke plumes rising from them. 
 
    “What the hell are those?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “The inventions of Numenthas,” Barnard said. “I’ve heard so much about them, but never seen them up close. Numenthas… They’ve always been a secretive kingdom, wary of outsiders. While we did trade with them, it was always strictly outside their city, in a neutral place.” 
 
    “Paranoid engineers who want their secrets kept,” Raymond said, his eyes ahead on the approaching things. 
 
    They drew closer, and as they did, Logan could make out more detail. The things were long and squat, a little taller than a man. They moved on tracks of wheels, a pipe in the back belching out smoke as dark as the night sky. There were slits on both sides, slits that were covered. They reminded Logan of carriages—but ones that weren’t pulled by horses or other beasts of burden. They were made of dark steel, the color black. 
 
    Logan held up his hand, and the group stood fast as the things approached. 
 
    “Wonderful machines,” Barnard said, reverence in his voice. 
 
    “What are you?” Logan shouted, his energy welling in him as he prepared to activate his runes. 
 
    There was silence other than the grumbling of whatever powered the machines. They rumbled and shook in place, as if whatever powered them threatened to blow them apart at any moment. 
 
    “That’s none of your concern,” a strange, muffled voice said from inside of the rightmost machine. “What does matter is that you all are in violation of the Numenthian border.” 
 
    “We’re representatives from Tyan,” Raymond said. “Here to speak with your queen.” 
 
    “And Keillion!” Barnard said. “I’m Barnard Skrin, councilman and—” 
 
    “Silence!” the voice from inside the machine shouted. “Our orders are clear! Any trespassers on the Numenthian border are to be dealt with via deadly force!” The elf inside of the machine spoke with a strange, formal tone—one more suited to a professor than a warrior. 
 
    “Are you insane?” Raymond said. “You’re going to attack representatives from two sovereign kingdoms without hearing them out first?” 
 
    “Nothing to be heard out!” the elf in the machine shouted. “There’s a law, and you all are in violation of it! Now, stand still while we dole out your punishment!” 
 
    Before Logan could react, the machines turned and the slats on the sides opened. Long tubes emerged, three on each machine. 
 
    “Uh, everyone?” Raymond said. “Something tells me that whatever the hells those things are, they’re not good.” 
 
    Logan thought quickly. He remembered what Barnard had said about Numenthian weapons, how they fired bits of steel. 
 
    “Ready!” the elf inside the first machine shouted. “Aim!” 
 
    Logan closed his eyes and tapped into Arachne’s rune. He gathered as much energy as he possibly could, preparing to launch a stream of webbing at the machines. But as he did, he realized it wasn’t going to be enough. He’d need more—he’d need to increase his power. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    As quickly as he could, Logan ran between the machines and his group. An incredible thunderclap sounded out, followed by several others. He moved his hand up and down as he ran, leaving not just a stream of webbing but an entire wall of it. 
 
    When he was done, he turned to see what had happened, if his plan had worked. His group still stood—whatever the machines had shot at them hadn’t made it through. The wall of webbing, stiff enough to hang in the air for several long moments, had been nearly punched through with the projectiles. 
 
    Logan grinned. He felt his Arachne rune glow and throb, his power having increased. 
 
    “What… the hells?” the voice inside the machine said. 
 
    Logan wasn’t going to waste his chance. He shifted into his Fenrir form, rushing toward the machine and leaping on top of it. He landed on the metal with a bang, rushing over to the pipe that was in the process of belching smoke into the air. He grabbed it and pulled, twisting the pipe and sealing it shut, the smoke stopping. 
 
    He turned his attention to the other machine, the thing turning and opening a slat on the side. More strange sticks came out, pointing at him. He shifted from his Fenrir form to his bird shape, flying upward just in time to avoid the projectiles from the machine. The smoke filled the air along with an acrid burning scent. 
 
    Logan flew upward, aiming his wings at the machine and blasting arcs of electricity at it. The arcs hit the machine and spread quickly, having far more of an impact than he’d anticipated. The sticks fell out of the hands of the elves inside, and Logan flew toward the machine and shifted into his Fenrir form just in time to land and repeat the process of twisting the pipe shut. 
 
    Coughs sounded from inside of the machines. Then the backs opened, three elves dressed in red-and-black uniforms rushing, hacking up their lungs as they struggled to breath. Logan jumped down from the machines and landed in front of the six elves, a grin on his lips as they stopped to take in the sight of him. 
 
    They froze in fear, no weapons at hand but small short swords on their hips. But they clearly hadn’t been expecting the sight of a wolf-spirit given flesh as they’d run out of their machines. 
 
    “Halt!” a voice shouted behind Logan. 
 
    He and everyone else turned to see six elves on armor-clad horses approach. They came to a stop, small versions of the sticks that the elves had used to shoot at Logan and his friends close at hand on their legs. They reminded Logan of the goblin long-range weapons, but far more elegant in make. 
 
    “Gorian!” one of the elves on horseback shouted, his hair long and black and his uniform the same red and black as the others. He wore a thick, dark mustache—the same as the rest of the Numenthian soldiers wore. “What the hells are you doing?” 
 
    One of the elves stepped forward. Logan hadn’t noticed him in the commotion, but now that he had a chance to take in the sight of him, he noticed that the elf being addressed was unlike any of the others. He was shorter—human-sized—and squat, his face reddish and his hair mussy and brown. He reminded Logan more of a human merchant than any elven warrior he’d seen. 
 
    “I was defending the borders!” he shouted. “Just like the queen ordered!” 
 
    The elf on horseback let out a snort. “And you think the queen would be pleased to know that you attacked envoys from the other independent kingdoms?” 
 
    “I… I was told to defend the borders against whoever came!” 
 
    Another snort. “I suppose it was too much to expect that you might exercise some discretion.” 
 
    The elf on horseback turned to Logan and the rest. Logan shifted back to his human form. 
 
    “Who are you?” Logan asked. 
 
    “That is none of your business,” the elf on horseback said. “Now, come along—the queen wishes to speak with you.” 
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    Logan and his party were led by the soldiers the rest of the way toward Numenthas. They approached the massive gates, the entrances to the city square and the thickest steel that Logan had ever seen. Overhead, the lights of the city filled the night sky with a strange, unearthly glow. 
 
    “If that’s what the queen wanted,” the squat soldiers said as they stood before the gates, “why wasn’t she simply clearer?” 
 
    The tall, horseback soldier sat tall. In addition to his smaller stick, the soldier wore a long, curved saber at his side. Logan could easily imagine the damage such a fighter could do during combat, using his strange projectile weapon to attack from afar before rushing in to decimate enemy forces with his thin, curved blade. Unlike the goblin weaponry that used explosive long-range weapons, these seemed to be far more reliable and less likely to explode in the hands of their wielders. Logan couldn’t help but be impressed by them. 
 
    “Because it should go without saying that envoys from any kingdom other than those subjugated by the Empire should be given an audience. Or, at the very least, a few words in their defense before you blast them apart with your tanks!” 
 
    “But what good are the tanks if I can’t blast anyone apart with them?” the stout elf asked. “I swear, we’ve all been driving up and down the border of the kingdom for the last few weeks ready to wage war. Finally, we get a chance for some action and even that is deprived! It’s… It’s not fair!” 
 
    The taller soldier approached a small box on the wall near the gate. He pressed down on a button and spoke into it. 
 
    “Colonel Temund Brightling,” he said. “Requesting permission to enter the city gates.” 
 
    With that, he stepped away from the box and clasped his slender hands together behind him. 
 
    “Permission granted,” a tinny voice came from the box, the sound of it enough to make the rest of the group step back in shock. 
 
    “What the hells was that?” Raymond asked. “Is there a tiny person in there or some such?” 
 
    Colonel Brightling and the stout man put aside their rivalry for a brief moment in order to share a knowing smile. 
 
    “Easy to forget how primitively the rest of Varsyth lives,” the stout elf said. 
 
    “Indeed it is, Gorian. Now, get your oversized behind out of the way.” 
 
    “Oversized behind?” he asked. “What a way to speak to the commander of the border defenses!” 
 
    Before the two elves could continue their bickering, the city gates groaned open, revealing a city unlike anything Logan had ever seen before. The cobblestone roads that winded through the town were packed with business and apartments, all stacked on top of one another and stretching into the sky, the center of the town clustered with towers that seemed just as packed with elves as the city streets. Factories here and there belched smoke into the sky. 
 
    The people were dressed strangely, in close-fitting clothing, the men with facial hair and the women wearing long gowns, their hair hidden under bonnets. 
 
    And the illumination! Never before had Logan seen a town so brightly lit at night. He looked up at the streetlamps and the building-side lights, noting that they weren’t flame-lit. Instead, they put out the same soft, amber-colored light as the poles that had lit up the roads leading into the city. Strange vehicles powered by perhaps some undetectable kind of magic moved up and down the streets, men and women packed into them on their way to enjoy the many bars and shops that the city had to offer. 
 
    “Goddesses,” Raymond said as Gorian and Brightling led them through the winding roads. “How the hell has a place like this existed without us knowing the extent of their technology?” 
 
    “Numenthas only lets others know that they want them to know about their kingdom,” Barnard said. “The outskirts are full of farms and villages, so anyone wandering onto the land wouldn’t see anything to raise an eyebrow about. And the isolationist bent of the kingdom means that very, very few outsiders have ever walked its streets. I suspect times are changing if the queen so readily welcomes us through her gates.” 
 
    “Now,” Gorian said, “when we speak to the queen, I want you to make sure you let her know that I did my duty and stopped the invaders.” 
 
    Brightling laughed. “The invaders? Surely, you don’t think I’m going to go along with that.” 
 
    “What’s there to go along with? It’s the truth! They invaded Numenthian land.” 
 
    “You’re ignoring the fact that they were visiting in peace. The queen has issued the decree. We’re not like we used to be anymore.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter one bit. What does matter is that, for all I knew, they were invaders. And I stopped them. Besides, I don’t know what she was thinking. These outsiders, they smell funny.” 
 
    Brightling chuckled. “OK, I’ll tell her you quelled the invasion. The only question is—do you want me to tell her that before or after I tell her that you were single-handedly stopped by our hairy friend back there?” 
 
    They both glanced back at Logan, wariness in their eyes. 
 
    “The War Wizard,” Gorian said. “I suppose that’s what she’s going to want to know about first and foremost.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her—and I’ll make sure she knows I was the one who stopped the fight before you all choked to death in your tanks.” 
 
    “Tanks,” Raymond said as they walked. “That’s what they call those things?” 
 
    “How the hells can they come up with such creations?” Runa asked. “They didn’t seem to be powered by, well, anything at all!” 
 
    “These lights are powered by my gift,” Quetzal said as she swept her hand toward a nearby streetlamp. “Electricity. Somehow, they’ve found it and learned to tame it. Many have tried—and many have failed.” 
 
    Logan watched as a squad of guards, six in total, made their way through the city streets, the pedestrians hurrying out of their way. The guards were clad in breastplate armor, the long explosive weapons that the other soldiers had used in their hands. 
 
    “What is it about this place that has allowed them to have such power?” Logan asked. “Could it have to do with Ifriti?” 
 
    Gorian and Brightling stopped their bickering and froze where they stood. They turned around with wide eyes. 
 
    “Ifriti?” Gorian asked. “How do you know about her?” 
 
    Brightling glanced down once more at Logan’s tattoos. “That’s how—he’s a War Wizard, remember?” 
 
    “But he talked about her like he knew her,” Gorian said. “How the hells is that possible? We haven’t seen her for—” 
 
    Brightling flashed his eyes at Gorian in a way that shut him up on the spot. 
 
    “Come along,” Brightling said. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    He nodded ahead, referring evidently to a large castle in the middle of the city—the oldest-looking building by far. They crossed a small river that made its way through town and were soon in front of the castle gates. 
 
    “The oldest part of the city,” Gorian said, glancing over his shoulder toward the group. “You ask me, they ought to tear it down and build a proper fortress.” 
 
    “If it were up to you,” Brightling said, “they’d put engines underneath the city and have it permanently floating in the air.” 
 
    “Say, that’s not a bad idea.” 
 
    Raymond glanced over to Runa. “What the hells is an engine?” 
 
    Another speaking box was near the doors. Brightling stepped over to it and repeated the process that he had by the main city gates. The doors opened and led into a massive castle entry hall. Like the rest of the city, the place was lit by electricity, armored and armed guards patrolling here and there. Soldiers approached the group. 
 
    “Take the horse and the rest to the spare barracks,” Brightling said. “The Archspirit, the Keillionite, the Tyanites, and the War Wizard—come with me.” 
 
    “Up to the top floor?” Logan asked as the rest were led away. 
 
    “Not quite,” Gorian said. “Our queen is a little… different than what you’d expect.” 
 
    They reached a flight of spiraling stone stairs. But instead of traveling up, Brightling and Gorian took the stairs down, all the way to a long stone hallway. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Logan asked. 
 
    “To the queen’s chambers,” Gorian said. “Well, her informal chambers.” 
 
    They reached an arched entryway at the end of the hall, Brightling and Gorian coming to a halt once there. 
 
    “Queen Amelia?” Gorian asked. “Are you—” 
 
    An explosion rocked the hall, the members of the group placing their hands on the walls to keep themselves stable. 
 
    “Goddesses,” Raymond said. “What the hells was that?” 
 
    “Nothing!” a chipper voice came from inside the room. “That is to say, something that could’ve been much, much worse!” 
 
    Gorian and Brightling hurried into the room, Logan and the rest of the group doing the same. Inside the large chamber was a tall elf who looked like a human woman of around twenty-five. She had long, red hair, a pair of goggles on her face. She was dressed in brown pants and an off-white button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows of her slender arms. Her face was slim and pretty, a contrast to her otherwise masculine appearance. 
 
    The room was filled with wooden tables, chemicals and bottles and weights and measures everywhere. It appeared to Logan more like a workshop than any queen’s chambers he’d ever seen. And the table in front of the queen was charred black, the acrid smell of something burning in the air. 
 
    “Queen Amelia!” Brightling shouted. “What have we told you about experimenting with such dangerous chemicals!” 
 
    “Nothing dangerous about them,” she said. “Well, there wasn’t supposed to be, at least. I mixed this one here with that one there, and the intention was a small fizzle of energy. I ended up with… something more than that.” 
 
    “And the windows,” Gorian said as he hurried over to the small, rectangular windows at the far end of the room. “You’re supposed to keep these open for proper ventilation.” He opened one then another then another, the acrid smell wafting out of the room. “Remember when we came down here and you’d been passed out for hours?” 
 
    “Oh, it was more like five minutes,” she said, waving her hand through the air as if it were no big deal at all. “You two are always exaggerating things.” 
 
    “Well,” Brightling said, “that’s our job, remember? Your father, Goddesses rest his soul, put us in charge of making sure you stayed safe after he passed. And that’s what we aim to do, remember? I guard you within the kingdom.” 
 
    “And I guard you without,” Gorian said. “And somehow, even within the safety of the castle walls, you find a way to put yourself in danger. And honestly, opening the gates to these outsiders… I’m not sure how it can lead to anything but ill. Even if it’s for a War Wizard and an Archspirit.” 
 
    “Well, what the hells else am I supposed to do?” she asked, taking off her goggles and revealing a pair of strikingly blue eyes, then putting her hands on her hips. “It’s boring down here! And I want to meet people! People from outside the gates!” 
 
    “Boring is safe,” Gorian said. “And outsiders bring trouble.” 
 
    She sighed, then turned her attention to Logan and the rest. “And I assume these are my guests, the so-called ‘outsiders’? Go on—let’s have the introductions.” 
 
    Logan did as she asked, introducing himself and the rest of his party. 
 
    “That’s amazing?” she said. “A real War Wizard?” She hurried over to Logan and, with surprising speed, grabbed his arm to looked at the runes. “These are really them, huh? Marks from the Archspirits that allow you to use their powers? What I wouldn’t give for a sample of these… just a bit of skin to look at under my microscope.” 
 
    “That’s not going to be possible, Your Majesty,” Logan said as he slipped his arm away. “But it’s a pleasure to meet you all the same.” 
 
    She smiled and stood up straight. The queen had energy and enthusiasm, no doubt about that. And her eyes flickered with intelligence and curiosity. 
 
    “I suppose I should introduce myself as well.” She placed her hand on her chest. “My name is Queen Amelia Brandforth the Third. But please don’t bother with all that. Just call me Amelia—or Melly, for short.” 
 
    Logan sized up Melly. She was already unlike any queen Logan had ever imagined. 
 
    “Such a pleasure to meet you, Your Majesty,” Barnard said as he hurried over to take her hand and plant a kiss on the top of her palm. “Words cannot express how—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she said, slipping her hand free right before Barnard’s lips touched it. “You’re the one I really want to meet.” Melly clapped her eyes onto Quetzal. “You’re an Archspirit, right?” 
 
    “That I am,” she said. “Quetzal—the Archspirit of thunder and lightning.” 
 
    “Wow,” Melly said, a hushed, reverent tone to her words. “That’s… wow! I’ve heard about Archspirits—just the legends and stuff—but I’ve never actually seen one in person!” She grabbed Quetzal’s hand and led her over to a small device, a block with two different-colored strings coming out of it. 
 
    “Can you grab these? I want to test something to see if your electricity actually works.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Quetzal said with a smile. “It does.” 
 
    “Then hold these and let it flow!” 
 
    Quetzal, curious, took the strings and closed her eyes. Across the room, a strange bulb lit up and cast a glow in the space. 
 
    “Yes!” Melly shouted. “I’d been working on this for months but couldn’t find a power source small enough. You work perfectly!” 
 
    Quetzal set down the strings and let them go, the light turning out. “It’s impressive—you’ve managed to channel my power and use it for practical purposes. But I’m afraid I’ve got bigger things to do with my abilities.” 
 
    Melly sighed. “That’s right. I suppose we should get to why you’re here. That’s what a queen does, right?” 
 
    She glanced over at Brightling and Gorian with a pleased smile on her face, as if she’d said something she knew would make them happy. Sure enough, they both were. 
 
    Logan considered where to begin. After a moment’s thought, he decided to simply cut to the heart of the matter. 
 
    “The war with the Empire is coming for you, queen,” he said. “Soon it will be at your city’s walls.” 
 
    Her expression fell, the excitement and enthusiasm that had been all over it since their arrival vanishing in a second. 
 
    “What… happened?” 
 
    Logan filled her in on the Battle of Tyan, how they’d barely managed to pull victory from the jaws of defeat. And Barnard let her know of Keillion’s fate. 
 
    “Keillion is gone?” she asked. “What… How?” 
 
    “They were brutal, Your Majesty,” Barnard said. “They moved through the city and killed everyone they could for the crime of resisting them. And it’s the fate your city will suffer if you don’t manage to defeat them first.” 
 
    She dropped into a hand-carved, high-backed wooden chair, shaking her head. 
 
    “They gave us the offer to join them,” she said. “I told them no, of course. Why would I? They wanted access to the inventions of the city in order to turn them into nothing more than war machines.” 
 
    Logan decided that moment was as good as any to ask the true question on his mind. 
 
    “How is all this possible?” he asked. “I’ve never seen this level of technology before.” 
 
    She grinned a wide, toothy grin as if she couldn’t have been happier to explain. 
 
    “We have Ifriti to thank for all of this.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Quetzal asked. “Ifriti gave you these gifts?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. Centuries and centuries ago, when the Archspirits played a greater role in the lives of elves and humans, Ifriti decided that we, the Numenthians, were worthy of the gift of her home.” 
 
    “You’re still speaking cryptically, Your Majesty,” Logan said. “What gift?” 
 
    She bounded out of her chair and made her way to a chest of drawers. Melly opened one drawer than another, searching among the tools and materials inside for something. 
 
    “Here!” She grabbed something and turned around, marching over and placing the item on the table. 
 
    It was a fist-sized black rock. 
 
    “This is the same thing that the mountain elves use,” Logan said, picking it up. 
 
    “Oh, you mean Dragonstone?” Melly asked. “No, that’s more like a really hard glass. This is different.” 
 
    Logan realized the truth of that statement right away when he set the rock down and noticed that his hands were covered in black soot. 
 
    “This is something else,” she said. “There’s power in these rocks. And when we burn them, it allows us to use the steam it produces to make big things move. A long time ago, Ifriti showed us Numenthians how to use these rocks. My ancestors built a massive kingdom with their power, this castle the only part remaining from the old days.” 
 
    She went on. 
 
    “You see, they say Ifriti is the Archspirit of fire, which is true. But we like to think of Ifriti also being Archspirit of industry and ingenuity, the spark that happens when you think of a great idea. And I have no doubt at all that she would be able to show us so, so much more.” 
 
    “But she’s gone,” Logan said. 
 
    Melly nodded. “That’s right. Gone with all the rest of the spirits. None of us knew why they all left, but I’m sure they had their reasons.” Her face lit up with excitement. “But they’re back! And now you can find them, Logan, and control their power!” 
 
    “I can,” he said. “And from what I’ve heard, Ifriti’s place of power is in the Glow Caves near the city.” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “That’s what the legends say. The Glow Caves are where we find this…” She gestured toward the black rock. “We still have access to this resource. Our miners dig day and night to haul as much of this as they can out of the Glow Caves.” Her eyes lit up. “And the amazing thing? It never seems to run out! We dig and haul and dig and haul, but there’s always more to carry out. You ask me, I think that means Ifriti is still down there, still giving us her gift. She only needs to be awakened!” 
 
    “Hmm,” Brightling said, leaning against the wall with his slim arms crossed over his slender chest. “It’s a stretch. But perhaps the War Wizard might be the one to rouse her from her slumber. Or whatever it is Archspirits do.” 
 
    “’Slumber’ would be the closest word,” Quetzal said. “It’s less sleep and more like… floating in nothingness, waiting for something to grab onto.” 
 
    Gorian chuckled. “Sounds like me after a night of too much Keillionite ale.” 
 
    Melly flashed him a wry glance before turning her attention to Logan and the rest. 
 
    “If you’ve come to enlist the help of Numenthas in the war against the Empire, we might be able to work something out. After all, it’s only a matter of time before the Empire tries to subjugate us. They’ve sent their envoys to ask if we’d like to join them peacefully, but those haven’t come in a long while.” 
 
    “And, Your Majesty,” Barnard said, “when the envoys stop coming, that’s when you know an army won’t be long behind.” 
 
    “Tyan has been attacked, and Keillion ravaged,” Raymond said. “No doubt Numenthas, as one of the last free kingdoms, is next on their list.” 
 
    “And there’s more to it than that, Your Majesty,” Logan said. “A horde is gathering on the other side of the mountains, one that will no doubt invade as soon as they’re able.” 
 
    “A horde?” she asked. “As in an orcish horde?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Runa said. “And this time, we don’t have the advantage of a unified Varsyth. If they were to come in through the Dragoneye Pass…” 
 
    She didn’t need to finish her sentence. And the look on Queen Melly’s face made it clear she understood the stakes. 
 
    “I swear!” Melly said, shaking her head. “We had a good thing going here, you know? All of the kingdoms were able to maintain their independence, and the continent was at peace. But nooo—someone had to get too big for their britches and decide they needed to take over the entire continent.” 
 
    She sighed with frustration. 
 
    “Anyway, the path is clear,” Melly said. “We need to get to the Glow Caves and see if we can find Ifriti. And once we do, we can use her power to mark our armies. That’s what War Wizards do, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Logan said. He was pleased that Melly understood the severity of the situation and didn’t need to be talked into it. 
 
    “Then we crush the Empire.” She clenched her hand into a fist, her eyes lighting up with enthusiasm. “And then the horde! Not a chance in hells I’m going to let anyone threaten my people.” 
 
    “Sounds like an excellent plan,” Brightling said. “In that case, we can prepare a task force to set out in the morning and—" 
 
    “In the morning?” Melly asked, her eyes flashing. “You seriously want to put this off until morning? No way. We’re leaving tonight! That is, assuming Logan and his allies feel up to it. The Glow Caves aren’t far from here—only a half-hour by motor wagon. We can rest and eat some food on the way there.” 
 
    As she spoke, she zipped around the room opening drawers and pulling out supplies. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Gorian said. “We? What the hells are you talking about, Your Majesty?” 
 
    She turned as she gathered supplies. “Ifriti is the key to the power of Numenthas. If you’re all going to find her, you bet your butts I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Brightling said. “That’s… far too dangerous for a queen.” 
 
    “You always say that whenever I want to leave the castle,” she said. “Both of you!” 
 
    “And it never stops being true,” Gorian said. “It’s not fitting for a queen who’s in charge of her people to go out on adventures.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” she said. “But this is an important adventure.” 
 
    When she was done, Queen Melly had gathered vial after vial of strange chemicals on the table. Two of them, a red and blue chemical, struck Logan as very familiar. 
 
    “Now,” she said. “This stuff is going to come in handy. You simply combine the red and the blue and boom!” she clapped her hands together. “Big explosion.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Runa said. “This… This is the same chemical that was used in the attack on Tyan.” 
 
    “What?” Melly asked. “But that’s impossible! This is derived from local plants and charged with the rocks from the Glow Caves. How would the Empire have access to this?” Her eyes flashed in realization. “The envoys…” 
 
    “What about them?” Brightling asked. 
 
    “When the envoys from the Empire came that last time, there was a break-in in one of the alchemy labs. I’d assumed it was someone local and directed soldiers to investigate. After all, what sort of peaceful envoy would steal from a kingdom they’re trying to woo over to their side?” 
 
    “You let the Empire’s men inside your walls?” Logan said, aghast.  
 
    “Of course. It’s part of my new decree. Visitors are always welcome!” The queen grinned.  
 
    Logan shook his head. “You shouldn’t have done that. They know what you have in here. There’s no possible way they won’t do everything they can to take it from you.”  
 
    “Well, it’s too late now,” the queen said. “Besides, you and me, War Wizard, we’re going to take down the Empire, right?”  
 
    She spoke like it would be a simple thing. A child’s game. Maybe that was how she saw things. She did, after all, seem like little more than a child acting queen. 
 
    “The Empire has shown their true colors,” Melly said. “They’re murderers, conquerors, liars, and thieves. Not a chance in hells I’m going to sit on my throne while I could be helping my people fight them off.” She carefully bundled the chemicals into a satchel. “I’m going to get geared up. Meet me at the western gates. Tonight, we’re going to find Ifriti.”  
 
    She turned to Gorian. “Gorian, Brightling, show Logan and his friends to the alchemical lab to get them a few things to help with the trip.” With that, she flashed the group an eager smile before grabbing her satchel and zipping out. 
 
    “Goddesses!” Brightling said as soon as she was gone. “She’s a stubborn one!” 
 
    “We knew that when she appointed us,” Gorian said. He turned to Logan and the group. “The queen wants to go now, so we’re going to go now. I’m sure you must be tired from your journey here, but the queen has given you all access to our lab. Come with us.” 
 
    The group made their way out of the queen’s chambers, returning upstairs and traveling up one flight. Down one more hallway, they reached a massive laboratory, one where a large team of elves worked dutifully with chemicals and liquids. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Barnard said as he took in the sight.  “I’ve heard of the scientific prowess of Numenthas, but this is something else.” 
 
    Brightling stepped over to a display case of green vials, the liquid inside seeming to glow. He took one out and handed it to Logan. 
 
    “Drink,” he said. 
 
    “What is it?” Logan asked. “I’m not in the habit of drinking whatever someone shoves into my face.” 
 
    “You’re tired, no?” Brightling asked. “This will do something about that.” 
 
    Logan glanced down at the vial one more time before uncorking it. The scent was fresh, like linen and flowers—the smell of a bright, spring day. Just the scent was enough to invigorate him. He threw the vial back, the sweetness rushing over his palate as he drank it down. 
 
    Instantly, his fatigue vanished, his muscles gaining strength and his mind clearing. 
 
    “Gods,” Logan said. “It’s like just sleeping a full night!” 
 
    “Invigoration potion,” Gorian said. “Amazing stuff. But don’t get too dependent on it. After about a week running on it, you’ll crash hard, sleep for a whole day. Replacing a single night of rest, however, seems to be fine.” 
 
    Gorian passed out the vials to the group, all of them drinking some. Brightling gathered red vials from another display case. 
 
    “Healing potions,” Brightling said. “A sip of this and your body goes into overdrive, stitching together whatever wounds might ail you. But don’t expect it to heal a severed head or ripped-off limb, of course.” 
 
    The group gathered plenty of each potion. When they were ready, they returned to the entrance hall. 
 
    “We want to keep the party small,” Brightling said. “The Glow Caves can be difficult to navigate with too large of a group. Gather whom you wish, and meet us and the queen near the front gate.” 
 
    Gorian and Brightling departed, leaving Logan to decide who to bring with him. After some thought, he selected the party aside from the soldiers, deciding to give them a chance to rest. And he chose to leave Thunderhead behind, not wanting to risk bringing a horse underground. The final group was Logan, Runa, Raymond, Barnard, Eztli, Quetzal, and Marseille. When they were geared up and ready, they left the castle and made their way to the gate.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, such a perfect night for an adventure!” 
 
    Queen Amelia turned to the group as they arrived, Brightling and Gorian by her side. She was clad in the striped breeches and coat of a soldier, a decorated breastplate on her chest and her hair pulled back into a long braid. She wore a saber at her hip, and tucked into a strap on the back of her armor was a long weapon, one of the firing sticks that Gorian had used. This one, however, was ornate, covered with detailed filigree. The leather satchel she’d taken from her lab was slung over her shoulder. 
 
    “Please, Your Majesty,” Gorian said, “I implore you not to go. This is simply too dangerous!” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she said. “And it’s not like I’m some clueless neophyte! I’m always sneaking out of the castle, even back when I was a princess!” She scrunched up her face. “Goddsses, I hate that word—princess.” 
 
    “Yes,” Brightling said. “We know that you enjoy sneaking out. I suppose it’s something that we’re going with you this time.” 
 
    “And I’ve got all of them!” she said, sweeping her arm toward Logan and his group. “By this time next morning, we’ll be back in the castle and discussing how to finally take down the Empire. Nothing to it!” 
 
    Without another word, she gestured toward the guards, who opened the gate and revealed the moonlit lands and road outside of the city. Waiting for them were two of the armored carriages that Logan had seen Gorian drive outside of town. Gorian approached them, opening the backs. 
 
    “Go on,” he said. “Climb on in and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    Logan stepped up to the nearest one apprehensively, glancing inside at the cramped interior, the air around it thick with smoke. He stepped inside and took a seat on one of the two benches that lined each wall. Melly and Gorian joined him, Raymond and Brightling and the rest getting into the other carriage. Once the backs were sealed and Gorian at the controls, the carriages rumbled to life, and they were off. Logan said nothing at first during the trip, having a hard time processing how strange it was to be in such a craft not powered by magic or animal power. 
 
    Logan spent the time on the way to the Glow Caves filling Melly in on his life, everything from his time with the rangers to his journey to Varsyth. She hung off his every word, leaning forward and listening with wide eyes. 
 
    “Incredible,” she said. “You’ve done so much, traveled so far! How exciting it must have been to lead the life you have!” She sat back, her expression darkening. “Ever since I was a girl, I’ve been stuck behind the walls of Numenthas, my parents never letting me travel far. But that’s all I’ve wanted to do! To create inventions and take them out into the world, to see what’s out there.” 
 
    “Much to our chagrin,” Gorian said. “More than a few ulcers have I developed chasing you all over creation.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be a spoilsport,” she said with a grin. “We have fun—you have to admit it.” 
 
    “Never a dull moment,” the elf said. “I’ll say that much.” 
 
    Logan expressed his interest about the strange weapons they wielded, and how they were similar to those of the goblins.  
 
    “Bah!” the queen spat. “These are nothing like those primitive firearms the goblins use.” 
 
    “Firearms?” Logan asked.  
 
    “That’s what they’re called. The smaller ones are called guns, the larger rifles. It’s the barrel size that distinguishes them.”  
 
    She went on to explain more of the differences, as well as the inner workings of each. Much of it was indecipherable to Logan, but he listened all the same. Truly, the world had changed since he had been an Elderwood Ranger. 
 
    After the queen had talked herself dry, Logan watched through the small slits on the sides of the wagons, the landscape turning from rolling fields to rocky, craggy plains. The wagon moved so much more quickly than any other vehicle he’d ridden in, and it took him some time to get used to how fast the scenery around him changed. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he could spot in the distance pits in the rocky terrain, strange orange light coming from within. There were dozens and dozens of them, all stretching into the horizon. The glowing pits dimmed and brightened in uneven patterns, as if the ground itself were alive and breathing. 
 
    “In case you haven’t figured it out yet,” Melly said, “this is why they call this area the Glow Caves.” 
 
    Gorian pulled the carriage to a stop and cut off the engine. A low rumbling, not from the wagon but from below the ground, vibrated through Logan. 
 
    “What can we expect down there?” Logan asked. 
 
    Melly furrowed her brow. “Hard to say. The stuff we’ve been hearing from the workers has been so strange and sparse. But we do know this—Ifriti, when she lived in the physical realm, was able to command the fire itself, and lead armies of flame soldiers.” 
 
    “So we could be in for quite a battle,” Logan said. 
 
    “Right,” Melly said. “That’s why we’re going to have to make good use of the supplies we’ve brought.” She grinned and leaned forward. “And I’m going to be very interested to see what your powers can do.” 
 
    Logan nodded. “Then let’s not waste another moment.” 
 
    “Right!” Melly said, her pretty features flashing with her usual enthusiasm. She reached over and pressed a button near the back entrance to the wagon, the door opening and a blast of oven-bake heat rushing into the space. 
 
    “Gods,” Logan said. “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “We’ve got gear to deal with it,” Gorian said. “For now, just climb out.” 
 
    Logan did, helping Melly out first before making his way out of the wagon. He put his feet on the craggy earth, his skin breaking out in sweat as soon as he was out of the wagon. The passengers in the other vehicle climbed out, Brightling dragging a large chest out with him. Logan turned to see Gorian doing the same. The ground rumbled loudly below. 
 
    “Alright!” Gorian said. “It’s hotter than between a demoness’ teets out here, and it gets even hotter below.” 
 
    “Makes me glad I’m dressed for the occasion,” Marseille said with a sweeping gesture toward her bare middle. 
 
    Eztli, however, seemed to be in a worse state. He leaned against the nearest wagon, his eyelids heavy and his face sheened in sweat. “This… isn’t exactly the kind of climate you’re comfortable in when you live up in the mountains.” 
 
    Logan realized that bringing the mountain elf had been a mistake. “Is it too late to get him back to Numenthas?” he asked. 
 
    Melly only grinned. “That won’t be necessary. Watch!” She stepped over to the nearest chest and opened it, revealing vials and pouches and small containers. A gust of cool air flowed toward them, providing no small relief. 
 
    “Alright,” she said, rummaging around. “Let’s go with a potion and then a little essence.” 
 
    Melly pulled a potion from the chest along with a pouch. 
 
    “Now,” she said. “Drink this. And then after, take this essence and rub it on your forehead.” 
 
    Eztli, still groggy, did as she asked. He opened the vial and drank the glowing, dark blue liquid within. 
 
    “Goddesses!” he shouted, his eyes flashing. “It feels like it’s freezing my insides!” 
 
    “That’s how you know it’s working!” she said. “But give it a second to settle—it’ll cool you down.” 
 
    Life came back to Eztli’s eyes. And each breath he let out was a puff of frosty air. 
 
    “Ha!” he said. “It works! It feels like there’s a lump of ice in my belly, but it works!” 
 
    “And the powder,” she said. 
 
    He nodded before opening the pouch and dipping two fingers inside. What looked like snow was on his fingertips—but snow that didn’t melt from the heat. He rubbed it on his forehead, leaving a bright blue smudge. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” he said. “That feels like heaven.” 
 
    “It’ll keep you nice and cool,” she said. “All of you do the rest. But save the potions for when you need them—we’ve only got so many to go around, and our little mountain elf friend here might need more before this is all over.” 
 
    Logan took a pouch and removed some of the powder within, placing it on his forehead. A sensation of cool washed over him, and he could feel his body temperature lowering. The rest of the group did the same. As he regarded the snow-like powder in the pouch, he knew that he’d need to track down the Archspirit source and enlist his or her aid. Ice magic like that was too powerful to ignore. 
 
    “Now,” Melly said. “It’s like a maze down there. So keep close!” 
 
    Logan glanced over to see Brightling in his armor, his saber and rifle close at hand. Gorian wielded two smaller guns, each looking to hold six larger bullets, the barrels bigger than that of Brightling and Melly’s weapons. A pair of daggers were tucked into his belt near the ranged weapons. 
 
    “Come along,” Gorian said, waving his hand to lead the group. “If we’re going to roast to death in the belly of Varsyth, I’d rather get it done sooner than later.” 
 
    “Oh, so dramatic,” Brightling said. 
 
    Logan shared a look with Runa and Raymond as they and the rest of the group followed Brightling, Gorian, and Melly. Together, they made their way through the crags and dips of the area, soon reaching a carved-out pit surrounded by mining equipment. 
 
    “This elevator will take us down,” Gorian said. “And we’ll be going to the lowest level, where only the most insane and reckless of our miners dare to travel. If we’re going to find Ifriti, that’d be the best place to look.” 
 
    They gathered into the steel elevator, which seemed to be powered by the same sort of machinery as what Logan had seen in the rest of Numenthas. Once inside, Gorian fiddled with a control panel, lights filling the cart as he did, the thing shifting to life. 
 
    “Get ready!” he shouted. 
 
    Before the group had a chance to do that very thing, the cart lurched and began sinking. The sky vanished above as they sank, the underbelly of the earth being visible. Black rocks illuminated by lights surrounded them, appearing for only a moment until they went down further and further. 
 
    When they finally reached the bottom and came to a stop, the sight was unlike anything Logan had ever taken in. The tunnels around them were made of the black stone that Melly had shown them, the space illuminated not by lights but by great pools of orange magma. Despite the cooling from the residue, it was still almost unbearably hot. 
 
    “Now,” Melly said as the doors opened. “Don’t push yourself too hard down here. Your body’s working overtime, and if you feel the slightest bit of wooziness, make sure to drink one of the ice potions. Now, come on! I’ve got a good idea where Ifriti might be!” 
 
    Melly hurried out of the cart, Gorian and Brightling following closely behind. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” Brightling called out. “I understand that you’re eager to show off this place, but please, some caution!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    Logan and the rest formed up with Brightling and Gorian, stepping across the black rock and staying clear of the magma pools. As Logan passed one of them, the orange goop burped, sending a splash of magma that hit the ground near Logan’s feet and let out a hiss. He moved out of the way just in time, though one splash landed on his boots and singed the leather, leaving a black burn. 
 
    “You’re going to want to stay as far away from those as possible,” Melly said. “The healing potions can handle most burns, but that doesn’t mean it’ll feel good to get burned down to the bone by a magma splash.” 
 
    They made their way around a bend, Melly stopping to look around. 
 
    “Now,” she said. “If the old maps are right, we just need to follow the downward slope. That’ll lead us to the place of power.” She put her hands on her hips, as if thinking it all over. 
 
    Logan heard the magma pool behind him burp and churn. He turned to watch it, noticing that the magma was moving more quickly, as if forming a vortex. 
 
    “But,” Melly said, “we don’t want to not pay attention to where we’re going, right? And it’s hard to really make out what goes down when it’s so black like this.” She went on, thinking aloud in the way she seemed in the habit of doing. 
 
    And as she did, Logan kept his eyes on the magma. It began to rise, like big drops of it moving up against gravity. Slowly but surely, it began to take shape. 
 
    “All of you!” Logan called out. “Look!” 
 
    His voice boomed and echoed, capturing the attention of the group. They turned to face him. By that point, Logan didn’t even need to indicate what he was looking at. The magma had taken the shape of humanoids, glowing and roiling. 
 
    Before any of them could say a word, the rocks around them crumbled. Chunks of them broke off, large pieces the size of a man’s upper body. The rocks hovered in the air, spinning and opening up, a core of magma revealed in the middle. The magma humanoids stepped toward them, walking slowly across the pool of molten rock. 
 
    “Looks like we’re in for a fight,” Raymond said, taking out his blade. “Get ready!” 
 
    “Keep the queen safe!” Brightling shouted as he slipped his rifle out. 
 
    “I can handle myself!” she exclaimed. Melly, with incredible speed, withdrew her rifle and readied it to shoot. She hoisted it onto her shoulder and took aim, firing a shot at one of the magma humanoids. The boom from the rifle filled the air, the acrid scent of smoke following it closely behind. 
 
    A large hole appeared in one of the magma creatures, big enough to see through. 
 
    “Got him!” Melly shouted as she pumped her fist. 
 
    But her happiness didn’t last long. The hole slowly sealed up, nothing but magma remaining. After a second or two, it was like she hadn’t done anything at all. 
 
    “Well,” she said, her eyes wide. “That’s… not good.” 
 
    “And neither is that!” Brightling shouted.  
 
    The group turned just in time to see one of the floating rock creatures form its stones into a whip-like shape, swiping it through the air toward Melly. Brightling acted quickly, grabbing her by the legs and pulling her down to the ground. The rocks cut through the wall behind her, carving into it. And Logan noted that, as the rock creature attacked, its magma core was exposed for a few moments. 
 
    “Get into formation!” Runa shouted. “Into the tunnel! Use the narrow space to our advantage!” 
 
    Once Melly was on her feet, the group did as Runa commanded. They filled the tunnel facing the magma pool, their enemies in front of them instead of all around. 
 
    Logan took the opportunity to see what they were up against. There were six enemies in total, three of the black stone creatures and three humanoids. They were powerful, but moved slowly—Logan noted that as an advantage to exploit. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Raymond asked. “Something tells me that our swords are going to be even less useful than the ranged weapons.” 
 
    “Let me try something,” Eztli said.  
 
    He stepped forward and tapped into his lightning power, taking out his blade and charging it with electrical energy. When it crackled with yellow arcs, he rushed toward one of the floating stone creatures and slammed his blade hard into it. The clang of stone on stone echoed through the chamber. 
 
    And it didn’t do a bit of good. The arcs of electricity moved over the stone but dissipated harmlessly. Eztli stepped back, wincing in pain from the impact of his sword against the rocks. However, the electricity did seem to slow the enemy down just a bit for a few moments. 
 
    “And that’s not going to work either,” Raymond said. 
 
    “I can’t summon a storm down here,” Quetzal said. “Even if I could, I don’t believe it’d do a bit of good.” 
 
    “We’re going to need to think of something fast,” Raymond said. 
 
    Gorian, without a word, pulled out his twin pistols and fired toward the magma humanoids. “Die, you scalding bastards!” His pistols boomed, but like Melly’s rifle, didn’t do any good. 
 
    “You’re only going to waste your ammunition,” Logan said. “And I’ve got a better idea.” 
 
    He reached into one of their packs and pulled out a pouch of the ice elemental residue. 
 
    “Now, Gorian—give me some of your ammunition.” 
 
    The stout elf regarded him with a curious expression before doing as he was asked. He handed the ammunition over, and Logan quickly went to work rubbing them with the residue. 
 
    “Whatever you’re doing,” Brightling said, “you need to do it faster.” 
 
    No one had a chance to say another word before one of the magma humanoids, by that point only a dozen or so paces away, swung his arm toward them. A globule of magma sailed through the air toward Runa, who only barely dived out of the way in time. The magma splashed into the stone behind her, hissing as it dripped down the wall and onto the ground. 
 
    “Goddesses,” she said, her eyes on the magma. “That’s enough to kill with just a touch.” 
 
    But Logan was already thinking about how he could wield the power to his own advantage. Once the ammunition was ready, he handed it over to Gorian. 
 
    “Load that and fire at those creatures,” he said. 
 
    Gorian did, hurriedly taking out the other ammunition and replacing it with what Logan had made. Once it was in, Gorian took aim and fired his twin pistols. The guns boomed, and this time the bullets accomplished more than making holes. They blasted through the magma humanoid, the magma around the holes turning frozen and blue, the ice spreading and spreading. 
 
    “Again!” Logan shouted. 
 
    Gorian, a smirk on his face, fired again. The next two shots were aimed with precision, blasting apart the magma creature’s head. More ice spread until the majority of the humanoid was covered with stiff blue frost. 
 
    Logan rushed in, brandishing his dagger and bringing it down hard in a swipe against the humanoid. The blade cleaved through the ice, breaking it into shards that fell to the ground and melted into harmless puddles. The humanoid, mostly broken, collapsed into jangling pieces of ice, melted, and was soon gone, leaving behind nothing but a pile of red dust. 
 
    Logan didn’t have time to celebrate. The two remaining magma humanoids took swipes at him. He ducked from one then pivoted from the other, the heat enough to singe his hair. Once he was clear, he hurried back to the group. 
 
    “Use the ranged weapons to hit them with ice!” Logan shouted. “And when they’re vulnerable, we attack with blades!” 
 
    “Now that’s a plan!” Melly shouted. “Watch this!” 
 
    She shoved an ice-covered ball into the chamber of her rifle and took aim at one of the stone monsters. Logan moved forward, baiting it into an attack. When it threw a stone punch in his direction, the magma core was exposed long enough for Melly to shoot. The bullet hit the mark, a small hole appearing in the round core as the magma turned to ice. Logan stabbed his dagger forward, shattering the now-blue orb. The core destroyed, the stone creature broke into pieces and fell to the ground in a heap. 
 
    “Nice!” Raymond exclaimed. 
 
    “Two lines!” Logan called out. “Ranged in the back, melee in the front. Take shots with the ice ammunition and we do the rest!” 
 
    No one objected to the plan. Melly, Brightling, and Gorian formed a line behind the fighters, using the residue to cover the ammunition and prepare it to shoot. Eztli and Quetzal shot lightning at their enemies. The lightning didn’t hurt them, but it did slow them down enough to keep them out of range. 
 
    Brightling shot first, his bullet zipping through the ice arm of one of the magma humanoids. Its arm turned blue, and Marseille didn’t waste a moment before rushing forward and slicing through the arm, severing it from the body and taking it out of the fight. More shots from Gorian froze the middle of the humanoid, and Marseille smashed through its torso with a powerful back-spinning kick. 
 
    The shooters did their work, freezing the humanoids and stone creatures where they could. Runa reached forward and ripped out the orb of one of the stone creatures, throwing it against the wall and smashing it to bits. Soon, between the lightning and the ice shots and the melee attacks, they’d taken the enemies down to one magma humanoid. 
 
    Logan covered his blade in a bit of residue, then attacked. He sliced through the head of the humanoid, frost spreading through the wound. When the head was completely frozen, Logan shattered it with a punch. The humanoid, not needing its head, continued to attack. But with a series of quick slices, Logan froze then obliterated the rest of its body. It collapsed, melting into red residue. 
 
    The fight was over. And as soon as it was, Logan realized just how much the movement in the heat of the Glow Caves had taken out of him. He collapsed and sat on the hot floor with his head in his hands, his body drenched in sweat. 
 
    “We did it!” Melly shouted, raising her fist into the air. But the movement made her woozy, and she closed her eyes hard before opening them. 
 
    “Your Highness!” Gorian hurried over and wrapped his arm around her lower back, keeping the queen steady on her feet. 
 
    “Easy, easy,” she said, shaking her head and standing up straight before tucking her rifle onto her back. “I’m fine. Just that the Glow Caves aren’t the best place in the world to wear full armor.” 
 
    “Then we’ll need to use the ice potions,” Logan said. “We can’t afford to be at a disadvantage.” 
 
    “A fine idea in theory,” Brightling said. “But there are only so many of them to go around. We start downing them left and right and we won’t have any remaining for when we meet Ifriti.” 
 
    Logan saw the wisdom in his words. He stepped over to Melly and opened her pack. 
 
    “Hey!” she said, her eyes flashing. “You know it’s impolite to go rooting around in a lady’s pack, right? I mean, not that I’m a lady like that. But still.” 
 
    Without a word, Logan slipped one of the ice residue vials out of his bag. It was cool to the touch. And more than that, it radiated cool. He held it in both hands, savoring the chill against his skin. 
 
    “Everybody take one,” he said, handing the one he held to Brightling. “Tuck them into an inner pocket near your skin. That should keep your temperature down. And do your damnedest to not let it break.” 
 
    Logan and Melly passed out vials, the members of the group doing as he commanded. When they were ready, Logan turned his attention toward the cave tunnel ahead. He had a good feeling it was only going to get hotter and tougher. 
 
    But before he led the group further, he knew there was something he needed to do. 
 
    “The residue,” he said, glancing back at their slain enemies. “Not going to do us much good against fire-based enemies. But we’re going to need it down the road.” 
 
    There wasn’t a word of protest from his group. Together, they gathered the burnt-orange-colored dust from the ground and stored it in one of Melly’s pack pouches. When that was taken care of, the group turned toward the path down further into the caves and went on. 
 
    It grew hotter with each step they took. Only Quetzal, being an Archspirit, suffered nothing from the descent. Pockets of magma here and there illuminated their path, casting the caves in a warm, orange glow. Logan felt as if he were traveling down into the belly of the world. 
 
    Logan noticed the walls moving as they took a bend further down. 
 
    “Halt,” he said. 
 
    The group did as he commanded. His eyes on the walls, Logan reached for his dagger. Slowly, he opened one of the vials and dipped the tip of the blade into the icy liquid within. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched as a frosty blue traveled along the length of his dagger. And right at the moment the blade was covered, the rock spheres burst from the wall, black stone flying at the group. 
 
    “Goddesses!” Raymond shouted. “These things never quit!” 
 
    Logan said nothing, the dagger in his hand as he locked his gaze onto the rocks. He moved forward in a feinted lunge, baiting the things into an attack. Just as he’d hoped, the rock creatures fired stones at him, exposing their molten cores to attack. Logan spun and swiped his blade, slicing it through the molten core of the first, turning it to ice and cleaving it clean in two. Then he jabbed the blade forward, punching it into the molten core of the other. 
 
    Their energy sources destroyed, the rocks collapsed into inert piles. Logan dropped and collected the residue left behind. 
 
    “Not bad,” Melly said. “You’re getting pretty good at taking these things out.” 
 
    “Let’s not get too cocky,” Brightling said. “Something tells me these caves are going to have more surprises in store for us.” 
 
    But before the group could continue on, Logan felt something strange in his hand. The orcish dagger was moving. More specifically, it was vibrating. He held it in front of him, watching as the weapon shook in his grasp. Right before his eyes, the dagger grew in length by several inches, the blade thickening, the hilt becoming more substantial. It all happened as if powered by some sort of machinery buried deep within the blade—not through magic. 
 
    He said nothing as the weapon grew. And when it was finally done with its process, the dagger was the length and size of a short sword. 
 
    “What the hells?” Gorian asked. “How did your blade grow like that?” 
 
    “The blade was forged with goblin techniques,” he said. “They’re meant to increase in power the more they’re used.” 
 
    “Goblins are ugly little buggers,” Raymond said, “but they know how to make weapons.” 
 
    “And the goblins I stole this from said that it was able to take on the elemental power of the person using it,” Logan regarded the weapon. “It was meant for a Battle Shaman orc, but ended up in my possession. But let’s see if the power still works.” 
 
    He held the blade out and jerked his wrist, snapping the weapon in his hand. Something within the hilt clicked, followed by blue creeping down the blade—ice power. 
 
    “Now that’s nice,” Gorian said as he came close and looked it over. “A weapon that allows you the ability to switch elemental power at will—and one that grows in power over time. A fitting sidearm for a War Wizard.” 
 
    Logan cocked the short sword again, the ice slowly vanishing. Then he cocked it, the ice returning. 
 
    “Say,” Melly said, a sly smile on her face as she poked her head in front of him, “mind if I take a look at that in my workshop when we get back? Could be fun to take apart and see how it ticks.” 
 
    Logan let out a snort-laugh. “Let’s see about getting back in one piece first.” 
 
    He gave the blade one more look over, pleased at what he had at his disposal. He thought that the scabbard would now be too small for it, but when he touched the short sword to the scabbard, it increased in length, long enough to hold the weapon’s new form. Then Logan nodded ahead, gesturing for the group to join him. They made their way down a winding path that grew narrower and narrower. The walls began to glitter, giving the group reason to pause and look around. 
 
    “Oh, pretty,” Marseille said. “Diamonds!” 
 
    Logan stepped closer to the wall to take in the sight. Sure enough, the walls were packed with sparkling diamonds. He slipped his short sword out of his scabbard and stuck the point into the wall, easily prying out a diamond the size of a grape. 
 
    “You see now why so many workers brave these depths,” Gorian said. “Sure, there might be a magma monster or two to deal with. But that’s more than a fair price to pay for a chance at these, right?” 
 
    Logan dropped the diamond into his pouch, thinking it might be useful as a trade back in town. 
 
    And Logan noticed something else. The caves, up until that point, had been quiet, no noise but the gently roiling and bubbling magma. But the further they went down the cave, the more he could hear a strange din—a noise like rumbling and grinding. 
 
    “There,” Runa said, pointing ahead. “That entrance leads to… somewhere.” 
 
    “That’s strange,” Gorian said. 
 
    “What?” Logan asked. His grip instinctively tightening around his new short sword. 
 
    “That entrance,” he said. “Not many workers dared coming down into these reaches of the Glow Caves. But those who did reported that the caves terminated in a dead end. But this…” 
 
    “This is no dead end!” Melly shouted, eagerness to her voice. “Come on!” 
 
    Without waiting for the rest of her group, Melly broke out into a run. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” Brightling shouted. “Please don’t make our job any harder than it already is!” 
 
    She only glanced over her shoulder and smiled before disappearing around the bend and through the opening of the cave. Logan and the rest of the group hurried after her, bright light pouring from the entrance to the next area. 
 
    “Holy smokes!” Melly shouted. “You all have to see this!” 
 
    Logan continued running, stepping through the man-sized passageway and into the next room. As soon as he was through, he stopped, standing in awe of the sight before him. The rest of the group stopped at his left and right, all of them expressing the same reaction. 
 
    The room was a massive cave, the ceilings stretching up over a hundred paces, the ground mostly covered in bubbling magma. The walls glittered so brightly with the diamonds packed into the rock that it nearly seemed to be daylight. 
 
    “Goddesses,” Gorian said. “That… That’s a great deal of diamond!” 
 
    “Enough to fund whatever war we care to fight,” Brightling said. 
 
    But Logan didn’t care about the diamonds. Instead, he was drawn to the pool of magma in the center of the room, a perfectly circular shape that radiated pure power. His hand on his hilt, he stepped closer and closer to it. 
 
    “Logan!” Raymond’s voice carried through the chamber, but was mostly drowned out by the roaring of the magma pits. “Be careful!” 
 
    He stepped closer and closer to the circular pool. And with each footfall, he felt more and more power, like his very essence throbbed from the magic in the air. By the time he reached the rim, he had no doubt this was Ifriti’s place of power. 
 
    But as he stopped at the edge of the pool, the magma a deep, dark orange, nothing happened. 
 
    “Spirit!” he shouted into the chamber. “Show yourself!” 
 
    At first, there was nothing. But soon the magma began to shift, the surface moving and changing, until it took the shape of a large mouth. And not just any mouth—the sensual mouth of a woman. 
 
    “Is this a human in my lair?” the mouth asked, a low, sultry woman’s voice sounding from it. A chuckle followed. “It’s been a long, long time since I’ve seen one of those.” The mouth said the word ‘human’ as if it were a particular breed of animal it found interesting. 
 
    “I’m a human,” Logan said, his hand still on his hilt. “And more than that, I’m a War Wizard here to claim your power.” 
 
    The mouth formed into an amused smirk. “Is that right? Firstly, I should wonder whether or not you are indeed a War Wizard. As far as I know, those went extinct a long, long time ago.” 
 
    “Look upon my marks,” he said. “See the runes of the spirits whose power I’ve already claimed. That is, if you can see anything with that mouth of yours.” 
 
    The mouth chuckled. “My mouth is for your benefit, not mine. I can see just fine, my dear human. All the diamonds of these chambers are my eyes. I chose this mouth to please you, just like Quetzal back there chose the body of a woman.” 
 
    Logan glanced back at Quetzal, who regarded him with a flat expression, one that suggested she knew danger was lurking and that she was on her guard. He turned his attention back to the mouth. 
 
    “Fine,” Ifriti said. “I can see your marks just fine. And I must admit, it’s… strange to see a War Wizard after all these years. I’m torn between wanting to hear your story and wanting to crush you like a bug for daring to enter my domain.” 
 
    “How about this,” Logan said, slipping his blade from the hilt, “you give me your mark and enter my service.” 
 
    The magma pool shivered with laughter. 
 
    “Another bit of evidence in the ‘War Wizard’ pile,” the mouth said. “Your type was always so arrogant.” 
 
    The mouth sighed then pursed its lips. “I suppose there’s one way to test you.” 
 
    Before Logan could react, the magma bubbled and splashed, a bit of hot fire launching from the pool and landing on his hand. It burned like mad, as if it were singing through his skin and muscle and bone. Logan used the blade to swipe the magma off his hand, but not before it left a dark burn in his skin. 
 
    Logan pointed the short sword at the magma, ready to attack. 
 
    The mouth laughed. “Put that toy away. I did that to give you a bit of my power. If you are a War Wizard, that mark will be enough to let you touch me without pain. Try it, wizard. Put your hand into my mouth. If you bring back anything but melted bone, I’ll know you’re worth my time.” 
 
    Logan slipped the blade into the hilt, then regarded the burn. It was small and circular, with a strange swirling pattern that reminded him of a circle of flame, the design so intricate that it appeared intentional. 
 
    “Do it, wizard. Put your hand into my mouth.” 
 
    The mouth opened, the magma deep and dark. 
 
    Logan gathered his courage, rolled up his sleeve, and put his arm forward, his fingertips inching closer and closer to the surface. 
 
    And then he touched it. 
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    He touched the magma. 
 
    And Logan felt nothing at all. 
 
    He held fast once the very tips of his fingers had penetrated the surface of the magma pool, half-expecting the pain to be like nothing he’d ever experienced before. 
 
    “See?” Ifriti asked. “And here you were not trusting me. Well, go on, wizard—put the rest of your arm inside.” 
 
    Logan was still wary. But if there was a chance he could enlist Ifriti without putting his party at risk, he was going to take it.  
 
    Logan pushed on, sinking his fingers into the magma, then his hand, then his arm all the way to his wrist. 
 
    Still, he felt nothing. 
 
    “More,” Ifriti said. “I want more.” 
 
    Logan slipped his arm all the way to the elbow. Then, with one last push, he shoved his arm in, burying it up to the shoulder. 
 
    “There you are, wizard,” Ifriti said, the mouth moving around him. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” 
 
    “Now,” Logan said. “Take a humanoid form and speak with me. I need your help.” 
 
    The mouth chuckled. “You think that I’m simply going to give you what you want now that I’ve got you exactly where I want you? But let me take on a form that you might find more pleasing.” 
 
    Logan watched as the magma rose, leaving behind a pool of black rock—rock that his arm was still stuck inside. The magma rose, slowly congealing into the shape of a woman with wide, round hips and full breasts, the body roiling and moving as magma would.  Her hair was long, as black as burnt carbon. Her face was beautiful with narrowed eyes and sensual lips that were the same as the large mouth in the magma. And there was no nose on Ifriti’s face. 
 
    “How’s this?” Ifriti asked. “A little better, my dear War Wizard?” 
 
    Logan tried to jerk his arm from the stone. 
 
    “Let me go!” he shouted. 
 
    “And why would I do that? You’re here to claim my power, and I don’t want that at all. You might be new to this whole War Wizard thing, but let me tell you this—never trust an Archspirit until our brand is on your skin.” 
 
    She turned her attention to the party. “As for the rest of your group, I have no use of them. Quetzal! So good to see you. But I must admit that I’m a touch surprised that you let the wizard claim you so easily. Did you lose your fighting spirit up there on the mountain?” 
 
    “Let him go and join us,” Quetzal said. “There are more important matters than whatever it is you’re doing down here. A war is underway on the surface.” 
 
    “Big words for an Archspirit that spent the last two thousand years hiding atop her mountain. We all agreed to stay out of the affairs of mortals, remember? And that’s what I’m doing down here.” 
 
    Logan, despite the fact that his arm was buried in rock, kept his composure cool. He flicked his eyes to the blade at his hip, remembering that it was still tinged with ice power. 
 
    “Then you’re not going to come peacefully?” Logan asked. 
 
    Ifriti narrowed her eyes at him. “Hush, mortal. The spirits are having a conversation. Bother me once more and you’ll be leaving here a cripple.” 
 
    Her words were intended to strike fear. But Logan had other plans in mind. He waited until Ifriti’s attention was turned back toward Quetzal. 
 
    “You remember our plan, correct?” the fire Archspirit asked. “We went into hiding because of the Prime Gods, in hopes to one day seize their power. Getting involved in the business of mortals wasn’t part of that. I swear, you haven’t bothered to learn the lesson of our forebears. The kingdoms of mortals come and go. What we desire… it’s eternal.” 
 
    Logan didn’t wait for her to say another word. While Ifriti was distracted, he slowly slipped his short sword from the hilt, the blade still glowing a dull blue. Ifriti’s flaming eyes still on Quetzal, Logan tossed the sword up, grabbing it by the blade. 
 
    “Archspirit!” he shouted. “Catch!” 
 
    Ifriti’s eyes snapped onto him the moment he flicked his wrist and threw the short sword, the blade zipping through the air in her direction. She turned to him just in time to watch as the sword cut through her upper arm, the magma freezing solid. 
 
    “What the hells?” she shouted, her flaming eyes wide with surprise. 
 
    “Melly!” Logan shouted. “Shoot your weapon!” 
 
    He turned to watch as the queen did as he’d asked, taking quick aim with her rifle and firing off a shot. A bang echoed through the chamber, followed by the iced portion of Ifriti’s arm shattering, the arm dropping onto the black stone, melting. 
 
    “What have you done?” the fire Archspirit growled. “You… insolent mortals!” 
 
    She closed her eyes, her body turning back into molten magma. Ifriti fell back into the pool, the magma replacing the black stone. Logan’s arm was once again plunged into magma. But he was able to remove it and get himself free—though the initial burn on the top of his hand still remained. 
 
    The magma pool in the center of the chamber boiled, the other pools around following suit. Logan, the sword in his hand, hurried back to his party. 
 
    “Looks to me like you pissed off an Archspirit,” Raymond said. 
 
    “Getting her mad is the first step to conquering her,” Logan said. “Now, let’s see what sort of fight she has in store for us.” 
 
    The magma continued to boil, the temperature in the room rising and rising. Logan’s limbs felt heavy, the heat already wearing on him, the vial of ice potion not enough to combat the heat. 
 
    “Is she going to roast us alive?” Runa asked. “It’s like an oven in here!” 
 
    “My word,” Brightling said, his long face glistening with sweat. “This… this is hard to bear.” 
 
    Logan agreed. The magma roiled and roiled, the liquid splattering over the borders of the pools. He reached into his shirt and took out the vial, uncorking it and pouring the liquid down his throat. It was cool and almost minty, and as it settled into his belly, he felt the cool spread, pushing back the heat. 
 
    It worked. He turned to his party. “Drink a vial!” he shouted. “And prepare for battle!” 
 
    The group did as he commanded, Melly handing out vials of ice potion and the party drinking them down. Logan could see the relief washing over their faces as the potions did their work. 
 
    “We don’t have an infinite supply of these,” Melly said. “We need to think of something else!” 
 
    Logan turned his attention to the magma, watching as it rose and took shape. Dozens of humanoids like the one they’d fought began to form, all of them moving toward the party. And in the magma pool in the center, Ifriti rose. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Marseille asked. “Because we’re about to get swarmed!” 
 
    Logan took a moment to size up the battle. They were being approached from both sides, the magma humanoids moving in to catch them in a flank attack. Logan knew that if he didn’t do something, they’d soon be encircled. 
 
    “Form two lines!” he shouted. “Melly and Brightling on one, Gorian on the other!” 
 
    “Me on one?” Gorian asked. 
 
    “You’ve got two pistols,” Logan said. “Get ready to use them!” 
 
    He nodded, the three of them moving into position. 
 
    “The rest of you strike when a bullet hits the mark,” Logan said. “And try to be sparing with the ice residue!” 
 
    The rest of the group fell into position. The melee fighters, Runa and Raymond on one side, Marseille and Eztli on the other, rubbed their weapons with ice residue and prepared to fight. 
 
    “Chilvala.” The word seemed to come from everywhere all at once. The diamonds buried in the walls glittered. 
 
    “What?” Logan asked. 
 
    “You have the power of Chilvala at your disposal,” Ifriti said. “But where is she?” 
 
    Chilvala. Logan etched the name into his memory, knowing that, as of that moment, it was only a matter of time until he found that Archspirit and was forced to do battle with her too. But he put all of that out of his head, focusing on the battle. 
 
    Melly, Brightling, and Gorian fired their ice shots from behind the lines of melee fighters, Quetzal casting her spells to slow the magma warriors down. One after another, Logan’s party dropped the lava humanoids. But new ones rose as quickly as the old fell, and Logan could see that it was only a matter of time before they ran out of ice power. 
 
    He turned his attention to the magma pool in the middle, the lava inside churning and bubbling. It was as if Ifriti was still inside, conducting the battle from within. 
 
    He had an idea. 
 
    “Melly!” he shouted. “Give me the bag!” 
 
    “What?” she asked. “With all of the ice?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “But… we need it to fight!” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter! Toss it over!” 
 
    Melly, an uncertain expression on her face, lifted the bag and tossed it over to Logan. He caught it and tossed it into the magma pool, the satchel vanishing among the magma. For a moment, Logan feared he’d made a mistake. But soon the magma began to turn dark blue, the ice spreading, and Logan’s arm was finally free of the rock. 
 
    Ifriti let out a howl of pain, the magma form once more taking a woman’s shape. But she was different, sluggish. 
 
    “You’ll pay for that,” she said. “Pay for bringing my elemental enemy into my home.” 
 
    She placed her palms together, blasting Logan with waves of heat that sent him flying backward. He turned to watch as the rest of his party continued the attack, using what little ice-charged weapons they had at their disposal. They dropped the magma warriors, and this time the lava soldiers stayed down. 
 
    Ifriti landed before Logan, twin blades of pure flame growing from her hands. 
 
    “Alright, War Wizard,” she said. “You want a fight? You want a chance to gain my power? Then prove you’re worthy of it.” 
 
    With that, Ifriti went into battle. She swiped at Logan with her flame sword, Logan using his ice-charged blade to deflect the blows. Ifriti kept him on the defense, but after a time he could sense that, without her magma pool, she was unable to regain her energy. 
 
    But as he prepared to strike, Ifriti raised a palm and shot a blast of pure flame in his direction. Logan only managed to dodge it just in time, the fire blasting close enough to him as he pivoted to singe his hair, the burning scent filling the air. 
 
    Ifriti was lunged forward, leaving herself open to an attack. Logan took advantage, jabbing his blade toward her and piercing her chest. The strike hit home, piercing her magma skin and causing a spread of blue to bloom. 
 
    “Logan!” Melly shouted over the sounds for gunfire and melee combat. “Whatever you’re going to do, do it fast! 
 
    Her eyes flashed with anger as she realized what had happened. Ifriti stepped back, charging a swirl of orange with both hands. Logan prepared for an attack, and when she launched a beam of pure flame at him, he was ready, diving out of the way just in time. Logan, from his position on the ground, rolled across the hot rock ground and toward Ifriti. 
 
    Once he was close, he jammed the blade into her foot, a howl of pain sounding from her. He pulled the blade out and rose into a crouched position. She turned her furious eyes down toward Logan just in time for him to jam the ice blade up, into her jaw. 
 
    She froze, the ice blade hanging down from her face. And when she froze, the rest of the lava minions froze as well. Ifriti staggered backward, placing her hands on the hilt of the sword, trying to pull it out as the blue frost spread across her body. 
 
    But she didn’t do it in time. Ifriti froze solid. She fell backward and shattered into countless blue shards across the black rock floor. Logan rose, his heart still racing. The temperature of the chamber fell. 
 
    Logan picked up his short sword from the ground and tucked it into his scabbard. 
 
    Quiet fell over the chamber, the magma settling. 
 
    “Is… Is that it?” Melly asked. “Did we… kill her?” 
 
    Before any of them could answer, the diamonds in the walls twinkled. 
 
    “You’d have to do much, much more than that,” Ifriti said, her voice echoing through the chamber, “to kill an Archspirit.” 
 
    The pool of magma in the center of the chamber glowed, the lava rising and taking the form of a woman once more. Once in her shape, Ifriti stepped down from the pool and made her way toward them, her steps slow and sensual. 
 
    Logan went for his sword. 
 
    “Oh, that won’t be necessary, wizard,” Ifriti said. “You’ve more than proved that you’re worthy of my power.”  
 
    Logan’s arm relaxed, retreating from his blade’s hilt.  
 
    “Come, War Wizard,” Ifriti said. “I have a mark to give you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Logan gritted his teeth. All of his Archspirit tattoos had hurt—but Ifriti’s was uniquely painful. She burned the brand into the flesh of his left hand with her white-hot finger dipped in magma from the pool in the center of the chamber. Dark smoke trailed up from his hand. Every few moments, Ifriti glanced up at Logan with a raised eyebrow before turning back to the tattoo. 
 
    “You’re… keeping still,” Ifriti said, puzzled.  
 
    “Yes?” Logan replied. 
 
    Ifriti smirked. “I’ve given my mark more times than I can count, and mortals—War Wizards or not—have always jittered and squirmed like little worms.” She looked Logan in the eye. “But you are…” 
 
    “…not like the mortals you’ve met,” Logan added.  
 
    Ifriti nodded. “Indeed. That’s why I chose to give you my mark.” She turned back to her work, pain shooting up Logan’s arm. “So many mortals sought me out over the millennia. So many of them were just like you when they faced my trial: daring, impassioned, decisive… But as soon as my finger touched them, they recoiled and screamed like cowards. And that’s one thing I can’t stand—cowardice.”  
 
    She spat, a white-hot glob hissing on the stone.  
 
    “Well, that’s one thing you won’t have to worry about from me,” Logan said. “I’m certainly no coward.” 
 
    “I know. I could tell as much from the moment I met you,” Ifriti said, “Logan, son of Jesper.” 
 
    Logan’s eyes went wide. This was the first time in thousands of years he’d met someone who knew of his father. “How do you…?” 
 
    “…know your father?” Ifriti tugged Logan’s hand back into place. “He’s… an old friend. Well, old enemy—sometimes. Overall, though, he is a friend.” 
 
    “Was,” Logan corrected. “He was slaughtered, along with the other Elderwood Rangers, thousands of years ago when the orcs invaded.” He clenched his other fist. 
 
    Ifriti paused. She threw her head back, a roaring cackle sounding from her mouth. “Jesper? Slaughtered? Oh please.” 
 
    “What?” Logan said. “Speak plainly, Archspirit.” 
 
    “I am,” she said. “He was the most powerful War Wizard I’d ever encountered. And he was clever. Sneaky, too. That’s why my… what do you mortals call it? Husband? That’s why my husband liked him so much.” Her eyes glimmered. “Your father actually brought us together, my husband and I.” 
 
    “Your husband? I’ve never heard of an Archspirit marrying.” 
 
    “That’s because you travel with such prudes.” Ifriti said. “Arachne… Quetzal… Quetzal especially. She likes to say she’s all about originality, all about invention. Did she do the little lightning bolts and give you a speech about it?” 
 
    Logan grinned.  
 
    “She does that for every War Wizard she meets,” Ifriti said flatly. “That’s the thing about electricity. It prefers to find a path that’s easiest, to go through something that’s already there. Send it through a sword and it’ll follow the length of the sword. Though it does have moments of exquisite… creativity.”  
 
    Ifriti looked away, then back at Logan. She stopped tattooing and held up her hand, a fire spurting into life atop her fingers. “But fire… fire is never predictable—like a mortal. That mortal needs sleep, food, and water, but beyond that, you can’t predict how a mortal will dance in the face of fate. Fire burns away the waste, the empty words, the chaff. Fire leaves what is pure and nothing else. Your father was like that. He burned away the petty squabbling of my husband and I, and he brought us together.” She smiled fondly. “And now I see his son, Logan, before me doing the same thing. Oh how mortals dance in the face of fate.” 
 
    Logan raised an eyebrow. “Your husband is… with us? Who?” 
 
    “Maar.” Ifriti returned to tattooing nonchalantly. 
 
    “Maar?” Logan’s eyes went wide. “As in… the Archspirit of snakes? Whose mark I bear?”  
 
    “The very same.” 
 
    “But he’s so… so…” 
 
    “Charming,” Ifriti said, her eyes glimmering.  
 
    “If you say so,” Logan said. “He never said anything about you when I met him.” 
 
    “That’s just his way. He’s… elusive,” Ifriti said. “I’m almost done.” 
 
    Thank the Gods, Logan thought. The pain was almost unbearable. And if he could barely push through it, he couldn’t imagine giving just anyone the mark of Ifriti.  
 
    “And… done!” Ifriti stepped away.  
 
    Logan clenched his fist, admiring Ifriti’s brand: a blossoming fireball on the top of Logan’s left hand.        
 
    “Now,” she said with a smile, “I believe now is the time when you drag me from my home?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Logan said. “There’s work to be done. We’ve got a war to win.” 
 
    “The squabbles of mortals,” she said. “I look forward to hearing all about it on the way back to… where is it we’re going, anyway?” 
 
    Melly took this as her cue to join the conversation. 
 
    “Ifriti!” she shouted, rushing over with a wide, excited smile on her face. “My name is Queen Amelia Brandforth the Third of Numenthas. But please, call me Melly.” 
 
    Ifriti gave Melly a look up and down. “The queen? That means there’s a kingdom nearby?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Melly said. “That’s who’s been in your chambers mining your black rock. We’ve got you to thank for all of Numenthas’ technology!” 
 
    Ifriti didn’t seem too impressed by any of this. 
 
    “I see. It’s nothing, really—just the results of pressure and time and the heat I’ve been producing for the last two thousand years. I’m not pleased by the intrusion, but I suppose I should be happy that you’re putting it to good use.” 
 
    She turned to the rest of the group. 
 
    “Now, I believe some introductions are in order. But let’s take care of all the necessaries on the way up to the surface.” 
 
    They did as Ifriti asked, Logan introducing her to the group and filling her in on the conflict between the Empire and the rest of Varsyth. By the time he was finished, the group reached the surface. 
 
    “Tale as old as time,” she said. “Mortals gain power, they want more power, and they take it. Then someone else wants that power, and someone else after them. But it has been a long, long time since the War Wizards have been a part of all of this.” She glanced aside, as if giving the matter some thought. “That can’t be for no reason. If the Archspirits and the War Wizards are back after so long, there has to be a greater explanation than a lucky usage of a resurrection stone.” 
 
    Ifriti glowed in the dark of night, her flaming, molten body as bright as a bonfire. 
 
    “Say,” Gorian said as he looked her up and down, “I don’t wish to offend, but being on fire might not be the best idea if enemies are about.” 
 
    Ifriti smiled. “I suppose so.”  
 
    She closed her eyes. Logan and the rest of the group watched as her skin cooled, glazing over with the black stone they’d seen down below. Her eyes were the last to change, shifting into a pair of twinkling diamonds.  
 
    “This better for a tactical approach?” 
 
    “Much better,” Gorian said. There was relief in his voice, as if he’d been worried Ifriti might punish him for making such an insolent request. 
 
    “And this is a power you’ll be able to wield, Logan,” she said, turning her twinkling diamond eyes to him. “My powers aren’t simply over flame, but of magma. And magma cools, and it can be molded.” 
 
    Logan nodded. “I look forward to using your gifts, Archspirit.” 
 
    Ifriti smiled back at him. “You will have your chance, wizard. But remember, the gifts of an Archspirit come at the cost of followers. I will need you to mark many with my rune.” 
 
    Logan nodded slowly. He knew he would have to mark others, but he’d need to be discerning. Not any mortal could take that much pain.  
 
    Melly’s eyes lit up. “Then you’ll be ecstatic when you arrive at Numenthas! We have legions of soldiers who I’m sure would leap at the chance to serve you. After all, you’re the reason we have the technology that we do. That black rock you leave down there… it’s amazing!” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Ifriti said. “Just what happens when you combine heat and pressure for long enough. And yes, it does contain my power.” 
 
    They reached the wagons and split up, making their way back to the city. Once there, the morning nearly over, Melly instructed the castle staff to find arrangements for Logan and his people. 
 
    “I can’t wait to show you my troops,” Melly said to Logan before departing. “You’ll be more than pleased to have me on your side.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He awoke the next morning to a shrill whistle. Logan’s eyes shot open. He looked around his small room, trying to find the source of the noise. He rose and hurried over to the window, placing his hands on the stone railing. In the bright light of day, he could see that the courtyard of the castle was below, several regiments of troops arranged into neat squares. 
 
    But he didn’t have much time to observe. A bang-bang-bang sounded on the door, followed by it opening before he had a chance to say a word. Logan, who’d been standing in nothing but his underclothes, quickly grabbed the blanket from his bed and wrapped it around his body as he spun around on his feet. 
 
    At the door was Queen Melly. She was dressed in a functional-looking red jumpsuit, a black belt around her waist and her hair tied back into a ponytail. Had Logan not known she was a queen, he would have easily mistaken her for some sort of mechanical worker. 
 
    “You’re up!” she shouted. “Finally!” Her eyes flicked over his body, and she bit her lip for a moment before shaking her head and focusing on whatever reason she’d come. 
 
    “How did you know?” Logan asked as he leaned back against the cool, stone wall of his room. “I only rose a few moments ago.” 
 
    Melly pointed out the window over his shoulder. “Guy with a telescope watching to give word the moment he saw you up.”  
 
    Logan glanced over his shoulder at a nearby guard tower, the guard inside waving.  
 
    “Sorry, not normally one for spying, but I had some regiments assemble bright and early and wanted you to see them as soon as possible. So throw some clothes on that muscle-bound body of yours and come on! Meet me in the throne room down the big hall. The rest of your group is on their way.” 
 
    After flashing him one more big smile, Melly turned around and was gone. Logan washed up with a bit of water from the basin before throwing on his clothes. Before leaving the room, he took one more look at the regiments outside. Despite Melly’s youthful and excitable nature, he considered, her troops seemed to be in good fighting shape. 
 
    Logan threw on his clothes and strapped on his gear, then made his way out of the room and down the hall. It didn’t take long to find the throne room—as was standard in most castles, it was a large room down at the end of a large hall. But, unlike any throne room he’d ever seen, the space was packed with tables, the tables topped with books and mechanical equipment. The place was a mess, but the sort of mess one would expect from a workshop in which the owner had bigger things on his or her mind than organization. 
 
    The rest of the group was there, the Archspirits Quetzal and Ifriti standing among the humans. 
 
    “Good morning, Logan,” Runa said with a smile. 
 
    “I see you’ve come to admire the throne room,” Raymond said. “Such that it is.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry about the mess, I guess,” Melly said. “I don’t really use this place for queen stuff. But the natural lighting is perfect for my main workshop.” 
 
    Gorian and Brightling were there, sharing a knowing look of exasperation at her words. 
 
    “Anyway!” she said, clasping her hands together. “Come take a look at the troops!” 
 
    She didn’t wait for Logan or anyone else to say anything before hurrying out to the balcony. The rest of the group followed her, sidling through the stacks of books and equipment on the floor. 
 
    Melly stood on the balcony with pride, a big smile on her face as she looked over her troops. 
 
    “Alright!” She clasped her hands together again. “So, as you can see, the soldiers of Numenthas employ amazing technology that the rest of Varsyth doesn’t have access to. And we make good use of it with mixed armies—I’ve studied enough tactics to know that you shouldn’t make your troops overbalanced with one type of soldier.” 
 
    “The girl’s smart,” Raymond said, glancing down. “The ranged weapons that the soldiers have allow for a huge advantage. But comprise your army of too many of them and you leave your troops exposed to cavalry attacks.” 
 
    “True enough,” Gorian said. “Range is the key.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Melly said. “So, let me break down the basic army composition. We have rifle soldiers. We use those instead of archers. Holding the front lines, we have the incredible Numenthian greatsword shock troops.” 
 
    Gorian nodded. “Those were what Numenthas was known for prior to the current technological phase.” 
 
    Logan glanced down to where the queen was looking. Sure enough, in front of the lightly armored riflemen was row after row of swordsmen. They wore striped clothes underneath silver breastplates, greaves, and vambraces. On their heads were armored hats, a bright plume of red and blue feathers coming out. 
 
    “They’re amazing,” Melly said in awe. “They can hold lines like nothing else. And with any luck, you’ll get to see what happens when their greatswords hit enemy armor. They can dent even the heaviest plates.” 
 
    “In the rear, we have Numenthian cavalry,” Brightling said. He placed his hand on his chest. “And I’m honored enough to be the leader of this aspect of our army. Our cavalry is lightly armored, wielding rifles for long-distance attacks, and sabers for close-quarters combat. Perfect for wiping up what the rifle soldiers have blasted to pieces.” 
 
    Gorian groaned. “Get to the best part!” he said. “The war wagons!” 
 
    He pointed his thick index finger toward the six wagons, three on each side of the regiments. 
 
    “Go on, Gorian,” Melly said with a wink. 
 
    He cleared his throat and began. “They’re staffed by a crew of six—one driver, one navigator, and four riflemen. Their thick sides are all but impervious to sword or arrow attacks. Put a few of those on your flanks and you’ll never have to worry about cavalry charges breaking your lines ever again! And they’re all under my command!” He put his hands on his hips, clearly proud of his rank. 
 
    “And we’re happy to ally with Tyan in order to fight back against the Empire,” Melly said. “We know what happened to Keillion.” She turned her attention to Barnard, who lowered his head and closed his eyes. “And the last thing I’m going to do is sit around until we’re the last kingdom to be picked off.” 
 
    Brightling spoke up. “No doubt that’s the reason why the Empire waited for so long to turn its sights onto us. Numenthas by itself is a manageable target. But allied with even another kingdom…” 
 
    “As the de facto leader of Keillion,” Barnard said, “I would be pleased to add our soldiers into the army. But as it is…” He cleared his throat and stood up straight. “But whatever our city has, we will of course contribute.” 
 
    Logan noticed the Archspirits standing at the railing, observing the soldiers and glancing at one another as if they were each thinking the same thing. 
 
    “Ifriti? Quetzal?” Logan asked. 
 
    They turned. Ifriti spoke first, her diamond eyes bright under the morning light. 
 
    “We were both admiring the army you were so kind to assemble, Queen Melly,” Ifriti said. 
 
    “But,” Quetzal added, “we couldn’t help but wonder how much more powerful they’d be with our marks.” 
 
    Ifriti nodded. “Imagine the war wagons given my brand, able to belch fire. Or bullets from your riflemen hardened with diamond tips.” 
 
    “Cavalrymen wielding lightning-powered sabers,” Quetzal said. 
 
    “And those greatswords would look wonderful wreathed in flame,” Ifriti replied. 
 
    “I love it!” Melly shouted as she clasped her hands together. “I’ll assign miners to harvest fire residue from the Glow Caves, and to put my engineers to work synthesizing it.” 
 
    “We can explain the power of the Archspirits’ marks after we’ve returned from Tyan,” Logan said. “They’ll want to know about Arachne’s and Maar’s runes, too.” He nodded to Marseille, who smiled back at him. “However, I want to get back to Tyan sooner than later.” 
 
    “We have wagons supplied and ready to go,” Melly said. “Gorian, Brightling, and I will accompany you. Once the alliance has been put into writing, we’ll begin discussion about troop movement and soldier marking. But now let’s have some breakfast and move!” 
 
    The rest of the group didn’t need any further convincing. Melly led them off the balcony and through the throne room. But as Logan began to walk, Ifriti caught Logan’s attention with a flash of her diamond eyes. 
 
    “Something I’d like to show you, War Wizard,” Ifriti said. “Come with me.” 
 
    “What is it?” Logan asked. 
 
    “A gift. Something you’ll enjoy.” 
 
    She smiled, then led him through the throne room, down the hall, and to the stairs. 
 
    “Queen Melly allowed me access to her lower workshop last night. So, not needing sleep, I figured I’d put the time to good use. Come.”  
 
    Together they traveled down to the lowest floor and into the workshop. 
 
    Logan spotted what her gift was as soon as they entered. On one of the tables was a set of bracers, diamond glittering on their surfaces. Ifriti stepped over and picked them up. 
 
    “I couldn’t help but notice you were lacking when it came to armor. These will provide protection better than any steel you’ll find. Trust me—I’ve been in enough battles to see what a well-placed blade to the forearm can do to a fighter. Here, try them on.” 
 
    She handed the bracers to Logan, and he looked them over. The surfaces were nearly entirely covered in a thin sheet of diamond that had been worked down to a smooth polish. The diamond was attached to a black leather, solid and sturdy. 
 
    “Likely the most expensive bracers on the two halves of the continent,” she said with a smile. “Not that I could imagine you selling them.” 
 
    Logan slipped them on and was right away pleased. The bracers were solid but light. And he had no doubts of their durability. 
 
    “And you’re giving these to me… why? Out of the kindness of your heart?” 
 
    She smiled. “Just something to keep in mind when you’re portioning out soldiers to take my mark. You should know by now that all of us Archspirits crave the power that comes with more followers. We’ll all find our ways to entice you to keep us in mind.” 
 
    Logan admired the bracers one last time. He lifted his arms, finding that they were nice and light—perfect for combat. “Thank you, spirit. And I’m sure you’ll have no trouble finding soldiers who want to take your mark…” 
 
    “I sense a ‘but’ coming,” Ifriti said. 
 
    Logan smirked. “But your mark is unique. Other Archspirits use benign materials: Maar uses elf blood, Arachne uses swordspider venom, and Quetzal uses elemental residue mixed in with water from her home. But your mark uses magma. A common soldier won’t be able to receive your mark.” 
 
    Ifriti moved to interject, but Logan put up a hand. “All I’m saying, Ifriti,” he said, “is that we’ll need to find some exceptional men to bear your mark.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Ifriti said. “As long as my marked are better than Quetzal’s, I’ll be happy.” She shrugged. “Now, let us join the others.” 
 
    Logan was more than pleased with his new armor. But, as he made his way to the dining hall, he made sure to keep in mind that no gift was truly free. He’d beaten the Archspirits in combat and had them under his command, but they still need to be coddled and managed at times. Logan was beginning to realize just why there had been so many War Wizards all those years ago. Many wizards were necessary to manage all of the Archspirits. 
 
    Melly’s kitchen staff brought in a feast of meats and rolls and eggs and pastries, the group happily eating their fill. Once they were done, they left the castle and met with the rest of the soldiers, Eztli happily hopping on Thunderhead’s back for their journey. Fully supplied war wagons—six in total—awaited them outside of the city gates. They loaded their gear and climbed into the wagons and were soon on their way. 
 
    Logan was seated with Melly, Barnard, Runa, and Raymond, Gorian at the helm. He watched through the slit windows as Numenthas disappeared into the distance, the wagons trundling on. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they reached Keillion. Sadness took hold of Barnard’s long face as they approached. Melly rose from her seat and hurried over to the window facing the city and its ruined walls. 
 
    “This… is incredible,” she said. “The amount of power that it must have required to break through these walls. Goddesses, I’d love to get my hands on whatever they used to pull off something like that.” 
 
    Barnard said nothing, sadness on his face. Melly quickly realized that she’d made a misstep. 
 
    “Shoot, sorry. That was extremely rude of me to say. I know this was your city and I can’t imagine how many lives must have been lost in the attack.” 
 
    “All of them,” Barnard said. “All of them. You can only pray that the Empire doesn’t have the chance to do to Numenthas what they did to my city.” 
 
    But he didn’t share the rest of the story, how he’d played a role in letting the Empire into the city. Part of Logan wanted to come out with the information himself, to let Melly and the rest know whom they were dealing with. Another part of him, however, understood the difficult situation Barnard had been placed in, how he’d taken a gamble to ensure the lives of his people and was betrayed by the Empire. 
 
    “Wait,” Barnard said as he gazed out of the window. “Look.” He pointed toward Keillion—specifically, to the several thin trails of smoke that rose from the city. “Those are new!” 
 
    “What?” Raymond asked. “New?” 
 
    “That smoke,” Barnard said. “The fires from the attack had mostly gone out by the time you all had arrived. Those are new.” 
 
    “So more of the city is burning down?” Runa asked. 
 
    “No! It could mean that there are survivors in the city!” Excitement painted Barnard’s face. “We have to stop—we have to check! Those are my people in there!” 
 
    All eyes fell onto Logan. 
 
    “We stop,” he said. “But everyone stays in the wagons. I’ll scout the area.” 
 
    Melly nodded, giving word to Gorian, who signaled to the rest of the wagon convoy. The wagons came to a halt, silence replacing the grumble of the engines. Logan rose and started toward the back hatch of the war wagon, opening it once he was near. 
 
    “Careful, Logan,” Runa said. “Hard to say what you’ll find in there.” 
 
    “Right,” Raymond added. “Could be that the Empire has finally decided to occupy the city. It is a strategic position, after all.” 
 
    “Noted,” Logan said. Then he turned away from the rest of his group and stepped out of the wagon. Once in the open space, he closed his eyes, activated his Quetzal rune, and shifted into his bird form. 
 
    He rose into the air, flying high above the city until the war wagon convoy was nothing more than a series of thumbprint-sized smudges below. Logan turned toward the city, flying over the ruined walls and diving down toward the many plumes of smoke. 
 
    It didn’t take him long to spot the people. There were dozens and dozens of small fires, and as Logan flew closer, he could see that they were surrounded by tightly clustered groups of people. At first, he wondered if they might be Empire soldiers. But he didn’t spot the green and black of their uniforms, or the crescent moon symbol. 
 
    He decided to take a chance. Logan spotted the largest of the groups, which was on the palace stairs near where the stone Barnard launched had landed. The group watched as Logan descended, and by the time he’d shifted back into his human form and landed, dozens upon dozens of people were gathered around. 
 
    Logan could tell by their tattered clothes and dirty faces that they’d seen better days. Moreover, it was clear that they weren’t Empire troops—though there seemed to be more than a few soldiers around them. The troops wore the colors yellow and red in a diamond pattern—the same as the few Keillionite banners that still hung. 
 
    Logan held up his hand, silencing the chattering crowd. One of the soldiers, a middle-aged man with a scarred face and short, blond hair, stepped forward. He wore a rapier, his hand close to the hilt as if he were ready to use it at any moment. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked the soldier. “And what are these powers you wield?” 
 
    Maybe not the best idea to land in the middle of these people, Logan thought. I’ll have to play this smart. 
 
    He decided to get right to the point. 
 
    “My name is Logan Grimm. I’m a War Wizard and one of the commanders of the alliance that seeks to stand up to the Lunar Empire. I’m not alone—in my group is Barnard Skrin, a member of your council.” 
 
    His words set them to talking in eager tones to one another. 
 
    “Councilman Skrin is with you?” asked the soldier. “But… we searched through the royal palace—all of the council members were…” He trailed off, and it was clear that images of what had become of the city’s leaders had come to his thoughts. 
 
    Not my place to tell them how Barnard survived, exactly. That’ll be his burden to bear. 
 
    “He lives,” Logan said. “But I need to know how you all are, how you’ve come to live in these ruins.” 
 
    The soldier nodded, stepping forward. “My name is General Severin Colambi, the only remaining leader of the Keillionite military. Those you see in the city are those who remain of Keillion, along with those still hidden.” 
 
    “And how did you survive the attack?” 
 
    Severin sighed, as if he didn’t wish to relieve the events of the invasion. 
 
    “When the walls went down I knew something was terribly, terribly wrong. There isn’t a force on Varsyth powerful enough to take down the walls of Keillion. Either the Empire had some sort of unheard-of power, or someone had assisted them. Or both.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, as if letting the anger at a possible betrayal work through him. “Either way, I knew the battle was lost. So, I broke ranks with my commander, who wanted nothing more than a glorious fight to the death. I took my soldiers, gathered what civilians I could, and led them into the sewers. We’ve been hiding out there ever since. Only today did we return to the surface to see what remained of the city.” 
 
    “So… Keillion wasn’t completely destroyed?” Logan asked. It did him great pleasure to know that survivors lived. 
 
    “No—thank the Goddesses. And the sewers of Keillion were large enough to hold many, many troops and civilians. Thousands, in fact.” 
 
    Logan allowed himself a small grin. 
 
    “Troops who are prepared to join our army and take the fight to the Empire?” 
 
    The crowd reacted with eagerness to his words. 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Severin said. “But we’ll need to speak with Barnard. We need to know that some kind of leadership still exists.” 
 
    “Give me just a moment,” Logan said. 
 
    With that, he shifted into his bird form and took flight over the city. He flew over the ruins and landed at the convoy. The group formed a circle around him. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Barnard asked. “Who’s in the city?” 
 
    Logan filled him in. With each word, Barnard’s spirit lifted, his eyes lighting up with eagerness. 
 
    “Of course I’ll speak to him!” he said. “Let’s go right now!” 
 
    Logan, Barnard, and the rest of the group made their way into the city through the ruined gates. They passed civilians and soldiers right away, clamoring to speak to Barnard and Logan. 
 
    “Word travels quickly,” Raymond said. “But let’s make sure a riot doesn’t break out at all of this.” 
 
    They soon reached the palace steps. Severin rose to attention as Barnard approached. 
 
    “Councilman Skrin!” Severin said. “It’s an incredible honor—not to mention extremely good news to know that you’re still with us.” 
 
    Barnard pressed down on the air in front of him with his palms, signaling for the now-hundreds gathered around to grow silent. They did. 
 
    “Of course I’m still with you. I was with you through the siege of the city, and I’m with you now.” 
 
    “But how did you survive?” one of the soldiers asked. “As far as we knew, the Empire had scoured the city of anyone who hadn’t fled with us to the sewers.” 
 
    “I was fortunate enough to not have been in the council room when they broke through the gates. And when I finally returned…” He placed his hand on his chest, shaking his head sadly. 
 
    Runa and Raymond and Logan shared a look, all of them keenly aware that they were listening to a tale being spun. 
 
    “I never wanted to lead the city,” Barnard said, his voice taking on a regal tone. “But I will if I must.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Severin said. “Because we need leadership. I’d be more than willing to take command, but with the legitimate successor here, it’ll be a smoother process to bring everyone in line.” 
 
    Barnard smiled. Then he swept his hands toward Logan and his group. 
 
    “Here we have the leaders of the alliance against the Empire, including Queen Amelia of Numenthas.” 
 
    Severin gave an instant bow of respect. “Your Majesty.” 
 
    The queen smiled. “Melly’s fine—I’m not big on titles.” 
 
    Severin nodded. “There’s going to be plenty of work ahead of us if we’re going to stand a chance against the Empire. Chief Minister Skrin, what is your first order?” 
 
    Barnard smiled, obviously pleased to hear himself referred to in such a way. 
 
    “Well, with this being a military operation, I’ll turn that question to the leaders of the Tyan army.” He glanced back at Runa, Raymond, and Logan. 
 
    “Those war machines,” Logan said, nodding toward the massive pieces of siege artillery. “We’re going to need those in any assault against the Imperial Capital.” 
 
    “Right,” Raymond said. “I was wondering how the hell we were going to spare the manpower to disassemble and move those things. But with thousands of Keillionites and Barnard here to supervise…” 
 
    Barnard clasped his hands together. “Then it’s settled. I’ll stay here with my people and secure what’s left of the city. Once that’s done, we’ll gather what supplies and weapons we can, then travel to Tyan with the war machines.” 
 
    Raymond ran his hand through his hair. “Tyan’s going to be straining under the weight of so many civilians and soldiers. But I’m sure Corvan and the king’s council will find some way to manage logistics.” 
 
    Logan nodded. “Let’s move out. Much has changed, and we need to get back to Corvan and decide on our next step.” 
 
    There was no disagreement from anyone in the group. Logan already had a plan in mind—to speak to Melly and find out everything she knew about Chilvala, the ice Archspirit. His mind raced with the possibilities of commanding more elements—each advantage he and his army could have over the Empire might very well make the difference between victory and defeat. 
 
    Barnard and Severin and some of the other soldiers and civilians saw Logan and his party out of the city. Once Logan and the rest were loaded in their wagons, Raymond turned to Runa and Logan. 
 
    “What’s going to happen when they find out what he did?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “Hopefully, they don’t,” Runa said. “No doubt they won’t take well to the news that their new leader is the one who let the Empire into the city.” 
 
    Logan folded his arms over his chest, his diamond bracers catching the band of sun that came in through the slit window. Runa and Raymond winced as the light passed over their eyes, and Logan quickly moved his bracers. 
 
    “Barnard seems like the self-serving type—the sort of person you don’t want in charge, the type who seems all too eager to have power. But… he knows what he did was wrong. Who knows? Perhaps he’ll find a way to redeem himself.” 
 
    “Barnard the Betrayer,” Raymond said with a wry smile. “For his sake, he’d better hope that we’re the only ones who ever call him by that name.” 
 
    The convoy continued on. Logan watched the landscape pass, pleased that he was able to ride and save his strength—he knew he’d need it. 
 
    The hours of the trip back to Tyan passed slowly. But, as the sun began to set over the western horizon, Logan spotted a group coming toward their convoy. It was a small collection of soldiers, one of them on horseback, and as they drew closer, Logan could make out more details. 
 
    For example, the spindly arms coming from the back of the woman who rode the horse. 
 
    “Arachne,” Logan said.   
 
    Runa and Raymond rushed to the window slit and looked out at the approaching group. 
 
    “Who is that?” Melly asked. 
 
    “One of the other two Archspirits in our party,” Logan said. 
 
    The two groups made their way toward one another, Melly giving the signal for the convoy to stop when they were close enough to parley. Logan opened the back hatch and stepped out just in time to watch as Arachne dismounted from Silverfang. Jaleth and the other soldiers nodded to Logan as he approached. 
 
    “My, my,” Arachne said as she looked over Logan and the rest of the group, her eyes moving from the members of the party to the war wagons. “New toys, new friends. I can’t wait to get acquainted with all of them.” 
 
    Ifriti’s diamond eyes flashed. “The spider woman,” she said. “Come to join us from the realms of humans. I certainly hope you’re keeping her at arm’s length.” 
 
    “Logan would be pleased to tell you that I’ve more than earned his trust.” Arachne smiled, her mouth full of small, pointy teeth. 
 
    Logan decided to get right to the point. 
 
    “Did Corvan send you to find us? If so, does that mean you found the diplomat?” 
 
    The grin stayed on Arachne’s face. “Why yes, we found him. And I can’t wait for you to meet the man. He’s got quite a story to tell.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Logan mistrusted Gracen from the moment he laid eyes on him. Runa, Raymond, Corvan, and he were in the king’s private chambers, the meeting room where small council meetings were held. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, War Wizard,” Gracen said. The diplomat had seen better days. His slender, almost feminine face was worn and bruised, his humble clothes tattered and dirty. Arachne and her spider assassins had set out to find Logan immediately after bringing Gracen back into the city. 
 
    “Please,” Corvan said. “Gracen, let’s get you into a bath and changed before you repeat your story to Logan.” 
 
    Gracen shook his head, his fine, silken hair lolling over his forehead. 
 
    “No—Logan and the rest need to know what happened, what we’re up against. There will be time for rest later.” He placed his hand on the stem of the wineglass he had close at hand. “Besides, the wine is doing wonders for my nerves.” 
 
    Corvan nodded, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning against a nearby wall. 
 
    “Go on then, Gracen.” 
 
    Gracen returned the king’s nod with one of his own. 
 
    “Now, Logan,” Gracen said. “I’m not sure if the king has told you of my role in the kingdom.” 
 
    “Diplomat,” Logan said as he slowly moved into a seat at the table. 
 
    “The diplomat,” Gracen said with a slight smile. “Not to puff myself up, but more so that you understand the extent of what took place.” 
 
    Logan said nothing, his eyes fixed on Gracen. The elf flicked his own eyes, steely blue, onto Logan’s. A long moment passed, the two regarding one another with what Logan recognized right away as mutual suspicion. Despite Gracen’s humble airs, Logan sensed that there was something not quite on the level about the elf. 
 
    “As Minister of Foreign Affairs, my mission was to Athenhold, the capital city of this strange new empire against which we find ourselves fighting for our lives. Tell me, Logan, have you seen Athenhold before?” 
 
    “I haven’t,” Logan said. 
 
    “Athenhold, even during the golden ages of the elven kingdoms, had always been something of a… what do you humans call it? A backwater? The city is tucked below the Frostwind Mountains to the north, by where the Keillion River flows down through the Shadowshelter Forest. Athenhold subsisted on logging and mining—both profitable, but they never brought in as many riches as other kingdoms.” 
 
    He went on. “There’s a reason I’m telling you this. Athenhold now is no longer a backwater. It’s a sprawling city unlike anything ever seen on Varsyth, a metropolis that is itself almost as large as the holdings of Tyan. I was shocked the first time I saw it.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can guess my next question,” Logan said. “What happened to make it so?” 
 
    “That’s what I was hoping to learn. Somehow, over the course of the last several decades, Athenhold grew from a small nation-state of resource gatherers into a massive metropolis capable of fielding an army fit to conquer a continent! And all of the other kingdoms I passed along the way had been either subjugated… or worse.” 
 
    He sighed, shaking his head as if he still couldn’t believe what he’d seen. 
 
    “And their armies… What attacked here sounded like a mere fraction of what they have at their disposal.” 
 
    “We get it,” Logan said. “The Empire is powerful. Get to the part where you barely made it out of Athenhold with your life.” 
 
    Gracen’s eyes flashed with indignant anger—the sort an aristocrat would reserve for a peasant who’d spoken out of turn. Logan had expected that anger, and it had been the reason he’d prodded Gracen. But the elf quickly composed himself. 
 
    “It was a difficult journey. And I still can’t believe that I’m back in Tyan. If your group led by the spider woman hadn’t found me…” He shook his head, as if the idea was too much to bear. “Anyway, I’d gone to Athenhold to speak with the Emperor.” 
 
    “The Emperor,” Logan said. “Tell me about him.” 
 
    “Her,” Gracen said. “The Emperor is an Empress. She’s young and beautiful, with long, black hair and skin as white as the snow atop the Frostwind Mountains. And more than that, she possesses a keen mind, sharp and cunning—not one to underestimate. And more than that, she’s cruel. My mission was to speak to her to see if there was some… deal we could come to, one that might spare Tyan. But her offer was the same as it always was—surrender or be destroyed.” 
 
    “And then what happened?” Logan asked. “You asked for mercy or whatever else, and she sent you packing?” 
 
    Gracen placed his fingertips on the bruises that marred his face. 
 
    “No, War Wizard. This time she wasn’t so kind as to ‘send me packing.’ I was beaten in front of the Imperial court, then thrown into the dungeon.” 
 
    “Incredible,” Corvan said. “How did you get out?” 
 
    “The Empress told me that, since I failed in my duty to maintain peace between the kingdoms—meaning that because I didn’t talk my king into surrendering—I could wait out the war in her dungeon where I could reflect on my uselessness. And when I was released, that would be the day that Tyan was razed to the ground.” 
 
    “As your king asked,” Logan said. “How did you get out?” 
 
    Gracen shot him one quick, hard glare before his expression softened once more. 
 
    “I was fortunate. One of the guards charged with monitoring me was a Tyan exile, a petty criminal who escaped north before the Empire came to be.” 
 
    “That is fortunate,” Logan said with skepticism. 
 
    Gracen didn’t react to this comment, as if choosing to ignore Logan’s prodding. 
 
    “Indeed. He told me that, though he was an Imperial soldier, his loyalty still lay with Tyan—his homeland. Then he told me that he’d cover for my escape if I wished it. When I told him that would almost certainly cost his life, he told me that was a small price to pay for a deed that could very well save Tyan. 
 
    “Brenwaithe was his name,” Gracen said, closing his eyes in reverence. “I told him I would remember it, that I would tell you, my king.” 
 
    Corvan nodded somberly. 
 
    This doesn’t sound right, Logan thought. Like he’s laying it on a bit thick. 
 
    But he kept his comments to himself this time, wanting to hear where the rest of the tale went. 
 
    “He provided me with supplies and a way out,” Gracen said. “Said that he could buy me until the end of his shift. So I took the opportunity. And I can only pray that he managed to take his own life before the Empress exacted a punishment for letting me go.”  
 
    Gracen cleared his throat, composing himself. “The path led through the sewers, outside of the city walls. Thankfully, he packed me a change of clothes that were both clean and less conspicuous. The supplies were enough to make it halfway, and then I was forced to beg for food and money for the rest of the trip. Thank the Goddesses that Arachne and her soldiers found me before the Empress did.” 
 
    “That’s quite a tale,” Corvan said. “And we’re fortunate to have you back with us, Gracen. We need all the skilled help we can get.” 
 
    Gracen sighed. “Thank you, my king. And now, if there’s nothing pressing, I need rest.” 
 
    “You’ve earned it,” Corvan said. “Take your time, eat and refresh yourself. I can call some of my best servants to prepare you a bath. Hells, you can use the royal chambers if you wish.” 
 
    Gracen’s eyes flashed with momentary panic that no one seemed to notice aside from Logan. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Your Majesty. I don’t need the staff to fuss over me. I’ll take a simple bath in my chambers.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Corvan said. “But let me know if you change your mind. You deserve it after such a trek, in my opinion.” 
 
    Gracen offered a small smile. 
 
    “I look forward to speaking with you in the morning about the future of the kingdom,” the King said to Gracen. 
 
    “As do I,” Logan said. 
 
    He watched as Gracen began to rise from his seat. He winced as he rose, and the king stepped over to assist him. 
 
    “No, no,” Gracen said. “I can manage. But thank you, Your Grace.” 
 
    A little more effort and he was up. 
 
    And as he rose, Logan caught a flash of something tucked into his worn boot. It was the flash of a small dagger, one no larger than a finger—more a stiletto than a proper, full-sized weapon. 
 
    “Oh, and my king,” Gracen said. “I’ve a bit more to speak to you about… in private.” His eyes drifted over Runa, Raymond, and Logan. “Sensitive matters that I wish to make you aware of before the council meeting tomorrow.” 
 
    “Fine,” Corvan said. “Come to my chamber at the tenth hour of the evening.” 
 
    Logan noted the time. 
 
    Gracen smiled slightly, then continued out. The group watched as Gracen made his way from the room and was gone. 
 
    “Quite a tale,” Raymond said. “But good that he made it back in one piece.” 
 
    “Never would have picked him as the resourceful type,” Runa said. 
 
    Corvan nodded. “Gracen has his faults, but one doesn’t make it onto the king’s council by being totally incompetent.” He took in a slow breath of air, as if considering something. “The three of you get some rest. You’ve been on quite a journey, but it’s not even close to being over. Take advantage of the relative safety and comfort of the kingdom while you’re here.” 
 
    “Right,” Logan said. “And we’ve a lead on another Archspirit, this one further north. I’d like to be after it as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “War Wizards never sleep,” Corvan said with a wry smile. “All can be discussed in the morning. Dismissed.” 
 
    Logan, Runa, and Raymond left the room, the three of them making their way down the grand hall. 
 
    “What do you make of all that?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “Strange,” Runa said. “Gracen… he has a flair for diplomacy. He’s from one of the wealthiest families in the kingdom, and his knowledge of noble ways of doing things has made him a natural fit for the role. But…” 
 
    “But what?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said. “It does me no good to question the motives of a member of the king’s council.” 
 
    Logan said nothing during the conversation. He had other matters on his mind. 
 
    “What’re your plans for the evening, Logan?” Runa asked when they reached the top of the stairs. “I’m sure the king will throw some manner of feast to celebrate Gracen’s return.” 
 
    “If there’s a feast, I’ll be there,” Logan said. “I’m not going to refuse a meal of something other than jerky.” 
 
    “See you there, then,” Raymond said. 
 
    The group dispersed. And the instant he was alone, Logan’s thoughts went to Gracen. He considered the question on the way to his room, every nerve in his body telling him that something was wrong. He tried to put it out of his head as best he could, busying himself with maps of Varsyth, plotting routes that could take them to the Frostwind Mountains but avoid Athenhold. 
 
    The time for the feast came before he knew it. Logan arrived in the main hall where a massive, U-shaped table was set with bread and meat and ale. Despite the lavishness, however, Logan could see that the food was not quite up to the luxurious standards that he’d imagined from the elvish kingdoms. There was no doubt that the war had taken its toll, affecting even the standards of a kingly feast. 
 
    Gracen arrived, dressed in purple silks trimmed with gold. Between his slight frame and his clothing, he struck Logan as almost feminine. But the longer he watched him, the more he noticed a strength that was hardly visible, a quickness to his movements. 
 
    And there was something else. Logan watched as Gracen reached forward to take his glass of water—he drank no wine or ale that night—and observed the long sleeve of his robe snag onto the table. It pulled back as he reached, revealing for the briefest of moments something on his forearm—something that appeared to Logan like a rune. 
 
    Logan ate his meat and bread and sipped his ale just enough to avoid any suspicion. Part of him wanted to warn the king, to tell him that he suspected not all was on the level with his advisor. But another knew the danger that such a decision would entail. Moreover, if he were to accuse Gracen and be wrong, he would make a powerful enemy. 
 
    So, he watched. And, when the feast was over and the dozens of guests went their separate ways, most off to continue their drinking, Logan returned to his room and awaited the hour of the meeting between Gracen and the king. The moon rose high in the sky, the lights of the city vanishing off one by one as the night went on and the wartime curfew set in. 
 
    When Logan was ready, he donned a simple robe over his short sword and diamond greaves, and made his way toward the king’s chambers. Logan had been given free rein through the castle. A quick pull-down of his hood to whatever guard he passed was enough to get by. However, the king’s chambers and meeting room were an exception, the doors flanked with royal guards. 
 
    Logan ducked into one of the side rooms, making his way out onto the balcony. When he was ready, he approached the edge and cocked his wrist, firing a length of spider webbing to the balcony over. The webbing connected and once Logan gave it a tug to confirm it was attached, he leapt off the edge of his balcony and swung over to the next. 
 
    He found himself on the balcony of the king’s chambers. The room was large, but sparsely appointed. Logan could tell right away that the king spent very little time there aside from sleeping and dressing himself. And more importantly, there was no one inside. 
 
    Logan made his way to the edge of the long private balcony, the Kingdom of Tyan spread out around him. It was quite a view, but he didn’t have time for sightseeing. With another rope of webbing, Logan reached the next balcony over. 
 
    “…it’s something worth considering.” The familiar, melodious tone of Gracen’s voice was audible from the moment Logan reached the balcony.  
 
    He used his spider rune power to land and move in silence, making his way over to where he could listen in. 
 
    “It’s not worth considering!” Corvan’s voice boomed, blasting out onto the balcony. There was unmistakable anger in his tone. Logan knew right away that he was correct in eavesdropping. 
 
    “Your Grace,” Gracen said. “I’ve been there. I’ve seen the Imperial capital, I’ve looked upon their armies. And I’m telling you right now that any battle between us and them is doomed to failure. Tyan will be wiped from the map like so many other kingdoms that hoped to stand against the Empire. And you’ll be the king who will be forever remembered as the one who let it happen. That is, assuming you’re remembered at all.” 
 
    “Then you’d have us live as slaves?” he asked. “Slaves to the Empire?” 
 
    “Your Grace, I’ve given the matter nothing but thought. It’s what I spent the journey back from Athenhold contemplating. And, as much as it pains me to bend the knee to another kingdom, I don’t see any other choice. They invaded with the small army they did because they thought they would be able to take out us and Keillion with a single strike. You don’t need me to remind you of what happened to Keillion.” 
 
    The king said nothing, his eyes narrowed as he regarded Gracen. 
 
    “And surrender wouldn’t be the end of the kingdom. In time, we could rebel. The Empire is powerful, but I’m sure that, once they’ve subjugated us, they would turn their attention elsewhere. And once they did, we could strike. Surely, you have to see that this is a better alternative than being crushed under their boot.” 
 
    Corvan shook his head sadly, as if it pained him to hear Gracen’s words. 
 
    “It’s no different than what you said before you went on this mission to Athenhold. You wanted us to give up, to surrender. And now you’ve returned from nearly having died there, only to tell me the same thing!” 
 
    “My trip only made me more certain, Your Grace. We stand no chance against the Empire.” 
 
    “We have the War Wizard on our side. And the armies of Keillion and Numenthas and the mountain elves.” 
 
    Gracen scoffed. “They will be nothing against the Empire. And as for Logan… He has great power from what you’ve told me. But the Empire does, too.” 
 
    “The Empire what?” Corvan growled. “Does the Empire have power that we don’t know about? More than what they demonstrated during their attack?” 
 
    Gracen said nothing at first, as if carefully measuring his words. 
 
    “They… I assume they do. After all, they conquered a continent, didn’t they?” 
 
    He’s lying, thought Logan. He’s lying through his teeth to his own king. His hand hovered over his blade through his robe, as if he might have need of using it at any moment. 
 
    “They haven’t conquered a continent yet, Gracen. And they won’t—not if I have anything to say on the matter.” 
 
    Gracen sighed sadly. “There’s more at stake than your honor, my king. There are lives who—” 
 
    Corvan’s eyes flashed with anger. “You think this is a matter of personal pride? This is about whether or not our people live as slaves! There will be no more discussion on the matter—Tyan will never surrender.” 
 
    He stormed away from Gracen and made his way to the balcony. Logan hurried to a shadowed corner, one that kept him out of sight while still allowing him to watch both the king and Gracen. 
 
    “Please, Your Majesty,” Gracen said. “Think more on the subject—” 
 
    “I’ve done all the thinking I need,” Corvan said, his eyes fixed on the city. “Tyan will never surrender. Now, unless you wish to stay and discuss battle strategy, then I ask you to leave me in peace.” 
 
    Gracen opened his mouth as if to speak. But, instead of saying anything, he only sighed and let his head hang low. Then he closed his eyes, a look of sadness on his face. 
 
    It didn’t last. Gracen stood up straight and reached into his robe, taking out the stiletto that Logan had seen earlier. 
 
    “It’s a shame, Your Grace,” the diplomat said. “I once was certain you were a man destined for great things…” 
 
    Corvan continued to stare forward, but an expression of confusion took hold on his face. 
 
    He knew something was wrong. And so did Logan. 
 
    Logan watched as something incredible happened. Gracen closed his eyes and rolled up his sleeve, exposing a tattoo of dozens of branching straight lines on his forearm. The rune illuminated and the diplomat split before Logan’s eyes into several mirror images of himself. 
 
    Then he raised the stiletto up into the air and rushed toward the king. There was no doubt to Logan that the move would be a killing blow. The king made a noise of surprise and turned just in time to watch as Gracen flew toward him at incredible speed, his original form surrounded by so many exact images that he seemed to blur. 
 
    Logan moved. He flew across the balcony as quickly as he could, shooting out his arm and turning the bracer toward Gracen, blocking the king’s neck—the diplomat’s target. The stiletto slammed against the diamond bracer, holding for a moment before snapping like a twig. 
 
    It all happened in less than a few seconds. The king stepped back in shock, realizing that he’d come close to death. And Gracen stepped back too, holding the broken weapon in his hand with an expression of shock on his face. 
 
    Then the diplomat’s eyes narrowed. His many forms hurried toward the king and grabbed him by the throat, throwing him across the room. The king landed with a crash into the side of the table, crushing a chair underneath his powerful form as the table slid backward. 
 
    Logan brought the short sword into his hands, moving toward the diplomat and preparing to strike. But, in the low light of the moon, he was unable to make out which of Gracen’s forms was real. Logan picked one, jabbing the blade forward… and hitting air. 
 
    “The War Wizard is here?” he asked, a note of amused surprise to his voice. “That ought to make this a bit more fun.” 
 
    He stepped to the side as he spoke, Logan stumbling past him. Logan then felt a crack of pain against his neck, Gracen bringing down his fist onto Logan with more power than he’d been prepared for. The blow hit hard, and Logan dropped to his knees, this vision blurring for a moment. 
 
    “Stay down, human,” Gracen said in his snooty, imperious tone. “This is the business of elves—nothing with which to concern yourself.” 
 
    On all fours, Logan shook his head and focused himself. He turned in time to watch Gracen’s many forms move toward the king, who himself was rising from where he’d landed, a pained expression on his face as he tried to stand and defend himself. Blood trickled from his nose. 
 
    “You could’ve been the one to save Tyan, Corvan,” Gracen said. “But instead, you’ll be nothing more than a footnote, a king who tragically fell to his death. But that’s fine. You’re without an heir—or so you think. I should have you know that I’ve done a bit of research over the years, Corvan, looking in your family tree. Your parents are gone, your aunts and uncles, all gone. Do you know the closest living relative you have?”  
 
    Gracen placed his hand on his chest. “It’s me. I’m your… fourth cousin, once removed, if I recall. And that means once you’re gone, I’ll be the new king. And when I’m the king, I’ll make sure that our people are safe…unlike you.” 
 
    “Are you going to talk all day, Gracen?” Corvan asked. “Or are you shying away from a fight as usual?” 
 
    Gracen smirked. “Trust me, Corvan—this is a fight I’ve been looking forward to for a long, long time.” 
 
    When Gracen was close, Corvan swung his fist at his blurred form. But he didn’t hit true, his blow cutting through air as surely as Logan’s stab. Gracen stepped to the side and drove his elbow down into Corvan’s belly, knocking the wind out of him. The king dropped to the ground, his eyes wide and his chest rising and falling as he struggled to take in a breath. 
 
    Gracen bent down and picked up one of the pieces of wood from one of the chairs the king had broken. The end was jagged enough to kill. 
 
    “Did you think this would be how you died, Corvan?” Gracen asked, his blurred body moving and shifting. “Stabbed by a chair and in the meeting room? Well, a better death than some get, I suppose.” 
 
    Logan blinked his eyes hard, doing his best to focus on Gracen. He raised his wrist, his spider rune still active, and fired a jet of webbing toward Gracen. The webbing spread and covered him—him and only him. The other figures still surrounded Gracen, but the webbing made it clear which one was truly him. 
 
    Logan took his sword into his hands and rushed toward Gracen. He jabbed the blade forward into webbing and pierced the diplomat’s body in his lower belly. Corvan rose to a standing position, pulling his fist back and driving it into Gracen’s face. 
 
    Gracen stumbled backward, his other figures vanishing as the rune on his arm deactivated. He slammed into the stone wall, a small spurt of blood dripping down his flawless chin. 
 
    “Guards!” Corvan shouted. 
 
    It only took a few moments before Corvan’s royal guards arrived. Logan watched as they assessed the scene, surprise on their faces as they realized that Gracen was the reason they were there. 
 
    “Take him,” Logan said, raising his finger toward Gracen. “Take him to the dungeon. Keep him under close monitoring. Prepare some healing potions for his wound. But don’t apply them just yet.” 
 
    They obeyed without a word, lifting Gracen off his feet and carrying him out of the room. 
 
    “And one more thing,” Corvan said. “Call Runa and Raymond. We’re making a plan—tonight.” 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Logan sat with Runa and Raymond at the king’s small council table. Logan had changed into more appropriate garb of linen pants and a sleeveless shirt, and was seated in a chair brought in to replace the one that had been broken in the fight. Small droplets of Gracen’s blood remained on the floor. 
 
    Corvan had brought Runa and Raymond in order to fill them in on what had transpired. Runa and Raymond were understandably shocked at the news that Gracen had betrayed their king and tried to assassinate him. 
 
    “That’s… I don’t know what to say,” Runa said, shocked. “That you’d come so close to dying tonight…” 
 
    “I never trusted that pompous little ass,” Raymond said. “The type of elf who always seemed to think his own wind smelled like perfume. But I have to ask, Your Majesty—where’s the rest of the small council?” 
 
    “They don’t know about this,” Corvan said. “And they’re not going to know until I want it to happen. We’re in this situation because a member of the council betrayed me. Not a chance I’m going to let it happen again.” 
 
    “And is it true what he said?” Runa asked. “That he’s next in line for the throne?” 
 
    “I’ll ask him to produce proof,” Corvan said. “Though, I suppose it’s neither here nor there.” 
 
    “You need an heir, Your Majesty,” Runa said. “If, Goddesses  forgive, something happened to you, the kingdom would fall into more disarray than it already is in.” 
 
    Corvan waved his hand through the air. And as he did, he winced in pain. Logan could sense that he was still hurting from the battle. 
 
    “My love life is the least of my priorities,” Corvan said. “We’ve much to discuss. First of all, I want to thank you, Logan. I have to admit, I wasn’t sure about this plan to bring you back to the dead when Runa first brought it to me. But you’ve more than proved your worth to the kingdom. Tyan, and I, owe you a debt.” 
 
    “The least I could do,” Logan said. “And I’m the one who owes you a debt. I’m alive thanks to your resurrection stone.” 
 
    “Indeed, you are,” Corvan said. There was hesitancy to his voice, and Logan could sense that the king was wondering if Logan was about to call the debt settled. 
 
    “But I’m not done yet,” Logan said. “You brought me here to perform a task, and that’s what I aim to do.” 
 
    Corvan nodded, his lip curling just enough to demonstrate that he was pleased with Logan’s answer. 
 
    “But rather than praise me,” Logan said. “We ought to figure out our next step.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Corvan said. “Let’s start with what we know.” 
 
    “We know that Gracen is a betrayer,” Raymond said. “And what’s his status? Is the little prick near death?” 
 
    “He might very well be,” Corvan said. “Logan slipped his blade right into his guts.” 
 
    Raymond and Runa both smiled in Logan’s direction, indicating their happiness with this news. 
 
    “And the power he had,” Logan said. 
 
    “Power?” Raymond asked. “What kind of power?” 
 
    Logan reached forward and placed his fingertips on the front of his left forearm, where he’d seen the rune that Gracen had used. 
 
    “If he wants to live,” Logan said, “we ought to use his life as leverage.” 
 
    Corvan nodded. “My thoughts exactly. Knowing Gracen, he’ll do anything to hang onto it.” 
 
    “And when we get all the information we can out of him?” Runa asked. “What then?” 
 
    The king offered a grim smile. “I’ll put some real thought into the matter. But for now, let’s handle what needs to be done.” 
 
    The group rose from the table, Runa and Raymond leaving the room first. Just as Logan took a step to leave the room, however, Corvan placed his large hand on his shoulder. Logan turned to face the king, sensing that Corvan wanted to say something that wouldn’t be easy to get out. 
 
    “My sincere thanks, Logan.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, Your Majesty,” Logan said. 
 
    “And it goes without saying, but whatever you need in your quest to take down the Empire, you have at your disposal. Furthermore, when you accomplish your task I’ll see to it that you’re rewarded beyond compare.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Logan already had what he wanted on his mind: to take the fight to the orcish horde as soon as the Empire was laid low. 
 
    Corvan gestured for them to continue. “Believe it or not, there was a time when I wouldn’t have needed you for a fight like that.” 
 
    “Indeed?” Logan prepared himself to hear another of the most common sort of tales one might hear from older men—talk of how good of fighters they were back during their younger days. 
 
    “Indeed. And I don’t mean centuries and centuries ago. I mean only a few decades.”  
 
    Logan adjusted his thinking to the long lives that elves led. This got Logan’s attention. He thought back to the battle for Tyan, when he’d had to bail the king out of another fight that he seemed poised to lose. 
 
    “The royalty of Tyan is known for its fighting prowess. We gain it from the Moon Goddesses, tapping into their power the way you do with your runes. But that power has waned over the years.” 
 
    “Why?” Logan asked. 
 
    “It’s hard to say,” Corvan said. “I know that I’ve grown lax with my communion with the Goddesses. But it seems the matter is greater than me. It’s no secret that the kingdoms have all been in decline for some time. I can’t help but feel the Goddesses have something to do with it all.” 
 
    He waved his hand through the air as the pair reached the bottom of the stairs to the lowest floor. 
 
    “But you needn’t worry about that. All I wanted to say was… don’t write this old king off just yet. There may be a time when it’s me saving your life.” 
 
    Logan grinned back at him. “That would be a good day.” 
 
    Together they reached the bottom of the stairs, Runa and Raymond awaiting them. 
 
    “Hear that?” Raymond asked. 
 
    The group stopped and listened. Howls of pain carried toward them from down the hall. There was no doubt in Logan’s mind to whom they belonged. 
 
    “It’s what he deserves,” Runa said. “But we should speak to him before the wound finishes the job.” 
 
    Corvan nodded and began striding down the hall of the dungeon, the rest of the group following. A pair of elves clad in robes waited at the nearest turn. Logan could sense that they were the ones in charge of healing. 
 
    “How is he?” the king asked. 
 
    “In quite a bit of pain,” said one of the elves. “I’d give him another hour or two, at the most, before he leaves us.” 
 
    Logan could sense that Corvan was trying to keep his composure. All the same, the king allowed a small smile to form on his lips at the news. It didn’t last. 
 
    “Can you mend him?” Corvan asked. 
 
    “We can. But if you wish to avoid permanent injuries, we’d need to move quickly,” the other replied. 
 
    “Then come with me. Have the potions and balms ready.” 
 
    They nodded, Corvan and Logan making their way around the bend and continuing down the hall. They soon reached a wider hallway lined with cells, tall grids of iron bars marking them off from the open space. 
 
    It didn’t take much time at all to locate Gracen. Howls of pain carried down the hall, curses weaved in among them. Corvan and Logan shared a knowing look before completing the rest of the walk. In the cell farthest down on the right was Gracen. He laid on the small bed in the cell, his blood-covered hands pressed to the wound as he cried out in pain. Rage formed on his delicate features as he spotted Corvan and Logan. 
 
    “You… You two,” he said, his face pale. “What… is this? You’ve come to mock me as I bleed to death?” 
 
    Corvan leaned against the bars of the cell across from Gracen. 
 
    “I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that you deserve death, at the very least, for what you’ve done.” 
 
    “Well, Your Grace,” Gracen said, “you won’t have to wait long for that.” 
 
    Corvan nodded to the apothecary elves. They approached. 
 
    “What sort of fate I have in mind for you,” the king said, “I haven’t quite decided. But I’m going to offer you a choice.” 
 
    “What… kind of choice?” Gracen let out another howl of pain as more blood spurted from the wound. 
 
    “The wound I gave you,” Logan said. “Right in the guts. You’ll die from that, make no mistake. I’m going to assume that, in your role, you haven’t seen much in the way of combat. So, I’ll tell you what you have to look forward to: you’ll spend the next few hours in increasing agony, watching every last drop of blood jet seep out of you. And when you’ve reached the peak of your pain, when you’re begging to the Gods and your mother and whomever else for a bit of respite, you might be lucky enough to die. It’s not pretty. I’ve seen some of the bravest warriors I’ve known reduced to quivering messes from a stab to the belly like that.” 
 
    “But… I’ll die,” Gracen said. “And that’ll be that.” 
 
    Corvan shook his head. “Not if I have the apothecaries heal you only a little. With their balms and potions, they could simply stem the blood flow so that you don’t bleed out. But the pain would last for… days, perhaps.” 
 
    Gracen’s eyes flashed. “No! I… I can’t handle it for that long.” 
 
    “Then you’ll give us what we want,” Corvan said. “Do that, and I’ll have you healed on the spot.” 
 
    Gracen’s eyes narrowed, and Logan could tell that he knew he was in a terrible spot. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” his voice was weak, his tone one of defeat. 
 
    “Everything,” Corvan said. “I want you to spill your guts—so to speak.” 
 
    Logan allowed himself a small smile at the king’s words. 
 
    Gracen took in a deep breath, more blood seeping from his wounds. 
 
    “I… During one of my visits to Athenhold, I was brought to the Empress for a private meeting. She told me that the fall of Tyan and the rest of the kingdoms were inevitable, and that your stubbornness, Corvan, would be the doom of us all. And you know what? I couldn’t argue with her. You have no idea the power of the Empire. They’ll come one more and this time they’ll crush us for—” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Corvan said, waving his hand through the air. “I’ve heard this all before.” 
 
    Gracen narrowed his eyes. Even in his state, it was clear he didn’t like being spoken to in such a way. 
 
    “The Empress had told me such things before, of course. But this time she had… well, a presentation for me. She gave me proof of my lineage, that I was indeed the heir to the Tyan throne. She told me that, if I were to assassinate you, Corvan, then surrender to the Empire, I would be installed as the rightful king of Tyan. And more than that, I would be responsible for saving the lives of its people.” 
 
    “And the key to the sewer tunnel,” Logan said. “I’m guessing that was you, as well?” 
 
    Gracen nodded. “It was all in the best interests of the kingdom. If the battle was protracted, it would have meant needless deaths. But if the walls were destroyed and the Empire army could pull off a swift and decisive victory…” 
 
    “Sounds like what they tried in Keillion,” Logan said. “But the kingdom wasn’t spared at all—nearly everyone there was put to the sword.” 
 
    Gracen furrowed his brow. “No, that can’t be right. The Empress… she wouldn’t go back on her word like that.” 
 
    Corvan snorted. “Assuming she’d told you the truth. You’d sell your people into slavery for what? A figurehead monarchy?” 
 
    “Life as a slave is better than death!” he shouted. Then he began to cough, the outburst having taken much out of him. Blood trickled down the corners of his mouth. “But I wouldn’t expect a king like you to understand something like that.” 
 
    “That’s not the whole story,” Logan said. “That mark on your forearm—what is it? Explain the power it gave to you.” 
 
    Gracen grinned. “Ah, yes.” He raised his arm and pulled back his sleeve, revealing his tattoo of straight lines going off into fractal branches. “This, my dear king and his War Wizard pet, is the real reason why you don’t have a chance to prevail over the Empire. This is the rune of Provencus—the God of Destiny.” 
 
    “What?” Corvan and Logan said the word at the same time. 
 
    “The Empress has a God on her side?” Logan asked. “And he gave you a mark?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Corvan said with a smile. “Provencus wields power over fate itself. When I tap into this rune, what you’re seeing is me and all of the possible Gracens that could exist. It’s… complicated. But the effect is that it makes it hard to see me in a fight. Very useful.” 
 
    “Not useful enough,” Logan said. 
 
    Gracen snorted. “I wasn’t expecting the king’s wizard hound to be so close at hand.” 
 
    “The God Provencus,” Corvan said. “They’ve been in hiding for centuries, just like the Archspirits. Why are they now assisting mortals?” 
 
    “That, my dear king,” Gracen said, “I can’t tell you. I take pride in my ability to stay in the know. But the goings-on of Gods and Archspirits, that’s something beyond my ken. But I can tell you this—with the power of Provencus at her side, the Empress is unstoppable. She hasn’t told me the gifts he’s given her exactly, but I know they’re the key to her military success. With him helping her, it’s only a matter of time until we manage to conquer all of Varsyth.” 
 
    “We,” Corvan said with disdain. “So much for loyalty to Tyan.” 
 
    “We are the Empire,” Gracen said. “And if you weren’t so damn stubborn, we could put this war behind us and…” he trailed off. 
 
    “And what?” Logan asked. 
 
    Gracen pursed his lips, as if he’d said something that he ought not to. 
 
    “Speak, Gracen,” Corvan said. “I’m no apothecary, but even I can tell that you’re running low on blood.” 
 
    “We could put this war behind us and concentrate on conquering the realms of the humans!” he shouted. “Think about it, the two realms united under the rule of a single Elven power, as it should be! You know what the human kingdoms are these days—they’re more ruins than anything else. We could make them powerful once more under our rule!” 
 
    “Always comes down to power,” Logan said. 
 
    “Indeed it does,” Corvan said. He looked upon Gracen with pity and scorn in equal measure. “I believe we’re done here.” 
 
    Logan raised his palm. “One more thing, Your Highness.” 
 
    Corvan nodded, giving his assent. 
 
    “There’s an Archspirit in the north, one with the power of ice—Chilvala is her name. Surely you’ve heard talk of her during your time with the Empress.” 
 
    Gracen narrowed his eyes, then turned his gaze to Corvan. 
 
    “Tell him what he wants to know,” the king said. “Or you won’t last the hour.” 
 
    Gracen sighed. “Yes, there was talk of a spirit. I don’t know all the details, but from what I gleaned, the Empress was planning with Provencus to begin collecting the Archspirits of the continent. Perhaps he was planning on giving her the gift to wield their powers, like you. I can only speculate. As Chilvala was the closest to Athenhold, she was their first target. But it could be too late.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Logan asked. “Where can she be found?” 
 
    “There’s a cave at the mouth of the Keillion River, at the lake that forms the mouth of the river at the base of the Frostwind Mountains. I know where it is, exactly. But if you wish to know, you’ll heal me now, please!” 
 
    Corvan said nothing at first, Logan watching as he turned his gaze to the apothecaries. One of them nodded, and it was clear by his expression that Gracen was on the verge of death. 
 
    “Heal him,” Corvan commanded. “And then get him a map. Let me know when the work is done.” 
 
    Then he turned to Logan. “This night isn’t over. Come with me—we have much to discuss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How is he?” Runa asked. 
 
    “He’ll live,” Corvan said. “Though his fate depends on what the apothecaries manage.” 
 
    Raymond snorted, his arms crossed over his chest. “Hopefully their balms aren’t too effective. I mean, it’d be a shame if he had to shit in a bag for the rest of his miserable life.” 
 
    Logan watched as Corvan smiled slightly, as if his mind were on other matters but still enjoyed the thought. The group was back in the king’s council room. It was late into the evening, fatigue having long taken hold of him, but he knew there would be no long rest to look forward to. He knew the location of the next Archspirit, and he had to get to Chilvala before the Empire. 
 
    “What’s your plan with him?” Runa asked. “You want my advice? A quick trial and a very public execution. We’re still a kingdom of laws, after all.’ 
 
    “Laws don’t apply to traitors,” Raymond said. “I say we slit his throat, let him bleed out, and then toss his body over the walls for the dogs to feast on. I can’t believe the little shit almost left Tyan to a fate like that of Keillion. Traitors are a coin a dozen these days, it seems.” 
 
    Logan kept his mouth shut on the matter—the fate of Gracen wasn’t his concern so long as he was locked away. His mind was on other matters. 
 
    “We need to get to Athenhold,” Logan said. “Assuming that Gracen spoke truly, there’s not a chance in hells that we’ll be able to stand up to the Empire if they have a God such as Provencus on their side.” 
 
    “The God of Destiny, yes?” Runa asked. “I don’t know much about him. The Prime Gods are from long before any of our times.” 
 
    Logan nodded. “There was a time when the Gods were just as active in the affairs of man and elf. Though it’s very strange indeed to hear that Provencus is actively allying himself with a mortal. That’s… strange.” 
 
    “And he’s giving the Empress power, yes?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “Right. He’s the God of Destiny, able to see the future in all its possibility, to know which future events are the most likely.” 
 
    “Quite an ally to have,” Raymond said. 
 
    “Right,” Logan said. “Especially if one were commanding a military force with plans to conquer a continent—and more. You could use the God’s powers to see the possibilities of fate, to move your armies exactly where they needed to go.” 
 
    Corvan nodded, a grave expression on his face. “And that means, even with our allies, we don’t stand a chance against the Empire while they still have access to those powers. But there’s more to it than that—if the Empire is still planning to finish the job and conquer the kingdoms that still remain, we don’t have the luxury of waiting.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Runa said. “We have to call in our allies as soon as we can and march to Athenhold.” 
 
    Logan saw where it all was going. “And I need to destroy Provencus.” 
 
    Silence hung in the air for several long moments. 
 
    “Can you do that?” Runa asked. “Do you have the power to slay a God?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be easy,” Logan said. “I’ve gained the power of many Archspirits, and have them fighting on my side. But still, a God is a God.” 
 
    “Not to mention,” Raymond said, “it would require breaking into Athenhold and then into the royal palace where it’s almost certain Provencus will be.” 
 
    “We don’t have any other option,” Corvan said. “If the Empire manages to invade us once more… we won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Logan nodded, knowing what needed to be done. “I’ll move out as soon as possible. I’ll take a small group with me, Runa, Raymond, and a few of the others. We’ll make our way north to the mouth of the Keillion River, then enlist the aid of Chilvala. From there, we go to Athenhold.” 
 
    Corvan nodded. “It’s a million-to-one plan. But if there’s anyone I believe can do it, Logan, it’s you. But I’m going to make one change. I need Runa to stay here with me.” 
 
    “What?” Runa asked. “My king, if you need me to stay, I’ll do it. But wouldn’t I be more useful fighting at Raymond’s side?” 
 
    “You’re planning on fighting a God, are you not Logan? Then we’ll need aid of our own.” He took a deep breath, as if what he had to say wouldn’t be easy to utter. “I’ve been saved twice now by Logan—once on the battlefield and once during the assassination attempt. If I hadn’t been lucky enough for him to have been there both times, then I wouldn’t be here today.” 
 
    The rest of the group said nothing, waiting for him to go on. 
 
    “I’ve lost my step—I’m not the fighter I used to be. Part of it is that I’m simply older than I once was. But it’s more than that. I’ve fallen out of favor with the Moon Goddesses, the spirits that grant the elven kingdoms power and prosperity. I’ve grown lax in my worship—and perhaps too proud to supplicate myself before them. Before we move our armies, I’ll need to meet with the Goddesses, see what I can do to put myself back in their good graces. And Runa, as a priestess of the Goddesses, I’ll need your help in this.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “You wish me to travel with you to speak to the Goddesses?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I want. There’s a chance that they won’t hear me out. They may simply decide that I’m too far gone and leave me to fend for myself. But if they do offer me a chance to redeem myself in their eyes, their terms won’t be easy. I’ll need your help, no matter what happens.” 
 
    Runa smiled slightly, as if eager to assist her king. “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    Corvan nodded, signaling that the matter was decided. 
 
    “Then tomorrow morning we set out,” Logan said. “We rise with the sun and make our way to the Keillion River.” 
 
    Corvan smiled, gesturing to the window. The sun was already rising in the east, bands of orange and red peeking up over the horizon. 
 
    “You mean that sun? Logan, you’ve done enough for tonight. You need rest—as do we all. And more than that, I have other tasks for you before you set out.” 
 
    “Indeed?” Logan asked. 
 
    “That’s right. You’re a War Wizard—time to use your powers to make this army of ours what it can be. I want you to begin marking our troops and equipment, giving them the brands of the Archspirits you command. While you all were gone, a runner from Techton arrived letting us know that their army is on the move and will be here soon. Between them and the Numenthians and the Keillionites, we have a halfway decent army on our side. But they’re not going to be enough against the Empire. They need the power of your markings.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Logan agreed. “But my markings don’t merely appear on a man. I need to mark them myself. And that makes things… difficult.” 
 
    “How so?” Corvan asked.  
 
    “Well, firstly,” Logan said, holding out his arm, “my markings are all made with special materials—rare, limited materials. Arachne’s mark, for example, is made with the venom of the swordspider. Quetzal’s mark is made with lightning elemental residue mixed with water from her home.” Logan pulled his hand back. “And when the necessary materials are common, they come with their own difficulties. Maar’s mark is made with elf blood, and Ifriti’s is made with molten magma. Ifriti’s mark is especially painful, and I can’t imagine how many elves we’d need to bleed dry to mark our forces with Maar’s rune.”  
 
    “I see,” Corvan said, pausing in thought. “How much of each do you need?” 
 
    “To mark the entire army? Much, much more than we have. I only have a little of each.” Logan sighed. “But, even if we had an infinite supply of each resource, that’s only the start of our woes.” 
 
    Corvan motioned for him to continue. 
 
    “Each mark doesn’t happen instantly,” Logan said. “Even if I manage to give one rune every ten to twenty minutes…” 
 
    “Twenty minutes for each soldier,” Raymond said, realizing what Logan was saying. “That’ll take days.” 
 
    “Months,” Logan corrected. “If I worked day and night, we’d finish marking the army in months. I’ll need to sleep, too, so we may be looking at—” 
 
    “Years,” Corvan said, shaking his head. “We do not have years.” 
 
    Logan nodded. “No, we don’t.” 
 
    “How do we move forward, War Wizard?” Corvan said. “There must be a way.” 
 
    “Not one that I can see,” Raymond said. 
 
    “I’ll sleep on it,” Logan said.  
 
    “Rest well, War Wizard,” Corvan said, “for our very survival depends on it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He awoke to a knock at his door. Logan’s sleep had been more like a coma—no dreams, only blackness when he’d fallen asleep. When he opened his eyes, he felt more like he’d been out for days, rather than hours. 
 
    More knocking. 
 
    “Come in!” he called out, his voice half-muffled by the pillow. He knew he hadn’t gotten nearly as much sleep as he needed, but Logan felt far better than he had the night before. 
 
    He rolled over in his bed in time to watch the door open. Runa stepped through, a tray in her hands, the scent of food and coffee entering the room with her. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said as she came over and set down the tray on top of the small, round wooden table by the window. 
 
    “I hope it’s indeed still morning,” Logan said as he sat up. “The idea of sleeping the day away…” 
 
    “It’s just before the eleventh hour,” Runa said. “But you’ve missed out on quite a morning.” 
 
    “Indeed?” he asked. He turned his attention to the plate. There was cooked meat and fresh-baked bread, a pair of eggs still in their shell accompanying it. And the wooden mug of coffee steamed in a tantalizing way. His stomach grumbled in anticipation. 
 
    “It seems that the Goddesses intended for this morning to be an eventful one,” Runa said. “At near dawn, Barnard arrived with the remnants of the Keillionite army—including the war machines.” 
 
    “Is that right?” The news was enough to help push away the remnants for Logan’s fatigue. 
 
    Runa nodded. “And there are more than enough to be a solid fighting force. Then, a short time after, Queen Melly’s Numenthian troops arrived—war wagons and cavalry and swordsmen and riflemen.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Logan said. “Now we only need the mountain elves to arrive.” 
 
    Runa smiled. “You’re right. Good thing that happened only a few moments ago.” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” Logan said in disbelief. 
 
    “Not kidding. Black-blade and black-armor-wielding shock troops and mountain horse shock cavalry. And with Quetzal’s power, I’m sure we can really put the ‘shock’ in all of that.” 
 
    “How many in total?” 
 
    “Thousands,” she said. “Perhaps over ten thousand. It may not be the size of the Imperial army, but it’s the only force on Varsyth that can hope to stand up to them.” 
 
    Logan rose from his bed, planting his feet on the floor and standing up straight. 
 
    “Then I’ll meet with the monarchs as soon as possible,” he said. “We can’t waste a moment in preparing our forces.” 
 
    Runa gave Logan a once over, an amused expression on her face. 
 
    “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Logan,” Runa said. “But you really ought to freshen up first.” 
 
    Logan glanced down to see that he was still wearing the clothes from last night, the rumpled robe he’d worn when sneaking through the castle. Small splatters of blood from his fight with Gracen marked the cloth. 
 
    “Ah,” Logan said. “What’s the status of our would-be assassin, by the way?” 
 
    “He’s fine. The king’s apothecaries are some of the best on the continent. Another few days of healing and he’ll be right as rain. You ask me, Corvan should put him on trial and be done with him. But the king wants to keep him around for the time being.” 
 
    Logan grunted, the mere mention of the traitor enough to make his blood boil. 
 
    “Eat,” Runa said, rising from her seat. “I came to wake you this early because the meeting with Corvan isn’t until noon. And I took the liberty of having a hot bath drawn for you. Eat, bathe, and throw on some clothes that aren’t covered in blood.” 
 
    “Thank you, Runa.”  
 
    “My pleasure. Now, get moving—we have an army to build.” 
 
    Before she turned to leave, Logan stopped her. “Wait,” he said. “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Name it,” Runa said. 
 
    “Send word to the Archspirits,” he said. “Tell them to gather all the marking materials we have at our disposal. And tell them to meet me in the throne room.” 
 
    Runa nodded.  
 
    With that, she left Logan. Once she was gone, his attention turned to the food on the plate in front of him. Logan’s hunger took hold, and he quickly set upon the meal and devoured it, washing the food down with the fresh coffee and cool water Runa had brought along with it.  
 
    Once that was done, he made his way to the nearest bathing room. There, he slipped into the hot water in one of the tubs, the heat melting away the tension and aches from the long previous day. After he’d sat in the water until it was lukewarm, he dressed in a simple Tyan warrior’s outfit of a loose-fitting tunic and leather pants, along with a pair of fine elven boots, his hair pulled back into his usual ponytail. 
 
    Noon arrived just as he was done readying himself. Logan made his way to the throne room, stepping in to see Corvan, Queen Melly, King Pekal, First Councilman Barnard, Runa, and Raymond. The Archspirits were there too, as he’d requested. Arachne, Ifriti, and Quetzal stood there along with Marseille as Maar’s representative. A pile of waterskins—some bulging, others limp and nearly empty—next to them reminded Logan that he didn’t have much to work with. 
 
    But what was an Elderwood Ranger if not resourceful?     
 
    “Ah, Logan,” Corvan said. “Pleased to see you.” The king looked better, as if his near-death experience had given him new vitality. 
 
    “There he is!” Melly said with excitement. “We’ve been waiting for you!” 
 
    “Pleased to see you,” King Pekal said. “And it appears our timing was perfect.” 
 
    Barnard, clad in fine robes, nodded slowly. “The Keillionite army stands at your disposal, commander.” 
 
    The Archspirits watched Logan carefully, as if trying to size him up. Logan knew what was at stake—the more soldiers he marked for the Archspirits, the more power he’d give them. 
 
    Corvan, who’d been standing next to his throne, nodded toward the balcony. “Come. The armies are waiting for us.” 
 
    Corvan and Logan and the rest of the group made their way over to the balcony. And what Logan saw was impressive. Hundreds and hundreds of tents were before the walls of the city, the colors and designs of their fabrics indicating the different armies. The massive siege machines of Keillion were among them, packed up and ready to move. The steel of the Numenthian war wagons glistened in the sun of the clear sky overhead. 
 
    “Quite a sight to see the kingdoms of Varsyth allied like this,” Runa said. “Never in my life could I have imagined such a thing.” 
 
    “The threat of total destruction seems to have the effect of putting aside old rivalries,” Raymond said with a wry tone. 
 
    Corvan stared forward. “It’s the closest we’ve come to the battle against the horde all those years ago.” 
 
    “And if we prevail,” Logan said, “we’ll have another horde to deal with.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Corvan replied. “But for now, let’s focus on the army at hand.” 
 
    Corvan gestured down. In the court before the castle were a few dozen troops, all different kinds from the various kingdoms. They were arranged in small groups, seemingly so that Logan could view the different kinds of troops at his disposal. 
 
    “Let me remind you of what you have down there,” Corvan said. “From the mountain elves, there are powerful shock cavalry, along with the light infantry led by Eztli.” 
 
    “The cavalry is ideal for quick attacks on rugged terrain,” Pekal said. “As are the troops. If you find yourself on a battlefield that is less than ideal, you’ll want my soldiers for their movement.” Pekal pursed his lips, then continued, “I know it is your decision, War Wizard, but if I may ask…” 
 
    “Yes,” Logan said. “I will mark most of your people with their Archspirit, Quetzal. Some, however, will need to bear the mark of another Archspirit.”   
 
    “I understand,” Pekal said, smiling softly. “Thank you.”  
 
    “Speaking of marking,” Raymond said, “have you come up with a solution to our resource problem?” 
 
    Logan turned to the Archspirits. “Is that all we have?” he asked. 
 
    Arachne reached into the pile and pulled out one limp waterskin and another bulging one. “This is all the swordspider venom we have. I’ve been searching for nests nearby, but I only found one—and my darlings can only give so much.” 
 
    “That’s more than I was able to scrounge up,” Quetzal said. “Lightning elementals naturally spawn in the mountains, but not here.” 
 
    “Can’t you summon them?” Logan asked. 
 
    “I can,” Quetzal said. “But my summoned elementals’ residue is much less potent than an elemental that is born and matures on its own.” 
 
    Born? Logan thought. Elementals are… born? He put the thought out of his mind for now.  
 
    “How much less potent?” Logan asked. 
 
    “About one thousandth the potency of a natural elemental,” Quetzal said. “That aside, you’d still need to mix that residue with water from my home—and I doubt we’re heading back all that way.” 
 
    “You won’t need to,” Pekal said. “We’ve brought some lightning elemental residue and water with us. But we could only transport so much over such a long distance.” 
 
    “Every drop helps,” Logan said. 
 
    “Oh,” Pekal said with a grin, “it’s a little more than a drop.” 
 
    Logan smiled. “Good.” He turned to Ifriti. “You used magma to make my rune.” 
 
    “I did,” Ifriti said. “Fire elemental residue will work too, but you’d have to mix it with molten rock from my home too.” Ifriti smiled. “Luckily…”  
 
    She held out her hand. Globs of thick magma dripped from her palm onto the throne room floor. It hardened as soon as it hit the floor. 
 
    “‘Bout time the place got new floors anyhow,” Raymond quipped to Corvan, who sighed.  
 
    “Be that as it may,” Logan said, “like I told you, Ifriti—” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Ifriti said. “Only the finest men can bear my mark… I’m the best Archspirit… et cetera, et cetera…” 
 
    “You’re the… what!” Quetzal’s hair shot up, lightning arcing wildly. “Logan! What did you promise—” 
 
    “I didn’t ‘promise’ anything,” Logan said. “I merely said that Ifriti’s tattoo is too painful for most ordinary men to handle. We’ll need to find a particular breed of man who can sit through the process.” 
 
    “I know a few men who’d fit that bill,” Raymond said. “They’ve had hard lives.” 
 
    “Get them,” Logan said. “Tell them to meet me in the courtyard later.”  
 
    Raymond nodded and headed off.  
 
    “All in all,” Corvan said, stepping up to Logan, “how many marked soldiers do you estimate we’ll have?” 
 
    Logan couldn’t be sure, so he gave his best guess. “Five hundred.”  
 
    “Five hundred?” Corvan said. A slow smile crept across his face. “Five hundred?” He threw his head back, laughter erupting and filling the throne room.  
 
    Logan looked at Runa, who shrugged.  
 
    “Five hundred,” Corvan said. “Tell me, War Wizard, did your people have a version of the Song of Thaevor?” 
 
    Runa’s eyes went wide, as if she’d just put it together, and she chuckled softly.  
 
    “No,” Logan said. “I don’t believe we did.” 
 
    “The Song of Thaevor,” Corvan explained fondly, “is a story that has been passed through the ages, stemming from the earliest days of Tyan’s history. Every child of Tyan learns it.” Corvan smiled. “Thaevor was an elvish warrior of great renown. Guided by the Goddesses, he led a just rebellion against a tyrant king. Against the odds, he and his five hundred men toppled the king in a war that lasted four seasons.” 
 
    Logan smiled. He liked this story. “Best I get going then,” he said. “We have a tyrant to topple.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Logan stood just outside the camps. Pockets of soldiers huddled around small campfires, the soft clinks of their armor cutting through their murmurs. The smell of mud and sweat hung heavy in the air.   
 
    A hand fell on his shoulder, and he turned to see that it was Raymond. 
 
    Raymond’s face was solemn and hard. “Tyan and their Thaevor…” He sighed and shook his head. “Runa filled me in. How will you choose which five hundred men to mark?” 
 
    “I won’t,” Logan said. 
 
    “You… won’t?” Raymond gave him a flat look.  
 
    “I won’t choose,” Logan said with a grin. “I’ll get the men to choose.” 
 
    “Won’t they all just choose themselves?”  
 
    “They will,” Logan said. “And when they do, they’ll have told me all I need to know about them.” Logan shook his head. “The marks are not to be taken lightly. Power in the wrong hands is worse than power in no one’s hands. If we give the wrong people a mark, not only do we risk them overestimating their ability and wasting it, we risk them abusing the gift.” Logan met Raymond’s eyes. “Those who naively yearn for power are easily seduced by it.” 
 
    Raymond’s eyes went wide. “You’re… worried about some of the marked men defecting to the Empire’s side.”  
 
    Logan nodded. “We can never know a man’s heart. Gracen was loyal to Tyan—and look where he is now. That can happen to any man with a weak will.” Logan turned to the camp and waved a hand. “Any of them.”  He turned back to Raymond. “Those who don’t want the power… they’re the ones who should be marked.”  
 
    “I see,” Raymond said.  
 
    “Come,” Logan said, moving for the camp. “Let’s go meet our army.”  
 
    Logan and Raymond stepped through the mud. As they came into view, soldiers nudged one another and stood at attention. One by one, men flanked the path between the tents. Raymond nodded at the men he knew. Logan made eye contact with each man in turn.  
 
    After a short walk, they came to an open clearing in the middle of the camp where one shirtless soldier was chopping wood. He glanced over his shoulder, nodded at Raymond, then turned back to his work.  
 
    “Men!” Logan shouted. “Gather round!” 
 
    Men shuffled into a rough circle. Their eyes darted over Logan, lingering on the intricate runes carved into his flesh.  
 
    “Who’s that?” Logan whispered to Raymond, nodding at the man still chopping wood. Large scars were traced all over the man’s flesh, curving around his body. 
 
    “That,” Raymond said, smiling, “is someone who can handle pain.” 
 
    Logan nodded.  
 
    “Men!” Logan shouted. “I do not know how much you’ve heard about me, or about our fight. Most of you probably don’t care as long as you get to go home and spend two weeks in an alehouse or between a woman’s legs.”  
 
    The men chuckled at that. 
 
    “But let me tell you what we’re fighting for.” Logan gestured at the city walls. “Are we fighting for the kingdom of Tyan?”  
 
    The men murmured among themselves. 
 
    “Y-Yes?” one high-pitched voice squeaked from deep within the crowd. 
 
    “No,” Logan said. “There are mountain elves among you. And people who call Amelia their queen. They do not fight for Tyan. Even those in the Tyan army do not fight for Tyan.” Logan paused. “Are we fighting for King Corvan?”  
 
    “N-No,” another voice said.  
 
    “No, we do not fight for King Corvan,” Logan continued. “We do not fight for Tyan. We do not fight so some king we’ve never met can have a new palace. We do not fight for nobles or men of influence.” Logan shook his head. “I will tell you what we do fight for. But first, I must tell you who I am, and how I came to be here. I am Logan, son of Jesper, and I am an Elderwood Ranger.” 
 
    The men looked at one another.  
 
    Logan smiled. “Had we been standing here two thousand years ago, you would have all heard legends of the Elderwood Rangers.” Logan’s face soured. “But no, my people are no more than a footnote in great tomes now. And do you know why?”  
 
    The men shook their heads.  
 
    “Because an army of orcs marched through the world,” Logan continued, “burning every inch of it, destroying countless peoples. The Elderwood Rangers were no exception.” Logan gestured to the boy who had spoken up earlier. “You, boy, step forward.” 
 
    He came to the front sheepishly.  
 
    “Tell me, boy,” Logan said, “where are you from?”  
 
    “F-Fredbriar Village,” the boy said.  
 
    “And has Fredbriar been attacked by bandits before?” 
 
    “Every other month,” the boy said. “They come in and they… they burn your crops if you don’t pay. They take your wife and children if you try to fight back and they…” 
 
    Logan nodded. “That is what we’re fighting against. That is why we’re fighting.” Logan stepped up to the crowd, looking each man in the eye. “Oh, the Empire may have nicer armor, and they may strut around the world as if they own it… but they are no different from those bandits terrorizing Fredbriar Village. They are one and the same. And that is why we fight—to free the world of tyrants!” 
 
    The men erupted with cheers. Logan waited for them to subside, and when they did, he continued speaking. 
 
    “I will ask you one last question,” Logan said, pulling up his sleeve to reveal his Fenrir mark on his left forearm. “This is the mark of the Archspirit Fenrir. I have several others. To aid us in our fight, the Archspirits will allow me to mark some of you. If you are marked, you will gain incredible power—power beyond your current understanding. But this power is not to be taken lightly.” Logan scanned the crowd. “So I will ask you: who among you wishes to be marked?” 
 
    “I will!” one man said.  
 
    “And I!” another added. Before long, the crowd erupted with volunteers.  
 
    Logan held up a hand. “Alas, I cannot mark all of you. If you wish to be marked, go to the north side of the camp. I will meet you there at sunset.”  
 
    Most of the crowd shuffled away. When they were all gone, the other men remaining—about three dozen—looked at one another. The boy was among them. 
 
    “W-What should we do, commander?” the boy asked.  
 
    “All of you who stand before me,” Logan said with a smirk, “will be marked with a rune best fitting to your talents.” 
 
    Their eyes snapped to Logan. The man chopping wood froze.  
 
    “Sir, what do you…” one man said. “I don’t…” 
 
    “You did not choose power,” Logan said. “And that is precisely why it has chosen you.” Logan stepped up to the boy. “Power is best in the hands of those who understand the weight of it. You—all of you—understand that weight and decided not to bear it. But you must—for your kingdom, and for all the Fredbriar Villages the world over. You must bear this burden not for your sake, but for theirs.”  
 
    “I will!” the boy said, saluting Logan. “Commander!”  
 
    “As will I,” another man said, joining the salute. 
 
    “And I,” a gruff, scratchy voice said. It was the man who’d been chopping wood. He turned his attention to Raymond. “Good to see you, captain.” 
 
    “And you,” Raymond said with a nod.  
 
    “Meet us in the city courtyard tonight,” Logan said. “There you will receive your marks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Logan gave a version of the same speech eight times that day. Raymond had offered to give it in his place, but Logan had insisted that he do it personally. The men needed to see who was leading them into battle. His marked, especially, would need to be united if they were going to be effective.  
 
    Their forces were made of four entirely distinct peoples—the mountain elves, Melly’s people, the Keillion people, and the men of Tyan. Logan could see the division between them etched into the camp: the men only spoke to their comrades, and the camp itself was more like four distinct camps stuck together. But if they were to win this war, they’d need to be united.     
 
    He waited in the hallway just outside the courtyard, beyond exhausted. Men spilled out of the courtyard, sitting on the floor or leaning against the palace walls. They were still in their cliques: the mountain elves only spoke to one another, and the elves of Tyan only among themselves. The torchlight from the sconces made their shadows dance as they chattered. Every few minutes, a servant would walk past, glaring at the men as they tracked mud onto the pristine palace floors.  
 
    “Is that them?” Arachne asked, stepping up behind Logan. “My children?” 
 
    “Our children,” Quetzal corrected. “Don’t think any of my people would accept one of your ugly marks,” she shot at Arachne. 
 
    Ifriti scoffed. “Like yours is so elegant.”  
 
    “No one ever accused a fire of elegance,” Quetzal shot back. “You really can’t be one to talk with hair like—” 
 
    “Enough,” Logan said. “There’s too much at stake for your bickering.”  
 
    The Archspirits sunk back, nodding.  
 
    Their conversation drew the attention of the men standing by the door. They nudged one another and gestured at Logan. One by one, their postures straightened and their chests puffed out. Their eyes darted nervously from Logan to the Archspirits at his side. 
 
    “I suppose that’s our cue,” Arachne said.  
 
    “Have you brought your materials?”  
 
    “They’re in a storeroom just off the courtyard,” Quetzal said.  
 
    “Good,” Logan said. “Then let’s go.”  
 
    Logan marched forward, leading his Archspirits to the men. As they walked through the doors into the courtyard, men parted for them—not that there was much space for them to go. The courtyard was at capacity, the men shoulder to shoulder. When Logan and the Archspirits got to the center of the courtyard, a small circle formed around them.  
 
    “Men,” Logan said. “You are here because you have been chosen. Chosen to bear the power of the Archspirits before you.” Logan gestured at them. “And while I have chosen you, I will not force a mark on you. You did not volunteer for power, and some of you may have legitimate reasons for that. If you do not wish to be marked, step away now and fear nothing of it.” Logan paused and gazed over the crowd. 
 
    A few rumbles sounded among the crowd, but no one left as far as Logan could see. He smiled.  
 
    “Now be warned,” Logan said. “These markings are not lightly given. They will tie you to your Archspirit for the rest of your mortal days. These markings cannot be removed.” Logan paused, allowing any undecided soldiers another opportunity to leave. But none did. “But the power they grant in return…” 
 
    The men drew in, their eyes locked on Logan. 
 
    “…is the stuff of legends,” he finished. “Now, let’s begin and become legends!” 
 
    The men shuffled into a rough line, waiting for their turn to be marked by Logan. He had the Archspirits each retrieve their materials from the storeroom. One by one, he asked each man again: “Do you wish to be marked?” When he nodded, Logan went to work, bestowing a mark on him.  
 
    They had more materials for Quetzal’s mark, so more men ended up with hers. Logan had to be more selective with Arachne’s mark, however. They only had a limited supply of swordspider venom, so he chose her marked more carefully. Maar’s mark could be applied with elf blood, which would be in plentiful supply in Tyan, but Logan decided to be selective with it too. He’d rather not bleed half the kingdom if he could avoid it. 
 
    Hours rolled on. Before long, the sun rose over the palace walls. Servants, freshly risen, peeked into the courtyard. Logan was exhausted, but he had to keep going. The number of men seemed endless. Just as he finished one, another stepped up. Finally, as the morning sun was arcing toward midday, he stood up and stretched. 
 
    “Those without marks,” he said, “get some rest and reconvene here this evening.”  
 
    The men shuffled off. Arachne and Quetzal followed their marked men, explaining the paths they could take and talking up the power their marks gave them. But Ifriti stayed back, standing beside Logan as he slumped down onto the ground.  
 
    “You will have your marked soon,” Logan assured the fire Archspirit.  
 
    She nodded and headed off.  
 
    Logan sighed. His hands shook from the strain of marking through the night—and he’d barely finished a hundred of them. It’ll be a long few days ahead, he thought. Logan retired to his chambers, and sleep took him the moment his head hit the pillow.  
 
    The next few days of marking ran from dawn to dusk. Logan rose and went to the courtyard immediately each morning and remained there, marking his men, until the sun sunk below the horizon. Servants, sent by King Corvan, brought his food to the courtyard.  
 
    As the men dwindled, splitting off to be trained by their Archspirits, Logan noticed one group of men huddled in the shadows. They didn’t speak to one another, and their eyes darted around the courtyard constantly, as if always checking their exits. Raymond’s men, Logan realized. They’re the men he chose to bear Ifriti’s mark. Just looking at them, Logan could tell that all six of them had had hard lives.  
 
    On the final day of marking, Logan approached them. He recognized one man: he was the one chopping wood when he’d given his first speech—and despite all his scars, he was the least physically broken man. One man was missing an arm and had a rough blade fastened on the stump. Another was missing an eye. Another had half his face covered with bandages. The other two were twin brothers who had a dark glare to their eyes.  
 
    “Our turn?” one man said, scratching at his dirty makeshift eyepatch.  
 
    “Soon,” Logan said. “But your marks won’t be like the others. They’ll be… painful. Much, much more painful.” 
 
    That didn’t stir so much as a murmur from the six men.  
 
    The man with a ragged blade in place of his left hand crossed his arms. “And?” 
 
    Logan smiled. “And…” He turned and waved Ifriti over. “This is your Archspirit—Ifriti, Archspirit of fire.”  
 
    Ifriti rushed over. As she approached, her brow furrowed and her diamond eyes narrowed. “These are to be my marked?” 
 
    “They are,” Logan said.  
 
    Ifriti scrunched her nose. “They’re so… broken.”  
 
    “Oi, Crake,” the man with a sword-hand said, nudging the man with an eyepatch, “ya hear that? You’re broke, she said.”  
 
    “Ah, go carve your hog, Landris,” Crake said, adjusting his eyepatch again.  
 
    “Can’t I have that one over there?” Ifriti said, pointing at one of the other few remaining men in the courtyard.  
 
    “No,” Logan said. “I’ve left those for Chilvala.”  
 
    Ifriti spat, a gob of magma hitting the ground.  
 
    One of the twins stepped forward and squatted in front of the smoking spittle, just in front of Ifriti. The other twin looked her dead in the eye.  
 
    “Strange,” the squatting twin said.  
 
    “How do you shit?” the standing twin said.  
 
    Ifriti stepped back, her hair flaring.  
 
    “Don’t mind them,” the man who’d been chopping wood in the camp said. He was at least a head taller than the other men—just a few fingers shorter than Logan. “Mark us.” 
 
    Logan nodded. 
 
    “You…” Ifriti said. “You can’t be serious, War Wizard! These men… they’re—” 
 
    “The best in the business,” Landris said, waving his sword hand wildly.  
 
    “I agree,” Raymond said, stepping up. “Best men I’ve ever served with.” 
 
    As soon as they saw Raymond, they stood up straight and gave him a firm salute. I’ll need to earn their respect, Logan decided.   
 
      “Archspirit,” Raymond said, turning to Ifriti. “I wouldn’t underestimate these men. I’ve seen them break into keep and kingdom alike. They’ve robbed everything from the darkest crypts to the highest noble houses. They’ve decimated fortresses and stolen princesses from grand towers.” Raymond smiled fondly. “They’re the best men I’ve ever served with.”  
 
    Ifriti sighed. “Fine. But you… broken things better not disappoint me.” 
 
    “We won’t,” Crake said. “Well, most of us won’t. Can’t speak for Landris over here. He’s disappointed more lasses than we can count.”  
 
    “Sit,” Logan said. “And I will mark you.” 
 
    Logan began marking the six men before him. Ifriti, standing beside him, let magma drip from her palm onto their hands, one by one, and Logan marked each of them. To Logan’s surprise, the only noises the men made were quips at their comrades or obscene questions asked of Ifriti.  
 
    By the time the sun had sunken below the horizon, each of the six were marked.  
 
    “Now,” Ifriti said, “come with me, and we’ll see just how impressive you are.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They’re… magnificent.” Corvan gazed at the five hundred marked men from his window, his hands behind his back.  
 
    Logan stood next to the king. Below, the Archspirits trained their marked men. Arachne had her Arachno Assassins learning to climb on walls, and her Arachno Summoners were learning to control the spiders they could summon. Lightning bolts crackled and shot up from where Quetzal was training her marked in the use of her gifts. Marseille took over the training of Maar’s marked.  
 
    But Logan’s eye was drawn to the six men whom he’d given Ifriti’s mark to. They’re fast learners, Logan thought. Those six men—despite only having had their marks for less than twelve hours—seemed to be outpacing the others by a mile. He smiled, comforted that he’d made the right choice to mark them.  
 
    “They are,” Logan said. “And they’ll be even more magnificent when I acquire Chilvala’s mark too.” He looked at Corvan. The old king was deep in thought. “You’re worried about our numbers.” 
 
    “I am,” Corvan said. “But we have power on our side. We might just have a fighting chance—and it’s all thanks to you, War Wizard.” 
 
    “You raised me from the dead,” Logan said. “A debt’s a debt—and I intend to pay in full.”  
 
    Corvan smiled. “Oh I have no doubt you will.”       
 
    An attendant approached and bowed low. “Forgive me for the intrusion,” he said. “But Minister Gracen wishes to speak to you both.” 
 
    Corvan and Logan shared a skeptical look. 
 
    “What does he want?” the king asked. 
 
    “He said it’s about Commander Grimm’s journey, and how he can help. And that’s all he’d say.” 
 
    Corvan grumbled. “Likely going to try to talk his way out of his punishment. The greater part of me wishes to ignore the little toad.” 
 
    Logan gave the matter some thought before speaking. “He’s a traitor. But he does have insight into the inner workings of the Empire and Athenhold.” 
 
    Corvan nodded, conceding the point. “You’re right. Let’s hear him out.” 
 
    The pair took one last look at the allied army before making their way back to the dungeons. After a short trip through the dank and dingy halls, they came upon Gracen in his cell. His color had returned, and he was well enough to sit up, though he still wore the same bloodied clothes from the night before. Though he was worse for wear, he still carried himself with a delicate, regal disposition. 
 
    “You came,” he said with a pleased smile. 
 
    Corvan narrowed his eyes. “We came because you implied you had something to offer.” 
 
    Gracen nodded. “I have more than something to offer—I have the key to making whatever plan you have in mind succeed.” 
 
    “Speak,” Logan said. 
 
    Another quick, eager nod from Gracen, as if he knew he’d been granted an audience and that it was his final chance. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’ve got in mind once you’ve secured the next Archspirit. But I can tell you this—unless you do something about Provencus, you’re not going to stand a chance against the Empire.” 
 
    “Go on,” the king said. 
 
    “So, here is my offer.” He pulled up his sleeve and displayed his tattoo. “This marking of Provencus does more than simply give me his power—it shields me from it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Corvan asked. “Speak plainly.” 
 
    “Provencus can’t see into the future—not exactly. What he can do is see the potential threads of the future that could unfold, and sense which are the most likely. While he might not be able to see exactly how you’re planning on getting into Athenhold, he’ll be able to see all of the possibilities.” 
 
    Logan nodded in understanding. “Which means that the Empress will be able to prepare for them. No matter how crafty of a plan we come up with, we’ll be greeted by a phalanx of Empire troops ready to kill you on the spot.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Gracen said. “Exactly.” 
 
    “And let me guess,” Corvan said, “this is where you come in.” 
 
    Gracen nodded eagerly. “Yes, it is. If you take me with you, I can not only block Provencus from seeing the possibility of my arrival, but I can bring you into the city, get you near the God. And neither he nor the Empress will suspect a thing because my ability to prevent him from seeing my plans are a passive ability.” 
 
    “You walk us into the city,” Logan said. “And get us close enough to assassinate the Empress.” 
 
    “Right,” Gracen said. “If you eliminate both the Empress and Provencus, you’ll decapitate the Empire’s armies. The Empress has no heirs, so it would trigger a succession crisis—the army would be paralyzed. The war would be over before it truly began.” 
 
    A moment passed as the king and Logan considered his words.  
 
    “Here’s the real question,” Logan said. “What’s in it for you?” 
 
    Gracen shrugged, as if the answer were the most obvious thing in the world. 
 
    “What’s in it for me? My life, of course! King Corvan, I spoke the truth about my claim to the throne. If I go through with this and the mission is successful, I will formally renounce it. I’ll sell my holdings in Tyan; hells, I’ll even donate most of my worth to whatever charitable cause tickles your fancy. I’ll get rid of my titles, my name, everything but the shirt on my back and a little money to get started in a new city. You’ll never hear of me again.” 
 
    He raised a slender finger. 
 
    “I understand the gravity of my crimes—I tried to kill a king, after all. And I hate to put it this way, but right now, I have you, as the humans say, ‘over a barrel.’ There’s simply no way you’ll be able to pull off this plan without my help. And that’s not all. As a bonus to sweeten the pot, I have a good idea of where you can find Chilvala. I don’t know the precise location of her place of power, but I do know the location where the Empress had sent her most recent scouts into the region to find the Archspirit. They’d checked out enough locations to where I’m almost certain one of them has to be where she is.” 
 
    His face lit up, as if he’d realized one other thing. 
 
    “And more than that, you’d have my powers on your side. I’m a capable fighter, despite my, ah, refined nature. And I still have Provencus’ rune. I’d be more than valuable on your side during the journey ahead should you have need of a competent blade. And I’m sure you will.” 
 
    Logan crossed his arms and leaned back against the cell behind him. He glanced over at Corvan, the arched-eyebrow expression on his face suggesting that the decision was all Logan’s. 
 
    “And how do I know this competent blade won’t end up in my belly while I’m asleep?” Logan asked. 
 
    “I suppose you don’t know that. But guard me all day if it’ll make you feel better. Not to mention that all my wealth and belongings are here in the city. If I were to betray you, then I’d have nothing. It’s in my best interest to work with you—at least for a little while.” 
 
    Logan glanced aside, quickly weighing the pros and cons. 
 
    “You want to win this war, Grimm,” Gracen said. “You’re going to need my help. No one said taking down the Empire would be easy—or pretty.” 
 
    Can I trust him? Logan wondered. Wealth and belongings were not the solid ties to the city that Gracen suggested they were. Then again, they needed all the help they could get against Provencus—even if that help came from a traitor. I’ll have to keep an eye on him, Logan decided.   
 
    “Fine,” Logan said. “You’ll come with us to find Chilvala and then to Athenhold. But you’ll be unarmed unless I say otherwise, and you’ll sleep manacled.” 
 
    Gracen grinned. “Your terms are acceptable. Now, King Corvan, I know that we have our bad blood between us, but do I have your word that, once the war is won and we’ve returned triumphant, that you’ll live up to your end of the bargain?” 
 
    Corvan narrowed his eyes. “You help us win this war, and I’ll allow you to skitter off with your baubles. But if you betray us once more, I’ll see you flayed alive and left in the sun for the carrion birds.” 
 
    Gracen’s face flashed with fear before relaxing. “I… I suppose I’ll have to accept your terms.” 
 
    “We leave in the morning,” Logan said. “Get your rest and be prepared to leave at sunup.” 
 
    Gracen gave a lighthearted salute. “I’ll be there with bells on, commander.” 
 
    With that, Corvan and Logan departed. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” the king said. 
 
    “And neither do I,” Logan replied. 
 
    “But Gracen was right—winning this war won’t be pretty. And Gracen just might be the only person on Varsyth who can help us defeat Provencus and the Empire.” 
 
    They reached the top of the stairs, the pair entering the main hall of the castle. 
 
    “Well,” Corvan said. “The only matter that remains is who you’ll be bringing with you to the north.” 
 
    “Gracen,” Logan replied, “unfortunately. I’ll take Raymond and the three Archspirits.” 
 
    “Very good. Anyone else?” 
 
    Logan gave the matter a moment of thought. 
 
    “I’ll meet my party at dawn. There, I’ll see who wishes to accompany me, and who wishes to stay and fight with the army.” 
 
    “A wise choice. As useful as it would be to bring a division, you’re not going to make it into Athenhold with a large party. And I’d be more than willing to send Runa with you…” 
 
    “I understand. If you’re going to meet the Goddesses, you’re going to need her help.” 
 
    He nodded. “Get some rest, Logan. I’ll see you off in the morning.” 
 
    Logan needed rest, he knew—after all, soon he would need to slay a God. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sky was blood red.  
 
    Logan had launched himself out of bed. Immediately, he’d put on his diamond bracers and sheathed his short sword. The north would be chilly, so he wore a thick coat with a white fox-fur shawl that fanned around his neck, along with a pair of shearling-lined boots.  
 
    But before he left, he gazed at the red sky from his window.  
 
    When he was ready, he headed down to the castle court. Corvan was already there, chatting with Runa and Raymond. The Archspirits conversed with one another, the rest of the members of Logan’s party there and waiting. But Gracen was not there. Logan wondered where the elf had gone. 
 
    The conversations arrived once Logan appeared in the castle court. Corvan nodded, letting him know it was time to speak. 
 
    “I’ve filled them in on the situation,” Corvan said. “They’ve been discussing the pros and cons of staying or going.” 
 
    “I’m taking the Archspirits,” Logan said, addressing the group. “Now, before I say who else should come with me, I’ll ask if there are any volunteers.” 
 
    Queen Melly raised her hand. The faces of Brightling and Gorian went white with shock. 
 
    “Me, me!” she said, an eager expression on her face. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” Gorian shouted. “We discussed this! We agreed that you will stay and lead the Numenthian portion of the army!” 
 
    “Well, I changed my mind,” Melly said. “I want to save my kingdom, and going with Logan is the best way to do it. Besides, no one knows my face—one of the advantages of staying cooped up in my workshop all day and issuing orders by decree.” 
 
    “But what about the army?” Brightling asked. 
 
    “You’re ten times the commander than I’ll ever be!” she said. “Logan’s going to need the help of a good gun out there.” 
 
    The two men shared another look, one that seemed to suggest that they knew there was no chance of talking her out of it. 
 
    “I suppose I’d be a better fit for military affairs,” Brightling said. “But sending the queen out on her own!” 
 
    “I’ll go with her,” Gorian said. “Assuming Logan is fine with that.” 
 
    Logan considered the matter, thinking back to how helpful the three of them had been during the battles in the Glow Caves. 
 
    “Very well,” Logan said. “Who else?” 
 
    “Pekal gave me orders to lead the Techton army,” Eztli said, a tinge of sadness in his voice. “As much as I’d like to come…” 
 
    Logan nodded. 
 
    “And my people need a leader,” Barnard said. “But I can help in a different way—one of the largest merchant ships survived the attack and is currently docked in the harbor at Keillion. I, and some of my troops, can lead you there and help you prepare for it. If you take the river north, it’ll cut your journey down to a mere few days.” 
 
    Logan nodded, pleased. Trudging across the continent hadn’t appealed to him. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Marseille said. Despite the brisk temperature of the morning, she was still dressed in her usually revealing clothes, her deeply tanned skin nearly all on display, her snake-shaped twin daggers at her side. 
 
    “Excellent,” Logan said. “Then we should get moving as soon as possible.” 
 
    There was no disagreement from anyone in attendance. Soldiers helped Logan pack two carts of supplies, the carts hitched to the back of two horses that had arrived with Barnard from Keillion. Once the team was outfitted, Logan said his goodbyes to the party members staying behind, Runa and Corvan coming with the departing group outside of the city gates. 
 
    And there, Gracen awaited them. 
 
    “Took you all long enough.” 
 
    He was dressed in flowing fabric of red and blue, flower patterns adorning it. At his hip was the long, slim blade that he’d wielded during the assassination attempt. 
 
    Logan narrowed his eyes at Gracen. 
 
    “Oh, don’t act like that. You know that I’m going to be a huge help on this journey. I wanted to meet with everyone at the court, but something told me that my presence might have been a little… distracting.” 
 
    “A very good call,” Logan said. “Someone there might have let their rightful anger get the better of you and take your head from its shoulders.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” he said with a slim smile of perfect, white teeth. “But lucky for me, cooler heads prevailed. 
 
    “So,” Arachne said. “This is the traitor, the would-be committer of regicide.” 
 
    “We’ll have to make sure to keep a close eye on him,” Quetzal added. “Lucky for him, we don’t need to sleep.” 
 
    Gracen wasn’t bothered at all by their comments, the smile remaining on his face. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind one bit if you three kept your eyes on me. And if this mission is a success, we’ll add one more gorgeous Archspirit to our team. I can’t wait.” His gaze moved up and down Ifriti’s body, her skin still covered in solid, black rock, her diamond eyes shimmering in the morning light. “I can’t help but wonder what it’d be like to bed an Archspirit made of solid rock. Tell me, is your interior still warm?” 
 
    Ifriti narrowed her diamond eyes. “I heard about the deal you struck with the king and Logan, traitor. I’ve given the matter some thought. There are, you know, many ways to keep you still alive while doling out a fitting punishment. For example, I could place my hands on your body, heat that perfect, milk-white skin of yours up a bit until it gets nice and melty. Maybe spending the rest of your days burned beyond recognition would serve as a reminder of your crimes.” 
 
    Gracen’s eyes flashed for a moment. It was clear that the suggestion of his looks being damaged was enough to put some fear into him. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” he said. “The king is too valiant to twist the deal in such a fashion.” 
 
    Corvan nodded in a brusque manner, his expression sending the message that he was in no mood for such business. 
 
    “Let’s move,” Logan said. “Each hour we waste is an hour more that the Empress has to plan her final move.” 
 
    The group began to form up to head out. And as they did, Corvan and Runa approached Logan. 
 
    “Good luck, War Wizard,” the king said. “Hopefully, when we meet again I’ll be more useful as an ally, and we’ll have the Goddesses on our side.” 
 
    “Stay safe out there, Logan,” Runa said with a smile. “I’ve grown accustomed to having you around.”  
 
    Before Logan could react, she pulled him into a quick, tight hug. This was followed by a handshake with the king. 
 
    And then they were off. Barnard led the small convoy east toward Keillion. The hours passed, the group only stopping to eat enough rations for the rest of the trip. Keillion appeared in the distance after a few more hours of travel, and soon they were in the massive port city. 
 
    More citizens were there, hundreds if not thousands of elves having come out of hiding since Logan had last been to the sacked city. Shops were open, food vendors were on the streets, and pedestrians made their way from here to there. 
 
    “The city’s on the mend,” Logan said as they made their way south through the docks. 
 
    “Indeed, it is,” Barnard replied. “But it will only be temporary if we don’t manage to fight off the Empire. I have the distinct impression that they won’t go so easy on us if they sack the city a second time after losing yet another battle to their armies.” 
 
    His face turned grim after he spoke the words, and Logan could sense he was imagining just what it would look like for the Empire to march through the city again. Most likely, they wouldn’t leave a building standing—or a throat uncut. 
 
    They reached the docks to find that nearly every ship in the massive port had been burned into floating black and broken wood. But a few dozen workers were present cleaning away what debris remained on the land. Logan could only imagine what a task it would be to remove all of the ruined ships. 
 
    “They wanted to cripple our city,” Barnard said as they approached the docks. “They knew our port is the beating heart of Keillion, and to rip it out would be to leave us dying. They nearly did. But their flames didn’t touch all of our ships.” 
 
    As Barnard spoke, Logan could sense in Barnard’s voice the passion he had for the city. 
 
    Betrayer or not, he cares for this place, thought Logan as he took in the sight of the ransacked port. 
 
    “A few ships remain,” Barnard said as he led them around the bend. “And from them, we’ll rebuild our trading empire. But one of them, the Windspear, you will take. Here.” 
 
    He swept his hand toward a large, three-masted trading ship. The craft had been peppered with arrows, the mast dirty, but it was seaworthy. 
 
    “You’ll take this up the river,” Barnard said. “All the way to the lake at the mouth of the Keillion River. We haven’t the ships or manpower to spare investigating the river, so it’s unknown what sort of Empire presence you’ll encounter. Whatever you find, I wish you luck against them.” 
 
    With that, he waved for a team of nearby workers to load the party’s gear onto the Windspear. A small group of sailors prepared the ship and led the party aboard. Within an hour, they were off, the craft making its way through the river east of the city. The vessel traveled north, catching the wind as it rode up the river, the width of the Keillion growing and growing. 
 
    Logan passed the time practicing his powers, beginning with his Ifriti rune. He stood on the aft of the ship, turning on his fire rune, the skin illuminating with a deep red glow. Logan closed his eyes and focused on the feeling of magma, allowing burning red liquid to seep through his pores and cover his skin. It burned like mad, but caused no pain. And, when every ounce of him was covered in magma, he focused on the liquid, transforming it, allowing it to harden into dark rock. 
 
    He took his short sword into his hand, focusing on the blade and igniting it, cracking flames shooting up and down its length. 
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    Logan turned to see Ifriti behind him, her hips moving sensually as she crossed the deck. Her skin was magma, her eyes hard diamonds. 
 
    “Keep using my powers,” she said. “You’ll find that my fire rune is so strong that you won’t need to waste your time with any of the others.” 
 
    Logan grinned, the blade flaming in his hand. “Spoken like an Archspirit who wishes to have all the followers for herself.” 
 
    Ifriti chuckled. “What? I’m simply being honest. Good girls like Quetzal might seem sweet and kind, but she wants the same thing as all the rest. Perhaps it’s a good idea for you to keep that in mind with every mark you make.” 
 
    Logan let the flame of the blade extinguish. He closed his eyes and deactivated the rune. 
 
    “And what can you tell me of Chilvala?” he asked. 
 
    “Cold—bloodless. You see, I understand something of mortals. I understand their ambition, what drives them. That’s why I allow the Numenthians to take some of my power, the black stone they use to fuel their machines and their city. Chilvala, on the other hand, doesn’t understand human or elf emotion in the slightest. She prefers her solitude—hence why she lives in the frozen north of the continent.” 
 
    “And what do you think the odds are of enlisting her aid?” 
 
    Ifriti flashed him a knowing smile. “Slim to none. The quarrels of mortals are nothing to her. More likely than not, you’ll need to bring her to your side by force. Lucky for you, Logan, you have the power of fire on your side.” 
 
    “Ship, dead ahead!” 
 
    The voice called out before Logan had the chance to say another word. He and Ifriti turned toward the front of the Windspear, the curving, blue form of the Keillion River cutting through the lush grassland. And in the middle of the water ahead was a two-tiered boat, the color of the mast the silver and green of the Empire. 
 
    “So much for an easy ride up the river,” Logan said. 
 
    “Consider this a good chance to test out your new abilities,” Ifriti said. “I can’t think of a better way to move past a ship than to set it aflame and let it sink under the waves.” 
 
    “I’d like to avoid a battle if possible,” Logan said. “We can’t afford to lose a single member of our party.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Ifriti replied, rolling her eyes. “But remember, the more you use my power, the greater it grows.” 
 
    Logan began across the deck, the rest of his party coming out from below as he did. 
 
    “Oh no,” Melly said as she laid eyes on the ship ahead. “We’re going to have to blow them up, aren’t we?” 
 
    Logan said nothing as he made his way to the front of the ship. Gracen hurried to his side, the usual slight smile on his face. 
 
    “If you’re going to have any chance of getting past them,” Gracen said. “You’re going to have to let me do the—” 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish. A series of zips sounded through the air, followed by the thwack-thwack-thwack of arrows sticking into the wood. 
 
    “Hells!” Logan shouted as he looked around him. “Everyone down!” 
 
    The party scrambled to take cover against the onslaught of arrows. But one of the crewmen was too late—Logan watched as an arrow appeared in the elf’s neck, his hand shooting to the arrow and trying to, in vain, pull it out as dark blood jetted out. He dropped to his knees and bled out. 
 
    But as Logan took cover, rushing over to the nearest crewman and hurrying him away from the onslaught, he watched as Ifriti stayed still, her body solidifying into dark rock, her eyes once more glittering diamonds. 
 
    “Logan,” she said with a smile. “You really ought to use your imagination.” 
 
    She raised her hand, flames shooting out and forming a large dome that covered the front half of the ship. More arrows flew down, but the moment they reached the fire, they turned to ash, small scatterings of gray falling onto the ground. 
 
    “Hurry under the flames!” Logan shouted. 
 
    The crew and his party didn’t need him to tell them twice. They rushed under the dome of fire, the arrows falling harmlessly around them. Logan joined the group. 
 
    “So much for trying to solve this diplomatically,” Gracen said. “Now, what are we going to do about this problem?” 
 
    “Like I said,” Ifriti offered, “this would be a fine chance to practice your abilities.” 
 
    Logan glanced over at the fallen crewman, knowing that this fate was what would be in store for the rest of them if the Empire had their way. 
 
    It was time to fight. 
 
    “I’m happy to hold this shield, Logan,” Ifriti said. “But I can only keep it a total cover for so long. If you’ve got destruction in mind, you ought to dish it out sooner than later.” 
 
    He didn’t need to hear another word. Logan rushed to the side of the boat, tapping into the power of his wolf rune. He leapt off, and by the time he landed on the shore, he’d changed. He began a mad dash to the Empire boat, the crew turning their arrows on him and loosing. Arrows stuck into the ground around him. One hit the ground too close for comfort, making Logan decide that the time was right to tap into his fire rune. 
 
    Magma covered his body and he focused on making it hard. Sure enough, the black rock formed around him. But its heaviness made him move more slowly. 
 
    Tapping into these two runes at once is taking a toll on my energy, Logan thought. I have to be careful about which I use at the same time. 
 
    A pair of arrows broke on his stone exterior as he considered the words. But he soon reached the side of the Empire boat, the soldiers gathered around the side taking aim at him with their bows. 
 
    Can’t jump up with my skin covered in stone. Need to think of something else. 
 
    He decided to take a risk. He deactivated his fire rune, and before the soldiers had a chance to shoot him, he channeled his power into his spider rune, the back of his neck tingling as it engaged. He threw up a net of webbing, the sticky grid arcing into the air and catching the arrows that the soldiers were in the process of shooting. The webbing landed on them, cries of shock and surprise sounding as they went for their swords to cut their way through. 
 
    Logan shifted from his wolf form to his bird form, rising up over the boat as the soldiers struggled with their webbing. He counted them when he was high up, seeing that there were ten in total. When he was high enough, he shifted back into his human form and deactivated all runes but his one of fire, channeling all of his strength into his Ifriti powers. Still in midair, he covered his body in hardened magma, his weight increasing and causing him to fall like a stone. 
 
    Logan landed hard onto one of the soldiers, and even through his stone exterior, he could feel every bone in the soldier’s body snap as they both broke through the deck of the ship and then down through the bottom. He smashed through the hull, the pulverized body of the soldier floating off as Logan shifted back into his human form. 
 
    The ship began to slowly list and sink above him. He swam up, breaking through the surface of the water just in time to hear the commander of the Empire force. 
 
    “Get down there and kill him in the water!” he shouted. “He can’t use his fire powers down there!” 
 
    Two of the soldiers obeyed, climbing over the side of the sinking ship and landing in the water. 
 
    True, Logan thought. I can’t use fire down here. But I can use something else. 
 
    The soldiers swam over to him, furious determination in their eyes as they withdrew daggers and moved into killing range. Logan closed his eyes and activated his Quetzal rune and began charging electricity in his hands. As soon as the soldiers were close enough, he released the energy. Crackling arcs of electricity zapped through the water, and when they reached the soldiers, they coursed through the bodies of the elves, their muscles going stiff then slack, the light fading from their eyes as they dropped their daggers and floated limply. The smell of cooked flesh wafted through the air 
 
    “Damn!” the commander shouted. “Shoot at the other boat! Take as many of them as you can! They can’t be allowed north!” 
 
    Logan pondered the question, wondering if it meant the Empire knew he was on his way. But he didn’t have long to think. Booms sounded through the air, and Logan turned in the water to see that Melly and Gorian had opened fire on the ship. The bullets were powerful enough to take chunks of wood out of the hull, splinters flying into the air. The rifle shots missed any of the soldiers, but it did the job of preventing them from loosing any arrows. 
 
    Logan swam down, making his way underneath the ship and finding the hole. He swam up into it, bursting above the waterline and jumping up into the bottom of the boat. Three soldiers were there, all of them frantically trying to find some way to close the hole in the boat, the water up to their knees. As soon as Logan emerged from the water, however, their hands went to their hips, all of them unsheathing their curved elven blades. 
 
    Logan took out his own weapon, imbuing it with flame and jabbed it forward. The blade was hot enough to burn through the thin metal breastplate the soldier wore and drive straight into his chest. The wound cauterized right away, no blood pouring down as Logan withdrew his blade. 
 
    The soldier nearest to Logan prepared to plunge forward with his sword. But Logan tapped into his Arachne rune, firing a blast of webbing at the soldier, the force enough to send him flying backward into the wall of the boat. Logan raised his flaming blade right in time to block the downward swing of the remaining soldier. 
 
    Logan shifted from flame rune to lightning, hitting the soldier with a blast of stunning electricity that gave Logan just the time he needed to bring the edge of his still-flaming blade against his throat. Logan ceased the flames as he sliced the soldier’s throat, not wanting the wound to seal before the elf bled out. Blood poured down from the elf’s throat as he dropped to his knees, red clouding the water around him. 
 
    The other elf was back on his feet, rushing toward Logan with such speed that the wizard didn’t have time to fully shift over to his spider rune. The flame and spider rune stayed active at the same time as Logan shot out another burst of webbing. The webbing glowed hot as he flicked it at the soldier, and when it landed, the soldier screamed out in pain, his hands shooting for the sticking substance. 
 
    Logan watched for several moments as the soldier tried desperately to pull the red-hot webbing from his face. And as he did, burned-black lines remained on his face. Deciding he’d seen enough, Logan hurried over and ended the soldier’s misery, cutting through his neck with the edge of his short sword. 
 
    Combining them gives a scorching-hot substance that’s nearly impossible to get off, Logan thought. That could come in handy… 
 
    His mind was already active with the battlefield possibilities of his new discovery. But he put all of that out of his head for the time being, turning his full attention to the remaining troops up above. 
 
    Logan rushed up the stairs to find the soldiers waiting for him, bows and arrows trained. 
 
    The commander, a tall elf with a scarred face and jet-black hair, stood behind the line of soldiers. 
 
    “Surrender now,” he said. “And we may let your companions live.” 
 
    Logan snorted in amusement. “Here’s my offer—throw down your weapons and armor and run east, as far away from the Empire as you can.” 
 
    The commander laughed. “You say that as if the entire continent won’t soon belong to us.” He shook his head. “Loose!” 
 
    The archers launched their arrows, which zipped through the air toward Logan. He turned off his fire rune and left on the spider, flicking a burst of webbing toward the archers. The webbing caught the arrows, all falling into a tangle to the deck of the ship. 
 
    Logan was ready to finish the fight. He activated his fire rune and launched another volley of webbing, this volley red-hot. It caught the archers in a sticky net of burning magma, the soldiers screaming and dropping their weapons to pull it off. 
 
    His blade in hand, Logan rushed toward the left of the line and plunged his blade into the neck of the soldier there. He jerked the weapon out to the left, cutting through the soldier’s neck and sending a spray of blood onto the one next to him. Logan finished the swing by cutting through the nearest soldier’s throat and dropping him to the ground. 
 
    The boat lurched, the remaining soldiers doing their best to stay standing. Logan turned off his spider rune, focusing full power into that of his fire. He covered his body in magma then black stone just in time to catch the swing of the next soldier in line. A ringing sounded out, the soldier dropping his sword and crying out in pain. 
 
    Logan swung his own weapon. The stone skin made him move more slowly, but it also gave power to his movements. The blade swung hard, cutting through the soldier’s neck all the way through and severing it from him. Another spray of blood covered the remaining troops. 
 
    Logan could see that they were frightened. But not one of the soldiers backed down or ran away. 
 
    They’re well-trained—going to make going toe-to-toe with the Empire in battle even more difficult. 
 
    He pushed the thought aside as he began cleaving through the soldiers, cutting them down one-by-one with his flaming blade until only the commander remained. The scarred elf held his sword in both hands and spoke, the bodies of his soldiers dead at his feet, his boat sinking more and more into the water with each passing moment. 
 
    “If you had any sense,” the commander said, “you’d abandon your support for Tyan and come over to the Empire’s side. It would be foolish to die with them—their fate is already sealed.” 
 
    “And if you had any sense,” Logan retorted, “you’d be attacking rather than wasting your breath.” 
 
    Anger formed on the commander’s face as he rushed toward Logan. He swung his curved blade upward from his bottom-right side, Logan barely catching the weapon with a quick block. A clang sounded out, and Logan pivoted to the side and switched over to his spider rune. He fired a cord of webbing at the commander, catching his back and pulling him toward Logan—and his blade. 
 
    The end of his short sword pierced through the commander’s back, the soldier going stiff as he coughed up blood. Logan twisted the blade and severed the commander’s spine, killing him on the spot. 
 
    The fight was over. Logan hurried across the boat and shifted into his bird form, taking flight and leaving the sinking boat behind. By the time he landed and shifted back into his human shape, the Empire boat was already halfway into the water. 
 
    “Swimming over there and massacring the crew,” Gracen said with a smile. “Not the most diplomatic idea, but it certainly got the job done.” 
 
    “An ingenious idea with the webbing,” Arachne said, her spider legs extended out behind her. “Fire and spider seem to make a potent combination.” 
 
    Raymond watched as the boat sank. “If we’re lucky, that will be the extent of the Empire’s river patrol. If they’re planning on conquering the western half of the continent, I doubt they’re going to be putting many resources into sea power. Athenhold had always been a land power.” 
 
    “Then let’s sail on,” Logan said. “I’m eager to bring Chilvala to heel.” 
 
    The remaining crew of the Windspear steered the ship around the wreckage of the Empire scout ship, then continued the journey up the Keillion River. The rest of the day passed without incident. During the next, the temperature dipped low, the sky covered with thick, gray clouds that made it so dark that it seemed to be night. 
 
    And on the third day, the Windspear reached the massive lake that formed the main source of the Keillion River. The sky was thick with blizzard clouds, the world around them a deep blue. 
 
    The ship came to a halt. The captain, just like the rest of the crew, was bundled up in a heavy coat. But that wasn’t enough to stop him from shivering. 
 
    “There’s no going anywhere with the lake frozen like this,” he said. “Your best bet is getting off and making your way around the perimeter.” 
 
    Ifriti stepped toward them, the heat radiating from her body enough to ease the chill in the air. 
 
    “Allow me, captain,” she said. 
 
    With that, she stepped up to the prow of the ship and placed her hands on the railing. Her arms and hands glowed, heat moving though the ship. Logan stepped to her side and watched as the prow of the ship glowed with a dull redness, the ice around it melting. 
 
    “There,” she said, pleased. “That should be sufficient for the rest of the way.” 
 
    The captain nodded, then called out to his crew. 
 
    Gracen, who’d been near, stepped to them. 
 
    “You’ll want to know where her cave is,” he said. “A map, please?” 
 
    The captain produced a map with his gloved hands, pulling from the inner pocket of his coat. Once it was unfurled, Gracen placed a slender fingertip on the map, somewhere on the edge of the lake. 
 
    “That’s the place where the Empire had the strongest suspicions Chilvala would be found.” 
 
    “How will we know if she’s there?” Melly asked, her face red from the cold. 
 
    “We’ll know,” Ifriti said. “Chilvala’s palace is something to see.” 
 
    With their destination set, the boat went on. They cut through the ice of the lake, snow coming down in soft flurries as they made their way across. 
 
    And, just as Ifriti said, Chilvala’s place was easy to spot. On the edge of the lake was a large castle made entirely out of ice, the building jutting out of the cliffside like a frozen growth. Behind it, the pure-white Frostwind Mountains rose into the sky, disappearing into the thick, gray cloud cover. 
 
    But Logan spotted something as they drew nearer. A bolt of ice arced through the air from the castle. 
 
    And it was headed in their direction. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hells!” Raymond called out. “Take cover!” 
 
    The group didn’t need a second command. The arc of ice raced toward them. But Logan didn’t dive down. Instead, he activated his fire rune and tapped into it, extending his palms and creating a wall of flame before them. 
 
    Most of the ice dissipated as it collided with the wall of flame. But some got through, the ice splashing onto one of the crewmen and freezing him solid where he stood. Logan held the wall of flame with all his might, sweat forming on his forehead as more jets of ice slammed into it. 
 
    “Where’s it coming from?” Raymond shouted. He, along with the rest of the group, was behind Logan’s fire wall. 
 
    “There!” Quetzal replied, her slender finger pointed ahead. “There’s an ice cannon on the side of the castle. 
 
    Logan opened the fire wall just enough to see what she was pointing at. A smooth cylinder extended from the castle and pointed at them, a puff of crystalline air appearing at the end with each blast of ice that it shot. 
 
    “I won’t be able to hold this forever!” Logan shouted. His muscles burned, and he could feel the strain of him using his maximum energy to keep the wall in place. 
 
    “We need to think of something!” Raymond replied. 
 
    Logan racked his brain trying to come up with an answer. And one occurred to him as another blast of super-cold air slammed into his fire wall. 
 
    “Quetzal! I need you to carry me up to the cannon. Your bird form is more powerful than mine and you’ll be able to get me up there faster. And once I’m up there, I’ll create another wall and seal the cannon shut. Ifriti, you stay here and keep another wall active!” 
 
    The two Archspirits nodded, seeing the wisdom of the plan. Quetzal shifted into her bird form, flying over Logan and grabbing him with her talons. Right as another blast of ice hit, he shut off his power and let Ifriti take over, a circle of pure flame forming in front of her. 
 
    But as Quetzal lifted Logan into the air, he spotted something coming out of the castle. It looked like a dark cloud—and it was heading right for them. 
 
    “What the hells is that?” Raymond asked, squinting at the cloud as it approached. 
 
    Soon it was near enough that Raymond could make it out. The cloud was actually a horde of flying bats. But these bats were made of solid ice. 
 
    “Attack!” Logan shouted as Quetzal lifted him up. “Don’t let them stop Ifriti!” 
 
    The bats descended upon the group, the party attacking with whatever means at their disposal. Another piece of ice slammed into Ifriti’s wall, and Logan knew he only had a few precious moments to accomplish the task before either Ifriti’s wall failed or the bats overwhelmed the group. 
 
    Quetzal took Logan high, bolts shooting out of her at the bats that approached them. The lightning didn’t do much good, but it was enough to stun them to send them off course. Quetzal flew Logan closer and closer to the ice castle, the air frigid against his skin. 
 
    To his horror, the cannon began to move. It wasn’t pointing at the Windspear anymore—now it was pointing at him. 
 
    “Faster!” he shouted to Quetzal. “We have to move!” 
 
    Quetzal took him higher. The cannon fired and barely missed Logan. Once Quetzal was above, she dropped him over the base of the cannon. In mid-air, Logan activated his fire rune and formed a wall of flame before him. The fire cut down, slicing into the base of the cannon, the ice turning to water for just long enough to freeze over the barrel. Another blast fired off—but this one caught in the barrel and caused it to explode, the cannon obliterating itself in a rupture of ice. Logan landed on the snow, turning his wall of flame upward in time to prevent the huge chunks of ice from crushing him. 
 
    Once he was safe, he turned his attention to the Windspear. The cannon gone, Ifriti was free to use the full extent of her flame powers against the ice bats. Logan watched from a distance as she shot beams of pure fire from her hands, the hordes of bats hissing as she reduced them to steam. 
 
    The battle was over by the time Logan was able to shift into his bird form and land. He and Quetzal changed back as they settled onto the deck of the ship. 
 
    “That,” Raymond said, wiping his brow, “was too close.” 
 
    The captain’s attention was on the frozen-solid crewman. 
 
    “Goddesses,” he said. “Is he… dead?” 
 
    Ifriti approached him. “I may be a fire spirit, but I know about ice—it’s my mirror image element, after all. I know that sometimes, if one is flash-frozen fast enough, they can still be alive in a situation like this.” 
 
    She placed her hands over the frozen crewmember, her palms glowing red and the ice melting. When it was gone, the crewmember toppled forward into the captain’s arms. The captain placed his fingers on his neck, checking for a pulse. 
 
    “He lives,” the captain said. 
 
    “He doesn’t look good,” Raymond said, placing his hand on the crewman’s forehead. “He needs proper medical care. And if the Windspear sticks around for long enough to wait for us…” 
 
    “Gracen,” Logan said. “How do we get to Athenhold from here?” 
 
    Gracen cocked his head to the side in confusion. “Tell me you’re not planning to send the ship back for one crewman. Logan, they knew what they were signing up for when—” 
 
    “I asked you a question.” 
 
    Gracen sighed. “If we manage to make it out of here in one unfrozen piece, then we can hike around the lake and reach more temperate climes in less than a day. But it won’t be a fun march, by any means.” 
 
    Logan turned to the captain. “Sail back to Keillion and get him aid. We’ll unload our gear and make it the rest of the way on our own.” 
 
    The captain nodded, the gratitude clear upon his face. “Thank you, commander.” 
 
    Gracen sighed and rolled his eyes as they made their way to the bottom of the ship to collect their things. “That’s going to be the death of you, War Wizard. You need to be focused on the goal, and not on saving every little life you can.” 
 
    “We’re fighting for Tyan,” Logan said. “And every life in it. Unless you’ve forgotten that.” 
 
    Gracen shook his head as he and the rest of the group made their way down. 
 
    After collecting their gear and bringing it onto the frozen shore, the group watched as the Windspear pulled away from the shore, the captain and the rest of the crew watching them as the boat disappeared into the distance. 
 
    “You did the right thing,” Raymond said. “Ordering them to wait for us would have been a death sentence. And there’s nothing wrong with trudging through a bit of snow on the way to Athenhold.” 
 
    “Yes,” Melly agreed with a nod. “He’s going to be OK because of you.” 
 
    Gracen snorted. “Let’s see if you’re all whistling the same tune when we’re stuck in a frozen crevasse.” 
 
    Logan said nothing, instead turning his attention to the castle ahead. The place was large, the size of a manor. Two icy double-doors were at the top of the stairs. But there was nothing inviting about the place. 
 
    “Pretty clear that this is where we’ll find Chilvala,” Ifriti said. “She’s always loved to have her frozen escapes in the coldest place she could find.” 
 
    Logan started up the stairs, the rest of the group following him. “What can we expect in there?” 
 
    “Ice,” she replied. “And lots of it. I hope you brought some of the flame elemental residue with you.” 
 
    Melly quickly rummaged around in her bag, pulling out a large, leather pouch. Even from where Logan stood, he could feel the heat. 
 
    “Here!” she waved the bag in her hand. “There’s lots!” 
 
    “Great,” Ifriti said. “You’ll want to rub that on your weapons—it will give them power against what you’ll find in here.” 
 
    They approached the double-doors, and the group came to a halt. Logan looked them up and down, trying to find some way to open them. Out of the corner of his eye, Logan watched as Gracen rubbed his blade up and down with the fire residue. When it was completely coated, he jabbed it into the door. The ice melted, and Gracen slowly carved an opening big enough for them all. With a shove of his foot, he pushed the ice chunk he’d cut free out of his way. 
 
    “There,” he said with a smile. “Sometimes you have to make your own entrance.” 
 
    Logan narrowed his eyes. “You want to pull a stunt like that again, you ask me first.” 
 
    Gracen rolled his eyes. “Fine, fine—chain of command and all that. But look, it’s open.” 
 
    Logan stepped in front of the opening and walked through. If there was a trap, he wanted to be the one to deal with it. But, as he entered the large entry hall of the place, he saw that there was nothing within. It was a grand hall, to be sure, the walls and floor and ceiling made of smooth ice, decorative embellishments here and there. 
 
    The rest of the group entered behind Logan. 
 
    “This place is amazing,” Melly said, looking around. She stepped over to a small side table, taking off her glove and preparing to touch it. 
 
    “Don’t do that, Your Majesty!” Gorian shouted as he hurried over to her and grabbed her wrist. “This place could be loaded with traps.” 
 
    She pulled her hand away, seeming to sense the wisdom in his words. 
 
    “It’s so pretty,” she said, her voice echoing. “Like a castle inside a big crystal.” 
 
    “That is right.” A clear, calm voice, one that belonged to what sounded like a young woman, carried through the space. “It is a castle. My castle. And you all are intruders.” There was no inflection to the voice, no emotion. Just an even, bloodless tone. 
 
    “Are you Chilvala?” Melly asked, her eyes lighting up. “We came here to meet you!” 
 
    “I can see that,” the voice continued. “But, at any point during your journey here, did it occur to you that I built this place up here, so far away from any of the elven kingdoms, because I did not want anyone to ‘come to meet me’?” 
 
    “We need your help!” Melly said. “The Empire’s taking over the continent and—” 
 
    “I do not care. The rise and fall of any kingdom makes no difference to me. If you’re wise, you’ll turn back and leave this place before you end up like the rest of the hapless expeditions that came to find me.” 
 
    “So, the Empire did locate her,” Gracen said. “I can only guess what sort of state those soldiers are in.” 
 
    “The same state you all will be in if you do not turn around right now and leave. If you were to know the fate of the others who tried to find me, you would see that I am being quite generous. Now, turn around and leave.” 
 
    “I bet she’s afraid,” Raymond said, his voice low. “We managed to break in here and get this far. It’s a bluff.” 
 
    Logan stepped forward. “I, Logan Grimm, the last of the War Wizards, am here to claim your power. You can come with me willingly, or you can refuse and I will take your power by force. The choice is yours.” 
 
    “You presume to offer me a choice? Such arrogance. Though I suppose that is common for mortals.” 
 
    “Chilvala,” Ifriti said, a sly smile on her lips. “You see that I’m here, correct? You have to know you can’t stand a chance against the flame spirit.” 
 
    “Ifriti,” Chilvala said. “It is you. Yes, your presence here… complicates matters. But it is of no concern to me. You are in my realm. You are surrounded by ice and cold, and you are but a candle’s flame amongst it. It will do me no pleasure to slay you all, to send you and the rest of the Archspirits with you back to the immaterial realm. But if you insist on staying, I have no other option.” 
 
    Chilvala paused. “I have things to prepare. But I have ways to keep you occupied in the meantime. I should hope they finish the job. If not, I shall see you all soon.” 
 
    Then there was silence. 
 
    “She has ‘ways of keeping us occupied’?” Raymond asked. “What the hells does that mean?” 
 
    Logan closed his eyes and focused. There was no doubt that he was in an Archspirit’s place of power. But it was still a matter of pinpointing Chilvala. The castle wasn’t small, so it would take some effort. 
 
    After a few moments, Logan felt the tug of her spirit energy. 
 
    “She’s above us,” he said. “Nothing to do but keep moving.” 
 
    Logan took point, leading them through the entry hall and into another grand room. This one was a large space, reminding him of a ball room, a space that he could easily imagine hosting grand galas. Two spiral staircases led up to a balcony on the second floor. He could feel her just beyond, up the stairs and to wherever was ahead. 
 
    The group entered the room, their footsteps echoing through the vast space. 
 
    “This room is really something for a spirit that likes her solitude,” Raymond said. “But who’s it for? Can’t imagine anyone making the trip up here for a ball.” 
 
    “This whole place is so pretty,” Melly said. “I wish there were some way to lift it up and carry it all the way back to Numenthas.” 
 
    “Until it melted over the Glow Caves,” Gorian said. “I don’t like this place one bit. I say we find this spirit, tame her, and get out of here as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “You are correct,” came the voice of Chilvala through nowhere in particular, all around them, as if it were carried on the ice itself. “I did not build this place with the intention of having guests. You are my first—that is, the first who made it inside. And though I have not been dissuaded in my desire for solitude, that does not mean that you all should not have a bit of company. Enjoy.” 
 
    The voice silenced, the group regarding one another with unsure expression. But Logan kept his gaze fixed forward, his hand near the hilt of his short sword. 
 
    “What company?” Marseille asked. “I don’t like this at all.” 
 
    Before any of them had a chance to answer, white snow rushed in through the open window of the ball room. It blew to the center, taking the form of two separate clouds of frosty air. The wind spun and spun, the mist coalescing before their eyes into the shape of two massive figures. The temperature decreased in the room, the air colder than it already was. And when the shapes were done forming, two ice creatures, both the size of three men standing shoulder-on-shoulder, stood in front of them. They leaned forward and let out mighty roars, the chill of their breath enough for Logan to feel as though he might suffer frostbite. 
 
    “Ice golems!” Raymond shouted. “Prepare for battle!” 
 
    Logan pulled out his sword and raised it into the air. Flame roiled over its length as he brought it down and pointed it forward, the end aimed at the golem to his right. 
 
    “Well,” Gracen said, his tone calm, “you’re the one in charge of this operation, Logan. How do you propose we take these two beasts down?” 
 
    “First,” Logan said, “you shut the hell up. Second, I want Melly and Gorian to form behind us. I doubt these things are going to be taken down by rifle-fire, but we can at least put the pressure on them.” 
 
    “Got it!” Melly shouted. Logan glanced over his shoulder to watch as Melly and Gorian poured flame residue into their bags of bullets. 
 
    “It’s like seasoning my dear mother’s potatoes,” Gorian said with a wry smile as he covered the bullets. 
 
    They took them out and loaded their rifles with expert speed, taking aim and firing off a pair of shots. The bullets cut through their air, leaving falling trails of flame along their lines. Each shot hit home, fist-sized holes punching through the golems. But neither golem was affected much by the shot, the holes quickly filling in with fresh ice. 
 
    “That’s not going to work,” Gracen said. “Might make for fun target practice.” 
 
    This time, Logan didn’t take the bait. He watched as another round of shots hit the golems. This time, he noticed that the golems took a few seconds to focus their energy and heal—it would be valuable time. 
 
    But he didn’t have too long to ruminate on potential tactics. The golems leaned back, a swirl of snowy air gathering in front of their mouths. 
 
    “Watch them!” Logan shouted. “And get ready to move!” 
 
    To his right, Raymond held his long sword at the ready. Gracen stood to his left, his Provencus rune activating and his form splitting into several mirror images. 
 
    The frost golems leaned forward, each of them shooting beams of frozen air at the group. Logan tapped into his fire rune and threw up a wall of flame just in time to catch the beams. But their power and force were incredible—he could only hold the flame wall for a few moments before they broke through. Luckily, he held them for enough time that the rest of the group was able to get out of the way. 
 
    One of the beams blasted mere inches from Logan’s left arm, and when the beam faded, his skin was light blue. He touched it and felt nothing. But he was still able to use his arm, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    “Ifriti!” he shouted. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “Fire, fire, and more fire!” she called out. “But we’re in Chilvala’s place of power, remember! That means it’s not a simple matter of melting them—she can heal them as fast as we can cast!” 
 
    The golem on the right raised its fist into the air, bringing it down hard toward Logan. He dove out of the way, landing hard on his shoulder but missing the killing blow. The icy floor cracked as the fist hit, and there was no doubt in his mind that the attack would have ended him. While the golem’s arm was down, Logan charged forward and shoved his blade into the creature’s wrist. 
 
    The blow, charged with flame, did no small amount of damage. The ice melted and the hand was severed from the rest of the golem. But when the creature pulled back and focused, a white swirl formed around its stumped arm and a new hand grew. 
 
    “Hells!” Raymond shouted as he prepared to dodge a blow from the other golem. “How are we meant to kill these things?” 
 
    “Perhaps you should cease trying,” Chilvala said. “Cease trying and leave me in peace.” 
 
    “Not a chance!” Logan shouted. 
 
    More shots rang out from Melly and Gorian, who took their shots when they could. Marseille, flames trailing from her twin blades, rushed the nearest golem and carved deep grooves into its chest. Quetzal fired her lightning arcs, which did little more than stun. Arachne did her best to attack with her spear-point spider legs, but the ice was too thick to puncture. And Ifriti shot beams of fire that melted through the ice, though the damage was quickly repaired. 
 
    And all the while, the members of the party did their best to avoid the frost beams and the hammer punches of the golems. But it was no easy task—the golems were large, but they moved quickly, sliding across the icy floors with an opposite ease as the party. More and more cracks formed in the ice as the golems slammed their fists down. 
 
    We need to do a lot of damage all at once, Logan thought. Enough that they can’t repair it. 
 
    He thought back to the fight on the boat, how he was able to use his web power with his flame power to create a sticky magma. But there was the matter of keeping the golems pinned down so that they could take the time to summon the spells. 
 
    “Melly! Gorian!” Logan shouted. “Focus your shots on the right golem! Pin him down with fire shots!” 
 
    The two nodded, hurrying to the back of the room and taking cover behind one of the big columns of ice. Once there, they charged their bullets with more fire residue, aimed, and shot. Logan only had time to watch one volley of shots before a voice cut through the air. 
 
    “Logan!” 
 
    He whipped around on his feet to see Marseille nearby, her twin daggers aflame and an expression of concern on her face. She pointed toward one of the golems, the ice creature in the process of charging another blast of super-cold air. Logan tapped into his Ifriti rune, covering his skin with magma and solidifying it, the ice blast crashing into him with the force of a runaway carriage. But he held fast, allowing the heat from his body to melt the ice at his feet and anchor him in place. 
 
    The blast felt like one continuous punch. His body cried out in pain as it assailed him. But when it was done, he heard more shots from Melly and Gorian’s weapons and opened his eyes to see the shots blast chunks of ice from the golem, who was in a slight daze from the power his blast had required. 
 
    Logan knew it was his time to attack. His fire rune still activated, he tapped into his Arachne mark. Both runes glowed, and he felt the twin powers of spider and fire flowing through him. Logan gathered webbing in his palms and launched it, the webbing catching on fire and flying over to the golem. The beast came out of its daze just in time to see the glowing webbing coming its way, the golem struggling to move out of the way in time. 
 
    It didn’t make it. The superheated webbing spread and landed, steam rising from the golem as the webbing sank into its icy form. 
 
    “Now!” Logan shouted. “Focus all attacks on that one!” He pointed in the direction of the golem, the flames melting its ice with a deafening hiss. 
 
    The group did as he commanded. Melly and Gorian blasted the golem with their rifle and pistols, and the Archspirits—Ifriti, Arachne, and Quetzal—used their powers on it, and Marseille and Raymond attacked with flame-charged melee strikes. 
 
    Together, they brought the golem down to its knees, the creature in pieces. Logan charged his short sword with Ifriti’s energy and rushed forward, driving the blade into its forehead and splitting the golem’s head into icy chunks. 
 
    It was dead. Once the first golem was destroyed, Logan and the rest turned their attention to the one that remained. The creature was nothing more than a construct—there was no morale to be affected by the destruction of his companion. 
 
    Ifriti and Arachne shared a look, one that suggested they had a very good idea of what to do next. Arachne swirled her hands in front of her, creating a massive web. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked Ifriti when the web was complete. 
 
    “Ready,” Ifriti replied. 
 
    Arachne launched the webbing toward the golem, and as it sailed through the air, Ifriti fired a blast of magma in its direction. The magma caught onto the webbing, pushing it forward where it landed on the golem. Logan noted that the webbing was thicker and bigger than his, making it clear that Arachne possessed greater power than him in that regard. 
 
    Logan prepared to attack, but as soon as the webbing landed, he realized he wouldn’t need to. Instead of merely landing on the golem, the webbing burned clear through the creature, landing on the icy floor behind it with a sizzle. The golem froze in place, and though it was an emotionless construct, Logan couldn’t help but note that it seemed to wear an expression of confusion on its face. 
 
    It stood perfectly still. Logan, not wanting to waste the chance, rushed over and leaped into the air, shifting into his wolf form. Hair sprouted from his forearms, and his muscles bulged. Claws shot from his fingertips. He slammed into the golem. It shattered all along the lines that had been cut through by the webbing. 
 
    The pieces of the golems remained for several moments before melting into the ice, vanishing without a trace. 
 
    Logan waited for Chilvala to speak. But no words came. 
 
    “She might have used a great deal of power in summoning those creatures,” Logan said. “We shouldn’t waste a moment. Come!” 
 
    He tucked his short sword into his scabbard and hurried up the ball room stairs. Once on the second floor, a blast of cold greeted him, one that he was forced to brace against before continuing on. A huge hall with arched buttresses crossing over the ceiling awaited the group—that and more cold air. The more they went on, the colder it became and the harder it blew. 
 
    “Keep going!” Ifriti shouted over the wind.  “I’ll stay here and push against it with warm air!” 
 
    With that, Ifriti turned to solid magma and planted her feet down into the ice. She swirled her hands in front of her, and soon warm air came from her direction, cancelling the cold and taking the edge off its power. It was enough for Logan and his group to be able to keep moving. 
 
    “Come on!” Logan shouted to Ifriti. “We need you in the fight ahead!” 
 
    “She’s… too powerful!” Ifriti called back. “I need to stay here and use all the energy I can to fight against this wind!” 
 
    Logan wished it were otherwise, but he realized that he wouldn’t have access to Ifriti’s powers in the fight ahead. 
 
    “Come!” he shouted to the rest of his group. “We’ll keep moving!” 
 
    They all agreed with wordless nods. Logan took the lead, pushing on ahead and fighting against the wind rushing against them. Ifriti’s power was enough to allow them to move forward, but it still required great effort to fight against the wind. 
 
    They pushed on, and soon the group was at the end of the hall, the passage leading into a large, open room. The wind stopped and Logan took a moment to let his muscles rest. The room was a large, circular space, with a single chair in the center, a simple throne made of ice. The back half of the room was without a wall, the view looking out over the glistening white peaks of the Frostwind Mountains. The clouds had cleared, and the sky was a perfect blue, sunlight shimmering off the snow. 
 
    Logan held up his hand to the rest of the group, indicating that they needed to stay still as he moved further. 
 
    “Archspirit!” he called out. “I, Logan Grimm, last living War Wizard, am here to claim your power. Show yourself.” 
 
    There was silence at first, and then a voice. 
 
    “You have invaded my home, wizard. Do you truly expect me to give my power over to you unopposed?” 
 
    Logan clasped his hand around the hilt of his short sword. He could sense a fight was near. 
 
    “I don’t expect anything other than you to show yourself. If we must fight, then that’s your decision to make.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Winds carried white snow spiraled into the room, gathering in front of the windows in the middle. The snow began to take shape, and when it was done, a figure stood before Logan. It was a woman’s shape. Her form was ice-blue and shapely, her hair long and a perfect snow-colored white. Her face was heart-shaped, and her eyes were as blue as the sky behind her. 
 
    “Here,” she said, her voice calm and impassive. “Here I am.” 
 
    “It’s the frost Archspirit herself!” Gorian exclaimed. 
 
    Chilvala seemed sad, as if she in that moment realized her solitude had come to an end. 
 
    “I’ll keep this simple, Archspirit,” Logan said. “Do you wish to come with me in peace? Or will this be a fight?” 
 
    “Tell me why I would give up my beautiful solitude without a battle?” she asked. “I suppose that you wish me to come with you, to embroil myself in the petty conflicts of the humans and elves. There will be so many people, so much noise, so much chaos. Not like here. Here, I have peace, quiet. What more could I want?” 
 
    “Then I can assume this means I’ll need to claim your power through force?” 
 
    “You most certainly will, War Wizard. But I do not want a big, noisy battle to worry myself with. If you’re going to claim my power, you’re going to have to do it all by yourself.” 
 
    With that, Chilvala raised her palm and cast another gust of wind. This gust pushed Logan and the rest of the group back toward the hallway. Logan, having been a few steps ahead of them, stayed in the room while the group was pushed out. With her other hand, Chilvala sealed the entrance to the room behind a thick wall of ice, then ceased the wind. 
 
    “There,” she said, a small smile forming on her white, perfectly formed lips. “If I can’t be totally alone, then one other person will do. Now, if you want my power, come and take it.” 
 
    Logan pulled his sword from the scabbard just in time to witness Chilvala extend her hand and create a long, blade-like shard of ice. She grasped it at the bottom with two hands and rushed toward Logan, raising it into the air and bringing it down hard toward him. Logan brought up his blade at a perpendicular angle, intercepting the blow and stopping it in its downward arc. 
 
    Chilvala stared into his eyes with her ice-blue gaze, more curious than anything. 
 
    “An interesting weapon,” she said, regarding Logan’s sword. “A human in elf lands wielding a blade created by orcs. That is certainly something.” 
 
    With lightning-quick motions, Chilvala took her right hand from the blade and created another, smaller weapon, this one more like a dagger, and drove it toward Logan’s belly. Just before it pierced his flesh, he activated his fire rune, heating his left hand and grabbing onto Chilvala’s wrist, stopping the stab before it could be finished. He channeled as much of his energy as he could, a sizzle filling the air. 
 
    Chilvala’s eyes went wide, and she cried out in pain, letting go of both weapons before pushing Logan back with a gust of air. He slammed into the thick wall of ice that separated him from his group, the ice so dense that he could barely see them through it. His back cried out in pain from the impact, but he was still in shape enough to fight. 
 
    Chilvala regarded the burn on her wrist. “You’re lucky to have Ifriti’s power. But it won’t be enough.” She swept her arm in a circle before Logan, a half-dozen ice shards appearing and flying at him. Logan dove out of the way as the ice crashed into the wall behind him, the clattering of the ice breaking against the ground enough to make his ears ring. 
 
    He hit the floor and turned to Chilvala, watching as she created a massive axe of ice in her hands. With a calm expression on her beautiful face, she flew toward Logan and brought the ice axe down in a powerful crash. Logan rolled out of the way just in time, the axe splitting the ice floor and sending jagged cracks here and there. 
 
    Logan jumped to his feet, shifting into his wolf form and shoulder slamming into Chilvala as hard as he could. The impact sent her flying, the ice axe dropping from her hands and shattering on the ground. Chilvala quickly rose to her feet, summoning a new weapon—this one a long spear of ice with a point as sharp as he’d ever seen. 
 
    Seems that wielding the ice powers means you’re never without a weapon, he thought. That’ll be useful—assuming I don’t get skewered in the process of gaining them. 
 
    Logan prepared himself for Chilvala’s charge, infusing his blade with fire energy as she ran toward him. Chilvala moved quickly, fast enough that Logan had a hard time focusing on her. But when she was close, he stepped aside at the precise last moment and brought the fire blade down hard, slicing the spear in two. 
 
    He turned to watch as Chilvala caught the severed half of the spear, holding each of the two portions in her hands. The small smile still on her face, she shifted the broken spear pieces into two scimitars of ice, then rushed toward Logan. 
 
    He brought his blade up to connect with the first scimitar, blocking the strike and moving down just in time for the next blow toward his belly. The attacks came in a wild flurry, Logan barely able to keep up with the onslaught of the two blades. When he finally found a free moment, he lifted his foot and drove it into her middle, sending her flying backward. Chilvala landed, not wasting a moment before throwing one scimitar at Logan and then the other. He dropped to the ground, the blades sailing over his head, the second neatly slicing a chunk from his already short beard as he dropped. 
 
    Logan hit the ground hard but sprang up without wasting a moment. Once he was on his feet, Chilvala fired a blast of frigid air in his direction, knocking Logan off-kilter while she summoned another blade, this one long and thin and curved, the blade of southern human kingdoms. She raced toward him, handling the weapon with nimble precision, Logan doing all he could to block the unyielding frenzy of blows. 
 
    Finally, he caught her in mid-swing. Her blade clanged against his. Logan once more charged his sword with flame energy. But this time, he only charged it with enough energy to melt her blade slightly. The softened ice of her weapon sank into his sword, and when it did, he removed the fire charge and allowed the ice to harden once more, sticking it to his blade. 
 
    Chilvala appeared confused, unsure why she was unable to pull her blade back. And Logan was ready to take advantage. He activated the Ifriti and Arachne runes, and with his free hand, he fired a glob of superheated webbing at Chilvala’s belly. The webbing stuck to her middle, sizzling steam rising up. She let go of her weapon and staggered backward, trying desperately to pull off the sticky, fire-hot webbing. But her attempts only served to burn the tips of her slender, ice-blue fingers. 
 
    Logan was ready to finish the fight. He rushed toward her with his short sword, the blade completely aflame, fully charged with Ifriti’s power. Once he was near, he tapped into the power of Fenrir, thick fur sprouting from his arms as he shifted into his wolf form. 
 
    He slammed into her, knocking Chilvala to the ground. As she moved to get up, Logan pressed the end of his blade to her throat. 
 
    Her blue eyes were wide with shock, her hair melting into a puddle around her head. 
 
    She held up her hands, her expression going from one of surprise to one of amusement. 
 
    “I… I suppose this means my powers have been claimed. Congratulations, War Wizard. Now, please take that sword from my neck.” 
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    “Don’t touch that!” Chilvala snapped at Ifriti.  
 
    Every few moments, her eyes glanced off at the other Archspirits in her realm, distracting her from marking Logan. The mark burned initially, but as Chilvala’s icy liquid was carved into a mark on his bicep, the cold numbed the area.    
 
    “How long have you been here?” Logan asked, trying to keep her mind off Ifriti and the others.  
 
    “A thousand years,” Chilvala said. “No… two thousand. No, three.” She pursed her lips. “It’s hard to tell exactly how long it’s been.”  
 
    Logan nodded. “I know what you mean.” 
 
    Chilvala raised an eyebrow. “You do? How could a mortal possibly know what I mean?” 
 
    “When the Elderwood Rangers were wiped out, I was killed.” Logan looked away. The pain of the memory was still fresh. “Well, killed in a manner of speaking. My body was destroyed, but my spirit proved more… resilient. I spent countless years trapped in the mortal realm, unable to join my people in the afterlife—” 
 
    “Leave that alone!” Chilvala yelled out to Ifriti. “I spent three weeks making that!” She turned back to tattooing Logan. “Sorry. Continue.” 
 
    “I was unable to join my people in the afterlife,” he continued, “until the elves brought me back in exchange for my service.” 
 
    “As a spirit, you were… alone?” 
 
    Logan nodded. “Utterly. Though I had some company… of a sort. I had abilities as a spirit. That’s a long story, though. I was utterly alone for those hellish millennia—” 
 
    “Hellish?” Chilvala let out a piercing chuckle. “How is that hellish? That sounds wonderful!” 
 
    “So you must be living your dream,” Logan said, gesturing around, “all alone here?” 
 
    “There is nothing like a place of one’s own, War Wizard,” Chilvala said. “Your people would understand that. They chose to make the Elderwood their own, and to isolate themselves from the rest of the world.” 
 
    “But my people were not entirely isolated,” Logan said. “Our War Wizards ventured out to meet the Archspirits.” Logan smirked. “As I do now.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” she said. “But they always went back to their isolation.” 
 
    “Their isolation… with hundreds of their people?” Logan looked down. Speaking of his people made him yearn for their company. “We were isolated, indeed, but never from one another. An Elderwood Ranger never hunts alone, as we used to say.” 
 
    “Never hunts alone…” Chilvala mulled it over. “That sounds… silly. What if one of you is weaker than the rest? Or injured?”  
 
    “Then we carry him through the hunt and all the way home,” Logan said. “Hunting alone only left you dead—physically, or worse. Hunting with your people, you were never on your own—even in death.” 
 
    “Then I will have to get used to it,” Chilvala said, with a nervous smirk. “Being with others. I’ve always been content in solitude.” She pursed her lips. “But I’ve also been curious about living with others.” She smiled. “I suppose now I have no choice but to indulge—”  
 
    Something shattered.  
 
    Chilvala stood up, releasing Logan’s arm. “Ifriti! I told you to stop touching my things!” Ice flared from her hair, the sound like the crunch of boots on snow. She stepped as if to go up to Ifriti, but decided against it.  
 
    “But to indulge my curiosity,” Chilvala finished, sitting down and clutching Logan’s bicep. She blew an icy mist over the mark. She withdrew the small, stiletto-like blade that she’d been tattooing with.  
 
    “It’s done.” She stood up. “It’s been so long since I’ve marked a War Wizard. I’m glad to see that my skills have not deteriorated.”  
 
    Ifriti, her skin covered in black, hardened magma, stepped over to take in the sight. The rest of the group was there in the viewing room where the battle had taken place. 
 
    “A snowflake,” she said. “Doesn’t exactly strike fear into the hearts of enemies.” 
 
    Chilvala shook her head. “Some of us are more subtle, Ifriti.” She smiled. “A snowflake is the perfect symbol for my powers. Cold, unassuming, and deadly. Logan will be pleased to use my gifts.” 
 
    Logan admired the rune, which was located on his lower left upper arm. The rune was the size of the others, and left enough space for more to be put on his arm. He allowed himself a small smile, pleased at his collection. 
 
    “Speaking of your gifts,” Logan said. “What powers do I have access to?” 
 
    “First,” Chilvala said, “there’s the chill wind.” She raised her palms and pushed a brief gust of cold air from them, the force enough to toss Logan’s hair back. “It is useful for stunning enemies, knocking them off their feet, or—” 
 
    “Preventing them from moving down a hallway,” Raymond said as he leaned against a nearby wall, his palms over top of each other on the hilt of this sword. 
 
    Chilvala smiled. “That is right. With practice, the gust can become so powerful that you will be able to knock an entire regiment of soldiers onto their backsides.” 
 
    Logan made a mental note of this, considering how useful it would be in battle. 
 
    “And then there are ice projectiles,” she said.  
 
    Chilvala raised her palm and gathered a swirl of icy, misty air. The mist solidified into a fist-sized shard of ice, which she launched into the wall where it shattered into a million pieces.  
 
    “I am sure that I do not need to explain to you the usefulness of this power.” 
 
    “The weapons,” Logan said. “You can create whatever weapon you wish?” 
 
    “That is correct,” she said. Chilvala held out her hand, summoning more icy mist. Then she formed it into a dagger, then a mace, then a short sword.  
 
    “They are crude imitations of the real thing, and unfortunately, not as strong as steel. But they can be deadly. And most importantly, you will never be without a weapon again. At first, you will only be able to create simple weapons. But in time, as your powers grow, they will become more complex.”  
 
    To prove her point, she created a bow with one hand, an arrow with the other. Then she fired the arrow off through the open window of the room. 
 
    “And this?” Logan asked, gesturing toward the palace itself. “You can create such things with ice?” 
 
    She smiled, as if proud. “Of course, I can. At my level of power, I can create nearly whatever I want—fortresses, cannons, even ships. You may know such gifts in time, Logan, if you mark enough followers with my rune.” 
 
    Chilvala turned toward the mountains behind her, the endless peaks spread out into the distance. 
 
    “I will miss this view, and the quiet my home afforded. I suppose now you wish to embroil me in some power-play among mortals.” 
 
    “That’s the idea,” Raymond said. “And the longer we wait here…” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she said. “Let me burn this view into my memory. I am sure it will be a long, long time before I can enjoy it once more.” 
 
    With a final sigh, her breath coming out in white puffs, she turned away from the snowy vista. “Let us go.” 
 
    Together, the group left the fortress. On the way out, Logan and the others filled her in on what was going on in the world of man and elf and orc, the struggle between the Empire and the free kingdoms. 
 
    But it was only at the mention of Provencus that her attention was piqued. 
 
    “He is on the side of the Empire?” she said, stopping in front of the towering doors at the front of the ice palace. “That is…” She paused, as if trying to wrap her head around what she’d heard. 
 
    “It’s what?” asked Raymond. 
 
    “I… I do not know what’s happening out there in the material realm. But if the Prime Gods themselves are involved, then there is more than a simple battle between kingdoms.” She turned to Gracen. “And you, who bears his mark—you have his power, you have seen him walk with the mortals.” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t quite like that,” Gracen said. “I wasn’t allowed to look at him. I was drugged, and when I woke up, I had his power.” 
 
    “The specifics do not matter,” Chilvala said. “That he is here and marking mortals… whatever is happening, we must put a stop to it.” 
 
    They continued, reaching the steps leading down into the vast, frozen lake, their gear from the ship still there waiting for them. 
 
    “Ah, that’s right,” Gracen said, the wind howling low on the breeze. “We sent our only ship home.” 
 
    “I suppose we have a hell of a hike in front of us,” Raymond said. 
 
    Arachne smiled. “Maybe Quetzal and Logan could change into birds and carry us over to Athenhold. We might have to make some big baskets first, however.” 
 
    “That is not necessarily so,” Chilvala said. “Were none of you paying attention when I discussed my powers?” 
 
    Before anyone could say a word, she closed her eyes and extended her hands. A huge cloud of white mist took shape before them on the lake, soon forming into a massive ship—complete with sails. 
 
    When she was done, a ship of pure ice was before them, one big enough to carry the entire party. 
 
    “That’s something else,” Raymond said. “I’m thinking these ice powers might really come in handy.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Gracen added. “If you’re going to go to that much trouble, why not simply make an airship?” 
 
    “What I can create with ice is limited to that degree,” Chilvala said. “Boats are simple, really. An airship, on the other hand, has many moving parts. Now, we should get moving. This won’t be the most comfortable ride any of you have taken, but it will bring us to the western side of the lake.” 
 
    “From there,” Gracen said, “Athenhold will be a day’s march.” 
 
    Melly, wonder in her eyes, rushed up to the side of the boat. She placed her palms on the hull and gasped. 
 
    “Wow, it feels like glass!” 
 
    “Be careful, Your Majesty!” Gorian said as he hurried to her side. 
 
    “Let’s not waste another moment,” Logan said, his hands on his hips. “At any moment, the Empire will send their army across Varsyth to finish the job that they started in Tyan. And if they still have Provencus on their side when that happens…” He trailed off, not wanting to even consider the possibility of defeat. 
 
    Quetzal shifted into her bird form and flew onto the deck, throwing down a ladder of cool ice so that the rest of the group could make their way up. The ship was unlike anything Logan had ever seen before. Instead of wood, it was pure ice. But other than that, it was a standard ship. 
 
    “What are the sails made of?” Melly asked, her eyes up at the square sails of the vessel. 
 
    “Ice, of course,” Chilvala said. “Very fine, very thin ice. But ice nonetheless.” 
 
    She strode to the wheel of the ship and turned it, poised to leave. But at the last moment, she paused and looked back at her castle. “Wait,” she said. 
 
    “Forget something?” Logan asked.  
 
    “Not exactly,” Chilvala said, her voice tinged with sadness. “There’s something I need to do.” 
 
    Ifriti hopped from one foot to the other. “W-Well then stop p-pussyfooting around i-it,” Ifriti said, her voice chittering from the cold. “The s-sooner I can g-get off this b-boat the b-b-b-better.” 
 
    Chilvala nodded. She turned to the castle. With one final, longing look, she snapped her fingers. After a moment of eerie silence, the castle folded in on itself. The walls of the castle turned slowly, glimmering in the sunlight. They shattered and barreled down, like a thousand shattered mirrors sent down a waterfall.  
 
    “You… destroyed it?” Logan asked.  
 
    “No,” Chilvala said. “I just closed it.” She glared at Ifriti. “I just had to ensure no one would enter and touch my things while I’m away.” 
 
     And with that, they were off. The ship soon pointed southwest and cut through the frozen top layer of the lake. 
 
    Logan didn’t waste any time going to the prow of the ship, watching the horizon for any sign of land. The Frostwind Mountains were endless to the north, the white peaks jutting into the blue sky above. He wondered what lay among them, what Archspirits called them home. The Dragoneye Mountains were inhospitable, but they were at least able to support the mountain elves. The Frostwinds, on the other hand, seemed like a wasteland where nothing could live at all. 
 
    “There!” Logan called out after a time, his eyes on the thin strip of land that had appeared in the distance. 
 
    “Land!” Raymond shouted. 
 
    Gracen appeared at Logan’s side. “About time. I was wondering how long I would have to freeze my behind off on this ship.” 
 
    The horizon grew larger and larger with each passing moment, the blue and white of the lake giving way to the dark green of the shore. Soon, trees appeared, trees that were tall and scraggy without the thickness and health of those found further south on the continent. 
 
    And then they reached the shore. The ship came to a stop as Logan took in the sight of the land before him. 
 
    “Well,” Raymond said. “Whatever it is that has made the Empire so strong so quickly, it certainly wasn’t their, ahem, beautiful countryside.” 
 
    Logan understood right away what he was talking about. The land before them was desolate, the grass thin and patchy and littered with rocks and stones. Logan didn’t know much about agriculture, but even he could see that this land was far from ideal for crops.  
 
    The woodland didn’t hold much promise either, the only trees in sight gangly and thin, appearing on the verge of being snapped in half by the next strong wind. The Frostwind Mountains bordered the territory to the north, making it clear that there was no escape from the foreboding territory in any direction but the south. 
 
    “Come along,” Logan said. “We’ve got a long way to Athenhold. We need to find a suitable place for camp tonight. Then we finish the journey in the morning.” 
 
    Not one of the group had a disagreement with his words. Logan climbed down from the ice ship, the rest of them following. Once they were on the dirty sand of the shore, Ifriti turned back to the ship. 
 
    “Allow me,” she said with a smile. Ifriti waved her hands in front of her, summoning a great burst of flame that she shot toward the ship. It engulfed the vessel entirely, and when it faded, the ship had melted into the cold water of the lake, not a trace of it remaining. 
 
    “I am not impressed,” Chilvala said. “If your intent was to intimidate me, you have failed.” 
 
    “My intent was to have a little fun. In that case, my mission was more than accomplished.” 
 
    “Let’s move,” Logan, hiding his amusement at the exchange. 
 
    The group began their journey across the scrubland, the sun setting over the horizon to the west. A chill wind cooled the air, and the unforgiving land found Logan longing for the emerald green of the southern half of Varsyth. 
 
    After a few hours’ travel, they found a small cave tucked away into the side of a rocky formation. It was covered and away from the expanse of the Empire scrubland. There they started a fire and ate what remained of their rations, a chill rain falling outside. 
 
    “You know what this means,” Raymond said as he wiped his hands on his legs, the last of his jerky gone. “Right?” 
 
    Logan scanned their gear. Very little food remained—only enough for breakfast—and their gear was too cumbersome and conspicuous to take into the city. 
 
    “It means we complete the journey to Athenhold with the clothes on our backs and the weapons at our hips.” 
 
    Raymond nodded. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Gracen said. “I’ll be able to get you into the city. It’ll take some doing to find Provencus, but we can make it happen. There are guard posts near Athenhold—we can find one and steal some uniforms.” 
 
    Logan’s gaze went to the four Archspirits with him. “Four women—one of lightning, one of fire, one of ice, and one a spider with spindly legs coming from her back. Not sure what sort of uniforms will be able to hide you.” 
 
    “You know, Logan,” Ifriti said. “For a War Wizard, you sure are clueless when it comes to the ways of us Archspirits.” 
 
    “Right,” Arachne said. “These forms… we chose them because they called to us. But we’re not locked into them.” 
 
    Quetzal smiled. “Not in the way you mortals are locked into your flesh cages.” 
 
    “They are correct,” Chilvala said. “We can just as easily take on the forms of mortals. Observe.” 
 
    Chilvala closed her eyes and her form turned from that of a woman with blue skin and white hair to a shapeless, glowing mass of energy. Then the energy vanished. In its place was a gorgeous woman of fair skin and blonde hair, the same striking ice-blue eyes that Chilvala had possessed. But she had the form of an elf. 
 
    “There,” she said. “Much less conspicuous.” 
 
    The three other spirits shifted too. Arachne took on the form of an elven woman with long, silver hair and silver eyes and cream-colored skin. But a sly smile showed that she retained her sharp, spider’s teeth. Ifriti took the shape of an athletic woman with dusky skin and eager grin, her hair in a long, black ponytail that hung the length of her figure. Quetzal shifted into a tall, slender human with shoulder-length, jet-black hair that ended sharply at her shoulders. Her eyes were emerald-green, her cheekbones sharp and her features striking. 
 
    Each woman was beautiful in her own unique way. And most importantly, they looked like mortal elves. While any male elf would certainly let his eyes linger on any one of them, their beauty was the only conspicuous thing about them. 
 
    “That’s one way to do it,” Gracen said. “So long as you all can fit into Imperial silver-and-green.” 
 
    “Do not worry about us,” Chilvala said. “Simply point us in the direction of Provencus.” 
 
    Gracen nodded. “The Empress too, don’t forget. If we can manage to kill them both, we can stop the Imperial war machine in its tracks. By this time tomorrow, the war could be over.” 
 
    “It would be that simple?” Melly asked. “Killing is awful, but if it were to end the war…” 
 
    “The war is the product of the Empress’s ambitions,” Gracen replied. “Sure, the Imperial army would need to be dealt with, but without her at its head, it would only be a matter of time before it fell apart one way or another. I doubt it would last through one battle against the coalition of kingdoms that now stand against it.” 
 
    He snorted, his eyes on the fire. 
 
    “Or perhaps we’ve reached the point that it now moves under its own momentum. There very well could be a bloody, bloody battle on the horizon no matter what we accomplish tomorrow. But I can tell you this much—with Provencus able to use his powers to see the future, there’s not a chance in hells the coalition will prevail. So, our task is set.” 
 
    Logan said nothing, knowing there was nothing to be done but sleep and wake and finish their journey. The conversation went on, the members of the group peeling away one by one to move to different parts of the cave to take their rest. Logan kept his eyes on the fire as he drifted off to sleep, the orange-glowing embers blurring in his vision. 
 
    His body was tired, but his mind rattled. How would he kill a God?  
 
    How would he kill a God who could who had power over fate itself?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He awoke to the strange, alien cry of a bird. Logan’s eyes shot open, and he saw that the rest of the group had been awakened in the same way, the Archspirits’ eyes opening as they came out of their trances. 
 
    “Frostbirds,” Gracen said as he rubbed his eyes. “I woke up every damn morning to those horrible things.” 
 
    The group took a few moments to pass out the last bits of their food, eating in silence before rising and making their way out of the cave. The sun peeked over the eastern horizon, the sparse scrubland cast in an orange glow. The rest of their gear was left in the cave. Logan knew this meant there was no going back. 
 
    “This is about as pretty as you’ll ever see this land,” Gracen said. “There’s a reason the Empire is moving south.” 
 
    “I can’t say I blame them,” Raymond said as they made their way around the cave toward the west. “But where exactly does the population of Athenhold plan on living once they move south?” 
 
    “In the kingdoms they plan on conquering,” Gracen said with the faintest hint of a smile on his lips. 
 
    Raymond grunted in response. What Gracen had meant by that was all too clear. 
 
    “We should reach the city by nightfall,” Gracen said. “And I’ll direct you all to the guard post where we can take our disguises.” 
 
    Nothing else needed to be said. The group continued toward the west, and within an hour, they found a well-worn road through the scrubland. Logan’s stomach grumbled when noon arrived, but there was no food to eat. Hours passed as they took the road. In time, they reached a large hill, its incline taking another hour to ascend. And when they hit the peak, Athenhold was spread out before them. 
 
    It was like no kingdom Logan had ever seen. The city was an endless sprawl, the walls of the old city a small circle in the middle of the urban expanse. Athenhold covered just about every speck of land as far as the eye could see, streams of people came into the city from several points. 
 
    But it wasn’t the city that caught Logan’s eye. 
 
    It was the army. 
 
    Right before the southern side of the city was the largest army Logan had ever seen aside from the orcish horde. Dozens and dozens of divisions were neatly arrayed, the soldiers accompanied by huge siege weapons. And more than that, a dozen airships loomed over the massive force. 
 
    “Goddesses,” Raymond said. “That city must hold a million people. And half of them look to be in that army.” 
 
    “How the hells is the coalition going to be able to stand up to that?” Marseille asked. 
 
    “Maybe they won’t,” Gracen replied. “Maybe everything we’re doing is for nothing. Maybe the smart move would be to turn ourselves in at the nearest gate and tell the Empress we’re ready to fight for the winning side.” 
 
    All eyes went on him. 
 
    “I’m only joking, of course,” he offered. “Believe me, being a turncoat is surprisingly draining. I don’t know if I’d have the energy to do it for a second time.” 
 
    “Third,” Logan said. “First you betrayed Tyan, then you betrayed Athenhold.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean,” Gracen said. “So much to keep track of. So that’s why I’m planning on keeping things simple by sticking with the home team, you know?” 
 
    “That,” Logan said, “or it was the only option other than a slow death in a pool of your own blood.” 
 
    “Very cynical,” Gracen retorted. “Perhaps I had a change of heart.” 
 
    Logan nodded forward. “Doesn’t matter—just so long as you can get us into the city and in front of Provencus and the Empress.” 
 
    “That, I can do. Come with me. I’ll take you all to the guard post I’d mentioned. Follow me.” 
 
    They began their trek down the hill, making their way into the outskirts of the massive city. The furthest reaches of Athenhold were shanties, the elves there living in squalor. 
 
    “Most of these are refugees from the other kingdoms,” Gracen said. “For those who made the decision to join with Athenhold, their fates were hardly sunny. Their kings or queens would be killed, the majority of their populations sent in a march here to Athenhold, switched for the elves of the Empire. Many didn’t survive their marches, it goes without saying.” 
 
    “So,” Raymond offered, “Athenhold planned to spread their population to all of the kingdoms they took over, then keep what remained of the conquered peoples here under close observation.” 
 
    “Correct,” Gracen said. “A brutal way of doing business. But effective. And more than that, the fate of Tyan if we don’t succeed.” 
 
    Logan and the group continued, making their way through the ramshackle villages clustered closely against one another. The poverty was like nothing Logan had seen, families of elves jammed into too-small, dilapidated homes, dirt and mud everywhere, barely any food to be found. 
 
    “This is heartbreaking,” Melly said, tears in her eyes as they followed Gracen. “No one should have to live like this.” 
 
    “Well,” Gracen added. “The intention isn’t to have them live like this for long. The idea was that, if all of the Empire’s enemies were crammed together like this, then, well, nature would take its course. Though there was peace between many of these kingdoms, there have also been tensions that have existed for hundreds, thousands of years.  
 
    “It’s easy to keep the peace when you’re on the other side of the continent living in your own kingdoms. But it’s a whole other matter when you’re crammed together in shantytowns fighting over food. Not to mention they’re working nearly all day. Between that and disease and starvation, the Empress figured things would simply… take care of themselves.” 
 
    “Horrible,” Raymond said. “Not only do they want to destroy innocent civilians, they plan on doing it in the most cowardly way imaginable.” 
 
    “No one is innocent when it comes to the Empire,” Gracen said. “Either you’re with them, or you’re an enemy. There’s no middle ground.” 
 
    “You mortals are capable of such cruelty,” Ifriti said. “It almost makes me ashamed to take your form.” 
 
    Logan said nothing as they made their way through the muddy roads that led through the shanty villages. The thousands upon thousands of refugees lived in total squalor. The sight made him only more motivated to destroy the Empress and the God who helped her. 
 
    “There,” Gracen said, pointing ahead at a two-story brick building, the only solid-looking structure around. “Guard posts like that are here and there in the outskirts, small barracks that function as resupply stations for the armies needed to keep order. If we monitor that one carefully, we should be able to spot the perfect time to strike, when it’s understaffed and—” 
 
    “Wait here,” Logan said as he broke into a stride toward the building. “We don’t have time for any of that.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “I said wait!” Logan said. “Commander’s orders!” 
 
    He didn’t look back over his shoulder as he hurried down the muddy path toward the guard outpost. Logan didn’t care if there was anyone there. In fact, he relished the opportunity to kill as many Empire soldiers as he possibly could. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he was in front of the wooden double doors that led into the outpost. The building was brick and sturdy-looking, likely built to keep out any of the starving poor around it. At first, Logan considered knocking. But a smile formed on his lips as he thought of a better idea. 
 
    Logan closed his hand into a fist, then banged it hard on the doors. 
 
    “Yes?” a voice called from inside. 
 
    When Logan knew there was someone on the other side, he activated his ice rune and raised his palm, casting a frozen mist over the door and turning it into solid ice. Then he turned on his wolf rune and reared back, bursting through the doors and shattering them into pieces. 
 
    The shards cut into the guard on the other side, the thick, sharp pieces of ice jabbing into his torso. He cried out in pain as Logan rushed over him and took in the scene. The place was full of guards, over a dozen, easily. They scrambled to their weapons as Logan prepared to strike. 
 
    He leapt toward the nearest guard, sinking his teeth into the exposed flesh of his neck and twisting hard, snapping his spine like a twig. That done, he shifted back into his human form and called upon more ice, launching a pair of spear-like shards across the room and impaling a pair of the guards against the wooden frame of the supply closets. 
 
    A soldier rushed toward him with an axe, a battle cry sounding from him as he drew nearer. Logan quickly pulled out his short sword and shoved it up, plunging it through the bottom of the soldier’s head and pushing it out the top of his skull. With a kick to the soldier’s chest, Logan pulled out the blade, charged it with electricity, and whipped it across the room. He stuck it into the breastplate of the soldier. The electrical current zapped through his steel armor, frying him on the spot. 
 
    Two more soldiers approached. Logan activated his ice and lightning runes, summoning a small storm cloud in the barracks, barraging the two soldiers with ice and lightning. One was speared in the eye by an ice shard, the other cooked by a lightning blast. Logan removed the cloud, then activated his fire and spider runes, firing a blast of super-hot webbing at three of the remaining soldiers. They screamed out in pain as it burned their skin, and Logan flicked power over to his ice rune to create a sharp, jagged piece of glass-like ice in his hand. 
 
    With his new weapon, he sliced the throat of one of the trapped soldiers, then whipped it across the room at another that rushed toward him. The ice shard cut cleanly through his throat, severing his hand and sending it through the air in a bloody arc. A soldier on the far end of the barracks managed to find a crossbow and took aim at Logan. The bolt launched, and Logan quickly summoned a wall of fire, the bolt incinerating to ashes as it passed through. 
 
    Logan rushed over to his blade and yanked it out of the fallen soldier, then turned to see that there were three more left. One of them rushed him, and was easily taken out with a blade to the belly. For the remaining two, Logan activated his snake rune, launching a pair of serpents from his hands, both flying across the room and latching onto the faces of the last two soldiers. They screamed out in pain as they tried to tear the snakes off, and as they struggled, they were easy targets. 
 
    Logan plunged his sword into the neck of one, then the other. The snakes slithered off, the twin puncture marks on the faces of their soldiers the only traces that they were there. 
 
    When the battle was over, Logan caught his breath as he surveyed the scene of carnage, the bodies all around him, their wounds telling the story of what rune he had employed to end each of their lives. He allowed himself a small smile at his handiwork. It was becoming easier to switch from one rune to another in the heat of battle, and to activate multiple and combine their powers to deadly effect. 
 
    Not wanting a crowd to form and spread word of what had happened, he hurried to the entrance and signaled for the rest of the group to come join him. Once they were inside, he covered the opening to the barracks with a sheet of ice. 
 
    “Holy hells,” Raymond said as he took in the sight of carnage. “You didn’t mess around in here.” 
 
    Gorian hurried over to Melly, standing on his tiptoes as he tried to cover her face. 
 
    “This is no sight for royal eyes,” he said. 
 
    But Melly only took his hand and moved it away. “No. This is gruesome, but it’s the reality of war. I need to see these sorts of things up close and personal if I’m going to be sending my soldiers to similar fates.” 
 
    “There’s ample gear here,” Logan said.  
 
    Melly tugged at a dead soldier’s bloody uniform with two fingers, raising an eyebrow. “Ample… sure. But is there any gear without, y’know…” 
 
    “There’s likely more on the second floor,” Logan said. “Everyone, take what you can and make yourselves look like Empire soldiers. We don’t have a moment to waste.” 
 
    The group did as they were asked. Logan grabbed the nearest breastplate, the front adorned with the silver and green moon emblem of the Lunar Empire. He tucked his orcish short sword away, replacing it with a curved longsword that was standard for Empire soldiers. 
 
    The rest did the same, taking gear from the second floor of the barracks. When they were done, the group looked like a small squadron of Empire soldiers. Only Gracen remained in his own clothes. 
 
    “This will do nicely,” Gracen said as he took in the sight of the group in their uniforms. “This will allow us to go through the city without drawing any attention. When we reach the palace, however, that will be a bit tricker.” 
 
    “How so?” Raymond asked. 
 
    “I’ll need to talk us in,” Gracen said. “But don’t worry about it—I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Let’s move,” Logan said. “We’re close to the end.” 
 
    He could feel it in his bones that something was about to happen, something that would change the course of the war and the continent. The group hid the bodies, and when they were ready, they left the barracks. A large crowd had gathered around, the rag-wearing, dirty elves trying to crane their heads to see what was inside. 
 
    “Under orders of the Empress,” Gracen said authoritatively. “There is to be no trespassing in these barracks under penalty of death. Now, carry on!” He waved his hand dismissively, the group scattering and disappearing among the shanties. 
 
    The group moved on, the trip through the slums taking over an hour. But they eventually reached the gates, a dozen soldiers standing guard. Gracen took the lead, introducing himself and telling the guards that he would be accompanying us into the city. 
 
    That was all it took. The gates opened and they entered the city, the beating heart of the Empire. 
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    The city of Athenhold reminded Logan of an endless series of crates stacked atop one another, held up with cold, gray brick. The stone roads wound through the bafflingly complex neighborhoods, steam and smoke rising from chimneys. For the most part, it resembled many of the human kingdoms he’d known over the years. 
 
    But the palace complex, that was where the differences began. The palace of the Lunar Empire was a massive, ornate building with turrets and towers and stunning design. And it wasn’t the only building in the complex—dozens of towering structures were gathered around it, most of them reaching higher than any of the towers he’d seen in Tyan. 
 
    “The city has grown quite a bit under the guidance of the Empress,” Gracen said. “What was once a backwater kingdom of only fifty thousand has grown to this.” 
 
    “All built with what they’ve pillaged from the kingdoms they’ve conquered,” Raymond said, anger lining his voice. “Whatever they’ve taken, the Empress will pay it back tenfold.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like the wealth they’ve plundered has made its way down to the smaller folk,” Marseille said, noting the run-down conditions of the city. 
 
    “Their gift is to be part of the winning team,” Gracen said. “And, of course, the Empress has promised this and that once the war is won. But everything here has been built as it’s been needed to be. That is, aside from the palace complex. That was constructed with the most careful planning. Now, duck into this place and take off your gear. The Empress will certainly have questions if you all arrive wearing pilfered gear.” 
 
    He gestured to an abandoned building and the group hurried inside, shucking off their armor and uniforms. 
 
    “What about a plan?” Raymond asked. “We’re going to need one.” 
 
    Gracen nodded. “That’s true—no good will come of blundering in there. We have to figure out some way to take out both Provencus and the Empress in one blow.” 
 
    Logan leaned against the nearest wall, giving the matter some thought. “Provencus can predict the future, correct?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. When he sees you, he’ll be able to see all of the possible outcomes of the meeting. He’ll see futures where you fight and win, futures where you fight and lose. He’ll see futures where you are executed, futures where you turn your back on Tyan, kill your companions, and join the Empress. And the closer the true future comes, the clearer it is.” 
 
    “So, I need to do less thinking, more acting,” Logan said. 
 
    “Correct. The more you internally decide what you’re going to do, the more he is able to sense it. When you find him, you must attack with all your might, kill him and then go for the Empress while she’s stunned by what she’s witnessed.” 
 
    “Then that’s what I’ll do,” Logan said. “Is that all Provencus can do?” It struck Logan as odd to think the God of Destiny didn’t have more up his sleeve.  
 
    “Well,” Gracen said, “he didn’t tell me much about his power. He didn’t talk to me much at all.” 
 
    “You just sat in silence for a half hour while he marked you?” 
 
    “Half hour?” Gracen said. “It only took a moment for my mark to be applied. He took my hand. It felt like my hand was… aging as I touched him—as if my bones were becoming frailer, and my skin looser. But after a moment, it subsided, and I was marked.” 
 
    God runes and Archspirit runes must work differently, Logan guessed.   
 
    They left and then continued, soon reaching the border of the palace complex. And right away, Logan knew what Gracen had meant. The ground floor of the palace complex was like a pleasure garden, plants and trees and flower bushes sculpted to perfection, all brought from the furthest reaches of Varsyth. The towers were gilded and grand, reaching all the way up to the sky. 
 
    “This is where the Empress’ favored are housed,” Gracen said, gesturing up to the tops of the towers, their peaks vanishing into the gray clouds above. “Those who stood by her from the beginning, helped her, ahem, deal with her naysayers. She takes care of those who have the good sense to stand by her.” 
 
    They approached the massive palace, an ornate crescent moon of pure steel looming over top of it. They went up the large set of stairs that led to the front, a pair of palace guards in green and silver robes, their faces hidden behind steel masks and large spears in their hands. 
 
    The guards crossed their spears as Gracen and the rest approached. 
 
    “Your purpose,” one of them said, his voice low and deep, as if spoken with magic. 
 
    “My purpose?” Gracen asked, seeming confused and offended; Logan couldn’t quite tell if it was a put-on. “Why, I have the War Wizard and his allies here with me. That was my mission, remember? Or do they not keep you all filled in when you’re this low on the pole.” 
 
    There was silence for several long moments. Then the guards moved their spears and opened the doors. 
 
    “The Empress is in the back court,” one of the guards said. “Bring them to her.” 
 
    Gracen gave a sarcastic salute before gesturing for the group to come with him. The palace interior was just as grand as the outside indicated. And more than that, it was empty. Not a soul was there. 
 
    “Is it usually this… barren?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Not usually,” Gracen said. “But if the Empress is in the back court, then the rest of the staff and royal court could be there with her. Nothing to worry about. Come—this way.” 
 
    They continued, making their way through the enormous palace and coming to an opening area that looked out over a massive garden, the Frostwind Mountains in the distance. A large stone veranda was out back, high enough to look over the rest of the palace complex. 
 
    But there was no one there. Logan and the rest of the group went on, making their way to the veranda and stepping outside.  
 
    “Ah,” a voice boomed, deep and sonorous, “it has all happened just as I predicted.” 
 
    The group turned in the direction of the voice, looking up to see a strange pattern floating in the air above the palace. The form was made of ever-shifting fractals, branching off and fading into nothing before starting over at the center of the mass. The shape descended, coming to a stop and hovering over the veranda. 
 
    “Provencus,” Logan said. There was no doubt in his mind this was the God of Destiny. 
 
    The form hovered, the fractal patterns freezing then coalescing in the center. Provencus glowed, the light brightening and vanishing in a moment. What remained was a tall, slender human who appeared to be in his fifties. He was dressed in comfortable, scholarly robes, his head bald and a thin beard hanging from his chin. Despite his age, he appeared spry and strong. 
 
    Logan’s hand clasped around the hilt of his short sword. Even so, he wondered what good a sword would do against a God. 
 
    Gracen smiled slightly, and Logan couldn’t sense if he knew what was happening or if he was as in the dark as the rest of the group. 
 
    “This… is quite an honor,” Gracen said. “I… wasn’t expecting you… I’ve returned from my task.” 
 
    Provencus regarded Gracen with blank expression, only his eyebrow slightly narrowed. “Yes,” Provencus said. “And you brought the War Wizard and his Archspirits. Good work.” 
 
    “Indeed I have,” Gracen said. “Not only that, but we have the queen of Numenthas and the captain of the Tyan guard. I’ve done more than you asked.” 
 
    “That is true,” Provencus said. 
 
    Logan wasn’t sure what he was witnessing. He and Raymond shared a look, one that made it clear they were both uncertain whether or not they were being betrayed. 
 
    “Now,” Gracen asked. “Where is the Empress? I was under the impression she would be here when I returned.” 
 
    “The Empress is leading the army,” Provencus said. “They are to depart at sundown tonight.”  
 
    Logan glanced over his shoulder, looking to the west. The sun was no more than an hour away from setting. 
 
    Provencus took in a slow breath. “I know why you are here, traitor. I know that you made a deal with Corvan and the War Wizard. You would do us all a kindness if you were to drop the façade.” 
 
    “What?” Gracen asked. “I would never do such a—” 
 
    “Perhaps you have not.” He regarded Gracen with an expression of skepticism. “Many potential futures of this meeting have unfolded before. But only up to this point. Perhaps the presence of the War Wizard and his Archspirits are causing my powers to not be what they should be. I have seen you bring Logan here to help him, and I have seen you bring him here to betray him. But what happens next…” He shook his head. “This is something I haven’t predicted—a novel feeling.”  
 
    “Do you really think I would betray you?” Gracen said. “I may have betrayed Corvan, but Corvan is a mortal. You’re a God. I would be a fool to betray you.” 
 
    “Once a traitor, always a traitor,” Provencus said. “But I suppose there is one way to find out.” 
 
    In a flash, Provencus drew a blade from his billowing robes. The length of the blade gleamed with intricate runes, silvery smoke curling up from its edge. Provencus split his appearance into several mirror images, and rushed across the veranda toward Logan. It was all too fast for Logan to react. 
 
    But not too fast for Gracen. The elf activated his own rune, splitting his image and rushing in front of Logan. When everything came to a stop, Gracen was still before Logan, Provencus’ blade buried in Gracen’s stomach. Logan watched as blood trickled down the corners of his mouth.  
 
    Gracen dropped, and Logan caught him as Provencus retreated. 
 
    “That… was unexpected,” Gracen said. He coughed, more blood pouring from his mouth. 
 
    Logan’s first instinct was to press his hands on the wound, trying to stop the bleeding. But the bleeding was only the beginning of the damage Provencus’ attack had caused. Gracen aged rapidly before Logan’s eyes. His hair thinned and grayed. His skin wrinkled. His eyes faded to blindness.  
 
    “I… hope this… clears my… name,” Gracen managed, his voice aged and withered.  
 
    “It’s clear,” Logan said. “And your king will know.” 
 
    Gracen’s eyes sunk in. Logan could sense he was mere moments from dying.  
 
    “Tell… Corvan… I’m sorry,” Gracen said. He tried to grip Logan’s arm, but his hand was too frail. His hand rested feebly on Logan’s forearm. “Let me… give you… something. Use it… to…” 
 
    Logan’s flesh burned.  
 
    “How dare you!” Provencus shouted. His eyes lit up with rage. He dashed at Logan, his sword poised and ready.  
 
    “…kill a God,” Gracen finished. His skin tightened on his bones.  
 
    Logan turned his right arm over—and the mark of Provencus was there.  
 
    Provencus reached Logan, slashing at his head. Logan slipped Provencus’ blade. He pulled back, glancing over his shoulder to see his comrades readying themselves for battle.  
 
    “Everyone,” Logan called to them, “stay back.” 
 
    Raymond grunted. “Now isn’t the time for arrogance, War Wizard—” 
 
    “This isn’t arrogance,” Logan said, dodging another assault from Provencus. “Like it or not, I’m the closest”—Logan slipped left, Provencus’ fate-blade singing through the air next to him—“I’m the closest thing to a God that we have.”   
 
    Provencus guffawed. “You? Close to a God?” His laugh became a scowl. “How dare you, you mortal trash! You aren’t a God just because that scum Gracen gave you my rune. Not even close.”  
 
    Provencus relentlessly stabbed at Logan. The edge came close to Logan’s abdomen, slicing through his undershirt. The cotton fabric withered, fading to dust as if it had aged a thousand years in the space of moments. 
 
    His blade’s powerful, Logan thought. But he isn’t a born fighter. The God’s stance was clumsy, and he overextended his body each time he struck. But he was still a God, so Logan remained cautious and kept as much distance as he could. 
 
    But he couldn’t keep dodging forever. He shot a glance at the Archspirits and the others. “At my signal, fire everything you can at him—” 
 
    “Do I not demand your full attention, War Wizard?” Provencus said. “You people are so arrogant.” He leapt forward, thrusting his fate-blade, putting all his weight into the strike.  
 
    Logan saw his chance. He slipped past the blade, activating his Fenrir rune for more strength. He brought his foot into the God’s thigh, sending him falling.    
 
    “Now!” Logan shouted to his group. 
 
    Quetzal sent a bolt of lightning, followed by Ifriti’s fireball and a shard of ice from Chilvala. Melly shot her rifle and Gorian his pistol. Half a dozen projectiles had been fired at Provencus—and if just one connected…   
 
    But none of them did. Everything they’d fired at the God hung frozen in the air, crackling and spinning in place. Provencus held up a hand as he got up from the ground.   
 
    “You,” he said, his voice booming, “insolent little spirits. You dare—” 
 
    Logan’s eyes went wide, but he couldn’t afford to stand around gawking. He moved, channeling his Fenrir rune.  
 
    Provencus saw him coming, however. He leapt back and dropped his hand as Logan dashed for him. The lightning bolt arced in front of Logan, just barely short of his skull. The fireball, ice shard, and bullets shot past too.  
 
    So that’s what he can do, Logan thought.   
 
    “You really thought such trifles would be effective against the God of Destiny.” Provencus threw his head up and laughed. “Fools.”  
 
    Logan looked to his Archspirits, who looked hesitant to launch another assault. He nodded at them. “Stay back. On my signal.”  
 
    He needed their help to defeat Provencus, but he couldn’t risk them getting hit by Provencus’ blade.  
 
    “Just give up,” Provencus said. “I have foreseen it. Your defeat is inevitable. The fall of Tyan is inevitable. Your death, Logan, is inevitable.” 
 
    “I already died once,” Logan said. “And I’m willing to die again if it means putting an end to the Empire.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Provencus said. “How did you enjoy that little adventure in the realm between realms? I made it especially for you.”  
 
    “What?” Logan exclaimed. “You—” 
 
    “Yes,” Provencus continued, his face smug. “I was the one who trapped you there—just as easily as I stopped those petty little lightning bolts and fireballs your Archspirits shot at me. I was the one who stopped you from joining your beloved Elderwood Rangers in the immaterial realm!” Provencus laughed. “Don’t you see, Logan, son of Jesper? I am the puppet master pulling your strings and making you dance.” He shook his head. 
 
    “And yet,” Logan said, unphased, “here I stand, ready to drive my blade through your throat.”  
 
    Provencus glared at him. “Oh, I’d like to see you try.”  
 
    Logan dashed. He swapped his blade to his left hand and flexed his right arm, glancing at Provencus’ rune that Gracen had pressed into his flesh. Time to see what this can do, Logan thought. 
 
    When he reached the God of Destiny, he activated the rune, closing his eyes and allowing his form to split. Mirror images appeared all around him. Provencus’ face twisted with disgust as he deflected Logan’s blows. Their blades clashed, an orchestra of clanging steel erupting.  
 
    While he had Provencus’ attention, Logan activated his ice rune and shot a blast of ice onto the ground, frost spreading over the grass.  
 
     Provencus noticed just in time, levitating himself up and off the ground. And as he rose, Logan activated his Quetzal rune and cast a bolt of lightning at Provencus, stunning him for a moment.  
 
    This was his chance. “Now!” he shouted to his Archspirits as he dashed in.  
 
    Quetzal’s lightning bolt shot at Provencus, followed by Ifriti’s fireball and Chilvala’s ice shard. Arachne shot a blast of webbing.  
 
    Provencus tried to stop the blasts, but he was too late. Panic flashed in the God’s eyes as Logan’s blade arced for his gut. When the blow landed, Provencus’ blade clattered to the floor.  
 
    Provencus dropped, clutching his stomach. “Destroying my physical form will accomplish nothing,” he said. “The rest of the Gods will come for you and—” 
 
    “Bring them on,” Logan said. “I’ll slay them too.” 
 
    With that, he plunged the blade down into Provencus’ right eye, his body going stiff. Provencus let out a howl, light shooting from his eyes and mouth as he faded into nothingness. And when he was gone, nothing but his robes and his blade remained. The fate-blade clanged as it hit the floor, the light from its runes fading away.  
 
    It was over. 
 
    Logan sheathed his blade and stepped up to the fate-blade. And when he reached for it, its runes shot back to life, glowing in concert with his Provencus rune on his right forearm. The fate-blade vibrated violently as his hand got closer.  
 
    But when he curled his hand around the hilt, the fate-blade hummed as if to welcome its new owner. Logan smiled. 
 
     He started back toward his allies. Together, they gathered on the veranda, a small pile of gray ashes where Gracen’s body had been. 
 
    “We ought to bury him,” Raymond said. “Or, well, what’s left of him. He tried to kill our king, but we couldn’t have won this fight without his help. In the end, he wanted what was best for Tyan.” 
 
    Logan nodded. But he had other matters on his mind. He glanced up at the peak of the palace, a turret that rose above the rest. 
 
    “We can mourn him later,” Logan said. “Come.” 
 
    The group formed up with Logan, and together, they entered the palace. Aside from the bodies of soldiers they’d slain, the place was empty. The group found a spiral staircase that went up, all hurrying up the stairs to the very top of the palace. The stairs ended in a circular room with a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view. 
 
    Athenhold stretched into the distance all around them, the height great enough to see to the south. 
 
    It didn’t take long before Logan spotted what he was looking for. 
 
    “Goddesses,” Raymond said. “The size of that army…” 
 
    Logan could only guess from his distance, but tens of thousands of soldiers, possibly more, the neat squares of troops and cavalry and siege weapons, were on the move. They made their way south, no doubt on the road to their final campaign against the few kingdoms that stood against them. 
 
    “That’s where the Empress is,” Logan said. “And until she’s dead, this fight isn’t over.” 
 
    He set his eyes on the massive army, ready to end the Imperial war once and for all. 
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